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AUTHOR'S NOTE

There is a momentum to every operation of tﬁrowth. The Terran Empire, like eve
grocess of human endeavor, was geometric rather than linear in this progression. It
egan with a few isolated star systems and planets; they in turn dc=:v<:10p<:§,r put forth
colonies, and then began to burgeon, effloresce, grow in wild and unrestrained
proliferation. Within a thousand years a detached scientist rm;ght compare their growth
-from a perspective of millennia-to that of the spread of the water hyacinth on
Earth in the pre-space days; first an isolated phenomenon, then a study in wild

growth, finally a menace that threatened to encompass and crowd out everything else.

Something of the same momentum can be seen in the isolated progress of the
Terran Empire on a single planet. First a small scientific outpost, then a colony, a
Trade City-

Darkover, isolated at the edfe of a galaxy, with a sun so dim that its name was
known only in star catalogs, had halted 1n the first stages of this isolation for a hundred
years.

But now-look out, Darkover! For the worldwreckers are coming.
-M.Z.B.
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Prologue:

DEDICATION: To four people who-each in his or her own way-kept my sense of wonder
alive: Anne McCaffrey, Juanita Coulson, Ursula Le Guin, and Randall Garrett

Printed in U.S.A.
WORLDWRECKERS, INC,
THEY DIDN'T CALL it that, of course. But that was what it was all the same, and the
men knew it as th ]Z went up the long series of interlocking escalators which would
take them to the isolated penthouse.
here were two of them one lar%e and one small and both with the sort of

h1l%h1 y forgettable faces which make for good policemen, detectives or secret agents.

e miracles of cosmetic surgery were usually reservcd to make Eco ple stnkm but
an astute observer might have’ guessed that some such cosme c sur%fry een
used to remove every trace of individuality from the two faces. Subtly done, of
course, but ver ]}7 completely. They had bécome a part of the crowd, a.ny crowd;
and that in itse was a tr1umph for they were ne1ther light nor dark, and would not
have been noticed, in a crowd of exclusively o or Nordic types, as belonging
obtrusively to one or. the other. If any Masai, or gmies, had survwcd on Earth in
this year, they would have stood out as not be distinctly of that type; but in
thlS era of highl mterracml breeding stock, with the outer exn'emes of the human
phenotype one orever, they would never be noticed

One of e men, who uscd the name Stannard, and had used so man%that he d1d
not remember his original name twice in a year, pondered on it as they stepped
onto the final escalator.

Worldwreckers. He'd been almost everywhere and done almost everything on any
planet which would hold him but he'd never dealt with them before.
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Evcrybodgr in the Empire knew about them. Mostly it was somg:thin%_you
heard about underground and wondered about vaguely, if your business didn't
lead you into the tremendous ebb and flow of c?lanetari’x commerce. What was
worldwrecking anyway, you might wonder, and why should anybody care to
wreck a world? It sound%d like 'something out of special three-dim cinedrama

and it was vaguely funny. But to the people who did come into it-like himself,
Stannard reflected-it wasn't funny at all. Neither was it tragic. It was just business.
But why had they let their business be known by such a name?

He shut off the flow of curiosity-it wasn't what he was paid for-as the last
escalator came to a slow halt. There were quiet gold-colored curtains all around
and an outer reception hall where a girl, almost as unobtrusive as Stannard and
his companion, examined their identify cards and let them pass through a metallic
door into a small and plain office. Whatever Stannard had expected of this_secret
network and sem;lcigal business, it wasn't that it would look like a shipping
office with the kind of simple computers which kept records of traffic ‘flow,
stored information and Izcl;avc out instant library service. Nor had he really
expected that the central head of this vast network would be a woman.

\ woman, quite beautiful and l]?uitc: young. Or-Stannard amended his thougif;‘ts
quickly-apparently dyoung. He could detect no scars of cosmetic surgery or mol g
and he was trained at spotting them, but some tautness around the eyes betraye
that innocent youth had nothing to do with the fair-skinned, unlined face and
smooth throat.' Her voice was deep and quiet.

"Mr. Stannard and Mr. Bruce. Please sit down. Your principals, as you
probably know, have been in communication with me and have paid the
advance deposits which we require before negotiations can be made final. My
name is Andrea Closson, and I am fully empowered to deal with youw."

They took seats and she went on, in the same quiet and dispassionate voice:

"I ain prepared to make guarantees, at this point. How much have you been
told about this matter of Darkover?"

Stannard sa1d? "We know as much, we were told, as we would need to know for
this conference.' o )

"Very well, then. You know, of course, that this is illegal. By the various
treaties of the Terran Empire, any planet has a right to a Class D trade
agreement, which means, in Darkover's case-" briefly, she consulted the %lass plate
atop her desk where the computer readout could 'be seen, a flurry of fast pale
lights for trained scan readers to instant-scan, "means construction of a large
spaceport for Type Beta traffic flow, services and concessions to cater to spaceport
personnel, a Mapping and Exploring division, Medical Exchange services, ‘and
clearly defined trade zones, with no Terran infiltration into native areas and vice
versa. The Thendara Spaceport on Darkover, has been in full operation for-" again
she consulted the scan réader, "seventy-eight of their years, consisting of 389
days each. Trade is well-established in small medicinals, steel tools and similar
Class D artifacts. Under the terms of a Class D agreement there is no
mechanized 1ndustrg no mining or surface transit, and no continuous input or
outflow_ of exportable or_importable goods or services. All efforts to establish
negotiations with native Darkovan authorities with a view to opening the
planet to colonization and industrialization have failed. Am I right?"

"Not quite failed," Stannard said. "They've been ignored."

Andrea Closson shrugged that off. "Anyway they have not succeeded, so you
are willing to send in our services." )

"Worldwreckers," said Bruce. It was the first time he had spoken. )

"We prefer to call ourselves a planetary investment corporation,” Andrea said
smoothly, "although if the undercover branches must be called into use, we
cannot operate openly as such. In brief, if a planet refuses exploitation-forgive
me, I should have said profitable investment-" but the irony in her expression
was apparent, "our agents can give its. economy the kind of, shall we say,
nudge which ‘will in the long run make it worthwhile for that planet to request
outside investors to come in." )

"In short," Stannard said, "you wreck the economy so that the planet in
question has no recourse but to turn to the Terran Empire to pick up the pieces:"
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"That's a harsh way of putting it but I suppose true in essence. And the planet in
question, I'm told by the investors, usually profits in the long run. I don't ask who
it profits. That's not my business.” )

It's ours," Stannard said. "Can it be done with Dark-over? And how soon?
And how much:" )
drea did not answer at once; she was pushing buttons for the desktop scan
reader. She seemed to have found somethirig suddénly that arrested her attention,
for the flickers of her eyes-they were odd €yes, Stannard thought, a very pale
pellucid gray, a color he didn't rémember seeing before-the swift flickers of a trained
scan reader, suddenly slowed down and stopped. She looked, as far as he could
tell, both startled and shocked.

She said abruptly, "Have either of you gentlemen ever been to Darkover:?"

Stannard shook’his head. "I never'go that far off my orbit."

"I have," Bruce volunteered uncr)’(f)ectcdl . "I went there once for, well, that
doesn't matter." He shivered suddenly. "Hcﬁ of a place; I've no idea why anyone
wants it opened up; they'll have to give extra pay for volunteers. Cold as space
and twice as dismal. Combpletely unspoiled, as tourist books say. It could use a little

spoiling."

p"Wc]ﬁ that's what we're here for," said Andrea briskly, turning off the desktop
scanner with a decisive gesture. "Gentlemen, I am repared to offer terms and
guarantees. For the agreed upon sum," she mentioned a sum in_millicredit
units, which changed so often it represented a mini-fortune or a maxifortune that
week, "we are prepared to guarantee that within three Central Record Type
Empire Years, the planet now known as Darkover will be open to Type B
exploitation-to prepare it for Ty&e A exploitation would take twenty years and
would never be profitable- with full permission to begin mmm% and export
operations by a limited dgroup of investors. Half of the sum must be paid now,
in legal titanium-based hard_currency paid into a numbered account on
Helvetia II. The remainder will fall due within one Standard Month of the day
that Dark-over is declared a Class B Open world." o )

. Stannard said, "What's your guarantee that our principals will Pay the final
installment? Not that they've any intention of defaulting, but it takes Empire
Senate action to declare a world Open. Once they've made that legal, why can't
my principals simply go in, as any other investors would?"

Andrea smiled, and the smile’ was so much like a steel trap that Stannard
revised his opinion of her age upward by thirty years. "The contract, which
you must sign with your principals' real identities by number, states that upon
default your entire interést in the planet in question reverts to Planetary
Investments Unlimited-which, as you have pointed out, is known widely as
Worldwreckers, Incorporated. Furthermore, default in this arrangement entirely
voids the secrecy clause." ) ) )

hey had thought of everything, Stannard realized. Because worldwrecking
arrangements were¢ illegal everywhere, and any planetary investment unit, bent on
exploitation, which hired the services of a worldwrecker, was permanently
warned off from that planet.

"We're quite legitimate on the surface," Andrea said grimly. "You have legally
hired our services for public relations and propaganda. Most of our agents, the
ones everybody sees, will never be within a light-year of Darkover itself. They'll be
at Empire Center, attempting by perfectly legal means to persuade the legislators
that Darkover should be a Class B Open world. A few more will be doing the

same with the Darkovan authorities."

"And the rest?" )

Andrea said, "The_rest are none of your business."

Stannard agreed. He didn't want to know. He had spent a lifetime doing chores
of this sort for a thousand principals and he made a good and almost luxurious
living by not wanting to know. ) ) )

They signed papers and produced numbered identity proxies, and then they
went awgly again, and out of Andrea Closson's life, and out of the story of Darkover
forever. They were so forgettable that even she forgot them, as individuals; within
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five seconds of the time they disappeared into her outer office.

But the minute they had gf))ne, she pressed the scan reader button again,
setting it to STOP. Thé words blurred betore her CKCS and the picture, in brilliant
color, took form there. But she closed her lids the better to see it inside her
€yss, In memory. - . . . :

High mountains, a familiar skarhnq, dark against the crimson sky of the lowering
sun; a sun like a red and bloody disk. Only the tall buildings of the Trade City
pictured beneath the incredibly familiar mountains and “sun, were new and
surprising.

0 tbc;g call it Darkover now. ) )
. A mufmur of music whispered in her mind, the total recall that she had found
intolerable for the first hundred years and had done as much as she could to
desensitize; now she could not remember the name of the melody, and spent a
few split seconds rummaging in a past she had deliberately put’ away, before
ﬁmcrgmg with the name of the melody and the odd, dry sound of reed wood
utes:

"Weary are the hills." ) ) )

Yes, that was the name. Another of those intolerable clear pictures came into
her mind again, a girl in a brief yellow runic playing on the flute; then her
mouth twisted and she opened her eyes. "A girl," she said grimly aloud.

"I wasn't even a %irl then. I was-what I was is what I decided not to think
about. I've been here, and a woman, for-Evanda and Avarra! How long? It
doesn't bear thinking about, how long T've been here!" )

But the me_mogzr pers1stcd’, ruqmn% along a track it was impossible to stoP, and
finally, knowing it was pure self-indulgence, but also knowing it was the only way
to put an end to this, Andrea pressed a button and pulled the message unit
toward her, speaking softldy.

- "Fix me a scan-and-destruct tﬁpe on ever&
ark

thing which has been written
about Cottman's Star IV, called over, a Class % Closed world. I'll handle
this one myself."

The voice on the other end of this line had been extensively trained never to
sound surprised, but Andrea, with her sudden supersensitized "awareness, heard
surprise anyhow:

"You are going in person? What cover?" She considered that briefly. "I will go as

an animal handler, considering the transport of small legal quantities of native

fur-bearers to nearby worlds for breeding and development there," she said at

last. She had been 'so many things on so many worlds. She understood and

gi«:d hammals and she neéd never be on her guard against their intrusive
oughts.

Butgwhen the scan-and-destruct had been absorbed and discarded, when she was
packed and ready to board her transit on the first leg of the impossibly long
transgalactic journey to that small planet out on the rim of nowhere, which
now bore the name’of Darkover, a fear roused again in her. A fear centuries
buried, rousing deep in the curious convolutions of a brain which, living as a
human, she used only fractionally.

Suppose, after all this time and all the different %eo le I've been, once I
stand ‘again under the four moons and the light of the bloody sun strikes me,
%ugpose-suppose the old me, the real me, the self I was before I was Andrea,

€

ore I was wanderer, queen, s’paceman, courtesan, businesswoman, suppose the
old me came back? What then!

weary resignation, and pressed her long hands over her eyes. For the moment, if

there had been anybody to see, she looked neither humin nor woman.
Narzain-ye kui, she ‘thought in a language long dead; exiled child of the

Yellow Forest, where have you not traveled? Return once more, see what the

What then? Then at least I would die where I was born, she thought with
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treading feet of the long seasons have made of the world your people could not
hold, and then die here; die alone if you must, knowing thit not even a memory
remains of the footsteps of your folk in the fastnésses of the Mountains of
Light.... He sensed that there were footsteps behind him again. )

t was troubling. They were not the familiar steps and presence of his
bodyguard Danilo. Thosé he heard everywhere he went and because he loved
Darnilo and had taken the young man as_his paxman and esquire, he neither
resented them nor changed his steps a fraction for them. Dani would not intrude
on his thoughts or his consciousnéss unless he wanted companionship.

Regis Hastur thou%ht, I'm too sensitive, and tried to rune out the
footsteps. They probably had nothing to do with him; if he sensed their impact
on his consciousness it was only fperhaps that the owner of feet and steps ‘was
startled to see a young Hastur 60f Comyn Council abroad and afoot at this early
hour. He moved along steadily, a slender man in his middle twenties, with the
great personal beauty which marked all the Hasturs and Elhalyns of the Comyn; a
striking face made more noteworthy in that the page-trimmed hair above the
narrow face was not flame red, as with all the Comyn, but snow white. L
thIf )Dam had his way I'd never go out without armed escort. What kind of life is

at:

Yet he knew remotely and with grief that it was true. The old days of
Darkover, when the Comyn walked unhurt through war, armed insurrection,
and street riots, were gonc forever. He walked now to pay his last respects to
another of his caste, dead at an assassin's hand in his thirty-seventh year; Edric
Ridenow of Serrais. I never liked Edric. But must we all die, when so many of
us are dead or in exile? The houses of the Seven Domains are laid waste.” All
the Altons gone; Valdir dying a hundred years past; Kennard dead on a distant
world; Marius dead in psychic battle with the forces of Sharra; Lew and his last
child, Ma(xi]a, in exile on a distant world. The Hasturs, the Ridenows, the Ardais-
decimated, gone. I should go too. But my people need me here, a Hastur of
Hasturs, so they will not feel wholly abandoned to the Terran Empire.

Blast fire is silent, Regis did not hear it but felt the heat, whirled, heard another
cry, then silence of a shocking kind; then someone called his name and he saw
Danilo_come running up to him, drawn weapon in hand. The younger man
stopped a little way off, lowering his weapon. .

¢ said, stubbornly and with concealed anger, "Now maybe you'll listen
Lord Regis. If you go out again without a_proper escort I swear by all o
Zandru's hells that I Will not be responsible; I 'will ask my oath back and return
to Syrtis. If the Council doesn't have me flayed alive first for letting you be
ed under my very eyes!" o )

Regis felt weak "and sick; the dead man lying in the street had no ordinary
weapon but a nervegun which would have made him-no, not a corpse but a
vegetable, all his neural circuits paralyzed; he might live, spoon-fed and
incommunicado, forty years. He said through suddenly trembling lips, "They're
getting rougher. That's the seventh assassin in eleverd moons. Must I beconie a
prisoner in the Hidden City, Dani:?" .

"At least they don't send dagger men against you any more."

"I wish they did," Regis said. "I can hold my own with any dagger man on
this world; so can you." He looked at Dani sharply; "You're not hurt?",

"A graze. My arins feel d(lipped in molten leac{ but the nerves will heal." He
brushed off Régis' concerned queries, his offers of help. "The only help I need,
Lord Regis, is your promise not to walk alone in the city again."

RC_%IS said, "T promise." But his eyes were hard. "Where got you the weapon,
Dani? A Compact-forbidden weapon? Give it to me." ) i )

The youngér man surrendered the blaster. He said, "It isn't illegal, var dom.
I went into the Terran Trade C1t¥ and applied for a permit to carry it here.
And when they knew whose body I guarded they gave'it me with a good will-
and so they should." ) )

Regis looked troubled. He said, "Call a guardsman to bury that," he pointed
to the charred corpse of the assassin. "No point in examining the body, I'm
afraid; it will be like all the others, a nameless man, no trace of his whereabouts
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known. But he needn't lie in the street, either."

He stood by, distressed and aloof, while Danilo summoned a green-and-black
umfoxilmcg City Guard, and gave orders. Then he turned to Danilo and his eyes
were hard.

"You know the Compact." For t%emcrations on Darkover war and combat had
been unknown; mostly due to the Compact, the law forbidding any wea{)ion
which can go beyond the hand's reach of the user; a law which allowed duelin
and raiding’ but wholly Igrol_nbm:d the wide spread of battle or carréﬁﬁc. The
question, addressed to Danijlo, was é)urcly rhetorical-every six-year-old child knew
of the Compact-and the youth did not answer. But even before Regis' angry gaze-
and the anger of a Hastur could kill- Danilo Syrtis did not drop his €yes.

He said, "You're alive and unharmed. That's all I care about, Lord."

"But what, in the name of any god you like, are we living for, Dani?"

"I, to keep you alive." . )

"And what are we living about? We are living, among other things, so that
the Compact be kept on Darkover and the years of chaos and cowardl
killing never come back to our people!" Regis sounded half wild with rage
and despair, but Danilo did not quail from~ his angr{ stare. He said, "The
Compact would be much worse képt with you dead, Lord Regis. I am your
most loyal-" the boy's voice suddenly shook, "you know my life is yours to keep
or slpcnd, vai dom carlo; but do gou really know what would become of this
world or your people with you dead?" .

"Breda;." Reégis used the word which meant not only friend but sworn
brother and rcached out with both hands for Danilo's; a rare touch in a
telepath caste. He said, "If this is true, my dearest brother, why should seven
assassins want me dead?" ) ) ) )

He didn't cx&ect an answer and didn't get one. Danilo said, his face drawn,
"I don't think they come from our peo&lc at all." )

"Is that-" Regis pointed to where the corpse had lain, "a Terran? Not as I
know them."

"Nor I. But face facts, Lord Regis. Seven assassins to you alone; and Lord
Edric dead from a strange dirk; Lord Jerome of the Elhalyns dead in his own
study and no man's footprints in the snow; three of the Aillard women dead in
mishandled childbirth and the midwives dying of poison before they could be
questioned; and-the gods deal with me for speakm% of it-your two children."

Regis' face, hard before, was bleak now, for although he had fathered the
children without any loyve for their mothers, as a sworn duty to his caste, he
had cared deeply for the two sons found dead in their cribs-from sudden
illness, they said-not three months ago. He said, and the terrible control in his
voice was worse_than tears, "What can I do, Dani? Must I see a murderer's
hand or the hand of conspiracy in every blow of fate?" ) )

"It will be worse for you if you don't than if you do, Lord Regis," said
Danilo, but the deep compassion in his voice belied the harshness of the
words.. He added, still harshly, "You've had a shock. You'd better get alon
home. Your mourning at Lord Edric's funeral, such mourning as anyone coul
summon up for such as he, won't do his memory half as much good as you
guarding your life to look after his womenfolk and people!" .

Regis" mouth thinned. "I doubt if they have spare murderers in reserve on
one day," was all he said. But he went with Danilo, not protesting further.

So it Was a war, then, a complex conspiracy against the telepath caste.

But who was the enemy, and why? )

Isolated incidents like this had never been uncommon on Darkover, although it
was more common for an assassin to file what was known as an_intent-to-
murder; this placed it nominally under the age-old duello code of Darkover
and the slayer enjoyed immunity;'a slagrlmg in fair duel was no murder.

His lip, curled faintly. He had care llgbavmded cmbrc.nhn%‘l himself in any of
the warring alignments and factions on Darkover ever since he knew that Derik
Ealll(ml}%x, ncarest heir to the rulership of Comyn Council, was mad and could not
take office.

hus, no _living man on Darkover could justly claim that Regis Hastur of
Hastur had wron%ed him. Furthermore, as Danilo had reminded him, there
were few who could match him in the use of any legal dueling weapons.
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Who, then? Some of their own people who wanted the Comyn, with its
complex hierarchy of telepaths and psi talents, out of the way?

Or, the Terrans? )

Well, that he could verify at once.

Shortly after he had assumed the position as chief liaison man between the

Terrans’and his own people, he had come to live in a house near the edge of
the Terran Zone. It was a compromise and he hated it; neither a Teérran
residence, which, although boxy and cramped, had at least comfort and
convenience, nor a Darkovan one, with space and air and the absence of
separating walls, though essentially comfortless. It was further still from anything
like the feel of Castle Hastur where'he had spent most of his childhood.
. He detested, with a loathing so completely culture bound that it was almost
inborn, almost all of the artifacts of Terran Empire technology and using
them daily was one of the most suffocating handicaps of his liaison position.
Making an average visiphone call was a process made lengthier by the need for
overcoming his revulsion and he made it as brief as he could.

"Trade City Headquarters; Section E1%ht, Medical Research." .

When the screéen had cleared he requested, "Department of Alien
Anthropology," and when that went through he asked for Doctor Jason Allison,
ﬁr'ld finally the face of a young man, restrained but pleasant, took form before

im.

"Lord Regis. An unexpected pleasure. What can I do for you?"

"Forget the formalities, for one thing," Regis said. "You've known me too long
for that. But can you come and see me here?"

He could have "asked his question easily enough on the screen and been
answered. But Regis was a telepath and had learned young to rely, not on the
words of an answer or the face of the speaker, but on the 'feel" of the answer.
He did not think Jason Allison would lie to him. Insofar as he could like or trust
anyone not of his own caste, he liked and trusted the Darkover-born Jason. But
without lyln%; Jason might evade or shade the truth to avoid hurting him or
talk around what he did not know.

So when Jason had joined him there, and the first few words of formal
courtesy and inquiries had passed, he fooked the young Terran straight in
the eye and said:

"You've known me a long time; you know I'm no fool. Level with me, Jason; is
there some sort of feeling around the Terran Empire that telepaths are more
trouble than they're worth, and that-even though the Empire may not issue a
price on our heads-that no tears would be officially shed if we were picked off, one

by one?"

Jason said, "Good God, no!" but Regis did not even hear the words. What he
heard was the cperfectly honest shock, denial and outrage in the young Terran
scientist's mind.

Not the Terrans, then. ) ) )

He probed further, just to satisfy his own conscience. .

"Maybe something you hadn't heard about? Not your section. I know that
Alien Anthropology has been trying to work with some of us." )

"Not the other sections, either," said Jason firmly. "Spaceport authority couldn't
care less, of course. The science division-well, they're still exploring your various
sciences and they realize that Darkover is unique, a_reservoir of psi_talents
unequaled anywhere in the galaxy so far as we know. They'd be more likely to
try to round you all 1(1ip and put you in-well, not in cages, but in protective
custody until they could study you to their hearts' content." He laughed. )

"Maybe that wouldn't be such a bad idea," Regis said without humor. "If it
%oels( on 'nhke this, there won't be a telepath”with Jaran power left alive on

arkover!

Jason's grin faded. "I heard a _rumor months ago that someone had tried to
assassinate you and failed," he said. "With all the duels going on, I didn't take it
seriously. Was it true, then? Has there been another?"

"You don't know, then," Regis said, and told him. Gradually the color faded from
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the young Terran's face. "This is fr(iightcnin . I can only say that nobody official
among the Terrans is doing it. And who else would have reason?"

That, of course, was the question, Regis thought. He said, "The most
powcrfzul mind in the universe, the greatest psi talents on Darkover, are still
vulnerable to knife, bullet or gun. I could name a dozen, beginning with the
Keeper Cleindor; and running down to my cousin Marius Alton, two or three
years ago." ]

"And without the telepaths," Jason said slowly, "we have
'r:xho key to the matrix sciences of Darkover and no hope of ever finding a key to

em.

"And also without the telepaths," Regis said, "our world and our economy falls
apart. Who profits by that?" ) )

"I don't know. There are plenty of interests who would like to see your planet
open to commercial export and import. But that battle's been going on for
three or four generations, and the Terran Empire has always held that a
planet has the right to decide for itself in the long run. They're not even lobbying
on Darkover any more. After all, there are other planets."

But Regis heéard the unspoken part of that sentence, too; There are other
ﬁlancts, but not with a big spaceport and a sizable Terran Zone and colony.

arkover was a crossroad between the upper and lower Galactic Arm and had
a_spaceport twice as big as most planets its size, five times as big as the ordinary
Class B, to handle the traffic. A pivot planet-and it was getting in the way of
those who hated to see such a glum unpicked. o . .

Just the same, Jason said, "I don't honestly think it's anyone in the Empire
or the Zone, Regis; they'd go about it differently. If you have a bulldozer,
you don't need a snow shovel. This is something undercover and uncommonly
nasty."

"I'm inclined to algyeq. I'll have to see if there are any more straws in the
wind," Regis said. "Picking off the telepaths wouldn't change our stand on the
Empire. We don't want to be part of it; and we don't want to become just one
more link in the chain; and we don't want your technology to swamp us. And
most of the common people agree. If someone's trying to change their minds, I
should be able to find it out. Meanwhile-"

"Meanwhile, it's part of my responsibility to see that there aren't any more of
you murdered. Protective custody might not work. Not with you people-"
Jason smiled, adding, "You damned thick-headed isolationists of whom I
happen to be one. But it would help if we had something to offer in return

for the extra services it may take to keep you from disappearing."

"I can offer one thin%;" egis said grimly, "and it 1sn't anything we want to
give. But it's for everybody's good to keep the matrix scierices from dying out
just from lack of telepaths”to work them. I'll give ourselyes, Jason. There are
telepaths out there," his gesture swept the night sky and the 1nfinite stars. "Not
so many as on Darkover, perhaps, or with so many talents. Remember; before
the Agés of Chaos, we bred for Jaran gifts. We went too far; we're inbred. Find
us some more, Jason. Find out how th€ Dark-over telepaths differ-if they do-from
those on Terra or Vainwal or the fourteenth planet of Bibbledygook. }if we can
survive as a caste, or if what we have can be trained into others-well, maybe
this thing can be stopped. Because if we're all that's keeping Darkoyver out of ‘the
stream of entropy-and whether you like it or not, the Empire is a process of
entropy, and I "won't argue ethics with you again-well, we've got to keep
standing in that door. We had our time of Chaos," he added, "I can show you
radioactive craters on the Forbidden City. What's left of us isn't primitive
{’ason, or barbarian; it's what left after we've been to the limits of so-called

rogress; and the few who suryived it have learned what not to do with it. Find
us more telepaths, Jason, and you have the word of a Hastur that you'll learn
what and why we are!"
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DEPARTMENT OF ALIEN ANTHROPOLOGY: COTTMAN FOUR
(Darkover)

To ALL Emplrc Medical Services on Open and Closed planets: You are directed
to seek out any humans bearing telepathic or psi talents preferably those latent
and undevcl cd Th1s offer does not extend to those who are using clairvoyant
gifts for profit, as those can be simulated by advanced technology. You'are
empowercd to offer them Class A medical contracts.

When you sweep a wide net to the ends of the known universe, some
curious things aré caught up in the meshes..

Rondo was a little, wizened man of no particular age, and he was very
badly scared. He could feel the fear like a cold taste in his mouth, and he tried
to shut it offd knowing it interfered with the control so necessary for what he
was t to
His v?alsn gnly one of the fifty-odd pairs of eyes followm%l the helical path of a ball,
spinning through an increasingly eccentric orb1t inside the great crystal ambling
machine. As it hit other randomly spinning specks of matter, the orbit
altered, changed, drifted, as it spun down, down through weightlessness, to
fall-to fall int6 one-into one of the cups-Here, here. The thing in his mind-he
had no other word for the gift that had always been w1th h1m reached out and
touched, delicately, the ball. "Like another fl ¥( drifting dust, it moved the
unpredictable orbit, ever so_lightly, toward the mouths’ of the continuously
spinning row of cups at the bottom of the machine. Slower, faster-watt, wait,
mine's not here yet. . . now, NOW!

The ball spun down faster, as if magnetized; down it went, click into a cup.
There was the sigh of rcleascd tension from all the fifty-o odd waiting throats,
mouths. Then, inarticulate, a sigh of disappointment, of frustration.

The croupier droned, "Number eight-four-two wins, six to one."

Rondo was shaking so hard he could hardly reach out to rake in his winnings.
The eyes of the croupier belied the passionless drone. They said, "Wait, you
bastard. They're coming. You've pushed your luck too far this time, you little

bastard. .

This was his thought while he was dromngﬁ1 "Place all bets for next round. All
money down," and his hand tripped the punch which sent the little ball up for
another round of the long-orbit game.

Rondo fumbled in his wmmngs and, as if compelled, started to shove them
all toward the cu}l)) which yawned- two inches across to every eye, a waiting
chasm to hlS just before h1m He should have quit before; he knew this and yet
in the gri the comtgulsmn that was like a’disease, hé saw one cup shining,
gleaming, nmrmng wi Id that could be his. .

He shoved them towar the cup, which opened up like a vast mouth in his
1mag1nat10n ﬁrlppc with the s1ght of a flow of gold. .

It was a sickness. He knew it as he watched the ball spin; a sickness, perhaps
born of that uncanny skill of his. Again, hel lessly, now that the bets were placed,
he sought the spinning ball with his eyes and berated himself in self-castigation so
rough it seemed that the men besi c him in the gambling parlor must hear:

Damn fool-no scnsc-take Wmngﬁvan get out-they're on to cgrc on to you,
take winnings and run, they're COMING, CO. HV

But he stood %ulte st111 paralyzed, until the hand fell on his shoulder and a
quiet voice arres ed the u ward spm of the little gold ball, with:

bets off, ladies and gentlemen. The next game will commence in three
megaseconds. We have reason to believe-"
ondo squealed, not hearing what came next, "You say yourself your machines
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are chhcat>Proof, you dirty welshers! Did anybody see me touch a finger to the
machine:?

he voice was quiet, but rang like a bell inside the gambling parlor. "No
machine is proof against an esper. You've been winning too damned often." The
hand on his arm tightened and Rondo went without another word. He
knew protest was useless, and his fright ran counterpoint,
my own damned fault ... no restraint . .. no proof, no
Pl}l’OOF

Outside the hall, the grippinfg hand relaxed a little, then tightened. The man
towering over the little” gambler said, "We have no legal proof and there's no
law against esp-ing a machine to win. If you'd been a little cleverer-we can't
touch you legally. But get the hell out, and if we catch you in here again you
won't live long enough to enjoy your winnings."

A rough hand turned his pocket inside out. "You've made enough already,"
the mansaid, "forget about today's harvest. Now get!" A well-placed kick and
Rondo stumbled out of the building into the stre€t, under the great, brilliant
artificial moon of the pleasure planet ot Keef.

He stood there, s%aki_ng ike a_whipped dog, numbly fingering his empty

ockets. He had done it again. He had been banned, by now, from every
gambling hall on Keef, just as he'd eventually worn out his welcome on four
or five worlds just like it. Sooner or later they spotted him. It was the sickness of
the compulsive glamblf_:r that kept him going back and back, that would not let
him make a small killing, normal winnings, and get out, to play again some
other day or week. o )

He stood under the huge fake moon, with its rose-colored light, and hated,
and hated.. But mostly he hated himself. He had done this to himself; he knew
it in his saner moments. The reason why was buried deep in a Me where the
strange thing which made him able to predict, to control the fall, was also
buried-and had made him hated everywhere, even when he had used it (for a
little while, long, long years algo) to_warn, to help, to heal. And now the
sickness he could never control kept him %omg back and back, to wipe out
everything in the fever of the fall of a card, a ball

What could he do now? Hidden in his lodgings was less than his necessary
getaway money. He was stranded here on Keef and Spaceforce at this end of
the Empire was far from gentle with the indigent. On a planet of the affluent,
the stranded, sick or impoverished were herded out of sight. He could
perhaps find work as a bath attendant in the great pleasure houses
euphemistically called baths; he was neither young enough nor handsome
enough for anything else there, even if the thing in his mind had allowed him to
be that close to the average pleasure seeker on such a world as this. He could

keep from sickening only by using all his forces on gambling. . ..

And now he was shut away even from that. ) )

His jaw tightened and his face was very ugly indeed. They had thrown him
out because he won too often. Very well, let thém see what they had done when
they incurred his anger? The red overpowering rage of the poorly controlled
psychotic began to flow across him. No matter what had done it to hiim, That was
ages ago now. Now he onlyfl knew that he was barred from the one thing on the
whole pleasure planet that held pleasure for him, the fall and spin and drift of
a long-orbit ball, and he hurt, and he wanted revenge.

He stood there motionless, his mind ﬁglppcd on the one

thing that made sense to him; the falling ball, the falling

Around him the world faltered, came to a stop, The thing in the telepath's
scngf-psychouc mind was paralyzing him and paralyzing, too, the one thing which
made sense. . . .

Inside the gambling parlor, seventy puzzled gamblers and a_croupier and a
manager stared in dismayed incomprehénsion as the spinning, falling gilt fleck
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inside the machine hun% suspended in mid-air, not moving. . )
After half an hour of this, as the angry patrons began to drift into the nclight
again in quest of other pleasures, Rondo came to himself and remembered to
run. By then it was too late. . ) o
They left him finally, bloody, bleeding and more than nine-tenths dead, lying in
the gutter of a darKened alley, to bé found moaning there an hour later by
two f‘;gace-force men who d1<¥n‘t know who he was, gave him the
})cnc i of the doubt, and took him to a hospital. “And there he stayed for a
ong, long time. . . .
en the world began to go round again under him, he had two visitors.

"Darkover," Rondo said, not believing, "why in the name of all that's unholy
would I want to go there? All I know about Darkover is that it's a cold hell of a
world off on the edge of the universe, and not even decently part of the
Empire. Other telepaths? Hell, it's bad enough being a freik myself. I'm
supposed to like the idea of other freaks:?" ] ) )

evertheless, think it over," said the man beside his hospital bed. "I don't
want to put pressure on you, Mr, Rondo, but where else would you go? You
certainly can't stay here. And forgive me for mentioning it, you don't look as if

ou have much chance for any other employment." .

He shrugged. "I'll find something," he said, and meant it. There were always
suckers coming in on the big ships. He wasn't a marked man all over the

laarlllet. I_-Iﬁ'd get a stake somehow and get away; and there were still planets he

adn't tried.

It wasn't until the second visitor came along that he changed his mind. The

lan sounded tempting enough. All gambling machines were equipped, by the stiff

mpire law which couldn't be bribed or bought off, with tam&)erproof 1elds-but,
the " visitor told h1m_bcgu.1lmgl¥l a tam%)er roof field couldn't keep out esp.
They'd tErowdc disguises, and a liberal cut of the winnings. . . ,

And through their persuasions he caught the unmistakable feel of the gangster.
One' such %rm(lip had beaten him within an inch of his life. Now he was supposed
to get involved with another?

ondo was a loner, had been one all his life, didn't intend to_change now.
Bad enough to be at the mercy of one ganl%:‘ The _tho%%l;lt of being caught
between two made even his self-destructive gambling instinct flinch.

Anywa}r even though Darkover didn't soundlike his kind of place at all,
they couldn't make him stay there.

There must be a big spaceport, and where there was a spaceport there was
gambling, and where there was tgam_bhng he could make a stake-and then there
was. a whole -big galaxy waiting for him again.

He called the number his first visitor had left.

Conner was ready to die. ) ) )

He found himself floating again, as he had floated so many times since the
accident a year a%o: weightless, sick, disoriented. Dying, and death wouldn't come.
Not this again. Overdosed, I was ready to die."I t]lougbt it would cut this
off. Now here again, is this my hell? )

Time disappe€ared, as it always did, a_few minutes, an hour, fifty years,
floating across the cosmos, and a voice said clear and loud in his Braln, not in
words,” Maybe we can help, but you must come to us. Such pain, such terror,
there is no reason. .. . ) . .

Where, where? His whole world, his whole being, one silent scream, where can
I turn this off?

Darkover. Be patient, theyll find you. o ) )

Where are you who speak to mé? Where is this place? Conner tried to focus in the
endless sp;nmngf.t ) )

The voice dritted away. Nowhere. Not in the body. No time, no space here.

The invisible cord of contact thinned, leaving him alone in his weightless hell,
and Conner screamed inside his mind, don't go, don't go, you weré with me
Out There, don't ever go, don't go....
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"He's coming to," remarked an all too solid voice, and Conner felt despair and
loneliness and” anguish all dlsapgfar under a sudden sharply physical ache of
sickness. He opened his eyes to the too brisk, all but accusing eyes of Doctor
Rimini, who made reassuring sounds which Conner disregarded, ‘having heard
them all too often before. He listened without speaking, promised blandly not
to do it again, and sank into the lifeless apathy from which he had emerged only
twice, both times for a futile attempt at suicide.

"I don't understand you," Rimini remarked. He sounded friendly and interested
but Conner knew now how empty the words were. No, Rimini didn't give a
damn, although they gcgardcd_hlm as a stubborn and still interesting case. Not a
Efrson, of course, with a unique and horrible way of suffering. Just a case.

[e opened a crack in his mind to hear the doctor chattering on, "You
displayed so much will to live after the accident, Mr. Conner, and after
surviving that ordeal it seems all wrong that Pylrou should give up now.. . ."

But what Conner heard with a shout that drowned Rimini's words were
the doctor's own fear of death which now struck Conner as a sickening, small,
petty thing, and the doctor's fear of what Conner had become-can he read my
mind, does he know that I ... and the stream trailed off into a wilderness of
the small obscenities which were at least }f(art of the reason for his will to suicide,
not the doctor's alone; too many were like him, so that Conner had found even
the hospital, with its animal shudderings of minds and bodies in agony, more
endurable than the outside with men preocgu%}led with their own hungers and
lusts and greed. He had crawled into a'hole in the hospital and pulled thé hole in
after him, emerging only to t?’ dying as a change, and never succecdm%an

When Rimini had babbled himself away again, Conner lay looking at the
ceiling. He felt like laughing. Not with amuseément, though. .

They spoke of the will to live he had demonstrated after the accident. It had
been a bad one, one of the big ships exploding in space, and the personnel
hardly having time to crowd into lifeboats; four of them, instead, had made it
into the experimental plastic emergency bubblesuits and had fallen into space in

ose.

The others had never been recovered. Conner wondered sometimes what had
happened to them; had the life-support system mercifully failed, so that they died
quickly and sane? Had they gone mad and raved mindlessly down to death?
Were they still drifting out there in fie endless night? He quailed from the

thought. His own hell was bad enough.

The bubbles had been meant for protection for minutes, until pickup could be
made by lifeboat, not for days or weeks. The life-support system was fail-safe
and hadn't failed. It had worked too well. Conner, breathing endlessly rec cled
oxygen, fed by intravenous dribbles of nutrient, had lived. And lived. And Iived.
Lived for days, weeks, months, spinning endlessly in free fall in an invisible
bubblefield, with nothing else between himself and the trillions upon trillions of
stars.

He had no measure of time. He had no means of knowing up from down, no
means of orientation. He had nothing to look at but distant flaming points of
stars that spun and wheeled round him in his tiny days of rotation 61 his own
center.

Five hours in a sensory deprivation tank, back in the prehistory of psychology,
had sent men insane.

Conner spent the first ten da¥s or so-he later figured -in a desperate hope,
c11n§1ng to sanity and the hope of rescue. ) ]

Then, In his own endlessly _Erlsonmg universe, he went insane. Contemplating
his own center, he spun like a god and emerged knowing there was no
protection or death, even in madness. There was not even hunger upon which
to orient himself.

There was only his own mind, and the universe. And so he began S}t}innirlx_%,
ranging through the universe, his body left behind, his mind wholly free. He
visited a thousand, thousand worlds, touched a thousand, thousand minds, never
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knowing dream from reality.

They picked him up-chance, the merest fluke-some four months after the
crash. And Conner was insane, but in a strange way. His brain, left alone with
itself too long, had learned to reach beyond, and now he was something he
could not name, or others Fuess. Fixed firmly in a body chained to hunger, thirst,

ravity and stress, he could not ) )
cave himself behind again; nor could he endure the life he had resigned
himself to lose. o ) o

"Mr. Conner," a voice interrupted his thoughts, "you have a visitor."

He heard the man, incurious, wishing he would go away until he heard the
name of Darkover, and then he didn't believe it. )

He accepted only to escape any further contact with the hospital whose shelter
had become a blind alley, a mousetrap for his soul. And because, on a world of
telepaths, there might ‘be some who could help him to handle this thing, to
turn oil the nightmare he had become without desiring it and without knowing

why.
A}Ild, perhaps, a little, to find the voice in his dream. . . .

David Hamijlton wiped the sweat from his face as he came blindly through
the door, leaning briefly against the light paneled wall. .

He'd made it this time, but God! The blind terror when the anesthetic be%an.to

blot out light-No, it was gomg to be too much. He'd have to quit. Around him

the hospital, crammed with humans and non-humans, breathed and sweated

pain and misery at every crack in the walls; and although Dayid, from years of

practice, could shut most of it out, his defenses were lowered from the strain of

Eililc operation just past and it began to wear in on him again from every
rection.

Is the whole world groaning in pain? His shar}gcned nerves gave him an
absurd and frightening visual Commentary, a planet splitting like a fractured
skull, a élobe.of a world with a bandage round its equator; he started to
giggle and cut it off just that fraction before it became hystéria.

o good. I'll have to quit. ) )

I'm not insane. The doctors went all over that when I was nineteen and just
beginning Medic training.

I made it through Medical school on nerve and guts; and whatever else it did or
didn't do, it gave me an uncanny knack for diagnosis. But here in the hospital
it's too much. Too many symptoms, too many people in fear and terror. Too

much pain, and I have to feel it all. I can't helf them by sharing it.

Dr. Lakshman, dark and grave, his eyes full of compassion beneath the white
surgical plastic cap, put a brief hand on David's shoulder as he passed thr01(11gh
the hall. David, fresh from horror, shrank from the touch as he had learned to do,
then relaxed; Lakshman, as always, was clean sympathy and all kindness, a
restful spot in a world grown full of horror. He said: "Pretty bad, Hamilton?
Is_it getfing worse?" i i ) i

David managed a smile, wrunf out like a used mop, and said, "With all of
mcd1c%11 science these days you'd think they'd manage a cure for my particular

e of lunacy.

Not lunacy," said Lakshman, "but unfortunately no cure. Not here. You happen
to be a freak of a very rare kind, David, and I'vé watched it killing you for over a
year now. But maybe there is an answer." i )

"You didn't-" David shrank; Lakshman of all é)eople to violate his confidence?
Who could he trust? The older man seemed to follow his thought; "No, I
haven't discussed this with anyone, but when they sent out the message 1
thought of you right away. David, do you know wheére Cottman's Star is?"

"Not a clue," David said, "or care."

"There's a planet-Darkover they call it," Lakshman said. "There are telepaths there
and they're looking for-no, listen," he added firmly, feeling David tense under his
hands. "Maybe they can help you find out about this thing. Control it. If you try
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to go on here at the hospital-well, they can't let you go on much more, David.
Sooner or later it will distract you at a crucial moment. Your work is all right,
so far. But you'd better look into this; or else forget all about medicine and find
a job in the forest service on some uninhabited world. Very uninhabited."

David sighed. He had known this was coming, and if
nine years of study and work was to be thrown away, it didn't much matter
wheré he went.

"Where is Darkover?" he asked. "Do they have a good medical service there?"

I

They saw the guards lockstepped around him as he came through the crowd to
the ‘airstrip. It 'was icy, cold, near evening, only a few red clouds lingering where
the red sun had been, and a bitter wind eating down from the sharp-toothed
crags behind Thendara. Normally there would have been very few pcogie on the
streets at this hour; Darkovan night sets in early and is as_cold ‘as their own
lg:glsndary_mnth hell, and most people seck the comfort of heated rooms and
l{lg 5, l(c::avmg the streets to the show and the occasional unlucky Terran from the
rade City.

But tm;ywas something new, and Darkovans in the streets put off minding their
own business to watch it; to follow and murmur that singular and ugly murmur
which is, perhaps, the first thing a Terran on a hostile world learns to identify.

One of the four Terran guards, hearing the movement, tensed and moved his
hand closer to his weapon. It wasn't a threatening movement, just an automatic
one, just close enough that he felt reassured that the weapon was there if he
needed it. But the prisoner said, "No." The Terran shrugged and said, "Your
neck, sir," and let his hand fall.

Walking at the center of the close drawn guard, Regis listened to the muttering
and knew it was directed as much at him as at the Terrans guarding him. He
thought wryly, do these people think I like this? Do they think I enjoy it?
I've made myself virtually a prisoner in my own house just to avoid this kind
of display, the shame of our world; a Hastur of Hastur no longer dares to
walk free in his own streets. It's my life I'm giving up, my freedom, not theirs. It's
my children, not theirs, growing up with Terran armed guards standing around
their nurseries. I am so constantly reminded that a bullet, a knife, a silk cord or

a single poison berry in their supper can mean the end of the Hastur line forever.

And what will they say when they hear that Melora, bearing my child, is
being sent to the Tefran Medical for her confinement? I can hear it now. I've
tried to_keep it secret, but I had enough trouble persuading her famllg, and
these things leak out. Even if there had been much between us, this would have
ended it. Melora wouldn't even speak to me when I visited her last, and the
trouble is, I don't blame her. She just stared coldly over my head and told me
that she and all her family were obedient as always to the will of Hastyr. And I
knew that such little love or kindness as there had been between us, for a few
months, was gone forever.

It would be so easy to damn all women, but I must remember that the ones
who love me are under an infernal strain-and that's been true of the women
unlucky enouﬁh to love a Hastur, all the way back to the legend of the Blessed
Cassilda herself, my hundred times great-grandmother-or so the story says.

And not the least of the strain they're under is this damned self-pity!
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He sighed and tried to grin and said to Danilo, walking beside him, "Well,
now we know how the freak at Festival Fair must feel."

"Except that we don't get our porridge and meat from having to listen," Danilo
muttered.

The crowd was parting to let them through. As they stepped toward the
special transit plane, Regis felt, deep inside the crowd, someone with a hand
raised. A stone
thrown? At him, at his Terran guard? He could hear the angry thoughts:

"Our lord, a Hastur, prisoner of the Terrans?" )

:%-llaas '{16 asked them to cut him off from his people this way?"

ve!

"Prisoner!"

"Hastur!" o )

It was a tumult in his mind. The stone flew. He groaned and covered his face
with his hands. The stone burst into flame in mid-air and disappeared in a
shower of sparks. There was a little despairing "Ahhh!" of horrotr and wonder
from the crowd. In its backlash and before it could die away, Regis let his
bodyguard hustle him up the steps of the special transit plane Elroi)&)eql into a
seaat ﬁns1i1§ and remarked to nobody in particular, "Damn it, I could sit down
and howl.

But he knew it would be repeated all over again; guards, mutterings, crowds,
resentments, maybe even thrown stones on the airstrip at Arilinn.

And there wasn't a thing he could do about it

Far to the east of Trade cities and Terrans, the Kilghard Hills rise high, and
beyond them the Hyades and the Hellers; layer on layer of mountain ridges
where men and nonmen live in the deep wooded slopes. A man afoot could trave
for months or live a lifetime, and never come to the end of the woods or the
ranges.

Aggray and rainy dawn was breaking over a morning of disaster as a group of
men, wrapped in tattered, cut and smoke-scorched turs, dragged thémselyes
downhill toward the ruins of a village. The walls of a stone house still stood, rain-
drenched and stark white, the blackened remnants of a dozen flattened wooden
houses around it Toward this still-standing shelter they made their way.

Behind them, three miles of forest lay, a blackened horror with wisps of smoke
still rising in the rain and sleet. As they came under the roof, sighing and
staggering with exhaustion, one of the men lowered the half-burnt carcass of a
deer to the floor. He motioned with his head and a worn-looking woman in a
smoke-damaged fur smock and cape came to heft it. He said wearily, "Better
cook what's left of it before it spoils. Little enough meat we'll taste this winter

now."

The woman nodded. She looked too tired to speak. On the floor at the far
end of the stone-walled room, a dozen young children were sleeping on furs and
an odd assortment of cushions and old clothes. Some of them raised their
heads curiously as the men came in and carefully shut out the drafts, but
none of them ctried out. They had all seen too much in the past two weeks.

The woman asked, "Was anything saved:" .

"Half a dozen houses at”the edge of Greyleaf Town. We'll be living four
families to the house, but we won't freeze. There isn't a roof standing 1n the
Naderling Forest, though." )

The woman shut her eyes spasmodically and turned away. One of the men
said to another, "Our grandsire is dead, Marilla. No, hé¢ wasn't caught by
fire; he would take a pick with the rest on the fire lines, even though I eg%ed
him not; said I'd do his share and mine. But his heart gave out and he fell
dead as he ate his supper." ) )

The woman, hardly more than a girl, began to cry quietly, She went and
picked up one of the smallest children and automatically put it to her breast,
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her silent tears dropping on the small fuzzy head. )

An older woman, lon %ray hair straggling in wisps around her face, looking
as if she had been roused trom sleep three days aﬁo and had not had a' moment
since to wash or comb her hair, as was in fact the case, came and took a long
spoon from a rack bK the fireplace. She began ladling a rough nut porridge into
wooden bowls and handing it to_the men, who dropped down and began to
eat quietly. There was no sound in the room except the sobs of the youn
woman and the sighs of exhausted men. A child whimpered, sleeping, an
murmured for its mother.

Outside the sleet battered the wooden shutters with an incessant hissing sound.

It was like an explosion in the ?met room when someone began to hammer on
the door, with blows like gunfire, and shouting outside. Two of the smallest
children woke and began to wail with terror. ) .

One of the men, older than the rest and with an indefinite air of command
went to the door and flung it part way open. He demanded, "In the name of
all the gods, what is this racket? After eight days of fire fighting, haven't we
carned a breakfast's worth of rest?"

"You'll be glad to leave your breakfast when you hear what we have here."
said the man rattling the door. His face was grim and smoke stained,
eyebrows burnt away and one hand in a bandage. He jerked a head over his
shoulder. "Bring the bre'suin here." ) ) )

Two men behind him thrust forward a s.trugtghng man in nondescript
clothmgl,' much burnt, cut, scratched and bleeding from a dozen wounds that
looked “Tike thorn scratches. The man holding the door ogcn lanced quickly
back at the women and children inside and thrust the door shut, but some of the
men eating breakfast put down their bowls and came crowding out. They were
mostly silent, Wamng %nmly to know what this was all about.

.One of the men holding the stranger said, "Father, we caught him setting
light to a pile of resin-branches at the'edge of Greyleaf Forest, not four miles
awaﬁ. He had piled the thing like a beacon, to blaze and catch living wood.
We b ad an hour's work to put it out, but we stopped it-and brought this here to

ou!

"But in the name of Sharra and all the gods at once," said the older man,
staring in disbelief and horror at their prisoner, "Is the man mad? Is he
crackbrained? You-what's your name?"

The prisoner did not answer, simply increased his struggles. One of his captors
said roughly, "You hold still or I'll kick your ribs clear through your
backbone," but he seemed not to understand, and went on madly struggling
until the two men holding him kicked him quietly and methodically into

unconsciousness.

The Darkovans stared at the man on the ground, almost without believing what
they had seen and heard. In the mountains of Darkover, the on-l%thrcat which will
unite the fiercely anarchistic little tribes and families, riddled with blood-feud and
independence, is the universal threat of forest fire. The man who breaks the fire-
truce is outlawed even from his own fireside and his mother's table. The story of
Narsin, who a hundred C}lrears ago in the Kilghard Hills met his father's blood-
foe on the fire line and slew him, and was in turn hacked apart by his own
brothers for breaking the fire-truce, exists in a dozen ballad versions. The idea
that a man would deliberately set a ’hvm%-tree ablaze was as inconceivable as the
thought of serving a festival feast of children's flesh. They stared at him and
some of them made surreptitious signs against ill-luck or, madness.

The older man, an eldér in the burnt out village, said in an undertone, "The
women mustn't see this. They've been throuﬂgh enough. Somebody get a rope."
digotg;egne asked, "Shouldn't'we try to ask him a few questions; find out why he

is?

"Asking questions of a madman-what for? Ask the river th it floods, or the
SNOW W. F 1t hides the sun," one of them said; and another, "A man mad enough
to set a blaze would be too mad to tell us why."

The village elder said quietly, "Any chance this is a Terran? I've heard that
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they do mad things."
ne of the young men, one who had told the girl Marilla of their grandfather's

death, said, "%'ve een in the Trade City, Father, and seen the Terrans when
they were on Alton lands, years ago. Mad theg may be, but not like that. They
have given us far-seeing eye lenses, and news of new things, chemicals,” he used
the Terran Empire word, "to smother fires. They would not set a forest to burn."

"That's true,” murmured one; and, "Yes. Remember when the lower Carrial
Ridge burned and men came from the

Trade City to help us put it out, flew here in an airship

to help us."

"Not the Terrans, then," the older man said. He repeated, "Get a rope-and
don't say a word to the women." ) o )

By the time the sun broke over the lower ridge, red and dripping with
cloud and fog like a weeping cyclops' eye, the man had ceased to struggle and
hung limp like a black flag above the dead forest.

The villagers, breathing easier and thinking that now, perhaps, the rash of
terrifying fires would cease, had no way of i<now1ng, in_the Wldqu scattered
and wild mountains, that in the thousands of miles of forests this scene, or
somethinir:rery like it, had been repeated at least a dozen times in the last year.

No one knew that except the woman who called herself Andrea Closson.

"Darkover, It's a damned funny place, you know. We hold scraps of it, by
compact, for trade, just as we do with planets all over the galaxy. You know
the foutine. We leave the governments alone. Usually, after the people of the
various worlds have seen our technologies, they start to’get tired of living under
hierarchies or monarchies and demand to ‘come into the Empire of their
own accord. It's almost a mathematical formula. You can predict the thing.
But Darkover doesn't. We don't quite know why, but they say we just
don't have a thmgrthey want. . . ." ) )
Disgruntled Terran Empire Legate, repeating a common complaint of
politicians on Darkover.

"You are to house and feed them with the best and treat them well," Danilo
Syrtis repeated to the small crowd of swart mountain Darkovans. He indicated
the four Terrans, uniformed with the dress of Spaceforce. He ignored the
protest he could sense and added, "It is the will of Hastur, and-" he made a
ritualistic gesture, seizing the handle of his small dagger, and said, "I am
authorized to say to you: an insult to one of these men will be avenged as an

insult to Regis Hastur's own self."

"Vai dom, Syrtis; need we see the Compact outraged at our own firesides?"
asked one man, and Danilo flushed and said, "No." He told the Terrans,
"You won't need your weapons. Better give them to me." )

One after another, reluctantly, the meén surrendered their regulation shockers
and Danilo turned them over to a tﬁreen and black Darkovan City Guard
official, saying, "Keep them in bond until we return." )

He walked, head lowered, back toward the Arilinn Tower which rose at the edge
of the small alrstrl}l){ Re§1s was waiting for him there, with their cousin, Lerrys
Ridenow- tall, red-headed, saturnine, a- man in his early forties, long-faced and
looking cynical. Lerrys gave Danilo a casual cousinly reetmc%, kissed Regis on
the cheek, and said, "So you made it here. I thought you'd stay in your snug
nest in the Terran Zone, like a worm in a bale of silk." o

"More like a rabbit trappedIl_aly a weasel in his own hole," Regis said, and
followed Lerrys into the Tower. He thought he had never felt such relief in his
life. Inside here, at least, nothing could touch him, and he need not fear what
would happen to his wqrid or his family if an assassin's knife or bullet found his
heart. Lerrys asked, "Is it true, then? That they hold you prisoner in the Terran
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Zone? We heard that rumor and I told them even the Terrans could not keep

you, ge% by force, against your own will. Have they some new weapon against
ou, then?

Y "No, I asked for the guard." Regis said, and took a drink from Danilo's

hand. "Thanks, this is welcome. What, not going to taste it for poison?"

Danilo looked stricken and grabbed it from Regis' hand with a look of horror.
Regis struck his arm down, laughing. "I was jo ing, gudding brain. Dani, I
must laugh at all this or I'd curl up my toes and play dead!"

" 1 " 7

It doesn't seem much to laugh at," said a man from the corner of the room,
"that you have to treat your captors ) )
as honored guests, just to save your miserable Me a little longer, Regis."

"Let him “alone,” Lerrys said, "and a truce to_all this,” Rannirl. He's had
enough trouble, and he's out there on the firing line. Your neck is so
worthless no one cares to set a price on it. I'm sorry, Regis, I started all this,
and I only meant to ask; is it that bad in Thendara now?" ) o

Danilo "answered for him: "It's worse than you can imagine, but it isn't the
Terrans doing it." ) )

"But Spaceforce men here? In uniform, with shockers?" )

"They're not bad people," said Regis wearily. "Think how easy it would be
for thém, to sit back and let someonie murder us all, one by one? And it must
take a special kind of heroism. They volunteered, all four, to come here, even
though they knew they'd be mocked, insulted and reviled for guarding someone
whose Me' doesn't matter a straw to them, personally. I"can admire them
sometimes." ) )

"We all know that." Lerrys said, "I can too; I wanted to make cqm}gqct with
Terra years ago, myself. But I thought it was the Hasturs who were against it."

"We'were and are," said Regis patiently. "And Xou know it as well as I do, all
of you." He looked around the room: a’large old room, hung with draperies in
the ancient style of Darkover, paneled with translucent lights. He let his eyes
move in brief greeting to the half dozen young men, and as many more women,
gathered there, most of them red-headed, Darkovan aristocrats of the telepath caste;
minor nobles all. "I came at your bidding, but why did you send for me?" )

"I did that," said Danvan of Hastur, rising ffom where he sat and coming
toward Regis, who rose and went down on one knee in the old formal gesture.

he old man put his hands on his, §randson's shoulders, where they lingered a
moment in déep affection. He said, "I wouldn't let them make any decision
without calling you in, Regis."

Regis met his grandfather's eyes and felt a little shock of dread. The old man
looked so tired now, and so frail. He thought: from childhood I leaned on his
strength, we all did; now he is failing day by day and I must be the rock on

which my people can lean-and I myself stand on quicksand!

"Is it something new, Grandfather?" He rose, and the old man said, "Not
very new; the same old thing; I dealt with it myself, with the help of Kennard
and a Comyn Council, twenty years ago. The same old thing-a clamor for
Terran mining, manufacturing, investments, you name it. The usual &)e%ple who
see only profit and forget the side effects of ‘an industrialized world. But now
there is something new, and I swear by Cassilda that I don't know what to say to
them. We can deal with greed. But this-we may have no choice but to ask for help
from the Empire, Regis.

This from his grandfather, who had been the prime mover in _the long struggle
to keep Darkover clear of the Terran Empire, struck a surge of ice to the young
man's heart. But he tried to speak with .

"Let's go down, then, and listen to what they have to say to us."

As the group made their way toward the door leading into the reception
hall, a 1zfou_ng girl came to Regis' side. She said, with a quiet self-possession,
"Lord Regis, you may not remember me." )

"I don't," he said, and looked down into the lovely face. The girl was young
and had the heart-shaped face and dark russet hair of their caste, and she ha
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an air of calm and self-mastery quite at odds with her youth. He said, "That
will be rg'medicd when next we meet, damisela. You lend me grace; how may I
serve you?

"T a};n Linnea of Arilinn," she said, "born in High Windward, and I have
worked in the relays here for seven years, Lord."

Regis flushed faintly. "Then must I have touched your mind many times
unknowing; forgive me, I have lived long among oi¥worlders and I keep my
barriers up without realizing it."

"Nevertheless, I know what is going on in Thendara,"
she said, "and I know you are looking for telepaths to work in this project
with the Terrans." ) ]

Regis' e}res rested with a sort of relief on the sweet young face and he
thought, I wish she were going to be with us there. She would understand.
Nevertheless, putting temptation aside, he said, "Child, we have too few
Keepers to work the few telepath relays and circles we can command now. You are
of more worth at your post in Arilinn, working in the matrix screens."

"I know that, Régis," she said. "I wasn't speak1rt1§ of myself, and anyway I'm
not that good a telepath. I meant -my grandmother was trained as 'a_matrix
Keeper when she was a young girl. Shé gave up her post and married when she
was in her early teens, but she Would remember the old way they were trained
back in the mountains." )

"I don't know your family, forgive me. Who was your grandmother:?"

"She was Desideria Leynier; she married Storn of Storn, and my mother was
their third daughter, Rafaela Storn-Lanart."

Regis shook his_head. "She must have been Keeper years and years before I
was born," he said. "I seem_to have heard the namé, but she must be older
than-I hadn't believed any of them were still living, that group trained by the
Aldarans. Was_she-" suddenly his face went white as his hair, "was she one of
those who raised Sharra in the hills, seventy years ago? Long before the
rebellions, of course-"

"Our family have always honored the forge-goddess," said Linnea quietly,
"and we had nothing to do with the abuse of that power later."

"I know that, or you would have died when Sharra's matrix was broken,"
Regis said. Normal color began to flow back into his face. "Then, if your
grandmother is not too old to make the journey from the hills-"

"She is too old, Lord Regis, but she will make it just the same," Linnea said,
and her gray eyes glinted with mischief. "You will find her a surprising person, my

grandmother."

Acting on sudden impulse, Regis drew the %irl's hand through his arm as they
went into the lower Council room. Suddenly, he felt less lonely. )

As Old Hastur had said, much of what happened in the Council room was
more of the same. Regis had been hearing it for seven of his twenty-four years
and it had had a familiar sound long before that. There had been, for almost a
hundred years, one or another Farty on Darkover fascinated by Terran technology
and the Hypothetical benefits o joining their interplanetary civilization. They were
in the smallest of minorities and seldom listened to. Once every few years the
Council, or such a council as there was in these days, gave them a formal
hearing, thanked them for their opinions, solemnly voted to ignore their
recommendations and it was all over for a few more years. This was no exception.
Regis sat in the seat marked with the insignia of the Hastur, the silver fir on the
blue ground and the Hastur slogan ####Permancd&qacutc; (Here we remain)
and Iooked around the ancient 1g11-§qats, filled now with the merest remnant of
the old Jaran caste; with minor nobility, younger sons, anyone who could or
would take responsibility for one of the Domains. ;

He could ignore the fifst dclc%latlon, that group of smug businessmen who called
themselves the Pan-Darkovan League. They looked sleek and firm. Despite their
complaints, they weren't hurting, even though, he was w1ll1_n% to admit, there
were fat profits to be had from an expanding civilization and it hurt them to miss
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out.
But when the delegation from the lower foothills of the Hellers was ushered in,
Regis sat up and suddenly began to take notice. ) )

e knew some of the mountain men. He'd climbed with them, in the days
when he could manage to get away on such trips. He'd lived at the edge of the
mountains all his life. He liked them, in many ways, better than the complacent
lowland people of the Domains.

These were mountain men of the old style: booted and wrapped in thick fur
shirt-cloaks, swarthy and long-haired, and "although some of theém were young,
their faces were lined with rough weather and their eyes wrinkled with “seeing
into the far distances. They looked up at Regis with tﬁc old kind of respect for
the Comyn caste, a direct dnd simple awareness; but they were wild-eyed with
fatigue and grmf’ which had been sustained much longer than men are meant to
bear such things. And even though they tried to speak with stoical calm, some
hint of this showed. ) ) )

. Their leader was an old man, grayed and grizzled with a profile somethin
like one of the sharp-toothed crags behind the city. He addresséd himself to Ol
Hastur, even though Regis sat in the seat of the head of council. "I am Daniskar
of the Darriel Forst," he said briefly. "I swore thirty years ago that I'd starve to
death and all my family with me before we crawled down into the lowlands to
ask help of the Comyn, let alone the accursed Terrans.” He looked about to
spit, evidently remembered in time where he was and didn't. "But we're dying,
Lord. Our children are starving. Dymg." ) )

Mine too, thought Regis, not starving but dymlg, and leaned forward
speaking in the mountain tongue. "Com'ii, I am to blame that we have heard
nothing of crop failure or famine in your hills."

Daniskar shook his head. He said, "You don't get crops back there, Lord, there's
no plowed land for crops. We live off the forests. And that's the problem; we're
being burned out. Vai dom, do you know how many forest fires we've had just
this season? You wouldn't more than half believe me if I told you. And
nothing we can do stops them. Forest fires are nothing new; I fought them
before my beard was grown. I know as much as any man from the Kadarin to
the Wall Around the World about forest fires. But these-nothing we can do
stops them. It's as if resin fuel had been poured on them. Our beacons fail. I'd
say they were being set by human hands, only what living man could be so
evil? Men can kill men if they hate them, but to harm a forest so that men who

never harmed them would suffer, friend and foe alike?"

Regis listened in shock and horror, seeing his own horror mirrored in other faces
around the Council room, and his mind, trained to think on many levels at once
ran counterpoint to Daniskar's words. Darkover is a wooded world, and
without our forests we die. No cover for beasts means no meat for those who
eat it, no nuts for bread where grains do not grow, no furs for warmth, no fuel
where the lack of fire means freezing and death, The death of the forest means
no resin or phos%horescents for light, no fruits for wine, it means no soil, for
Onl% our forests hold the soil on the mountains with so much rain and snow to
wash it down to the lowlands. Without forests, over half of Dark-over would
quickly become a frozen lump of dust, starving and dwxig. . .

"You people talk fine about keeping us free of the Terran Empire," said one of
the businessmen, looking up belligerently at the council members and especially, it
seemed to Regis, at the two Hasturs. "And you have a right to your own
politics, though I notice you're quick enough to ‘take advantage of Terran things
when you're rich enough to afford them. Like coining here by plane, under
gglard instead of packing over the mountains on horse and by snow sied as I

id! T don't even say you're all wrong; anyone who takes a hélping hand must
turn to his helper's path! But how far are’you going to make us go for this
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thm% you call freedom, vai dom'ym? Must all our mountain men die before you ask
the Térrans to pull us out of quicksand? We have given them a spaceport and a
crossroad in their Empire. We could be a pivot in that Empire, an important
one. Why don't we make them I§1vq us more?"

"We don't care about that." Daniskar said. "We don't want the Terrans here
half so much as you do, Lords. But we need more help than you can give us. They
have flying machines, chemicals, quick communications, they could put a real effort
to it."

"Do you want roads, factories, machinery in your world?

Do 1\?rou want another Trade City in the Hellers, Daniskar?" Old Hastur asked.

. "Not me, Lord. I saw _the édge of a Trade Cltg once and they stink. But
it's better than secing all our people die. We need help from somewhere, and
fast-or there won't be énough of us’left to care whether we get it or not!"

And the Terrans, Regis knew, would be onlir‘ too glad to help. World after
world had fallen into the Empire in just such a way. A bad season, or an
epidemic, or a few too many deaths from famine, and the proudest world,
knowing that now there weré alternatives to the hard laws of survival of the
strongest, were no longer willing to submit themselves to those hard laws.

It's as if the gods themselves were againstus. | .

. First the telepaths go. One by one, in fratricidal blood-feud, or sterile from
1nbrced1n%, or, by assassination and mischance. Our old science goes from lack
of telepath minds to make the matrices work.

Now our forests. )

Soon we will have no choice.

But why? Who:

It was 5fikc: the flashing of a light; this was no blow of the gods. It was too
deht&erat&a. Darkover was being murdered; not dying of natural causes, being
murdered.

But who would possibly want to wreck a world? Who could profit? )

When the delegation from_ the mountains had finished, they all waited
expectantly for Regis to speak. Even his grandfather turned his eyes on Regis, to
se¢ what he would say.

And what could he say? "You must have help with the fire problem," he said- at
last, "all the help you can get, whether it comes from the Terran Empire or
elsewhere. But I'm not prepared yet to ask them to reclassify our world for
Open status, just for this. So far, we can pay for the help we ask for. As far as
needed, I can pledge my own private resources for this." He did not need to
look at his grandfather for approval of the rather reckless commitment he had
made; it was the only thing to do. "We can also make demands of the chiefs in

the lowlands, assess a part of the payment from them."

One of the men from the Pan-Darkovan League said, "Are you expecting us
to bankrupt ourselves? If we had Open status as an Empire world we could
demand this sort of help as a right, and there would be outside investors
coming in to help us exploit our unused resources to pay for it." .

Regis said dﬂrly, "My thanks for the lesson in elementary economics, monsieur.
Nevertheless, although I'm sure you have made a study of the problem, I'm not
sure 1 agree with you about what would be exploited." His eyes, hard and
giercmg hgray, and ‘angry, met the lowlander's and it was the other man who

opped his .

.Itpxli)vas a delaying action, Regis knew, not a victory. Forest fires, if this were
simply an unlucky season or a series of natural catastrophes, could be coped with.
But in combination with the attack on telepaths-my children, he thought again
with the familiar anguish, and tried to “shut off the vivid, almost visible
memory-picture of the two small fair faces in their coffins-or if some unknown
force wete actually working to upset the delicate balance of forces on
Darkover, then it was lEl)robably hopeless. The Darkovans could cling to their own
patterns and die-or change so radically that it would be a form™ of death for
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most of those who knew it.

Is there any hope at all? Are we all doomed?

He had delayed a decision, but as they broke up and moved out of the room,
he knew that it would descend on him personally, more heayllyi: than ever. He
stopped to say a few gracious words to Daniskar of the Darriel Forst. The other
nobles would give adequate courtesies to the Pan-Darkovans, but the sensitive and
Rroud mountain men must not be neglected. When he took leave of the chief,

e realized that the girl Linnea was still close at his side, no longer touching
him (physical contact was rare in a telepath caste except in direct sexual or
emotional en- o
counters) but well within the ranl%i:l
her, tiredly, and said, "This wou
the worst yet." )

She nodded, gravely. "Those poor men," she whispered. "They are_my own
people, Lord Régis, men from our own villages, and I had no idea, I'vé been
away in the lowlands so long. How terrible for them. And for you-Regis, Regis,
I had heard nothing about your children-" She raised her eyés to his. As their
gIIJances locked they were suddenly in deep rapport. She blurted out, abruptly,

et me give you others." ) ) ) )

He raised his hands slowly, and laid them on either side of her face. Like the
gﬁrl, he was too deeply moved for speech. For an instant time stopped and
they stood together outside it, more deeply joined than in any act of love.

_It'was a new thing to Regis, although women had been attracted to him all his
life. Mostly for the wrcﬁg reasons, of course. And a telepath could never be
ignorant of the reasons. Many had been attracted to him because of his position
and power; still more had been §trqn%1y drawn to him because of his
extraordinary good looks, because of his vitality, even-and he knew it-because of
his own strongly sensual personality. He had grown cynical about women, even
while he took what was offered. Especially during the last few years, promiscuity
was expected, even stron%éy urged, among’ the young telepaths’of his caste.

he offer itself was nothing new. He knew, completely without vanity, that he
lclould havg virtually any woman he wanted, and as a result there were not many

e wanted.

But this was the first time that a girl of his own caste- and Linnea, he began to
realize, was an extraordinary telepath had come to him in such complete
simplicity. It wasn't pity, it was a sudden, deep sharing of his own emotion.
There had been no hint of the status which she, of a minor house, might gain by
bearing a Jaran heir to Hastur. There was not even any sense, except perhaps at
the deepest level, of wanting him sensually; like most extravagantly handsome

men he had grown very tired of that, and it repelled him rather than otherwise.

None of that. Linnea had simply sensed how difficult his life had become, and
through a sudden deep, sharing had wanted to make it easier for him, and had
offered what she had to give.

They had stood locked together only a few seconds; but both of them knew
how the world had changed Tor them. Then, the wheels of the universe began to go
around again, they fell back into the elaborate games of ordinary life; and Regis
i—llghed’ let his hands fall from her cheeks, leaned forward and kissed her lips gently.

¢ said, with infinite regret, "Not now, my darling. Although, if we are later
blessed-but just now we niced you where you are. There are so few of you girls,
now, wllcll?" can work the matrix relays. How can I put out more of the lights on
our world:

She nodded, in a serious and infinitely tender understanding. She said: "I know.
If too many of us are taken away at once we will be what the Terrans call us, a
world of batrbarians."

Their clasped hands fell apart. They did not need pledges or promises for what
was so deep a part of them. Yet Regis reached out again and drew her within
the curve of his arm, suddcglly struck with a spasm of fear.

c A child of Linnea's would be too precious to risk to
ate

of his percct:_ption. He turned and smiled at
't be your first council, but I dare say it's
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Must I fear for her too? Witt she be the next target?

The chieri came out of the forest, dazed and wild-eyed, staring about like some feral
thing from the deepest woods. Even on Darkover, where human and half-human had
lived side by side since the depths of their world's prehistory, this was something
to collect a crowd; and it did. Murmurs of awe, astonishment and wonder were
hushed in the streets as the tall and strange being moved, with slow, deliberate
pm})oswcncss along the cobblestoned walkway where none of his kind had ever
trodden before.

The chieri were a k;%end; most people had never more than half believed in
them; and as soon as the rumor spread that a chieri, alive and in the flesh, was
walking the streets of Arilinn, Heople came metfy out of their houses and
watched, edging back with little silent whispers of astonishment as the nonhuman
moved-slowly and deliberately, as if dragging a reluctant way-toward the tall loom
of the Arilinn Tower.

It moved more and more slow_lg and finally its slow footsteps came to a halt. It
turned toward the crowd and said something, in appeal. The voice was clear and
light and beautiful, as legend_ said, but the words comg_lletely incomprehensible, and
the people sunp_lg stared without understanding until finally an old man in a
scholar's robe said, "Let me through; I believe he is speaking in a very old mode
of the_casta. 1 have seen it written'in old books, though I never attempted to speak
it. I will try." The crowd made room for the old man, and he made a deep bow to
the nonhuman and said, "You lend us gsracc, Noble One. How may we serve you?"

The chieri said, slowly as if the words were long rusty with nonuse, "I am-ve
stranger here to this place. I have been-" a word none of them coul
comprehend. "There is a Hastur here. Can you direct me to that place where he is?"

The old scholar said, "If you will follow, Noble One," and led the way toward
the Tower. He told his friends later: "It looked at me, and I realized it was afraid,

afraid in a way that none of us has ever been afraid. I still shake all over when I
think d:}bout anything like that, being as frightened as all that. I wonder what it
wanted?"

Regis Hastur was at breakfast in his rooms in the Arilinn Tower, making ready for
the departure of the plane that had brought him here, when one of the young
m‘;triﬁ workers of the Tower, a boy of seventeen or eighteen, came to his door.
n al' Om_”

Regis turned and said courteously, "How may I serve you, Marton?" "Lord,
there is a chieri at the gates below, asking to meet with you, with the Hastur."

"A chieri?" Suddenly Kegis laughed. "This language of Arilinn still defeats me
at times; I misheard 'you; a kyrri we would say in Thendara, one of your
nonhuman servants hére. Can you find out what it wants for me?"

"No, my lord, not a kyrri," Marton looked scandalized. "As if any of them
Zlvlmﬁd so presume! No, Lord Regis, a chieri, one of the old Beautiful Folk of

e Forest.'

Startled, Regis said, "If this is a jest I find it ill-timed," but another look at the
boy convinced him that the youngster was as surprised and disbelieving as he was
'l%lmsclf. He rose without” further delay and “‘went down to the foot of the

ower.

A chieri! Even in his grandfather's day it was rumored that few or none of
that oldest race on Darkover still survived, deep in the deepest woods. Never in
living memory had one come out of the forest; at. most there were strange tales
of folk lost or hurt or benighted in the forest, who found themselyves succored
by strange hands, gentle voices and kindliness, and promptly guided on their
weﬁ again, and no more than this, )

_He came out of the dark corridors at the foot of the Tower, and into the pale
hlght of the rising sun, and there, standing in a little awed circle of the servitors,
the furred kyrri and the uniformed City Guard and a few bystanders, he had his
first sight of the chieri.
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It stood on the cobblestones, seeming to stand apart from the others, looking
very much like a tall young man, or even a tal }lrpung girl, except that the
features seemed a little too thin, too lEalc too delicate to be human. It was
taller than tall Regis, by almost a full eaqf. It had quantities of pale hair, that
glinted silver gilt. It turned slowly to Regis, moving with a _grace and beauty
alien and unknown to humankind; and then Regis raised his eyes and met
those of the chieri.

The chieri had l[zale gray eyes, VCIK pale gray with silvery lights deep in them,
and as Regis looked into the non-human's eyes, he suddenly stopped thinking
in terms of awe and wonder and reverence and old legénds.  He suddenly
realized that this chieri was only a youndg creature, v¢r)i1confuscd by the strange
sights of the city, very young, very wild and very frightened. He put out his
hands with a sudden sgontancous sympathy and’said in casta, the archaic and
little used tongue of the Comyn Domains, "Why, you poor thing, how did you
come here? I am Regis Hastur, grandson of Hastur; and I am at your service.
W:llcll }Irlcl)u not come 1n out of the cold-and away from all these eyés," he added
suddenly.

"I .tha};‘lk you, young Hastur," the chieri said in that slow, haltin s&gech.
Regis stepped back in courtesy to allow his strange guest to pass inside. With a
wave of his hand he dismissed the guards and the others. Danilo followed them
as Regis led the chieri into one of the small reception rooms on the lowest floor, a
room of white translucent stone hung with pale luminescent hangings. Regis
motioned the chieri to a seat, but the nonhuman remained standing, seeming to
misunderstand the gesture, and said in his hesitant, slow, archaic speech, "It has
come to us in the Yellow Forest, Hastur, that you are searching for those with
the old powers: to study these powers, to know more of them, whence they
came, and what manner of folk have them."

"Why, that's true," Regis said. He realized that the chieri was already imitating
his own accent and speech and that he could understand it Eerfectly well. "But
how did you come to know it in the Yellow Forest, Noble One:?"

"We chieri-such as we are in these dagrs-know things, Lord of Hastur. It seemed
well to us that one of our kind should come and be with you in your search, if
you will have us. And since I was the youngest and they felt T could -adjust myself-
most easily to leaving the Forest and to changing myself to live among ‘mankind, I
was told to come to you and do as you would have me do."

"How far have you come, then?" asked Regis in wonder. "Many, many days

%ourney, Regis Hastur. I went first to Armida, for my people knew some young

olk ﬁi:)m there a generation ago; but they were gone, all the Altons, and’so I

came here.

. Danilo stepped forward and motioned to Regis. He did not speak aloud, but

linking directly with Regis asked, "Are you sure you can trust this nonhuman?
€ you sure it's not a trap:?" ) ) o )
"It"is not," said the chieri aloud, turning to face Danilo and smiling at him. "I

have no contact with the enemies of your friend; before this day I have never

had speech with a man of your people, Danilo."

"You know my name?" o

"Forgive me-I do not know your Wagg-ls it a rudeness to speak the name:?"

"No," said Danilo, baffled. "I just didn't know how you knew it, but you must
have uncanny gooof telepathic power; more than I'm used to dealing with in
nonhumans."

The chieri's light gray eyes met Danilo's for a minute; then the chieri smiled
and said to Regis, "You are fortunate in your friend; he loves you well and
would protect you with his own life. Nevertheless, reassure him that I will
never harm {{)u or your kind. I could not if I would."

"I know," Regis said. He felt suddenly warm and at ease. He had heard old
tales of the chieri, of their beauty and kindliness, and although this one seemed
young and frightened by the strangeness, Regis knew that there was no threat
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here.

Danilo was about to speak; then he looked from the chieri to Regis, struck at
once by something strange. The nonhuman was taller, by about a head, and
slenderer, his face narrow, the pale, narrow, six-fingered hands inhumanly long and
graceful; yet the resemblance, like a shadow, was there, accentuated 3}7 egis'

rematurely white hair; the curious cast of feature which marked off the old

omyn type on Darkover.

Some of those old families, they used to say, were akin to the chieri. I can well
believe it. Regis said, "Are you willing to go gack with us, then, to Thendara?"

"T came here for that," said the chieri, but he looked around him in an appeal
that was like panic. "I am not accustomed to being-within walls." o

Poor thing, what will he do on the plane?™I'll look after you," Regis said.
"You mustn't be afraid."

"I am afraid because it is very strange and I have never been out of the shadow
of my forests before this," said the chieri, and somehow the confession of his
fear had a deep dignity which added to, Regis' respect and sympathy. "But I am
not afraid otherwise arid I am at your disposal."

Regis asked, "What is your name? What can we call you?" .

"My name is vcr}i long and would be hard to s:iliy i your speech," said the
chierl. "But when T was very small, I called myself s'Keral. You may call me
Keral, if you like." ) )

Regis called a servant and asked him to have the plane made ready at once. His
brain was spinning. . .

It had not been more than a few months since the a.ll)x'o]c.:c't to study telepath
powers had been set up by the Terran Empire's medical facility. Not more than a
scant half-dozen Darkovans had been willing to give themselves to this project.
And now a chieri, oldest and least known of the nonhuman races of Darkover,
traditionally most alien to mankind, (despite old stories, never more than
legends, of chieri and mortal) had come unasked and unsought to them,
volunteering-when they had hidden for centuries even from the Comyn, except for
legends as impalpable as leaves blown on the wind. )

ow had this happened, and what would come of it?

He suddenly realized that he could not even decide adequately whether this
strange being out of the woods were male or female. In its positiveness and
strength and in the prompt manner it had reassured Danilo, it seemed like a
man; yet the delicate voice and hands, the flowing hair and light garments, the
timidity and the way which, as they passed the doors, it clung to Regis' hand in
a renewal of panic, was altogether feminine. Do they have gender at all, anyhow?
There was an old joke about the nonhuman cralmacs which had become a proverb
on Dark-over: the sex of a cralmac is of interest to nobody but another cralmac.

He supposed the ap%arent sexlessness of the chieri was some such thing.

I'll have to remember that Keral isn't human. From the minute it went into
rapport with me, it seemed that Keral was all too human, one of my own kind,
more than most of the people I'd known. . . .

Small wonder the legends (.jspczgk of men who died of love, having seen a
chieri in the woods .”. and pined away for a voice, a beauty more than
mortal. . . . Regis was shocked, startled “at the turn his own thoughts were
taking. He said to Keral, not looking at the chieri, "We will go soon," and
went to take leave of his grandfather.

IV

A HOSPITAL WAS a hospital, even at the far end of the galaxy. Waking early
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and not yet sure where he was, before opening his eyes David felt the familiar
ambiancé around him, the years-long texturé of the life which had become
second nature: the preoccupation of busy doctors, the subliminal feel of pain
kept under and at a distance, the hurried pace of healing.

hen he opened his eyes and remembered that he was on Darkover
uncounted light-years away from his own home, and that if they had . uartered
him in a hospital it was not because of the M.D. that he could still write after
his name but because of the generally medical nature of this 15‘,20 ect,

Freaks and telepaths-and I'm going to be one of them! What J of a planet have
they landed me on’? ) i ) )

f& he remembered of disembarking last night-spaceports were all alike-was a
glimpse of a great, luminous, pale” purple moon, and another, smaller and
crescent, floating low in a strangely colored night sky. .

The 11%ht in here was Earth-normal yellow; but ‘when he went to the window
he saw high, cra%_gly', dark mountains’and a great, inflamed, red sun, alread
high in the sky. He'd come in late; they'd let him sleep, but probably someone
would be coming for him sooner or later. Try as he would-and he had tried on
the ship that brought him here -he couldn't work up much enthusiasm for the
project. Hell, he didn't want to know more about the freak talent that had
swcgt away his chosen career; he wanted to be rid of it! )

Oh, well, he thought, turning away from the strange sun and mountains and
going toward the bathroom, maybe this will help, and if not maybe it will hel
some odﬁ( else. Treat it like research-a chance to research a rare and freakis
disease. Like Madame Curie studying her own radiation burns, or Lanach on
Vega Nine doing work on space rot when he was literally rotting away with it.

how, there was no glomt to a long face. If his fellow members on the project
were telepaths, a cheerful one wouldn't fool them, but it might raise his own
morale. By the time he had finished his bath and dressed, he was singing under
his breath. He was young and, against his own will, curious.

The hospital cafeteria, where they had told him last night to EO for meals, was
crowded at this hour. David hated crowds, always had-it took too much work
to shut out the sense of people ]osthn% him even when they weren't- but at least
it was a familiar crowd, even though there were racial and ethnic aypcs he'd
ngvcr seen before. Doctors and nurses, mostly in the caduceus-adorne
o
Terran Emﬁre Medical, but they all had the unmistakable stamp of the
profession. Many of the younger ones were a single unfamiliar type he supﬁ)osed
must be Darkovan, swart-skinned with dark crisp-curling hair, ridged foreheads,
short broad six-fingered hands, and gray eyes. ) ) ) ]

He was finishing his breakfast when a young man, not in medical uniform but in

reen tunic and high, soft leather boots with short-cut red hair, came up to him
and said, "Doctor Hamilton? I recognized you at once. Will you come and join us,
please? My name is Danilo. I hope thé food is to your liking; that is one
thing we can neyver predict. I know that here in the Terran HQg Bmld.mg they
can adjust the lights and even the gravity to the planet of your origin, but
cultural preferences about what is and what isn't good to eat-" he shrugged.
"All they can do here, I guess, is offer a sort of 1noffensive lowest common
denominator and hope 1t won't offend anyone too much."

David chuckled. "In hospitals that's staindard, I guess. As a matter of fact
I've gotten used, to eating whatever they put in front of me and hoping I'll
have time to finish it before somebody yells for me. If you were to ask me
what I just ate, I probably couldn't tell %rou under oath." He looked curiously at
Danilo. "Are you on the hospital staff?" The kid didn't look old enough to be a
doctor but you never could tell with some planetary types. .

Danilo, however, offered no explanation of his statius beyond a negative gesture.
"Come along and meet the others on the project.”

"Are-they-all here already?" ) )

"Most of them. The ‘Darkovan ones are lodged in the city, but at least at
first, they felt that the facilities here might be more helpful. Jason-" Danilo raised
his voice and a young doctor, hu_rrymgi)pa_st t_hrou%h the halls, came toward
them. He was sturdy and dark-hairéd. David liked his looks at once. He said,
"Dr. Hamilton? How was the trip? I've never been off Darkover myself-born

uniform
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here. I'm Jason Allison." He offered his hand and David shook it, realizing
suddenly that this was what had been lacking in

Danilo's greeting. Darkovan custom? "I see Danilo's introduced himself. I'm a
liaison man between Darkovan medical staff and trainees and Empire medical
peo%lf':'. Incidentally, I'm a doctor myself, though I don't have timé to practice
much.

He led the way along the corridor, Danilo easily keeping pace. Now that the
meeting with the otheérs on the é)ro]cct was imminent, David's unease became
pa}'IBabmgam."A crew of freaks-and he 'was one of them.

r. Allison-

Jason Allison grinned. "Jason will do. And 111 call you David, if you don't
mind. Darkovans don't use honorifics unless they're way up_at the top of the
caste hierarchy; any title below Lord simply doésn't exist. No misters, ma'ams,
doctor, this or that. It simplifies things, anyhow." o

Swept away. Even that gone. "David's okay," he said listlessly. "I-I've never met
anothér telepath-" ) ) )

Danilo laughed, "Now you have," he said, and grinned. "We don't bite, Or go
around casually reading minds. And you aren't a telepath anyhow as far as'I
can tell. You're an empath and probably have some other psi talents."

David stared at the kid and shook his head slightly, abruptly revising a lot of

reconceived notions. Danilo_said, "I'm sorry. I was brought up around

arkovans with Jaran and I spot it automatically. I take you for granted
because I feel comfortable around you, that's all; you feel like onie of us." ™

David felt bewildered. Jason said, "Slow down, Dani. David, believe it or
not, I know how you feel; remind me to tell you sometime about my first clash-
and it was really a clash-with the Hasturs. Here 'we are."

It was a long room, filled with light and hung about with translucent
draperies in pale and lightly varying rainbow colors. David took it in at a glance,
the talent he had never recognized because he took it so much for granted that
he believed everyone had it and didn't consider it worth mentioning: -impact
of fear/brilliance/fear from a tall girl at the far end, tall girl/no, boy/no, girl, with
masses of long, loose, fair hair, slender, sexless figure-human? -slight, authoritative
young man with white hair and young gray eyes-wizened small man in his forties,
Earth-type, tanned, shifty-looking: dark-skinned nonentity, trembling, spaceman's
uniform -tall, commanding old woman, old to decrepitude but with the same air of
command and dominance as if she were young and queenly -slight, sensual-looking,
sullen girl slouched in a deep chair with her eyes moving, in little quick glances like a
mouse's, all round the room and among the men-and yet again; fear/brilliance/fear
from the tall girl/ boy with the light hair, in the long tunic. ...

Is this all?

"You are David Hamilton," said the slight young man with the hair which
David somehow knew to be prematurely white. "I am Regis Hastur. I'm ve
glad you are with us, Dr. Hamilton. Nothing of this sort’s been done_before;
ordinary medical men may be all at sea. The people who know about telepaths don't
seem tO develop medical sciences; for all I know, don't need them. We didn't,
especially. And the Terran medics aren't even sure we exist. They've had to admit it
l])ut they don't like it-present company excepted,” he added, with a friendly look at
ason 1.

"I'm being brought here as a doctor?" ) )

"Oh, yes.”Once you get this thing, this talent of yours, in hand, it should make
ou an ‘especially good one, you know," Regis said; "and it won't take you long to
earn how to_shut out contacts you don't want; every Comyn teenager manages to

learn it within a few weeks. You will too, being around other telepaths. That was
your problem, you know; no one to help you handle it. Lucky we found you young
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enough. A lot of isolated telepaths in non-telepath cultures go psychotic and are no
use_to anyone. We found that out when the HQ was hunting for them for this
roject. SO, as you can see, having one who's also a well-qualifie

octor-well, we were ready to fall on your neck and hu‘%i you!" .

It was like the sudden lifting of a black cloud. David never wondered how Regis
had known of his deep encompassing fear. He didn't even try to hide the smile of
wondering delight that replaced his strain and fear. It may have been this which
made him, for the first time in his life, relax and accept the flow of sensations
which came now, unstressed, across the level of his hei hI:ened }gerceptlon as Jason
said, "Didn't they tell you this, David? Come on; meet the res !
last from offworld in"this group; there may be another shipment later but this
was the sum of what the Empire could find in nonpsychotic tcl.i%a . Rondo-

The small, weathered-looking man met David's eyes with a flash of steel blue
stare, then almost visibly shrugged. He's a straight one; no interest. David,
Wg:jhﬂgut experience in Rondo's type of underworld, was baffled by the hostile
indifference.

The man in spaceman's uniform seemed sunk in ali_%thy, hut he got up_politel
%nough and offered David a hand. "A pleasure, Dr. Hamilton. My name is Davi

onner.

"Then we're namesakes," David said with a smile. His thought, quickly guarded:
nonpsychotic? What's the matter with him? Conner's type was at least familiar; he
was tall, thin, slightly balding, skin between brown and black, dark, gleaming eyes,
now. dulled with apathy and the barest pretense of civility. He wasn't hostile, but
David felt, with a crawling of his skin, that if all of them dropped dead Conner
wouldn't even blink. He would shrug and envy them.

ason led him on. "Keral."

The tall boy/girl, almost two or three inches taller than David himself, turned
with a swift grace. Dayid met a fluid impact of clear eyes, deep as running water,
and a_light, fovely, girlish voice which murmured in a’soft unaccented tone: "You
have done us a kindness to come here, David Hamilton."

of us; you're the

Who and what-I = o ) )

Jason murmured in his ear, "A chieri; a Darkovan tribe; most of us didn't
bq'lll_cive>5hey existed until he came and asked to join us."

e-?

Jason caught his confusion. Then and later David was to wonder, never to
know or prove but to suspect, whether Jason Allison, perhaps without knowing it
himself, was near enough a telepath to pick up thoughts. "He or she, you mean?
I don't know either; you can't exactly ask an LE.- pardon me; Empire Medic
slang for Intelligent Being, sapient nonhuman-what sex he, she or it is. Not
when you're unsure how they'll react. Maybe Regis knows." .

_David's chcs went back to ‘the chieri, and Keral looked up again and for._the first
time smiled, a lovely thing that transfigured the fair, frightened face. It was a
gleam of brightness’ which made the chieri like a light in the room and David
wondered how the others could take their eyes off hér-him? Damn! )

Conner looked up and came after them. He chuckled low-voiced in David's
ear, "After you've been on a dozen planets and seen a dozen cultures you get
used to that. You haven't lived until you've made attempts to pick up what
¥ou thought was a charming girl and had a nasty surprise or two when you
ound the delightful creature was one of the local swordsmen. Cultures “are
peculiar things. ) ) )

David shared the laughter and felt a little relieved. Conner's psychotic apathy
wasn't a constant thing then, for at this moment the spaceman seemed normal
and good natured. i o )
Conner, went on, still in that friendly intimate tone, "Never make a mistake
about this one, though. Missy-?" The sullen-faced Flrl looked up at David with
deliberate and practiced charm. She had thick, light hair, gathered into an
elaborate coiffure, and David thought her dress, for anyone who had been warned
of the icy and stormy Darkovan climate, was courting death from exposure; but
as Conner had said, cultures on different planets set impregnable standards for
feminine behavior, and there was evidently some reason for this one to flaunt her
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femaleness in this exact way. She smiled, with that quick-eyed radiance and
murmured, "Hello, David." ) ) )
“"Which David?" Conner demanded; and David Hamilton thought swiftly, he's
ealous, as the girl Missy murmured, "Why, both of you, of course." She held

avid's hand an extra moment, but the hand was cool and soft and belied the
look of sensuous beguilement the girl turned on them both, She said in her
lovely murmur, "I'm a little bewildered here." A lie, something in David said,
cold "and precise. "I thought it would be exciting to meet all of you.
adventure." Another lie. What does she want? ) )

Jason urged him on and Conner sank into the seat beside Missy. That was
evidently what he had wanted. ) . )

"Leaving me till last, as usual," said a sprightly voice. It was the old woman,
and she was even older than David had thought: wrinkled, her face shrunken,
but erect and slender as ever in a long graceful robe of thick, dark blue woven
wool, over it a slight shawl of knitted fur. Her hands, knotted and_gnarled
with age, were still graceful in motion, and the voice clear and light. Her eyes
rested on Missy, not with the condemnation of ai%e for youth but with an echo
of David's own curiosity. Then she came back to David. "You must be weary of
running this gauntlet. T am Desideria of Storn, and if I am rude, forgive me; I
have neéver met Terrans in this number. But no one, as they say in the
mountains, is so youn% he cannot teach or so old he cannot learn.” So let us see
what we have to learn from one another, all of us. It's likely to be more than any
of us expect. I am too old to waste time in r}t)rc:hmmanes. Jason:"

Dr. Allison said, "Regis, you're the expert. You take charge."

"But that's exactly what I am not," Regis Hastur said.

David admired the way that without moving, without raising his voice, he
gathered all their eyes to him. For the first time David thought, at the back of
his mind, that perhaps being a developed telepath who could use all the latent

powers of his own mind might not be such a bad thing.

Regis went on: "As most of you know, telepaths were once abundant on this
glanct. They are now growing scarce, and their old powers are to a large degree lost,

red out or diminished for lack of knowledge on how to use them. To some
extent I know what I can do with my powers, such as they are. I don't know
exactly what they are or how I use them. I gather most of you are in the same
situation. Hence 'this project, which at the moment is only a small pilot é)rolfct
to find out what powers, exactly, each of us has; how we got them and why;
exactly what they are % od for; whether trainin plays any part in their
development; andso forth. In short, to find out what télepaths are made of.
But as to where we start-I have no 1dea. Each of us has some experience. Each
one of ¥ou is welcome to contribute ideas and questions and we'll follow up as
many of them as seem to have the slightest bearing on the case. Meanwhile-" and
he made a courteous gesture, "please consider yourselves my guests, and if there
is anything any of irou require, you have only to ask." . . .

"Then as the only nontelepath in the group," Jason Allison said, "I'm going to
su%%c;st that we start in a peculiarly Terran way. There is a lot of superstitious
rubbish talked about psi powers. The first thing we Terrans usually do if we run
across something we don't understand is_to measure it. So, if all of you will
cooperate, I am going to start-with David Hamilton's help-by giving each one of
you a physical examination to see if ¥1(1)_1111 have any physical features in common. This
will mean, among other things, a reading of detectable brain electricity and
radiation. After that I am going to try and measure your psi abilities, although
I'm prepared to find out that we don't have the right measuring sticks. You can't
measure anything until you develop the right scales. But maybe some of you
can help me find a scale for measuring. David, suppose I start with you, and
then you can help me with the others. The laboratories
they've given us are just a few doors from here; I'm sorry to keep the rest of
you waiting, but it won't be long." = | )

s they went into a small eXamination room-it was marked SPECIAL

PRO]ECYT, A, Allison-David said to Jason, "What's the idea? You have
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Medical HQ records on me on the big computer, covering everything from
measles vaccine at six months to_the time I broke my little toe as a fourth year
Medic student playing tennis; I know these kind of records followed meé to
Darkover! You need to examine me like you need two heads!"

"Guilty as charged," said Jason. I%c went to the desktop scanner and
punched out David's name and Terran Empire contract number. "Did they tell
you you're on salary to Empire Medic, by the wa%? No, I wanted to start with a
chance to talk to you. I do want your EEG; the ones they take for Terran
Medic are only checking for epilepsy or overt brain damage, and if you had
any of those I'd know. I want readings from all of you-" he was moving’ around,
attaching the narrow electrodes to David's skull as he spoke, "and later I'll want
them while you people are trying out your telepathic talents, to see if there's a
measurable encrgﬁdlschgr e. But we can’skip your heart and lungs and digestion
for the moment. Here, lie back," he connecteéd the machine. "Just breathe for a few
minutes.

"The one I'm dying to get my hands on," he continued a few minutes later,
removing the tapéd EEG record from the reader, "is the chieri."

"Are theéy human?" .

"Nobody knows, even on Darkover. I doubt if any Terran has ever sEoken to
one, If they have, they aren't telling. Fortunately I have permission to keep this
project entirely under wraps, or the Terran Medical HQ would be all over the
poor creature, just out of simple curiosity, of course. A new specimen."

"I can see why. I admit I'm curious too." David did not say that his interest

was not medical.
"I lived with nonhumans-the trailmen-for a few years when I was a kid," Jason

said, "and worked with Terran Medical during a bad epidemic a few years
ago." He sounded vaguely bitter. "Oh, the Terran HQ was very nice to the
trailmen. Did everything they could to make them feel at home here, but still-
specimens in a zoo. Maybe you have to be Darkovan and live with nonhuman
races long enough to take them for granted, before you start thinking of them

as people.”

"Are there so many nonhuman races on Darkover?"

"At least four that I'know about," said Jason, "and more that I don't, I'm sure."

David thought about that for a moment. He said, "Could that be why there are
so many natural telepaths here? Telepathy might be the only way of really
communicating with nonhuman races." ] )

gason said, vaguely startled, "That's a viewpoint_that hadn't occurred to me.

at's why I want to use all of you on this project. Nobody but a telepath would
be likely t0 know-how did Regis put it?-what telepaths are made of. Well, shall
we start on the physicals for the others:?" )

Much of the morning was routine work after that, a reassuringly humdrum
beginning to a project” David had feared would be terrifyingly “outre. They
discovered little that they did not already know, and that afternoon, during a
brief break for meals, sat looking over the results. Routine physical examinations of
Conner had disclosed abnormal EEG patterns akin to, but ‘different from, those
associated with hereditary migraine and some psychomotor epilepsy; David showed
these also, although in a subclinical degree, SO, to some small degree, did Rondo
and Danilo. Con s1.1:§1K4_Reg1s Hastur did not, and they had not finished with
Desideria or begun with Missy or Keral.

"] wonder if this is going to be the one common factor?" Jason asked. )

. "I doubt it, or why doesn't Regis have it? I gather he's something extraordinary
lﬁ thchway of telepaths," David said, and extraordinary in every other way, he
thought.

"He certainly has extraordinary charm," Jason agreed, and David laughed
aloud. They were already, it seemed to him, close friends. "Jason, do me a
favor. Let me take a reading from you."
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The older man looked at him in momentary surprise, then laughed and
shrugged. "Suit yourself. Eventually I'm going to feed all these records through
the big Medic computer and find out if there is any common factor-minor blood
fraction, whatever?"

"I can give you two common factors right now," David said. "They all have
%I;lg or blue eyes-all the Darkovans, that is, and all the offworlders except Conner.

his obviously isn't hereditary, but-with that history-post-traumatic."

Jason was thinking that over. He said, "Years ago, a group of Terrans
worked for a while with a t%roqp of the Comyn, investigating telepathy and matrix
mechanics-you know what that is?"

"I've read about the Darkovan matrices-aren't they jewels which transform
brain waves directly into energy without fission or fusion by-products:?" .

"That's right. The simpler ones can be used by anyone, even those with no
telepathic talents. The more complex ones demand a high degree of telepathic
talent to use them at all, which is why the trade in them died out; not enough
telepaths around to handle them; and for obvious reasons, telepathy is dangerous
to the ordinary politician. So there have been subtle pressurés against any
Eubha about ‘the Darkovan telepaths. But as I started to say, over the last

undred years there have been sporadic efforts to work with Darkovan telepaths.
The Darkovans haven't usually wanted to cooperate, until now, when it may be
too late. We found out one thing; at least on Darkover, telepathy is linked to
red hair. If you see a red-headed Darkovan, he's a telepath."

"That would suggest that telepathy may be linked to the function of the
adrenal glands," said David. "I can tell you another thing they all have in

common. They're all ectomorphs." "Ecto-come again?"

"Body types-ectomorphs are tall and thin, mesomorphs run to muscle,
endomorphs run to fat and gut." "So far that's true," Jason said, pushing away his
plate. "Leét's get back and see if it holds true with the others." )

It was true of Desideria, at least. The old lady was exquisitely cooperative
although she smiled her delightful wry smile when they punctiliously summoned
a nurse to be present to assist her in disrobing:

"At my age, lads, this is the nicest compliment you could have given me!"

Even the nurse had trouble keeping her proféssional face on at that one, and
David had to turn away to hide a grin. God, what a charmer she must have
been forty years ago. "How old are you-for the record?" he asked.

She told him, but Jason 101_‘1§ ac%uainted with the Darkovan numeral system,
had to work it out for David and convert it into standard Empire lZears. It
worked out at ninety-two. Following the clue they had had, David asked her:
"It's true that Darkovan telepaths all have red hair?"

"True," Desideria said. "When I was a girl mine was as red as fire. The
tradition is that the redder the hair the more talent for matrix work and the
stronger the Jaran §1f.t, and in general we found that this was true. I was one
of a small group of girls at Castle Aldaran being trained for matrix work with
some of the Terrans. Let me see if I can remember the technical names. I use
to have total recall," she mused, "but remember how old I am." She was silent a
moment. "I have-or had-clairvoyance, a high degree of clairaudience, a small
degree of precognition not excecding three months, and limited }t)s chokinesis,
manipulating objects not exceeding fourteen grains in weight without the aid of a
matrix," she said finally. "Perhaps the records have been kept at Castle Aldaran
if the wetﬁ’:l?'t destroyéd during one of the mountain wars. I can try to find
out, if you like."

"Weylike " Jason assured her eagerly. "Did any of you ever run to fat? Or
were You ail tall and thin}" ) ) )

"Tall and thin or small and thin," she said, "but again,
they used to say: the taller they are for a girl, the stronger the Jaran talent,
Thére's an old story that some’of the mountain Comyn telepaths had chieri
blood, and looking at Keral I can believe it." L

Jason and David both caught the implications of that long before Desideria



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

realized she had said anything unusual. They stared at each other in a wild
surmise: "If humans and chieri could crossbreed-" ) )
f"Tlﬁaa means the chieri are not nonhuman but a human subspecies," David
inished.

"This is only a legend," Desideria cautioned, "from prehistory almost." ) )

"Find us some of those legends, will you," Jason requested, trying to hide his
eagerness, and turned back to the EG machine. He began meticulously
explaining how it worked before attaching the electrodes to her scalp, buit
Desideria waved him away. "Enough, enough.” You Terrans have your technolo
and I'm too old to be curious about it. As long as it won't give me a shock,
that's all I care about," She lay back, smiling, on the table. )

David was calibrating the switches prior to turning on the recording needle

when he felt it, completely out of context, like an electrifying shock wave and
without any prior warning:
-Deep in his body, sharp, intense, almost &)ainful surge of physical desire; sexual
waking; intense, €xquisite sensation-Shocked and abashed, he straightened with an
indrawn breath. Jason, frowning vaguely, had stopped what he was doing, but
seemed oblivious. The physical upsurge went on; David realized that without any
direct stimulus he had™a strong erection. What? How-

-Gentle woman'’s ﬁn%ers, caressing him. Soft words, murmured almost too low to
hear, in a language he could not understand. The softness of a warm, womanly
body, under him, around him-

Where the hell was this coming from? In all his experience of involuntary
telepathy in his home hospital, David had never picked up anything like this, and it
was shocking and somehow shaming; he felt like a voyeur. He looked at Desideria,
wondering. Her eyes were closed, but he sensed quickly that she was equally
baffled. Was she feeling it too? For an instant, the thin and frail gray form of the
old woman seemed to shift and blurr, and a young and lovely girl in a cloud of
luminous copper gold hair lay there, smiling up at him, her eyes closed, in soft,
sweet, feminine awareness. David felt his very guts wrenched with the agony of

desire.

It spread like a sparkling net, a thin spider web of physical awareness. It was
not in the room at all. Conner's anguished, deathly, aching loneliness, reaching out,
clawing deep for contact-David suddenly knew: it was Missy he held in his arms,
pinned down with his own naked body, thrusting deeper and deeper until the
violent explosion came. .. .

In the aftermath, while his breathing returned to normal -had he himself
exploded in orgasm? No, not physically at least-David felt on the fringes of the
thinning net of spider web contact, Regis' puzzlement, Rondo's satirical, sated
laughter, a flare of luminous brilliance which he already associated with Keral; it
reached out, wrapped him in a sudden twist of closeness. ...

David? It was almost a voice, and David felt a soft sur%e of content, of gentle

reassurance; I'm here, Keral. I don't understand it either, but 1 suppose it's nothing to
be frightened about.

David was still bewildered. Desideria, still lying motionless, looked to his
confused mind-were his eyes open? Under oath he could not be sure-like a double
exposure, an exquisite young girl/an old woman, curled softly and sweetly in
love. As if compelled, David reached out and touched her hand, raised it lovingly
to his lips. She opened her eyes and was the old woman again, and her gray eyes
were brimming with tears. She put her hand against his cheek and David
realized that his own eyes were brimming. Abruptly the room was normal
again, the overflowing waves of sexuality dimming, dying away. They were alone
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with the oblivious Terran nurse, still moving around quietly picking up scraps of

gauze and assembling the paraPhernalia of routine examinations.

"No," Desideria whispered, "No." He thought she was

going to sob aloud, but she didn't. She drew a deep breath

and mastered herself. "No, David. I'm an old, old woman.

It wouldn't-oh, damn her. Damn her, that consummate

little bitch. No, that's not fair. She's young, she may not

even know, and she's not under any vows."

They both heard Regis, like a mental flash;-I'd stop her, but I hate to start
exercising authority so soon. They aren't even Darkovan and I'm not their overlord.

Desideria said quietly, "Damn that fool of a girl for starting this so early 1g.th§

}l)ut;1ng a bitc

game. Loose sex in a random crew of assorted telepaths is like {
osions-David,

i heat down into a wolf pack; it starts all sorts of odd exp
had I better tell her a few of the facts of life?"

Regis drogged in, from outside: Do, Desideria. We can't have this. You've got to
remember, though, she may never have met another functioning telepath in her
whole life. She probably did it in all innocence. Why shouldn't she and Conner
go off for a bit of pillow pounding if they want to? Biit t{:cg’vc got to learn how
not to broadcast 1t all over the scenery. I wish to hell it hadn't happened. You
talk to her and Dayid can talk to Conger, if you like- )

-Thanks-I_think-David said ironically to I{mself, and was astonished to hear
clearly, like Regis' voice; )

-1 would talk to him myself, but you're at least a Terran. He wouldn't listen to

me.
Abruptly David returned to normal consciousness. Jason was vaguely red
around the ears, but he shook his head, "I can tell that something's going on,"

he said, "but I don't know what." L i
David said, with an embarrassed glance at Desideria, "I think I'd better

explain later. You wouldn't believe." ) o )
"Living on Darkover," Jason said, "you learn to believe at least six impossible

things before breakfast every day.

I picked up a little, that's all. But why did she choose Conner?"

Who else?" Desideria said. "Exclude Regis as too_ high in the scale of
authority for her and Danilo not interested, you and David too busy, Rondo too
old and too psychotic, Keral too uncanny-and too ambiguous in outward gender.
And it's normal for her immediately to ‘establish an instant sexual .rapgort with
someone; it's her means of survival. Conner is young, male and virile. But damn

her for starting this so early."
David_ felt as if a thunderstorm had subsided. He knew, in a strange

unconscious knowledge, that he had shared something very strange, particularly
with Desideria and with’ Keral, but the very strangeness of it blurred it. He was
relieved, and ashamed of himself at his relief, when Desideria said, "If you don't
need any more records just now, can I claim the privilege of my gray hairs and
ask to rest? You can get the rest of your data later."

"Of course; nurse,” Jason said, "take Lady Storn to her quarters. Then come
back and bring us Keral."

Neither of them iipokc until the chieri entered. David looked up, astonished
and a little abashed at how eager he was to see again that luminous brilliance
and luster of Keral's smile.

Keral came in and sat obediently where they suggested. Jason hardly knew how
to begin, but the chieri took it out of their hands.

"I am very young and very ignorant of your ways here," Keral said, "and I am
slow to learn your language, and have few words to describe the things I can
do. Maybe ¥ou will help me learn. Regis has told me that you want to examine
my physical structure; I am completely willing. I am also curious about your
kind of beings, and would like to learn. We shall share knowledge, then."

Jason turned on the Darkovan nurse and said fiercely: "Tanya, if one word
about this gets out of the project before I give my signed okay, you can pack
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for space and

you'll find yourself doing routine physicals in the mines of Wolf 814."

"I know the rules, doctor," she said stiffly.

"Make damn sure you keep 'em, then." )

The chieri stripped without hesitation and stood before them, calmly, as if
nakedness were no more unusual than being clothed. No nudity taboos in his
culture, then. Yes, his, for Keral was male."So much for that question. Oddly,
David_felt a littdle saddened. The routine data were simple, thou%Jh Ke
gunctlhously explained to Keral what he was doing. Blood -pressure: § tghtly

elow human norm. Heart action: somewhat faster, and his heart was slightly to
the right rather than to the left; there were also slight abnormalities, b}ilhuman
standards, in the shape of the aorta, the inner ear, and the retina of the eyes.
But the big surprise was still to come.

"You realize," said Jason, low-voiced, as they hooked up the electrodes. o

"Yes. But is Keral a sport-" he could not say freak-"or is this normal for a chieri?"

"It's not clearly normal for a human." Jason said, "and it's not normal for the
trailmen, either, though I have heard it's not uncommon. You realize, of course,
what it 1s. Keral is at least theoretically a functional hermaphrodite-dual-sexed,
with perhaps a faint balance toward maleness." )
. David said, looking at Keral and meeting that unexpectedly close look again-
just what had they shared?- "I suggest we just ask him."I doubt if 1t's a
particularly taboo “subject. Cultures without nudity taboos don't have many
sexual taboos either."

But, although Keral seemed willing enough to answer their questions, he was
unusually dense about that one, and David could not make him understand.
His people? No, of course they were not all like him, every being alive was
different from every other. No, he had never fathered a child. No, he had never
borne a child. (The questions seemed to distress him; David thought for a
moment that Keral was going to cry and felt again that almost anguished need to
comfort him.) Finally they abandoned the questioning. As Keral learned their
language he would learn what was meant. Perhaps as he grew into rapport
with David he could put the question directly without the need of a language
barrier. David realized that he had come a long way in a single day, for he was

already quite willing to contemplate this as a reasonable solution to a question.

Keral was dismissed, with a gentle look backward at David. David sighed. He
was tired. "Onla{l Missy left," "he said. "Tanya, bring her in." He thought,
amusedly, that they both took it for granted it was safer to have the nurse arotind.

She looked up at him with a faintly provocative smile, but made no comment
while he took her history. Name? Melissa Gcntr;r usually known as Missy. Planet
of origin? Vainwal VI. Lie, thought David. Age: Twenty-four. Another lie. Wh
is she’lying so ers1stently’? How does she think she can get away with it, in a
crew of telepaths? Doesn't she know? i ) ) i

He realized, suddenly, that she was beam.mg1 a direct seductiveness at him; a
provocative smile, a deliberate little sensual wriggle, a spark of awareness. Is she an
exhibitionist? Or a nymphomaniac? Or very stapid? He was cold and professional
as he directed her to disrobe. "Tanya, give her a sheet," he said, and turned
away while she was carefully draped.

Height: five feet ten. Taller than she looks. Weight: ninety-nine pounds.
Blood pressure: 70 over 48. Dangerously low, but I don't know the gravity
she's used to. Heart rate: 131. Dextrocardiac. Appendix: can't find the damn
thing by fluoroscope. X-ray-hmmm, what's this?" Female-oh, unquestionably,
after that performance earlier, but there are certain structural abnormalities. . . .

Confusing. He hooked up the electrodes for the EEG, reassured her, asked her
to lie still, watched as the slow spikes, strange, unmistakable, exactly like-
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He stared, in wild surmise, at Jason. ) .

Once bef’ore, not more than a few minutes earlier, they had seen that identical
pattern, and never before.

Never before in any human. o

Missy, the liar, the nymphomaniac, was a chieri.

d from way-the-hell off at the other end of the galaxy.

He disconnected the electrodes, trying to kcgp his voice normal, bored. "That
will do for now," he said, and when she had dressed and gone, the two doctors
looked at one another. )

"Well," David said at last, "we've made a good start at finding out what
telepaths are made of. And I'm more bewildered than I was this morning."

Jason's answer was instant and heartfelt. "You and me both!"

A SMALL CARAVAN of pack animals wound slowly over the hills, through a heavy,
drizzling rain. At the head of the caravan rode the two Darkovan guides who
had been engaged in the city near the spaceport; both were members of the
Guild of Free Amazons, and wore the customary Free Amazon dress: low boots
of soft leather, undyed, fur-lined riding trousers, a fur smock, brief enough for
riding, and heavy embroidered leather jackets and hoods. One had pale red,
braided hair, coiled low on her neck and tucked into her hood; the other,
close-cropped dark curls. They both had the somewhat hard, boyish look
which women wear when they choose, against all the sanctions of a patriarchal
society, to do a man's work and take a man's freedom. In addition, the one with
braided hair had the flat body and hardened jawline of a woman artificially
neutered. This was still illegal on Darkover but could be obtained, like most

contraband, for a price.

"The coldest damn spring in forty seasons," the one with braided hair complained
to_her comrade, hugging her cloak to her. "What prompts this wretched
offworlder to travel inthe hills at this season:" ) )

"She says she is surveying fur-bearing animals to consider exporting them," the
Youngcr girl said with a’skeptical shrug. "She must come from a cold world; at
east, the climate seems not to bother her; I offered to supply her with fur
cloaks and blankets and she told me not to bother. Also she rides in the rain
without a waterproof, but if she wishes to end her days bent like a cripple from
dampness it's her lookout. Offworlders are all mad, i you ask me, madder than
the Terrans themselves. But what's wrong with the climate, Darilyn? I was
reared in these hills. There is too little rain for this season-drizzles ‘where we
should have downpours-and it's far too cold." ) ) .

Darilyn moved her head grimly toward the distant hills. Where a familiar
skyline’should have risen grayed green and blue with the thick evergreens, the
hills lay ragged and black. "Forest fire," she said, "what else? Remember those
wretched children in the last three or four villages, lining the road? Beggars-in
the mountains!" she spoke with disgust and fury. "Theré was a time when our
pccl)&le would have starved rather than suffer such shame, Menella."

."Maybe too many of them did," Menella said slowly, and as they topped a small
rise, she looked down, her mouth contracted with bitterness, at the gray, dirty
gu_.lflcs where mud was washing down the side_of the hills. "Even with this little
rain, look at that. If a Ghost " Wind blows this summer nothing will be left in
these hills but bare rock."

Riding several hundred feet behind them, Andrea Closson watched the
Darkovan women without interest. Her mind was on her own plans, and she
was observing carefully every sign of erosion and change.

This world ‘might as well be"a spaceport town. There's not much here worth
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keeping, she thought without sentiment. The forests I knew-they must have
vanished long ago, with those who dwelt there, .

A fool's errand, to come so far, What was I hoping to find, to see?

She drew up her horse and waited for the pair of her assistants to come even
with her. Both were shivering, wrapped in furs and heat-suits, and she looked
at them with dispassionate contempt, wondering how the other agents spread out
and filtering around the planet, were faring. She herself found the climate
damp but tolerable in her ordinary riding dréss. She said, "We won't go much

er. Have you enough specimens to make it seem credible?" |

One of the men nodded. He said, indicating a pack animal laden with small
cages, "Half a dozen, mixed male and female, of at least a dozen small fur
bearers. I understand they are the kinds most used by the natives for clothing and
ornament. Some are right pretty, too." ) o )

"Well do a full-scale analysis of their breeding strength, likelihood to prosper in
various other climates, and the like, when we return to the Trade City," Andrea
said. "The girls have done a good job as trappers as well as guides. Meanwhile it
might be a good idea to collect soil and food samples from their natural habitats.
We'll camp near here for the night, do that, and turn back in the morning."

Before long, the clearing they had reached was bustling with the activity of
setting up small tents: one for the two Amazons, one for Andrea, one for her
assistants. One of the assistants wrote in a locked record book. The Amazon girl
Menella went off with her snares to fetch meat for supper. Andrea stood under
the trees, silent, her eyes fixed on the distant skyline, the black and jagged
stumps rising lonely to the rain. Not a pleasant sight for any lover of trees, she
thought dispassionately; but I've seen lovelier worlds than this die in a good
cause. In my own way I'm dying in a good cause, helping man to spread further,
have more progress. I have no child, nor shall I ever have, but some of these

great 'spaceports, the giant steps mankind takes between stars, are perhaps my

children. And if a world stands

in the way of technology, who is to judge the fittest to survive? One race dies;
another i§ born, Who should know "that better than I? A race without the
strength to survive dies like the better races which have come and gone before it.

They told me in the spaceport that Free Amazons were better guides and
woodsmen than most men, and so far they are right. Yet it is a strange sight to
me; women who might bear children, electing of their own free will not to do
so. A sign, perhaps, of a sickness between mén and women, in any world. I do
not understand men. How could I? I do not understand women, eithér.

Does anyone ever understand anyone? I'd better stick to my own job. I
understand planets and ecologies and I've got a job to do on this one. O

She returied to her tent and unlocked a metal box with a heayy combination
lock. She did not turn the lock, but touched one finger lightly to her temple and
laid a finger of her other hand against the lock. After a moment it whirred and
dropped open. From inside she took a small sealed packet, which she thrust into
her pocket, and went off into the woods., )

Under the trees she knelt, dug up with her own strong hands unaided by any
took a small hole in the ground. She picked up a handful ot the soil. It was moist,
's:lcl)ft, rain-drenched and” sweet-smelling, and alive with small invisible creeping

ings.

AI%drca unwrag) ed the small package from its protective coating of impervious
%l’asnc. It looked like a ﬁaylsh ust with black flecks. It too is alive, she thought.

ell, that is the way of life. New times-and new predators. )

. Which will survive? Can I load the dice strongly enough? This-she fingered the
living soil of Darkover- or this. ) ) ] ) )

She emptied the grayish black, evil-smelling dust into the soil; covered it;
fastidiously brushed the dust from her long fingers. She walked back toward thé
camp.
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A picture rose in her mind; the crystal black virus working under the ground,
against all the creeping things, worms, ) i o
nematodes, all the things that make a soil live; spreading growing, reseeding itself
to make a dym% soil even more barren. .

What would 1 have done to those who poisoned my forests?

Why should I have done anything? We no longer  had need of our forests.
But on the other hand I need shed no tears for those who came after us. If it is
their turn to be swept away-well, they will go as we went.

She checked off a mental list.

Telepaths.

Forests.

Ocean? No. The population which remains must be fed somehow. Leave the
ocean alone. In any case is not much used now, and as food supplies decline, the
movement of meén from the forests to the oceans will catise enough social
disruption in itself. So the very existence of an untapped ocean resource will
work for me; it's only necessary to make the people ‘demand the technology
which will czipcn u}l) the ocean to éxploring and mmmg%’ ) .

She moved slowly back toward the camp. A whilf of sweet-smelling familiar
smoke from the campfire came to her, with a smell of cooking food."She saw
Menella moving around the fire with her companion, her own assistants
watching the girls; but oddly without desire, she realized. The Free Amazons
puzzled her a’little, They seemed to have the trick of coexisting with men
without arousing either desire or resentment, as if at will they could become
men. . . .

-Dangerous ground. Don't think along those lines!

The effort to turn off a recurrent, dangerous train of thought blanked her face
almost to automatism. She reached up, not thinking, and brought down a
handful of leaves and buds which, in the springtime rains, were expanding into
down-filled pods, Her hands moving slowly, by old habit, she stripped the
pofds tﬁo tgelr soft fibers and her long fingers twisted, gently, relentlessly, to a
soft thread.

Still spinning the soft fiber between her hands, she walked into the camp;
suddenly, realizing what she was doing, she crumpfcd the thread and threw it
away and walked to the fire.

She asked, deliberately jolly, "Whatever's cooking smells good. When do we eat?"

VI

THEY HAD issued a hospital uniform-the white synthetic smock with the red and
blue caduceus of Terran Medic and two small stars on the sleeve, mdlcaun% service
on two planets-to David Hamilton, and he was surprised at how much better it
made him feel. Among other things, it meant that he melted into nearly complete
anonym ﬁ anywhere on the spaceport or in the HQ or hospital buildings; just
another Medic¢ on the staff. It also tﬁavc him unquestioned access to any testin

equipment he might want, without the need to route his requisition through Jason

son.

He hadn't yet been outside the hospital building, even though Regis Hastur
had offered, most cordially, to show them the city and he knew that Missy and
Conner and Rondo had all taken advantage of the invitation. )

Because of this, he had not seen any of his fellow members of the project that
day, and had spent the day going over the data from the physical examinations
with the final startling revelation that Missy was a chieri. Was she too a functional
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hermaphrodite? He realized that without being aware of it he had from the
beginning thought of Missy as "she," althoughhis early confusion about Keral's
ender had been only partidlly resolved. Now, at a table apart in the cafeteria,

e still held the comparison charts up beside
one another. Missy displayed all the marks of the chieri, the anomalies of inner
structure and thé unmistakable brain wave development. Genitally, although
major structures of both sexes appeared to be presenit in rudimentary form (as
they are, of course, in embryonic humans) the male structures appeared in a state
of near-atrophy. So there must be at least minimal gender differences among the
chieri, Missy lied to every question we asked her; why? If she's not accustomed
to being among telepaths, does she even know we knew she was lzrmg? Maybe
when she trusts us more, she'll "come clean." She looks younger than twenty-
four; I'd have guessed her about fourteen. Teeth-well, she has twenty-two, which
may or may not mean anything, and four still unerupted, compared with
twenty-four for Keral. Does this mean she is younger? .

Keral's chart. Similar structural features. 7 wish I knew his own language! 1
gather even Regis can't talk to him ﬁ'ccl{g because of the language barrier. "That
would be a re ﬂ{/mcamn. gful use for telepathy! o )

He shut off the feeling of warmth he got from thinking about Keral ever since
that instant of rapport,” and returned to scientific objectivity. Externally Keral
aﬁgearcd rather ‘'more male than female; fluoroscopy showed undeveloped
although present and potentially serviceable female organs, but on superficial
inspection naked, both Jason and Dayid had taken him for male until the
fluoroscope showed otherwise. Wl;K did our questions about sexuality disturb
hlarrll(? With his intelligence, and the lack of nudity taboos it doesn't seem to
make sense.

He put the two charts back into the folder as he saw Conner approachin
him across the cafeteria, carrying a laden tray. The dark face looked sad,
abstracted and lonely, but brightened a little as he stopped at David's table:

"Join you?"
"Glad to have you." David made room. "Back from the city? What's it like?"

"Fascinating, though I've seen stranger around the galaxy." "Did you all come
back? Rondo, Missy-' ] )

"No, they chose’to stay," Conner said. "They evidently have more tolerance of
crowds than I do. Regis told me I could learn to barricade my-esp sensors, 1
think he said-and learn to ggt along in crowds. He admitted, though, that I'll
grpbabl never feel happy about 'em. I gather it's just one of the drawbacks of

eing-what we are." ) )

"How did you find out what you were?" David asked; but Conner's flinch was
so perceptible that he said quickly, "Skip it. Forget I asked." .

"Some day. When I'm more-detached," Conner said. "It's pleasant, not being
the only telépath around, but it's %om to take some getting used to."

hey’ ate "in a companionable silence, but David “felt Vaguci_lly uneasy,
remembering that he had an unpleasant and intrusive duty ahead. How in the
hell did youtell a near stranger that you had unw1tt1n§ly played voyeur on an
emotional experience that had evidently meant a good deal to that stranger?
Damn Regis for shoving this off on me! It would be simpler if I could either
like or trust Missy, but considering that everything she said to me or Jason was
a flat-out lie, I feel uneasy about her.

And the closer I am to Conner the more uneasy I feel. She can't care about
him. He's too-too straightforward. Too nice. ‘Or must have been before
whatever it was that threw him into a tailspin., ) ) )

Conner looked up from his plate, piled with an odd-tasting mixture-fruit and
beans?-into David's _eares. His™ grin ‘was laced with irony. "I gathered from
something Regis said today that there's a fairly elaborate etiquette of the
privacies and the decencies’in a telepath societyto rub off the raw edges," he
said. "Obviously none of us have hada chance to develop it, but there must be
i_cI)mcilihmg indicating that it's rude to think about a man in his presence, Dr.

amilton.”
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David wished his face was as dark as Conner's; he knew

he was blushing. "I'm sorq{' I haven't learned the code, either, if there is one,
Conner. And won't you call me David?" ) ) ]

Conner, still piling food into his mouth, said, "I didn't get it all, but let's
level with each other. Why am I on your mind? I was thinking it was good
to have a doctor on the project who realized I was more than just a case; what
were you thinking about me?"” )

"First, that you were a David too, and wonderln%}vwhat to call you," the
younger man temporized. "The rest-well, not here. Why not come up to my
quarters and we can talk?" )

"Pleasure. Have you noticed these!" On his way out, Conner stop%cl:d at a
machine which dispensed small packs of a mixed friit-nut-candy snack. He said,
apologetically, "I seem to be always hungry. I think it's the air here."

David picked up a handful of the bars. He had tasted them earlier; they were
evidently, like most of the food in the HQ building, a local product. He said,
"One thing everybody on the project seems to have in"common 1s abnormallK high
metabolisms, which suggests telepathy demands a high energy output. Although
I understand it appears in a trance state too." He noticeéd a package under
Conner's arm. "Been souvenir hunting already?" ) )

"No. Danilo gave it to me and sugfgested_I put_it up in mgr room, and that
maybe I'd find it an interesting piece of machinery. It goes without saying that
I'm’ going to check it out carefully; I'm inclined 'to trust Danilo-but I'wouldn't

put it past them to use us for some experiments, either, just to see how we
react.

They moved in silence up the long elevators toward David's small room in the
HQ. Inside, David busied himself putting the charts neatly on the built-in desk
while Conner unwrapped the small machine. He moved a lever and a dull
vibration began in the room; David felt it jarring his brain, cutting off sight and
hearing-No. He could see and hear as well as ever. What was cut off was the
sudden sense of an extra sight and hearing; not cut off, exactly, scrambled. Like
the blind spots of a migraine headache, interfering with vision without actually
stopping it. ...

"Well, I'll be damned," Conner said quietfly moving the levers to a null
position that cut off the vibration. David elt himself extended to normal
agc?];rll.l"Argd they say, around this end of the galaxy, that the Darkovans have no
technology?"

Da_vidg.Zaid not knowing exactly how he knew, but as sure as if he was
reading it off a printed page, "None that the Terran Empire can understand,
they mean. I want to study that thing too, Conner. When we learn how a gadget
will shut off telepathg, we will have gone a long way toward knowing what
telepathy is. But I'd bet good money that they themselves don't know exactl
why these things work, just how to build them. That's typical of societies wi
a low level of technology. Think how long the Terrans used electricity without
understanding its structure, back in the early days of space.",

"Might be." Conner was examining the structure with slender competent
fingers. "T'll bet this dingus is what they call a telepathic damper. I heard the
phrase used when I was in the city. Wonder why they gave it to me?"

David raised his eyes, suddenly grinning. He had the perfect opening, and he
used it, "Well, for one thing-to give you and Missy a spot of that privacy you
were talking about, I should imagine."

The next minute, David found his head striking the wall. Dazed, he picked
himself up, angry and protesting-he had meant no harm, damn it; Conner
might have warned him if he was angry enough for a fight, rather than strikin
unaware-then, slowly and dazedly he heard Conner's cry of amazement an
contrition and discovered that the older man was helping him tenderly to his feet.
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"David, I swear I didn't move! I only thought about Punchmg ou in the
face. 1 reahzed right away that you hadn't meant any offense, only by then
ou were fl ing

through the air’ Good God, what am I-oh, God, God-" Conner was trembling,
about to cry. "T ought to be dead. .

David felt a rushing need to reassure the man. He had suffered so much
himself, only in such a different way. "Conner-Dave!" he said, urgently, "take it
easy, I'm not hurt. This is just part of whatever it is we've got."

onner nodded, slowly. His face had the gray pallor of a black man_gone
bloodless and sick. He said "I read somethm about £olter e1sts back m the
hospital on Capella IX. They seem to be sexuality,
disturbed sexuality, in some people. I guess we ve ]ust had a demonstranon

"Sure. Tomorrow we'll see how well you can control it," David said. "We
were going to level with each other, remémber. Didn't you know that you and
Missy were- broadcasting it to all of us?"

"I knew while it was happening. I could feel all of you," Conner said. "It didn't
seem to matter. It was he first time since the accident that I-that T hadn't
been alone." He lowered his eyes. "Now, I'm embarrassed I wasn't, then."

David said, with more gentleness than he had ever c%uessed that he could
summon, "We may all haveto learn not to be embarrassed, then, Conner. Until
we learn’ more o the mores of living among telepaths. I'm damn sure of one
thing, t ough we're all going to have to give up a good many of our own
preconce1ve notions, and I don't only mean about sex. Being hetre has already
changed us both

The tension slackened. They were both, to some degree, barricaded against each
other again. Shortly afterward, Conner said good ni ht and went off to his own
room, and David sat, without any desire to pick tip the charts agam chewing on
the Darkovan sweetmeats withouf really bein aware that he was doing it.

What's going to happen when he finds out Missy isn't human?
He felt desperately uneasy for Conner, without clearly knowing why. He

thought, I'm changing too, I'm learning about this thing I am. What will it do to
me?

He had fallen asleep w1thout turnmg out the li g t, when suddenlfy he came awake,
his senses scre with violent amc L1 11 Peop e/ Strange faces, critical eyes,
re comm to find me, David, Dayvid,

Tb faded, he wondered if Keral had even known he made it, but he was
out of h1s cha1r in a bound runnmg down the_corridor, im g;tlent with the slow
movement of the escalator, taking the moving staircase down three or. four paces at
a time. Vaguely and in the back of his mind; as something not very important, he
realized that hé had no doubt about exactlY which way to go, that pinpoint shrick
of panic led him like a homing beam, although he "had "never béen outside the

ilding here before. .
Outs1de it was getting dark with no sign of the sun and the night sky starless_against
ts of the spaceport. Confusion ... no moons . . . nothing to find m dy

y . . the air was 1cy wind gusting up in little r1£lples cutting through Davi
thm smock like a knif but he ran on, heedless Keral's panic was Wordless now, a
frightening thmg David roundéd a "building, came out into the glare of lights
before a little plaza. There was a crowd there murmurmg muttering; their_tone:
wonder, extreme surprise, a sort of staring tg hostile’ curiosity which David
associated with the crowds that gathered around reaks and extreme disasters. Oh,
if he's hurt-David shoved through the crowd, saying with the crisp authority he
had learned the first week in his hospital, "All right, let me through here-let' me
through, I'm a doctor, let me through-" thanking his lucky stars for the uniform he
wore. In’ the hospital it made him anGnymous, a fiobody, just another person with a
right to be there; outside the hospital, thou%} it gave authority Thfl:H sidled back
before him and David thrust through, using his elbows and broad shoulders without
mercy.

He saw Keral and for a moment his heart stopped. The chieri was crouched over,
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huddled, arms wrapped around his head, so pale and white that for a moment of horror
David wondered if he had literally been frightened to death. A delicate high-strung
creature, unaccustomed to the sociéty of people at all; what had brought him out into
these crowds? Then his eyelids flickeréd, and David went up to him and put his
hand on Keral's shoulder and said in a soft voice, "It's all right; I'll have these
people out of here in a few seconds." )

He turned to the crowd. "All r1§ht, just move along, there's nothing to see. Or shall I
radio for Spaceforce to come and move you on?"

Most of the crowd were Terrans and he realized that they had meant no harm
they were simply staring idly at a strange thmg David felt suddenly ashamed and
abashed at being human. Slowly, they began to drift along, and David put his hand
under Keral's efbow and raised him to his feet. He said,
better come inside with me for a little while." ) )

Keral's breathing was rapid, his face white. He said, "I was coming to see you, I
was sure I could find my way. Onl% inside the spaceport I lost my wagj,.and they
began to follow me and stare. And when I began t6 run it was worse, I think some
people did not know what the crowd was, they thought they were hunting down a-
a

fugitive."

."Vgé.ll, they are gone." David led him back the way he had come. His bump of
direction hdd desérted him now that he was no longer following the signals of
Keral's panic and he had to inquire the way twice. It was icy cold, the wind
%rowmg in intensity with every minute, and David realized he was chilled through.

he chi€ri reached out with a quick gesture and flipped a corner of his own long cloak
around David's shoulders.

The warmth of the HQ building closed around them and David relaxed thankfully.
He felt, from Keral's direction, a faint surge of renewed panic, and turned to him in
anxious solicitude, but Keral only said faintly, "I am not used to being within walk.

Never mind, it is better than the crowds,"

A picture swift, strange and beautiful flashed in and out of his mind,
multidimensional, multi-sensed:

-soft wind, blowing leaves; a thousand fragrances each known, accepted,
cherished; a roof overhead that smelled of leaves and gave softly to the wind, yet
gaer Walilm sec>ur1ty from slashing rain; water, splashing, softness under foot-

"Your home?"

He did not need an answer, and he felt oddly apologetic as he drew the chieri
on to the first of the maze of intertwining escalators he took for granted in a large
building; Damn it, David, he berated himself, quit being romantic. Living in a
forest may sound and smell great, but you're here and there's work to be done.

Nevertheless, the contrast ni\_%gcd at him as he drew Keral into his own
bleak, depersonalized quarters, Had he really lived for years in surroundings as
grim as a jail cell, absorbed in his work? He fussed around, finding his strange guest
a place to sit, and felt the shivering tension in the chieri slowly relax.

You said you were coming to se¢ me, Keral, when you panicked in the crowd.
Not that yoi1 aren't welcomé, even at this hour. But what did you want?"

"It seemed," Keral said in that light strange voice, "that” while your people
learned of me, I could also learn of you, and T could do this better’among you
here than in isolation. I am not yet fluent enough in your language; it is €asier
if I touch you-" he reached for David's hand, clasped’it lightly, and the flow of
images reached the Terran: )

. a civilization new and stran%e and yet not so different from those my Pcoplc
knew millennia ago. Perhaps we have béen selfish, withdrawing into our forests
and (lknqw_mg we die, alas, singing our lamentation alone) waiting here and
silently living in beauty and mémory; perhaps those who come after us may
profit from what we are/what we know. Let us go among them and learn from
them, see what people live in our world when we are gone. . . .

The strange, forlorn sadness of the flow of thought brought
an almost agfg;u.ishec_l feeling of loneliness to David. Feeling that he might burst
out crying if he didn't, he pulled his hands away from Keral and swallowed
hard. Keral looked at him, curious and not offended.

"They're gone, but you'd
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"Is it not mannerly, in your culture, to touch? Forgive me. I could not do it
with everyone, but'you are-I can touch you and it does not-frighten me," he
fumbled for words, and David, moved again, reached out and reqlasped’ the
thin, cool hands in his. He said softly, "Why are your people dying, Keral?
Regis told me they were only a legend now." '

.. .. Infinite sadness, like a song of farewell borne from distant shores . . . leaves
fall, buds wither unborn, our people grow old and die with no children to renew
their songs . . . and I, loneliest of all because I die here in exile . . . hands of a
stranger C. aslﬁ;d in mine, a loving stran}gcr but stranger still. . . .

David: Willing exile is exile none the less.

. . .. who will reconcile me to the paths I must walk done....

David: Mountains divide us and a world of seas . . . and we in dreams behold. . . .

The wave crested; broke; splashed in soft surf on a silent shore of pain, David
swallowed hard and their hands fell apart, They had come briefly closér than even
their gro.wm% ease with one another could tolerate, and they drew apart again.
Keralsaid, I came here for that; that you could learn about mir people. Many
of the others are too old; they would die away from their forests. I am willing to
give you what I can; but I too am curious to know. Let me be part of your
fesearches, David. Let me know what you find out; share with me what you learn.

I can pick up your language quickly; my people have a gift for

"You certainly have," David said, suddenly struck by this; yesterday when they
were introduced Keral had fumbled in speaking even a few words of Regis'
rather scholarly casta language, and that now he was speaking in easy, fluent
phrases, the cahuenga or lingua franca spoken all over Darkover by Terran and
Darkovan alike, which David had learned by educator tapes on the ship coming
here. He said, "I have no objection; I am sure that Jason and the authorities would
be happy to give you this privilege if you want it. And if you want to stay here,
I'll do what I can to help you feel less-hemmed in. Although I have no
authority on my own, and you ought to take it up with Regis, of course. If you
want to know what we're learning, you're welcome to share what I've found out
myself. But will you answer a few questions, too? You were so confused yesterday,
and it was so hard to get through to you and make you understand. For

instance: how old are you?"

-He looks about seventeen, though he must be older-

T am a stripling of my own people," Keral said, "almost the latest-born amon
them. But you would know how many sun-circlings I have lived, and I cannot te
you. I think perhaps your dpg:ople count time differently than we do. To us, many
turns of the sun go by and it is as a sleep and a sleep, the beginning and endin
of a song. I must try and think in different ways when I talk to your kind o
people, and that is why the elders among us cannot any longer toletate to come
among you. The days and leaf fallings seem to-to regulate your thoughts and your
words” and your inner processes. I was born-how can I mark it in Ways you can
understand?-in the time before the great star over the polar ice shifted to its
latest place. Does that mean anything to you?" o

."No," David said, "I'm no astronomer but I'll bet someone can pinpoint it in
time." He felt stunned. Are you tzzz(z{g to tell me you're maybe hundreds of years
old? Legends of immortal races!" yet, long-lived as your people are, you say
your people are dying? I don't want to give you pain, Keral. But we must know."

"We have been dylyzfg since _mgnﬁgcntl_lrles before the Terrans came to Darkover
for the first time," said the chieri. His voice was quiet and positive. "We were never
a plentiful or prolific race-is this the right word?-and although during our high
years we grew and multiplied as with a tree in

bud, all things run down and perish. As time meant less and less to us, we did
not realize. Perhaps some changg, the cooling of the sun, made this change in our



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

innermost cells, The times when we can bear children are spaced apart-man%
many sun-circlings apart. I think as the sun cooled they grew further apart. It
often happened that when one of our people was rl}l)‘lcned for mating, there
would be none other ready to mate with her. And although we did not die of
ourselves, we could be klllCX by accident, beasts, weather or mischance, More died
than were born. This process was slow, so slow that even we did not know, until
our elders saw that rio children at all had been born, until some of the youngest
were past mating at all; and inevitably, some day, not soon but not in the
unforeseen times either, we must di¢ and be gone." His voice was flat
unemotional and clinical. "We so%ght many remedies; as you learn to understand
our words I will tell you what I"have héard from my ‘elders-of the shifts we
sought to greserve our I])ﬁ(ople. Yet there was no help and we will vanish and be
as if we had never been, like the leaves of the last springtime." ) )

The very quietness of Keral's words tugged at David's heart with their bleak,
forlorn acceptance. He could not bear that quiet; he could not bear to see the
luminous brilliance he had first touched in Keral extinguished in this misery; yet
what could he do?

"Well, my people have a proverb: never say die," he said. "Regis believes that the
Darkovan telepaths are all dying out, but he's doing something about it not
singing sad songs of sorrow. Maybe it's not as late as you think, Keral; and even if
it's true, we are Eomg to do our damnedest to learn everything we can and be
grateful for the chance to get it from you."

Keral's luminous smile it up again. "It does me good to hear this; as I told
you, my people have sat too long in our forests singing songs of sorrow and

waiting for the leaves to cover us up. So that-here I am.
David took up the folders he had been studying at supper. He said, "You are

convinced there is no other race like you?"

Keral's silent affirmative. ) ) )

David dropped his bombshell, gently, almost without emphasis: "Did you know
that Missy is a chieri?" ) ) i

He was not rTe%ared for Keral's surge of violent revulsion, disgust and shock.

"Impossible! That-female animal? No, David; believe me, my friend, our peoBle
are not like that, David, I rouched her; as I touched you a few moments ago. Do
you honestly believe I could be mistaken?"

"Not by your own standards," David sa1d,ufuzz_led but prepared to defend the
findings ‘ot his own science until Keral could give better grounds than physical
revulsion. "In that case there is a race like enough to yours to be twin. Lét me
show you. what I mean." )

He spread out the physiological data. Keral betrayed more knowledge of
anatomy than David would have believed; evidently, the lgngﬁla e barrier once
surmounted, he had a very good grasp of these things. David had to_explain the
instrument rc:adm%lgl and diagrams to him; but once Keral grasped them, he
examined them with a frown and a growing disquiet. .

"David, I cannot understand it but my instinct tells me you are wrong, while
my intelligence tells me you must be right! How shall we resolve this?" .

Missy lied to every question we asked her. Every question, without exception;
compulSively. If she i§ a"wide-open telepath, and she is-we both know that from
what happéned with Conncr-wh% did“she do it? How did she believe she could
get away with it?" Almost too late he remembered that a touch on the question of
sexuality had made Keral freeze and draw away, earlier. Yet Keral had spoken
clearly and clinically, though regretfully, just how, about his own people and
their declining reproductive powers. A puzzle. . . . .

Keral said:” "I' know of only one way to be sure, and it could even be
dangerous, but let us take it. Can we bring

Missy here without alarming her, David? I might know of a way to question
and find out her truths. Why does any being lie? Only out of fear or a wish for
groﬁt and what profit could she have in lying? Perhaps we can find the fear
chind her lies and soothe it." ) ) )
"T'll try," David said, and went off down the hospital corridor, having left Keral
(curled 'on David's bed, curiously nibbling the fruit-and-nut candy) to wait. He
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remembered that all of them except the Darkovans had been quartered in
rooms in this wing; he felt briefly embarrassed. Suppose he interrupted Conner
and Missy in bed again? Oh, hell, who cares? At home on Earth if I found two
acquaintances in bed, I'd excuse myself and ask them to come along when they
were finished. It's the damned voyeur taboo and after all, telepaths would have
to get used to that, I guess. It didn't seem to bother Regis, he was -just afraid it
would disrupt the rest of us who didn't expect to be ovcrhearmgf such things. )

Yet if Missy's not human, but can and does have sex freely and opénly with
humans, can the chieri be said to be non-human at all? And if they do’interbreed
with humans, why are they dying out? Hell, here I am looking for answers
even before I'have the right questions. I'd better get some facts.

Missy opened the door of her room and he saw that she was alone.

David? What does he want? 1 felt him coming. It's idiotic to go through all these
motz%ns when we can pick up each other's minds and emotions. I guéss none of us
is used to it yet.

. Aloud, toycasc off the odd disquiet both in himself and her, he said, "Missy.
if you're not busy, would you come down to my room for a fittle while? We'd
like to ask you a cou&ale of questions." Curiosity flickered in her pale gray eyes. She
said, "Why'not?" and came along. He noted again the slender height ang grace,
not as outre as Keral's odd beauty, but still énough to mark her anywhere on
any world. She reacted with mJ.I}c,f surprise to the sight of Keral, but made no
comment. David felt a strange wariness in her as she acc_t:}l))gcd some of the candies he
had brought from downstairs, curled up on a corner of his bed beside Keral.

Habits of movement, speech, all are culture bound. Missy walks and acts like a lovely
woman, sure of her own desirability, confident in it-

Or does the confidence go so deep? There's something forlorn about her. She looks
lost, that's it; she's not like anyone else. . . .

He tried to make it an ordinary social occasion. "Sorry I've nothing to offer you;
when we've been here longer it may be more OLEamzed: ere must be a place to get
something to drink somewhere around here. At least if there isn't it will be the first
Empire planet I've heard about where there wasn't. Missy, I've forgotten; what world
did they find you on?"

-wariness, wariness. A blur of fear like a small animal
scooting to ground in its hole.

.... there have been so many. ...

"I's one of those with an unpronounceable name," she said.
_Keral raised his pale eyes to hers. A faint spark flew. "I'm good at languages," he said
lightly. "Try me."

Panic. Retreat. Terror. She jerked her hands violently

away.

She did not. She did not move. "I was born on Lanach, so I suppose you'd call me a
Lanchy."

Daw):i did not get the warning flicker of earlier lies, and sensed she was telling the
truth, or believed she was. He said: "I've seen Lanach on star maps, but I believed it
had been colonized mostly by the darker races and ethnic groups."

"It was," Missy said, "I always felt a bit of a freak." She drew a shaky breath. "That's

WI%I left it and T've never been back."
"Were you a foundling?"
wariness, wariness . . . careful . . . what do they want. . . .

She said, "I suppose so, although I'm not sure. I don't remember my parents."
Again she lifted her eyes to Keral's; again the curious, puzzled spark flew between
them, and then Keral quickly turned his face away. David could feel his unease, his
revulsion like an almost tangible thing, and the sense of undercover pressure built
up again. Damn it, how could a girl who looked fifteen put him at a loss? And was
it simply the awareness of her earlier sexual exploits which had upset Keral? That
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was evidently an area where all of them might have to be careful with the chieri-

an odd sexual code? Declining racial fertility meaning sexual hangups and taboos. . . .

Keral commanded himself. He said, in a flat quiet voice, "Why did you lie to us,
Missy? How old are you?" ) o ) )

Panic. Violence .". . break/run/disappear/fight/a twisting trapped thing gnawing
desperately. ...

at image blurred. Other waves of magnetic awareness damped it out. Missy
moved with a soft little seductive wriggle on the bed, stretching out with her
hands behind her head. David wonderéd why it was he had thought she looked
immature. Her smile was slow and luminous. She said softly, "It's a girl's
pr1v1le%§ to keep her age to herself. But I'm over the age of consent.’

She did not move, but for a blurred instant it seemed to David that she
stretched out her arms, that there was a deep movement in his groin, that in
another instant he must reach for her-

Keral made a strangled sound of disgust and revulsion. One of ours? And like
this? Madness, and yet I feel . . . it is true, yet how . . . a foundling? Yet
maddened, a bitch ravening . . . all manner of men on all worlds. .. .

David, brought to quick sanity by Keral's recoil, drew back from Missy. He said
coldly, "You worked that trick on Conner, but it won't work on us, Missy, not now
anyway. You're overwhelmingly beautiful, but that isn't what we came here for.

we want from you is the truth, Missy. Why lie to us? What harm could the
truth do you? Where did you come from? How old are you?"

Panic. Fear. Disquiet and an agonizing, shattcrinf loss
of self-sureness; if they don't Wwant meé what am I good
for, how shall Thide . .. hide, hide. ... ) )
Without warmng1 the room exploded. David's brushes, lymgN(I)in the top of the
built-in counter, flew across the room and into the mirror. Missy, like a madly
spinning cat, whirled within a vortex which picked up chairs, waste-basket, pens on
e des ﬂm%mg them madly about; Keral flinched ‘and covered his face, but the
blankets crawled up snakeliké and wrapped with strangling force around him. A
flicker of fire crawled up the wall. . . .
_David heard screams of rage and terror, and yet at another level the room was wholly
silent, in a sort of cushioned, timeless instant of dead silence. )
\ rqp;% Missy froze as if suddenly turned to stone. She writhed and struggled in
an invisible grip, without actually moving, caught as if held in strong hands. "
Behave yoursezﬂ It was like an ‘actual voice, cold, imperative and angry, and it held
the very niote of Desideria's presence. I know you have neither manners nor training,
but it is time you learned control. A natural gift like yours left to run wild ‘1s
daﬁﬁcrous my %rzhrl, and the sooner you learn it the better.
ssy fell to the floor as if the invisible grip had phys1callly dropped her. Around
her the flying, spinning furniture slowly settled down. The sense of Desideria's
prclslcngﬁ withdrew, like an ironic flick of apology. Keral and David gasped and stared at
cach other.
Missy, breathing heavily and sobbing, scrambled to her feet and fled.
David let his breath go in a long, "Whew! What in ninety galaxies brought that on?"
h"We scared her," Keral said without irony. T asked the wrong question; how old
she was.
David saw abruptly, without words, the picture in Keral's mind, contrasted with
Keral's own quiet, unaging timeless-ness:
.... fleeing from world to world when they saw she
never changed, never aged; instantly seeking a new protector; deserting him as he
ew old and died; a néw world always rising to be conquered, to be hidden from;
at the lowest level, her gift good only to seék out and conquer, put a man under
her instant spell with bondage to her body. ...
Keral said shakily, "I am sorry. I felt sick, that is all. That one of our race-oh,
yes, she is, she must be, althou%) I still do not know how. We, our feople cannot,
that is all. The-the change must be a thing of deep involvement; no, I know you do
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not understand." He seemed frightened, wild as he had been at their first meeting,
in a half-maddened retreat.
"Keral, Keral-don't-" David reached for his hands again, hoping to quiet him as he
had done before, but Keral shrank again in a spasmodic rejection. Don't touch me!
But as David drew back, distressed and hurt, Keral forced himself to calm. He said,
"There is so much to tell, and I cannot tell it all. My elders must know about this.
But we have failed with Missy, and this much I can tell you. Earlier I told you our
race has been dying since before your people came first to this world you call
Darkover. We were not always a forest people. We had cities, worlds, ships which
could tread the stars, and when we knew we were dying we left this world and
for many, many years we ranged among the other worlds of all kinds of men, seeking
a remcd¥, trying to find a way to live and not to die . . . and there was no remedy;
and at last’we returned here and left our ships to rust into the bottom of time
and our cities to fall into the very dust of eternity; and we withdrew into the
unending forests, waiting to die and be no more. . . .
"But on some of those worlds some of our people must have remained, Unknown.
Unguessed. Warped out of knowledge by what they had been through with other
races who could not know them or undetstand. "I guess that Missy is one of these,
but I do not know. . . ."

He dropped his face into his hands and fell silent. He said faintly, "I am weary.
Let me sleep." The hospital quarters rooms were arranged so that extra beds could
be pulled out from the furniture; David, realizing that Keral was at the end of his
endurance, silently drew one out for him and watched the chieri fall swiftly into a
stunned, unconscious_sleep that was like trance. He, himself, sat staring at his
notes for hours, his mind in turmoil with all he had discovered.

The next morning they found that Missy had disappeared.

vl

LINNEA, KEEPER AND Jeronis of the Arilinn Tower, had few hours of leisure, and
when they came she tried to keep them inviolate. The work of a Keeper, a worker
in the matrix screens which provided such small tf;chnolo%y as was accessible on
Darkover, was arduous and brain grating. Trained since early childhood in difficult
te!ggathlc work, like all the Keepers she shrouded herself from all casual contacts
wi thoae who were not telepaths, conserving her energies with every means at her
command.

So that when one of the few servants in the Tower brought her word that two
Fﬁgc gnc}azons from the mountains sought to see her, she was both incredulous and
offended.

"I do not see guests or travelers. I am not a freak to be seen by paying a
Eenny. Send them on their way." A few years ago, she thought, no ‘one ‘would

ave dared to suggest such an insolence. i .

The servant seemed almost equally embarrassed. "Do you think I did not tell
them that, vai leronis? Yet when I'said as much, and rudely too, the one said
that she was from

your own village, one of your own, and that now your, grandmother had gone from
the mountains there was no soul within a thousand miles who could help her.
She claimed that she would wait all night and all day for an hour of your
convenience.

Linnea said, startled, "Then I suppose I must see them." But what is a woman
of my hills doing in Arilinn, so far from the Kilghards, so far from the
mouritains of Storn. . . . She went down the long stairs slowly, rather than exert
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her wearied body and brain to control the elevator shaft. Passing through the
blue force field that shielded the Keepers at work from intrusive outside thoughts,
she braced herself for an interview with outsiders, nontelepaths. It was so incredibly
difficult, after months and weeks of seeing only those who could blend into your
inner moods and senses, to mingle with and touch outsiders; minds and bodies
cold, barricaded, alien. . . . o ]

She touched rudimentary sensitivity at once from the tall Free Amazon with
braided red hair (fa.tele ath? neutered? Linnea, celibate by harsh necessity like all
Keepers dff:lt the faint shock of revulsion for the sexless being) and it made her
voice cold:

"What urgent necessity brings you here to the world's end, my
countrywoman:?"

It was the younger woman who looked up and spoke, a quietly pretty, plumpish
girl wrapped in the furs of the hill people. She said, "Lady Linnea, I knew you
as a child at High Windward, I am Menella of the Naderling Forst. This is my
freemate Darilyn, and we are here because-" shyness overcame her, and she
looked up in open appeal at the taller, red-haired Amazon. Darilyn said in a
flat, abrupt, cold voice, "We should not have disturbed you, leronis, but
there was no other person who would understand or believe us. You know
what I am." She raised her gray eyes briefly, almost in defiance, to Linnea's, and
the quickly-barricaded touch of recognition passed between them. Like you, I
live shielded, Sorceress. Because of what I am, guarded against man's touch:

vulnerable, like all our fast-fading kind.

Linnea lowered her eyes; the condemnation in them was gone. Linnea had
been born into a noble family; had she chosen not to work in the Towers as a
telepath Keeper, she could have been given in marriage to a man of her own
kind; one who could equal her own sensitivity, a fellow telepath. Darilyn, born
into a village, growing up surrounded (a freak; a throwback) by those who co
neither understand nor respect what she was, had chosen to have her
womanhood destroyed by the neutering ogeranon rather than subject it to a
man who would be, to her; only a dumb beast,

Linnea's voice was gentle as she said, "Be welcome, countrywomen. M
discourtesy was born of weariness, no more. Has refreshment been offered yous
Is it well in the hills of our homeland, Menella?" )

"It is as evil as can be, vai leronis,” Menella said. "But we did not come to_tell
you a twice-told tale, You know that fire and hunger have ravaged us. Darilyn,
tell her what you saw."

Darilyn, outwardly composed, was wretchedly nervous. She stated, "My
freemate and I recently traveled with an out world woman, not a Free Amazon,
though she behaved much like one of us. She had contracted for our service as
Ix-*g:mdes and hunters through the mountains. She was strange, like a Keeper who

ad lost her powers, but outworlders are all mad and we were not surprised at
that. I could read her thoughts a little; she did not trouble to hide them and so I
thought she had nothing t6 hide." Su&denly, Darilyn began to tremble.

"She was evil,” she said with utter conviction. "She passed the blighted
forests, and she looked at them as if her own hand had set them to flaming. She
looked on me, and I knew that with her will all of our kind would die. And
once I saw her from far off, burying a charm in the woods, and I knew that b
her will, the soil would be blighted and die. I know this is madness, Linnea.,
learned before my breasts thgrew that there were no witches and that evil will
harmed no one anly more than good intentions helped. Yet I cannot help it; I
know that this woman's evil will would kill our world. It is a riddle I cannot
read, vai leronis, and none in our world can read it if a Keeper cannot."

Linnea said, "This is superstition and folly." And yet her voice weakened and
died. A plot against our world? What had Iglcgzs sax);

The work of a witch? Impossible. Yet were these girls saying, in the light of
their limited understanding, a truth? Truth, or at least that they belicved it
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implicitly, was_in every line of their stubborn, boyish faces. In any case, no
Darkovan would he to"a Keeper. This conviction made her voice gentle as she
said, "I do not see how what you say can be, and yet you must have seen
something to make for such a belief. Have you left this woman's service?"

"Not yet, Lady. As we passed near Arilinn we told her we must pay you our
respects and she thought nothing of it."

Linnea spoke decisively. "I will look into it. You know I must have something
belonging to her." ) ) )

"I cut a piece from her garments without being seen," said Menella, and
Linnea could have laughed at the odd contrast of superstitious fear and
Pracupahty. Everyone knew that without something b.clongm% to a person or at
east in contact with that person, it was difficult t6 pick up the vibration of the

erson's thoughts. Yet they had thought the stranger a witch:

he dismissed further talk of the stranger, offered them refreshment, talked the
amenities of their shared childhood for a further half hour before sending them
away. Yet all durm% that time, while she listened to the disturbing news from
their homeland, a coldness was growmtﬁ at her heart. Regis Hastur had seen this.

A plot. But wi‘ny? From whom? Had these girls seen to the core of it?

She must somehow find out.

But at her heart there was a single-minded hunger. Regis knew so much more about
these things. Was she only making excuses for hetself to See him again? For she knew
she must take this to him.

Regis. . ..Linnea! My dear one, where are you (so far from me, so near) - At
Arﬁum. , but 1 must come there, even if it nieans closing all the relays; it's that
important. Beloved, what is it? (You are frightened. %‘an 1 shar€ your fears?)
Not this way, where anyone open to us can overhear. (Not only frightened but
in terror for our world and all our people.) ) L
Linnea, I can send a Terran aircraft for you if you are not afraid to ride in it, and
if you can face the atzlgcr of the others. (I long for you here; I could see you
this very night, but for myself I would never ask it.)’I am not afraid (to see you
again I would face moré€ than anger but not for my own sake) and I must téll you

what I have learned.

Regis let the contact drop away and sighed, feeling his many fears and problems
overwhelm him again after the brief respite. He was eager to $ee Linnea again, but
the fear he had sénsed in her thoughts came near to l[’Zulhng the switch on his
panic. Furthermore, he was exhaustéd with the terrible hunger and depletion from
maintaining contact over such distances. This was something they should study in
the Terran project, he thought, the physical dcgletlon which came after prolonged
contact or_contact over longer distances. At the back of his mind, too, was another
thogﬁht; direct contact all the way from Arilinn, more than a thousand miles, would
hardly be possible for most of the telepaths on this world; Linnea must, indeed, have
more extraordinary powers than he had believed. Most of the Keepers in these days,
when powers were depleted and ill-trained, would have gone through the two
intermediate rclalfrs between here and Arilinn, not even trying to come through to
him in person. It was a mark of Linnea's panic that she had attempted the long
distance contact, without intermediates, and a mark of her power ‘that she ha
succeeded even for these few seconds. ) .

He knew there would be no questions asked if he requested the Terran authorities
to msgatch a plane to Arilinn; and there were not, but he worried nevertheless
while he was making the arrangements. This would mean criticism again, for himself
and for Linnea; not from the Terrans (they were eagBr to put the Hasturs under
obligations, damn them!) but from their own people. Damned IEK the one party for
having anything at all to'do with the Terrans; damned by the others for not hdving
more to do with them. Just damned. ) )

He had, at this minute, another appalling problem and was facing an
uncomfortable interview. He shrank from gi?mg toward the Terran HQ hospital,
even though he knew that most of what he would meet there would be good-
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natured. There was the problem of Missy. Where had she %onc? Darkover spaceport
was a big one, the Trade CltIs:Ienormous;. and it had closed over her head as if she
had never been there at all. He knew rationally that she would seek anonymity, not
trouble, but still the fear nagged at him. ) ) )

d then there was the more personal problem. He lingered in the hospital
corridors, braving the curious glances of the passing nurses and doctors who
wondered (some of them; the others knew all too well) what a man in the dress
of Darkovan nobility was doing there. ) L

He finally knocked at the door of the Project A Tele-path offices, hoping it
would put off the other visit a_bit longer. Jason and David were both there; and
Keral, who had taken to spending much of his time around the hospital, pickin
u%jmuch of what thcg were doing; Regis had been astonished at the swiftness wi
which the chieri had absorbed the technical knowledge he apparently desired.

Jason's hearty smile, friendly though it was, made Regis wince a little as the Terran
said, "Regis! A pleasure to see you, though I didn't think you'd have time for us
this morning! Dr. Shield told me congratulations are in order. A fine boy, I

understand, six pounds and perfectly healthy."

Regis said, "I was goinﬁ to visit Melora and the child now-if she will see me.
She must be very angry; she sent me no message." |

"You couldn't have done anything here," David said, "why should you lose your
sleep? She was perfectly well looked after; I've met Marian Shield, and she séems
to be as good an O.B. as is working on this world." L

"I'm sure she was taken care of, and I'm grateful to all of you," Regis said. "But
the very fact that she did not have me told-

He caught David's eyes and saw a flash of qfuick understanding in them.

-A woman who loves the man who has fathered her

child, wants him near her at such a time. =
NI"iI must go and see Melora, at least," Regis said. "Has there been any word of

ssy?

"Ngt a syllable, Regis," Jason answered. "They'll stop her if she tries to leave the
planet, of course, but short of that-well, you have a damn big world out there
and evidently she's used to running and hldgng "

One of my people; fugitive! . .

Keral's thoughts were almost palpable, and R%m felt the obscure wish to offer
some comfort, without knowing how. He_saw David reach out, without a word
for Keral's hand, and their clasped hands filled him with curious half-sorrow; as 1
he had, somehow, lost something precious without ever realizing that he had it until
it was forever beyond his reach.’ o )

He shook his” head _d1sm1ss1r:§ the thought. Absurdities! Then a flicker of
comfort struck him; Linnea would soon be here, and even though this might
complicate matters still further with Melora (she was sure to decide that Linnea
was here at Regis' personal wish) he simply did not care. )

Keral said unexlifctc;dly, "I have never seen a newborn human child. May I come
and see your son, Regis?' .

"Of course; I'm always glad to show off my children,"

Regis said. David decided to come too, and they went up through the hospital
corridors, the tall slight chieri provoking curious glances; but here’in the hospi
Hg the curiosity was  friendly; many of them had seen and spoken to Keral now,
and he was sungly another alien, not an unheard-of curiosity. ) )

Melora had béen put in a private room at a_corner wing with a window
looking on the mountains, a foom often kept for important Darkovan guest-
patients, and a Darkovan midwife and nurse from her own estates had been
permitted to attend her. She was sitting up in a chair, wearing a lpng, fleecy blue
robe, her cheeks faintly flushed. She was a 1%)retty irl, auburn-haired, gray-eyed,
tall and dignified; and at the moment, with hér long hair braided and falling
over her shoulders, she looked hardly more than a child herself. Reggs' eyes went
swiftly, with the old fear, to the small, screened crib where the baby was lying
(no more than a small red face asleep in a white hospital blanket) but he
quickly brought his attention back to Melora, gesturing to her not to rise,
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bending and kissing her cheek. "He is lovely, Melora. Thank you. If I had
known'T would have been here with you."

"There was nothing you could have done, and I was _vcr% well cared for,"
answered the girl coolly, turning her cheek away from the kiss. The tension in the
room was_palpable; the three facing her, all telepaths of §reater or lesser power,
could all feel her anger. Regis knew suddenly that he had been cowardly to let
the others come in the hope that Melora would not make a scene’ before
outsiders; she had been distressed at the need to bear her child in this strange

lace; she did not understand Whﬁ Regis had demanded it of her; and she was
Fchclls realized) entitled to make a scene if she wanted to, unhampered by
outsiders.

Keral created a small diversion by going to the baby; Melora gave a small ch as
the stranger bent over her child; thenas Keral's beautiful eyes turned to her,
she relaxed. She actually smiled at the chieri, saying, "Yes, take him if you like,
Noble One; you lend us grace."

Keral gicked up the infant. His long hands slipped competently around the little
swaddled body, as_if he were quite accustomed to handling children, although
David, watching him, knew without knowing how that Keral had never seen or
touched a young baby before. Keral's smile was curiously distant, fascinated. "His
thoughts arfi so strange and formless. And yet how different it feels from touching a
small’animal.

David privately thought the baby looked like any other newborn thing, small and
nondescript, but he knew that this was born of the cultivated cynicism of the
medical student. He tried for an instant to see the child through Keral's eyes, a
small wonder, a miracle of newness. It was too intense; he dropped away from the
contact and said to Regis, "What will you call him?"

"That will be for Melora to say," said Regis, smiling at the young mother,
"unless she asks me to give him a name. i i ) )

Melora's face softened and she laid her hand in Regis'. "You may if you like," she
said, and David touched Keral's shoulder. Keral put the ba_ltziy down’ quietly and
thIe)y went out, leaving the young parents alone with their child. )

David thought, later, that it was this moment of contact with the child and
with Regis Which sensitized him; but at the time he let it drop from
consciousness and spent the day with the remaining members of the project.
Rondo was sullen and uncooperative to attempts to measure his control of small
objects, unwilling to discuss his gambhrtlg career or how he had managed it
unwilling to attempt manipulation of the test objects Jason and David s owed
him. Desideria was snappish and seemed apprehensive. Conner had sunk into
apathy again and would not even talk, let alone cooperate. David could sense, like
a tangible thing, his grief and sense of desertion now that Missy was gone,

Regis was not with them at all, and Danilo, who turnéd up briefly, made
ch1suexcuses, on the grounds of urgent private affairs, and took himself off again
as well.

In the end, after Rondo had sullenly pleaded fatigue and headache (and David
felt that Conner would have done the same if he'd cared even that much
about what happened to him) David simply asked Desideria to tell them
something about the training of a telepath Keeper, and he sat listening and
making, listless notes-pure waste motion, he knew, as it was all being put on tape

anyhow.

"We were trained at first with games, like manipulating this stuff-when we
were very young, that is," Desideria told them, movimg her head at the
assembled dice, feathers and other small objects with which David had been
tr%ng to_arouse Rondo's cooperation. "There were also games where sweets and
other things were hidden and we had to find them, and later much more
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elaborate games where clues were hidden or one %roup hid from the others. Later
there was fairly strenuous physical training of the nerve currents; breathing,
concentration, hours and hours spent in breath control and meditation, learning
to work both 1n and out of the physical body. All this before we ever saw a matrix,
of course. When we could contro[y all our natural talents, then we began to work
with the matrix jewels, the small ones first-"

David reflected that much of this sounded like the old traditional yoga training,
still used by some groups of Terrans for religious or health reasons. He put away
curiosity until all this could be evaluated at leisure. ,

All during that evening the same sense of dullness, of everything hanging fire,
pervaded all of David's senses. Keral was edgily quiet and uncommunicative. He
had been assigned to a room in the hospital HQ near David's, and, as they had
fallen into a habit of doing, they went to supper together in the cafeteria, but he
did not speak a dozen words nor did he offer to come to David's room and talk as
usual. Conner, too, seemed not to be speaking to anyone, and while Keral's
silence did not worry David, Conner's did. If this apathy continued, would it
trigger another suicidal phase in the spaceman? He had come back to life for
Missy. If she was gone, would it take away his interest in living? Damn Missy
anyhow! But David hardened his heart. He couldn't, and wouldn't, take on
responsibility for the mental and physical well-being of the whole blasted project!

That was Jason's baby and he could rock it.

Nevertheless, it was a long time before David could sleep; he kept having the
curious illusion of voices just at the edge of consciousness, in the same way that
distant cries or sobs, even after they have ceased, seem to be going on just below
the level of hcarmg, keeping the listener's ears and senses strained and his nerves
on edge with the fear of hearing them again. )

Nevertheless, he did fall asleep at last, the sort of light sleep where the sleeper
knows he is slcepmg and is conscious of shuttling back and forth, half aware,
from true sleep and dreams into light half-awake drowsing and back again. Two or
three times he startled upright with the brief sharp shock of falling, weightless
horror, and knew his dreams wove into Conner's; Missy's face, nightmarish and
contorted with crying, swam in and out of his dreams; and Keral, his alien hands
gﬂachh:lg the small' pink form of the baby and a weird croon of song weaving into

e dream.

Abruptly, with a shargfr sense of sggnnirag awareness cutting through the dream,
he was upright and on his feet, half-dressed; running. . . . )

Bare corridors. Keral's flying feet matching his own. The startled white face, eye
pupils dilated, voice dulléd; you can't go in there! )

oor flung wide, crashing.” The dark form of an intruder, menacing; Melora's
breathing slowed, slack, dilated, discolored pupils.. . .

Keral bending, heaving, upraised dark form, a terrible scream and the shape of
the intruder flying against the wall, the crunch, crack, shriek of bones breaking
and snapping’-and something died. Melora's white slack face; press up one
eyeball with practiced fingers, shouting for help. .

The room filled with doctors, nurses; nurse crymt%i dazedly, drugged. Bending,
mouth to the girl's mouth breatﬁmg,‘ breathing, breathing-

"Here, Dr. Hamilton. IIl take over." ]

Stand aside, breath quieting to normal. Keral, stark white.

The baby in his hands; Keral's voice, ragged and unreal:

"He will need help breathing; his chest is not crushed but I think ribs are
broken"-the tiny brittle feel otg minute ribs under his hand, the fitful choking
crying of a half-smothered baby slowly coming to life again. . . . .

rowding forms_ bending ovVer thé dead man in the corner? Keral's shakin
hands, white face just a wedge of terror; questions, voices, uniforms. An offici
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voice, cutting through the others: )

"In his 1%ocket here; ampules of the same drug he §avc the girl. He must have
dn;?ged urse Conniston, too. Dr. Hamilton, what brought you here? It looks
as if you were just in time to prevent two murders." .

Dayid heard” his own voice, but it sounded unreal to him. "I'm_not sure.
Possibly I heard Keral-did you call out, Keral? All I know is that I woke up
with this sense of terrible urgency. I don't know how I knew it, but I knew that
Melora and the-the baby were in danger."

"Who is he?" Officials crowded around the dead man.

"Same old story, he could be anything. Some drifter from the spaceports-
suerally altered fingerprints, even," .

"Damn good thing, too. ’Imagmg: what would have ha;gpcn_ed; Regls Hastur
confides his son to us for safekeeping and the child and the girl murdered right
ltllfr% in the Terran HQ? Just imagine the political capital they could make out of

at?"

Vaguely, still in the blur, David wondered who they were and just what political
capital could be made out of the death of a child, and what kind of monsters
could imagine such a move. He had to tell his story twice more, feeling more
and more disoriented and disbelieving every time. The baby was in no danger,
but the HQ officials tripled the security guards around the nursery. David
stood by, not needed by the team working over Melora (it was more than an
hour before she began to breathe again normally, unaided; she had been almost
fatally drugged). Jason Allison turned up and drew away the Spaceforce men who
were questioning David (Keral; where was Keral? David could no longer feel
his presence, and felt cold and bereft-) and the Spaceforce men, listening to Jason,

stood staring at David as if he were some kind of alien.

Somewhere in that hour, Regis turned up, white as a bleached skeleton. He
tried to say something to David, couldn't ‘manage it, his face working; and
finally, wordlessly, he threw his arms around David and embraced him, pressing
his chieek against the Terran's. ) ) )

With the touch, David's world cleared suddenly into bright colors and reality
again, like fog suddenly clearing away. He knew suddenly that he was awake and
that this was all real, not a wild, confusing nightmare. He came up to reality
with Regis' hands clasped hard over his own, and said, coming back to himself:

"It's all right, Regis; they're both going to live and .nothmIg more will happen
npw>"that everyone's warned. But-Good God! Where is Keral; what's happened to

He had a sudden, stark deja-vu of Keral's face, stark with horror, standing over
the man he had killed.

No chieri has ever killed any living thing. He doesn't even eat meat!

David went back to his own room, knowing without knowinﬁ how that he
would find Keral there, and he did. The chieri was curled up, hiding his face
only a wordless ball of misery and rejection, and his breathing was so slack an
silent that for a heart-stopping instant David thought the shock had killed him.
The pale, alien face held no recognition, even when David spoke to him. David
turned him gently over. He was struck again, poi%nantly, at the almost feminine
beauty of the chieri; his own dream came back to him with its curious overtones,
and David felt an instant of startled shock and shame. Then, in sudden anger at
himself, he drove the thought out of his mind.

Keral needs you and you can't judge him in human terms or in terms of your
own private sexual hangups!

Keral was icy cold, almost as rigid as death. David knelt beside him on the bed
and gathered him close, holding him with blind instinct, speaking his name in a
soft, repeated murmur.
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"Keral, Keral. It's me, it's David. Come back. I'm here. It's all right; it's going to
be all right. Keral, Keral, don't die." The words -were only a meaningless croon,
but they were a way of focusing his whole mind, his whole personality on a deeper
call, a deeper search:

Keral. Where have you gone? Come back, come back and be with me. I call
you back, with all of myself, searching through the nowhere into which you
have gone, secking you out in the silences of fear. . . . He felt it first, the black
and formless horror in which Keral had gone down and almost drowned: Death.
I 'br'ou%h.t death on a living thing. He had the child between his hands; he was
killing him. How can anyone kill a child? How can anyone bring death? My
own hands and they brought death. . . I am dying in _his death, drowning in
that darkness. . . . "God help me," said David, hdlf aloud, "how can I reach him?"
He filled his mind with the picture of life slowly coming back into the baby's
blued, choking face, the sur%g: of gratitude and love that had flowed info him
from Regis' touch. Slowly, like the faltering beat of a heart under the reviving
touch of a pacemaker, he félt Keral's awareness beginning to come back to life,
coming up slowly through the darkness. He cht on holding Keral and
murmuring to him sjl}}(e a child; like a woman!) until at last the chieri's gray
?1nd {ummc.)ufs eyes blinked open, and he looked into David's face with a reviving,
esolate grief.

"I did z%mt want to kill him, even such an evil one. But I did not realize how
weak he was and how strong my own arms when I was angry." He was trembling.
"I'm so cold. So cold."

"That's shock," said David very gently. "You'll be better soon. There was nothing
else you could have done, Keral:™ "The child-"

"He's fine," David said, and marveled again. Keral's race, by Keral's own
statement, was dying. Keral had never seen a child of his own people. How could
the alien become so deeply involved with a child of another kind? Such a deep
sense of identity-He realized that Keral was slowly waning, the rigid, deathlike
shock in the alien's body dissolving, and became, belatedly and with some
bashfulness, aware that he was still lying close to Keral, holding the other in his
arms like a lover. He let him go, rather quickly, and drew away, the practical
trained self taking over as he rose. He said, "Are you still cold? Let me get you
something hot to drink. And wrap up in the blankets." He had an excruciating
sense that he had missed something, that the clue to Keral had Just somehow

eluded him, the clue to the whole mystery; but he had no way to solve it.
Keral sat up. "I want to find out-"

"Stay where you are,” David commanded. "Doctor's orders. I'll go _and find
out how Melora and ‘the baby are when I get something for you:" He didn't
trust sedatives with the alien physiology of the chieri, but certainly a hot drink
wouldn't hurt him: coffee which was alwagrs on tap somewhere in the HQ or the
bitter-chocolate tasting stuff which seemed the Datkovan equivalent.

It had been a damned exhausting night. He wasn't at all surprised, as he glanced
through the window, to find that it was sunrise.

Nor was he especially surprised, later that morning, to find that Conner knew
all about what had happened. He was, David reflected, getting used to being a
teﬁpath, and it had its uses. . .

e was also, although slowly, formulating the questions he knew he must put
to Keral. Scientific inquiry about the chieri seemed to be getting them nowhere.
He was going to trust his 0wn intuitions and follow them wherever they led.

Regis Hastur emerged into the reddening morning, wrapped in fog, and
stared at the sky almost without comprehension. Melora was out of danger and,
thanks to Keral's' quick action, the child had never been in any real danger.

Both were sleeping now, and Regis had left them in good hands. But he was
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deathly weary and terrified again with the 103-? struggllle. ) ) )

Perhaps more than any living person he could seeall the ramifications of this.
Had it been done by some Darkovan of the rabid anti-Terran party to discredit
the Terrans-a Hastir child murdered under their very noses? Was it part of the
R/}Ot to destroy all telepaths which he had sensed éarlier? How would he face

elora's parents, after the struggle he had had to get them to permit this unheard-
%f thmg- a Darkovan noblewoman to bear her child under the auspices of the

mpire!

If it was one of our people who plotted this, we aren't worth saving! he
thought with the bleakness of despair, and drew his perceptions inward so that
he néed not sense the Terran guards who followed his ‘steps, trying not to
intrude on the strange man they guarded, .

He knew, with ‘the perceptions of the trained telepath, that there were
strangers in his own house, and stood in the half-lit hallway, trying to sort out if
there "was any menace. He felt upstairs, where the two older children slelgIt with
their nurses in the guarded nursery. They were peaceful and undisturbed. He had
sent the youngest surviving child to Castle Hastur, under guard, with his
mother. The sense of a stranger present persisted-

Linnea! I had forgotten, on this dreadful night-have you come so soon?

He did not look up as he felt her running down the stairs to him; looked up
just to clasp her in his arms. He held her, hungrily, with an almost anguished
need, feeling her slight body melting into his as if the barriers between flesh could
physically fade out and he could somehow absorb her into himself. (Far away
in the Hé building, at that moment, David released Keral with a sudden abashed
awareness. Far out in the Trade City, Missy stirred uneasily in her sodden sleep
and whimpered.) Then he put her down, drew away, sighed and smiled.

"It's selfish of me, preciosa, and I should send you away again. But I'm glad
ou've come.
y "My great-granddame was glad to see me too, although she pretended to be
shocked thatT had left my post at Arilinn and wopdcrccfg aloud what sort of girls
they were training these ﬁrs " Linnea said, laughm?. "I am glad Melora and the
child are safe. I will visit Melora if the Terrans will allow it and not think me a

clever assassin."
"The worst of it is that I must listen to them all saying that they told me so,"
Regis said. "Although I am ashamed to think of that when they have both been

in danger of death.' ) ) ) ) )
"You're too tired to think sensibly," Linnea said. "Let me call someone to bring
ou food. And_then-Regis, I hate to pile more fear and responsibility on your
shoulders, but I must tell you what I have seen."

Private Notebook of Andrea Closson; kept in code:

The level of forest fire has served its purpose and no further effort need be
made in that direction, as crop cover has been reduced below the critical level in at
least three widespread areas. TBe normal lightning set fires during this season should
be sufficient, considering the demoralization of fire fighters in the ' mountains.

With the beginning of the spring rains in sectors IV and VII, erosion should
begin in the Hellers and spread into the foothills. Reduction in the water table due
to excessive runoff in the burned areas should soon become critical. With the
expected start of the dry season near Carthon there should be dust storms, reducing
crops to a critical level.

Some food supply relief can be expected from the well-watered towns in the
lowlands, but this will not be enough. Demands made on the Terran Empire may
spark some political decisions favorable to the desired agreement. (N.B.; the

mpire has submitted a request for enlargement of the spaceport facilities which
was turned down in Council last year.

'(Il‘hq _que)stion is to be raised again in five months. This will be a watershed
ecision.
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Expected agricultural disasters will begin this summer although they will not be
crucial, and true famine will not exist, exceg% among isolated, forest-dwelling
nonhuman cultures, until three years from now. Nevertheless, some small amount 6
panic can be expected. ) o

Agents should be dispatched to begin work among the nonhumans, stirring up
gamc and rebellion, If an attack on human towns can be engineered, this would

e worth a great deal toward the ultimate solution, as war between human and
nonhuman at_this time, although not conclusive, might drain resources which
would otherwise be turned to salvage work in agricultural areas.

Efforts should be redoubled to eliminate interference from any of the Hasturs,
The telepath relay towers are probably unprgjgnable, but the relatively low level of
sophistication in Interplanetary politics should keep anyone from awareness and
coordination until too late. Fortunately, the highly individualized social order on
this world precludes coordinated effort. .

If my calculations are correct, the point of no return could be reached within a
matter of months. After that time, efforts need no longer be kept secret, as the
process will be irreversible and Darkover, for bare survival, will be forced to
negotiate with technological experts in planetary repair. It is possible that this
point has already been reached, since the apparent level of Darkovan technolo
would not make it possible to reclaim the world for the old style of life withotit
expert help. For this help they would be forced to make political concessions which
would achieve the desired objective of planetary opening equally well. It is
possible I may have underestimated the Hasturs, but at this moment they seem
to be preocculglqd with minimal government facilities. In effect, there is no ‘central
government. This world is wide open.

Vi

"Tins PLANET is wide open," Regis repeated slowly, his eyes fixed on Linnea. "I
should have guessed before. I've rea cnough Empire history-did I never tell
you, when I "was a boy, I wanted to go offworld, into space?-to know what
wor1dwrcck1ng is, I don't know why I thmight Dark-over wotld be immune."

Danilo Syrtis said, "I never trusted those Empire bastards." His tense, young face
was implacable. "Some of the mountain men had the right idea. Rise up and
throw every one of the accursed Terrans right off our world, tear down the
spaceport anid sow the ground there with salt." .

"You're a fool, breda;," Regis said gently. "It's not the Em%nrc. They have 1%)layc:d
honestly with us and they have honored their commitments. If they wanted to
open this world by force they could and would have done so three hundred years

ago.

g'But who, then, Regis? If not the Terrans?" Linnea asked.

. "All T can say to that is that it's a blﬁ( galaxy and there are I forget how many
inhabited worlds," _Reg.?s answered. "Talk about hunting for a nut in-a forest! Even
on one world, looking tor one specific person-the facts ot the matter are, Linnea, we
don't have the kind of centralized organization-" he spoke in lingua franca, as the
old Darkovan language had no such concepts or wotrds-"to deal with this sort of
thing. It's war; and we've done away with war long since. Fights, yes. Feuds, yes.
Raids, Xcs. I' fought my first raid-battle before my beard sprouted, when
Kennard Alton led us against Kadarin and his crew. But we do our fighting and
our hating by ones and twos and tens. It just isn't reasonable .

to hate large groups of people who have never harmed us personally, just because
they're there. It's why we never really fought the idea of the Empire, although I
don't think most people really wanted a spaceport on Darkover. It's a b1%“world
and there's always room enough for every kind of idea; that was what we
thought. We've learned a lot from the Terrans, and they've given us a great deal.
And in_return we've made our own impression on th¢ Empire. But while that
kind of thinking is the only sane kind in the long run, we're looking at the short
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run now. And it's conditioned us against thinking in terms of war. We're a
peaceful people, by and large, and we're wide ogfn to this kind of sabotage."

"Do you mean there's no way to stop it, then?" Linnea asked; and Danilo,
clenching his fists, said, "We can fight if we have to." )

"I don’t mean that," Regis said, "but we aren't set up to handle it now. We
have one hope, and that's"dying out."

"And that is?" o )

"The old telepath technology of Darkover," Regis said. "But we're inbred, our
fertility is going downbhill, and  we're being killed at an appalling rate, as witness
the attack tonight. There aren't enou%ll: of us alive on Darkover for the kind of

coordinated effort we'd need to Sto}l)i is. Oh, we've had warnings enough. For
the last hundred years, the Terrans

] ave been trying to work witli us, to develo
our old sciences, learn how to work with the matrices, encourage the training o
more matrix technicians and telepaths. If we had several hundred functioning
telepaths, with Towers and relay circles in full function, we could surveir the
planet, find out just what's being done, and reverse it. As it is, we have to rely on
alien technologies, and our whole way of life is opposed to them."

He closed his eyes and considered. The first few weeks of Project Telepath had come
up with only a few isolated telepaths, untrained; and the study had so far been
unprofitable. True, David had saved Melora's life; they had some new and
fascinating knowledge of the legendary chieri, but this was a drop in the bucket.
A dozen or so telepaths discovered on other worlds, were on their way to
Darkover, but how many of them would turn out to be psychotics like Rondo, or,
like Missy, unable to endure questioning?

Danilo asked," How many telepaths are alive on Dark-over?"

Regis said wearily, "Aldones! Do you think I am a god's self, that I know such
things? Then he was suddenly electrified:

But I can know!

Fool I am; I have studied everyone's powers but our own.

He said, with a controlled quiet that belied his own sudden excitement:

"Let's think about this. How many working Towers are there in function, Linnea?"

"Nine," she said, "widely scattered. At An%mn there are eight of us; in the other
towers, anywhere from seven to twelye or fourteen." i )

Regis said, "In the Trade City we have forty licensed matrix mechanics. I happen
to know that there are other teélepaths born into the various old families-throwbacks,
and some of them not even trained, who have some of the old Jaran powers. No one
has afﬁrer bﬁd&crcd to count them or to demand that they use their powers. But if
we all worke

er_"

"It's fantastic," Linnea said, "and probably impossible. You know what a Tower
circle has to go through before we can work in concert, as a group, and accomplish
anything. Every time a new member joins us, it takes weeks for us to tolerate his
presence easily enough so that we can work with him touching our minds. Seven or
eight seems to be the tolerable maximum."

egis said, half aloud, "Three of us, linked in depth, destroyed the Sharra matrix.
What could five hundred of us

do?"

Linnea flinched. "All of the old matrix screens above ninth level were destroyed
years ago. They were adjudicated to be illegal weapons, and too dangerous for
human beings to handle, Regis." Her eyes went slowly to his bleached-white hair. "An

hour with one of them did-that-to you."
He nodded, slowly. "Yes. It's too dangerous, in human terms. But if the
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alternative is the destruction of a planet?" o ) )

"The question is academic in any case," Linnea said, "since the matrices no longer exist
and no one alive knows how to build them. And a good thing, too." )

"Still, it's the only hope we have," Regis said, "the one thmg Darkover has which
the Empire cannot duplicate from outside. For this, the Empire might help us
without demanding political concessions which would destroy Darkover as we know
it, It's gfmg to be a race; a race against time. But I'm going to do it." His face was
bleak. "I didn't ask to be placed at the head of the Council," he said. "I never
wanted anything of the sort. But I have that power and for better or worse I've got to
use it."

"I don't understand," Linnea said. "Why should the Empire want telepaths? From
what I hear, .thcar just barely believe we exist!" ) ) ) )

"Look," said Regis violently, "use your head, Linnea. A matrix, with a sufficiently
trained telepath, can produce energy-right? What little mining we have on Darkover
is done with a matrix circle to locate’and teleport the minerals to the surface-right? We
make do with small use of metals because we do not want factories and
manufacturing industry, but for the small amount we use, we have technology
sufficient to our needs, or did, until recently."

"Yes, but the human expenditure-" ) )

"Can be compensated. A matrix, operated by a trained telepath, can substitute for
conventional aircraft. And so we have use of dircraft only in emergency; we do not
use it wastefully. And there is communication: we on Darkover have no need of long
range mechanical communications equipment." )

"Kight-" The main function of the relays on Darkover, especially now, was the long
distance transmission of messages.

"The Empire has long since realized what telepaths would be good for," Regis said:
"in space, for communication. For the controlling of mechanical equipment when
ordinary machinery fails, through levitation or energon control; any child with a
matrix can see into the structure of matter enough to reverse oxidation or metal
fatigue, for instance. The bottleneck is the small supply of telepaths-and the general
unwillingness of Darkovans to collaborate with the Empire. None of us has been
available for study. We don't know ourselves how we use these old sciences. The
few efforts made to study these things have lost out to human failures. But there

must be a way, and now is the time to try it."
di"th}at are you going to do?" Linnea shrank from trying to read his thoughts
rectly.
"I am going to demand that the relays send out a call to every telepath on
Datkover," Régis said, "with all the authority of Hastur, with all that means."
Linnea met his eyes briefly and shrank from the contact. Regis seemed, at that
moment, almost superhumarn, and she thought of the old legends of the Son of
Hastur, who was more than human-and Kegis had once wielded the Sword of
Aldones, forged for the hand of a dgod. Which was another way of saying that he had
somehow ma.r_la%ed to tame and use forces of the human mind which were
incomprehensible to the ordmarfy tl[;g:rson.
She seized on a minor aspect of this;
"Can we shut down the relay towers and pull them all in here? Can we afford to
do away with what little technology we do have? We'd be barbarians, Regis."
"Yes,"” Danilo said unexpectedly, "Darkover takes the telepaths, the work of the
relays, entirely too much for granted. Shut down the towers for a few months or
ears and let our world see what it would be like without the telepath powers.
ithin a month they'll rise up and stop letting us be killed off one by one. There
was a time when a man who laid a rude hand on a Keeper would have been
tortured to death. Now they can slaughter women and children without anyone
even caring."
"Are you saying that we could stop what they're doing to our world just by
telepath powers?" Linnea asked.
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"No, I don't think so," Regis replied. "There is too much physical damage to the
planet, I suspect. But'we can find out who is dom% it, and stop them. And we
can, perhaps, trade on even terms with the Empire, for the help we need now. In
angj case, 'it's time to stop playing and take the telepath project seriously.
Otherwise we _are going to go the way of the chieri; and there are plenty of
people in the Empire who wouldn't regret us at all. That would leave Darkover
wide open for the kind of cxletatlon they want. We're standing in the door,"
Regis repeated, "and we've got to stay there.

It was a commonplace room, dull and dark and evil-smelling, and Missy lay
huddled and quiet for long periods at a time, hardly knowing what was lgomg on
either within or without her. Time had ceased to have meaning, although she’had
long slowed her perceptions to see the world at least partly as those others did; the
ones she must péerforce live with.

So many changes, so many strangenesses. And the strange touch now. For the
first time, someone who had returned the secking touch, the thing she had never
understood in herself. Always before, men had been merely a means of survival. She
had known herself alien, freak, unable to find anyone who was able to meet her,
oin with her. Her body she had given freely to whoever wanted it, After the first

ew times (even now she flinched from™ remembering that old horror, the
discovery that what meant much to her was beast-nothingness to them) it had
meant nothing. But now:

Conner. Emotions long deadened, reaching and touching her (she could feel
what had gone within him, the strange fears and loneliness that had shaped
him) in a way she hardly understood. She knew little of her own emotions. She
had never dared to be introspective, but she sensed that if she looked within herself
she would see and feel some such whirling horror as had shaped Conner's
madness. And now, far from him, she still felt the helpless loneliness of his need

how could she hold herself from running, flying back-). Missy, I need you.

issy, come back, without you 1 am maddened and lost again. ...

And the blind o'utpourmg of her name, the name which meant nothing to her
she had borne it only a few years) hut the ache of Conner's far-off crying

or her. He had touched her’innerness, and she could not forget, she knéw she
could never forget. But she could get out of range. . . . She cox_%d have stayed
with Conner indefinitely, she knew, in what happiness was possible to the strange
thmghshc was.(Ah, but could she have borne to see him grow old, die?)
But the touch of that other-

Keral had reached right inside her, as if he had physically put out his hand and
thrust it throu%lnher and inside her body and twisted something. He hated her.
He feared her. And %t there had been something between them, though he
wasn't even a man. What was Keral and what had he done to her? And the
other, Dayvid, had been indifferent to her, to Missy, (for the first time the
1s:pc:ll had failéd) when she knew that no man alive coul normally resist.

rom that instant of grabbing rapport Missy had felt a weird ﬂowm%, twisting,
changmg in her; deep 1n her body, deeg in the forever unplumbed an
unplumbable depths of her mind. She had known, then, that no planet could
hold them both, and she had no taste for killing. She had killed twice: once to

rotect her life and once to protect her secret; but she loathed what it had done to

er and would not kill again except in extremity. Better to run again.

"Let me go," Conner said. "Look, I'm a spaceman; I know my way around the
uarter. Darkover is a port like any other; if you've seen one; you've seen them
all. T lc)an hear the gossip of the quarter, and anything that's going on, I'd find

out about."

. He looked so lost and miserable that David felt wrenched *with pity, in spite of
his tendency to feel that he could, personally, survive Missy's absence from their
midst. It was Rondo who said roughly, "Fice it, Conner; good riddance to bad
rubbish. The girl's a whore, and ngrchotm at that." .

David said, "Conner, it's true. Anid there's something else; if it hadn't been for
Desideria, she might very well have killed Keral. She's dangerous."

Jason Allison contribufed: "We'll be alerted if she tries to leave the planet;
there's a stop order at the spaceport. But I'm afraid that without her’ own
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coorﬁcration we have no authority-" .
" "1 Ikcep l}cr from hurting anyone else," Conner said miserably, "but I must find
er, I must!”

It was Desideria who came, uncxpc;ctci:&lff to Conner's aid. "I think Conner is
right," she said. "A pfiychonc whore with full Jaran, psychokinesis and poltergeist
factor running around loose on Darkover and hating the whole human race 1sn't
anything I can contemplate without at least a dozen shudders. Go ahead, Dave-
and if I'can help you, call on me."

The dim light in the room had faded to a dymg glow and the dark sun was a
drooping red coal in the sky when Missy rose ‘and smoothed her long hair, made
herself beautiful with gestures so automatic that she hardly needed to glance in
the poor and cracked mirror in the room. She drew her light robe around her
and went out into the muddy street, picking her way carefully in her light shoes.

The "Red" sector of the spaceport city was the same on all planets; cheap bars
and amusement centers, restaurants and pleasure houses, gambling halls and
wine shops, of all kinds and status levels. Missy had known them under a
couple of dozen suns. Darkover was a little colder than most, a little more
brilliantly lit. She moved from bar to bar, slowly, calculating and assessing each
place the moment she stepped inside. Usually she could sum up the clientele, their
average salary and the tone of the place within four or five minutes, and in most
of them she kept her loose hooded cloak flung over her hair and behaved
with modest detachment, so that few noticed her at all; and those who did
saw only a small, slight girl, perhaps a spaceman's or port official's young
daughter, possibly waiting for someone and quite unaware of her unrespectable
surroundings. Even in the others she kept her appeal muted and gently rebuffed

all advances until she spotted her desired prey.

He looked prosperous. His uniform told Missy at once that he was the second
officer of an Empire-sponsored passenger ship-in short, he had authority and
position, as well as wealth. o ) .

The officer raised his eyes from his drink to see a young §1rl, exquisitely pretty,
with masses of loose, copper-toned hair falling likea cloud around her slender
face, eyeing him with de¢p and luminous gray eyes. The impact of the eyes was
such that afterward he felt confused and could never explain why he moved
toward her, like a man under a spell. He was no novice with women-no ship's
officer would be, certainly not one who wore on his stripes the seven sma
jewels indicating service on seven planets-but words almost deserted him; he could
only say, like a confused youngster, "Aren't you cold? In that light dress, on a
planet like this?" ) ) )

Missy's smile was gently enigmatic. "I'm never cold," she said, "but I'm sure we
could find somewhere warmer than this." ) )

He wondered, afterward, why an aPproach so obvious had seemed, in the
enchantment of glamour that seémed to fall around her, new and strangely
fascinating. He had stayed under the spell all durmﬁ the next hour, of which he
remembered very little; he was still under the spell when he followed her
through the dimmed and darkening streets to the mean little room. She had
asked nothing of him. Long experience had taught her that afterward men
were even more eager, more generous. She did not know why; she put it down to
the curious glamour she could throw over herself at such times. She had no real
doubt that afterward she could persuade him to smuggle her aboard his ship.
Not less than ten times before this, a ship's officer or captain

THE WORLD WRECKERS

had risked his career to do so and then thanked her for the privilege. It was balm
and reassurance to feel, within herself, the pressure of his driving need and
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hunger-after her failure with Dayid t(was that Keral's doing?) she had needed
that a.ssurtal.nce lciiesperatcly, to ward off the terrible sensation ot change, of not
owing herself.

His h%nds, his touch, his mouth on hers had become desperate, insistent. She
lay back, allowing him to undress her. Her (f:yes were enormous, brilliant, and the
ship's officer moved like a man in a dream, fambling, excited fingers stripping
away the light silken garments- . .

And then his roufgh hands struck her, knocking Missy half across the room, and
his harsh, suddenly enraged voice, sick with disillusion and ﬂlgr

"Damned, filthy, stinking pervert! Lousy bastard of an ombredin-I heard
Darkover was full of you goddam lice but I never saw one-"

Cold claws of icy terror closed around Missy's heart. In the cracked, blurred
mirror she had barely seen her own face, but now with a merciless clarity it
ave back the naked body, the unbelievable and insane alterations there. She
stared from the naked, raging man, advancing on her with fists upraised, and
still unbelieving, cowered away. ) ) ) .

This couldn't be happening?! This was impossible! And, in a fit of mad illogic:
somehow Keral did this to me . . . as she stared down, her enormous eyes
dilated to blackness, at her own body, as if she were trapped in an insane
amusement ci)ark mirror which gave back not her own familiar body, but a pale,
undeveloped and yet unmistakable reflection of the furious man's own
conformations; her breasts still there but shrunken, and below them
unmistakable, small but there, the pink protrusion of a male genital. .. .

Missy screamed, less from the pain of the blow than from panic, horror. She
screamed again as the man's fists found her face; fumblingly, she put up her
slender hands to shield her face. She did not even understand the mad abuse
he was pouring on her. She was beyond hearing, making only the faintest
movement to ward off the savage ‘and brutal
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blows. She felt blood break from her lip, felt a rib crunching under his kick.

And then Missy went mad.

She had always known, in a general way, that she was stronger than any woman. It
was part of her physical freakishness; she’had never had the faintest fear of physi
abuse, and had defénded herself with skill and strength from unwanted advances on
various occasions in her long and rough Me. Here she had been taken off guard;
but the smell of her own blood, and general panic, turned her berserk. She came up
off the floor like a spitting, enraged tiger. A blow from unbelievably strong arms
knocked the man across the room. She reached for him, with that inner force which
had sent the furniture in David's room spinning, and he howled and clutched his
groin, bawling like a wounded bull. A bénch rose and flung itself across the room
striking him on the head with a blow that would have felled an ordinary man. But
he was no ordinary man, and the sight of flying furniture only sent himfurther into
the berserker fury. Outside in the stréet, clouds of whirling dust gathered and spun
and spat. Rocks"hurled themselves against the doors, Missy warded off kicks and
blows, but when the officer seized the flying bench in mid-air and struck her on
the head with it, she collapsed and lay still. .

Then there was a hammering at thé door and a stern shout, and four men in the
black leather of Spaceforce kicked in the lock and took in the scene-the naked man,
the unconscious and bleeding thing that looked at first glance like a naked girl-and
hauled them both off, with prompt efficiency, to the spaceport prison and hospital.

And there they made discoveries which threw them into the same bewildered panic

as the ship's officer.
The face on the visionscreen was bewildered after being passed along from official to
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official.

"You're Doctor Jason Allison? You're in charge of a special project in Medic, with some
outworlders:?"

'T'm Allison, yes."

THE WORLD WRECKERS

"Well, we have something down, here. Are you missing one of your peo%lc? We
don't know what it is and we can't handle it; will you pleéase conie down here and
take ?heiix or, him or it away before it sets the whole goddam spaceport on fire or
some ?
Eson s%id to himself, "Oh, oh," and wished he had a panic button to push.
e knew without asking that they'd found Missy.

My kinfolk. . .. )

Keral. Is it well with you among the aliens, Beloved? )

It is not well, although one among them is dear to me as born blood-kin. And 1
have learned much, much of our own people and this world. But I am alone and
desolate; I cannot long endure the life within walls. And what shall I do if the
Change comes upon me, or_the madness of which you warned me? There is so
much strangeness here that I am always in fear. Alréady once I have wounded and
once I have killed, both times without intention. And there is a strange one here
who has put me in fear. I do not want to die. I do not want to die. . .

IX

JASON HAD brought along a sedative capable of calming down a couple of rogue
elephants, but Missy, lying numb and shocked, her face a bleached blob above the
blankets wrapped confiningly around her, made not the slightest protest. She neither
spoke to him nor opened her eyes as he had her carefully loaded on a stretcher and
carried to a waiting ambulance. During the short ride back to the HQ, he sat quietly
at her side, not touching her, his face grim as he considered what the spaceport
police had told him. He had seen with his own eyes the wreckage of the cell,

including the charred patch where blankets had been set ablaze.

"I've seen an almighty damned strané;c batch of telepaths and psi talents on
Darkover," he said to himself, grimly, "but an uncontrolled poltergeist is a new
one on me and damned if I kigw how to handle it. Regis is going to have to
helpl mlcz out on this one. It's his field of competence, after all. I'm a medic, not a
warlock.

The chandgc in Missy, even on superficial ins%ictio_n, appalled him. Although the
curious and compellinig beauty was still there, the fair skin seemed to have
roughened, with a blotched look. Her eyes were lusterless-shock, of course, could
account for that-but the most curious change was an intan ible. Jason had been
far from indifferent to the flaunting, exotic sexuality which Missy seemed to
project from every pore-and now that had vanished, without a trace.

ell, shock and’ a brutal beating could account for that, too. She had evidently
been very thoroughly mauled and maltreated; and evidently the doctors in the
spaceport jail had been afraid to touch her. Not that he blamed them. )

Fortunately, Missy had never shown any hostility to him. When he had examined
her before, she ha cooperated, even been-to a’‘certain limited degree-friendly.
It was David and Keral to whom she had reacted with hostility,

He had hoped to bring her into the Medic infirmary unnoticéd, but-perhaps
this was Something he'd just have to get used to, working with- telepaths-they were
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all there, waiting for him. He motioned to the men guiding the stretcher to
wait, beckoned to David-at least David was a medical colleagu¢-and said, in a low
voice:
"You others will have to wait. She's been ve_r¥l badly hurt; she may have
concussion, or internal injuries. David, come with me; and the rest of you, wait
here." His eyes moved quickly over their faces; Regis, strained and frightened-why?
Conner, gray with anguish and despair, moved him to brief pity, and he laid his
hand on the’'man's shoulder. ) )
"I know how you feel," he said, “T’ll let you in to see her the minute I can,
lbﬂféhare me. She'll need someone who cares about her, after being roughed up

e that."

Conner let himself be moved back, but David, tuned to sensitivity, could feel the
man's helpless anger and protest:

There's no one else to care about her . . . she needs ) )

me, to them she's just a case ... as I was in the hospital after the accident in

space. ...
ang his thoughts trailing off into incoherent rage, despair and desire, so
entangled that Conner himself did not know which was which. David wondered,
how can he care so much for her? and closed the door, glad to shut away the
dark and far too expressive face. ) i

Missy's face on the pillow was white and braised-looking, one _egrc swollen shut
with great purple bruises, her fair hair matted and tangled. Dayvid felt a choked
sense of misery as he looked at her and wondered Va%uely if he were sensing the
girl's own emotions; or Conner's; or empathizing that strange, elusive and painful
sense of resemblance to Keral. There wotild be scars on that fair and untouched
face, that torn cheek where a fist or some blunt instrument had ripped away skin.

He moved toward her and began to draw away the blankets.

Missy's eyes blinked open, cold and brilliant as steel. "No," she whispered,
shaping her bloodied lips painfully, "don't touch me. Don't touch me!"

Poor kid, Jason thought, after what she's been through I don't blame her. "It's
all right, Missy," he said quietly, "no one is going to hurt you, now. I've got to
look at those cuts on your face, and see what other injuries you have. I think we
can fix you up without too many scars. Tell me, have you any pain? Let me see-"

He 1:'laspe the blanket firmly, trying to pry loose her fingers that huddled it
round her.

The next minute, in a shower of flaming sparks, Jason flew through the air,
shouting, struck the opposite wall and fell, awkwardly, landing in a collapsed

heap. Missy spat out the words: "Don't touch me!"

"Hey, now-" ]gson protested, picking himself up in astonished consternation, "I
won't hurt you." ) ) )

But Missy's eyes were blank and unseeing; a metallic, cold glare. David,
standing beside her bed, picked up a whirling snowstorm of thoughts, a
tornado of terror and shame too %chcnm%tq be untangled- )

"Wait, Jason," he said, and bent over Missy. "Child, it's all'over; no one will hurt
ou. It's only the doctor, he wants to sce how badly that man hurt you.
lease try to tell us; did he rape you? We can't tell 'you how sorry we are-"

David was trying, desperately, for the first time in his ‘medical careér, to reach

out through ‘that blind barricade of terror and touch the terrified 1gdn'l within.

He was unconscious now of Missy's strangeness, he spoke as he would have spoken

to a frightened child. The specifically sexual content of the terror, wordless but

clearly 1dentifiable, led David to an entirely wrong conclusion. "Missy, if you're
afraid of us would you like to have one of the women here, Doctor Shield
perhaps, come and be with you?" ) )

An even more violent explosion of rage, tension and terror, like a palpable
storm in the room. Missy's CKCS were ah%lassy glare of panic, and when Davi
tried to touch the blankets she had hauled around her body, his hand jumped
back in a numb, tingling paralysis like an electric shock. =

Jason said, still trying to be reasonable, "Miss Gentry, this is ridiculous. How
can we help you, or éven dress those wounds of yours-look, your face is still
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bleeding-unless you let us?"
"It's no good to try and reason with her," David said in a low voice. "I don't
think she even hears what we're saying, Jason."

The door opened and Keral said in his low, diffident voice, "Dr. Allison, I
think I know what has happened to Missy. Remember, she is one of my own
people, one of my race. This is something you cannot understand. Let me try

to reach her mind. . . ."

He looked drawn and frightened, and David could sense, like static in the room, his
fear that was like Missy's: if is the madness of the Change . . . and if she has been
reared on another world, not knowing that this may happen, if it has come upon
her unknowing. . ..

"Hear me," 'ﬁe whispered. "Be with me. Missy, I am not your enemy. I am of
your own people. . . . ) ) o

She lay back, her eyes still glazed, but lax and motionless, her breath coming in a
harsh and deathly rattle. David knéw that she heard Keral, but the glass eyes
did not flicker. Keral's voice trembled, and Dayid sensed his own rigid self-control,
but there was a tenderness in the tones which made both listeners achingly
aware of the strange aloneness of the chieri.

"Missy. Open your mind and heart to me. I can help you; you need not fear
me, strayed nestling from our world, little sister, little brother, little lost bird, . . ."
lesdfy's staring eyes flickered with live knowledge, she drew a harsh, sobbing

reath-

And then the room exploded. Keral screamed in anguish and beat wildlY at
the flames that burst out under his hands; a tornado wind whirled wildly in
the center of the room, tlp.gmﬁ over the medical trolley with its array of
bandages and instruments; it fell with a noise of metal, shattering glass."David
dodged flying dglass fragments; Jason shouted in rage and consternation-

Keral backed away, his face white, gripping his seared hands together in
voiceless agony. Hé whispered, harshly,
Desideria, she can handle Missy. . .."

In the corridor outside, slamming the door on the chaos of the room, they
looked at each other in terror and rising dismay. The others crowded around
with concerned questions; Jason beckoned to Desideria, and said briefly, "How
do you handle a crazy };oltcrgast? Regis, you're the expert; what do you do when
your people go berserk?"

I can't reach her, she's insane . . . get

"I've never had to handle one before," Regis said. "David, you look after Keral,
he's hurt-Desideria, can you quiet

her?"

Linnea, standing quict1¥ at the outskirts of the group, said, "If you can't alone,
Grandnillother, let me try-it two Keepers cannot handle one madwoman, what
are we here

for?"

Jason stood aside for them to step into the room. David, drawing Keral after
them-after all, this was the emergency room and this was the only place he could
find bandages and medicines for the burns on Keral's hands-watched with detached
curiosity as the two women moved toward Missy. A few stclll)ls away, the
stopped, close together, clasping hands. Desideria's snow-white crown of hair and
Linnea's flaming copper one were close together, and the elusive, strong likeness
between the women gave a curious sense of power. Their two pairs of gray eyes, so
like Missy's, focused like a visible beam of light. .. .

David bent and picked up the trolley, shoving the scattered instruments out of
the way, pushed Keral into a chair and rummaged in a cupboard for burn
remedies-thank God for Universal Medical Labels, I couldn't cope with Darkovan
script just now, he thought at random as his eyes found the familiar flame
emblem on a packet of anesthetic spray -and gently uncoiled Keral's fingers, drawing
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a breath of consternation at the cruelly blistered palms. Behind him he could sense
the tension in the room, as Missy struggled wordlessly, trembling, under the
focused pressure of the two women.".". .
Desideria said, in a cold voice, "Do what you have to, Jason. She'll be quiet."
Linnea drew a deep, sobbing breath. She said, "Oh, Grandmother, no . . .
oh, Evanda have mercy! Poor thing. . . ."

David drew the bandages tight on Keral's hands. He said, wetting his lips, "That
will heal in a day or two, Keral. There won't be any permanent harm. Are you
all right? Do you feel faint?" The chieri looked deathlike, his mouth trembling.
David felt a terrifying rage against Missy, which he controlled with an intense
effort, and when Jason said, "David, if you've finished, give me a hand here," he
moved toward Missy's inert body, trying for a professional calm to drop over his

own fear and rage like a cloak.

Jason drew away the blankets, visibly controlling a shrinking as he touched them,
but this time Missy lay quiet, looking shocked and half unconscious. Jason bared
the slender, rounded upFer arm, slid a needle into the inert flesh. After a tense
moment, Missy's eyes closed and she began to breathe in long, drowsy breaths.

Jason said to the women, "Relax; that will hold her. Thanks; she could
grobably have killed all three of us." He looked at them in bafflement, the conflict

etween medical ethics-you don't examine a Fatmn’q in front of outsiders, if you
can help it-and an obvious dislike of being alone with the dangerous patient,
ﬁ%)htl{lf a very clear-cut battle in his face. )

3v1" said, "Let them stay, Jason. They know more about telepaths-or aliens-than
we do.

He watched, with a curiously detached lack of surprise, as Jason finished
undressing Missy. He felt a strange and frightening pity; no wonder the change
had driven her mad; her own body become an alien and terr1fy1£1hg' thing . . - but
he quenched this entirely subjective empathy (Keral! What had this done to
Keral?) and tried to exaiine the changes with a total scientific detachment.

The breasts had definitely altered in size and contour. Not that they had ever
been large, of course, not much larger than those of a girl of twelve. But still,
the change was perceptible. The skin texture, although he was not sure, seemed
somehow to have altered, lost its luminous quality. He handled it with some
curiosity as he helped Jason cleanse the cuts and abrasions. The genital changes
were somewhat more marked; he had been aware of certain minor structural
anomalies before, enough to classify Missy as a slightly abnormal female; now, on
first inspection she would have struck anyone as a male. A somewhat
underdeveloped male, it was true, but nevertheless unquestionably male in
gender. Poor kid, what a frightening thing to have happen to her! Her? By habit
he was still thinking of Missy as a girl, and when he thought about Conner his face
burned with vicarious shock. Here 1 am sorry -for Missy; how am I going to
explain to Conner that his girl friend isn't even a girl?

"Well, we've certainly opened one hell of a can of worms," Jason said, hours later.
Missy still slept, drugged and still. David flickered the pages of the medical report in
his hands. Massive hormone changes, still continuing and probably unstable, shiftin
back and forth between androgens and female hormones-no wonder the emotiona
instability had resulted! "Are all the chieri like that, I wonder? You're Keral's
buddy; maybe you can get him to tell you the whole story. Didn't he say that

thousands of Xcars ago the chieri went into space, looking for some way to save
their race, and then came home to die? Evidently Missy 1s one of them’ who got
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lost, somehow or somewhere. Probably never knew what she was-what the hell, if

she was a foundling, as she said, someone decided at first look that she was a girl,

and who's going to question the evidence of her own eyes? But are we* going to

have to cope with soimething like that happening to Keral? What was that phrase

he used-the madness of the change? Oh hell," he burst out, "I can't cope with it.
at good is this whole dpro]ect anywa};.." ) L )

Dayvid, sensing a sudden despair which had nothing to do with his patient,
asked quickly, "Jay, what's wrong?" .

Jason shook his head. "Personal problems. I've just had word my own people are
dying like flies-you didn't know- I was brought up with nonhumans myself; the
trailmen. You don't realize-you haven't been on Darkover long enough -buit there
have been forest fires, and ‘the fpeople of the forests are dying. . .. What's the

ood of saving a project, or a few people, if this world is going down the drain?"
~ David felt powerless to comfort him. He said, at last, awkwardly, "I guess we
just have to do what we can, Jason. I'll talk to Keral and see what I can do."

He delayed the talk until later, not knowing why It was hard to face the
chieri. Night had fallen, and the view of the gredt spaceport towers was a
twinkling glow through the rainy darkness, when he returned to his own
quarters and found Keral there, silent, withdrawn and paler than ever. He
hardly greeted David, and it seemed to the young doctor that the whole gestalt of
fr1engs ips and ra%)ogts formed since he had come to Darkover, the first real
human contacts of his life, were falling into fragments around him. Conner, sick
with wretchedness over l\ﬁssy-Dawd had still shirked telling him what was
wrong-Regis, withdrawn and filled with fears; Jason, cracking up with fear for
his friends; a world groamr%g in agony as it split apart, ruined and broken . . .
and his own deep empathy for Keral, now guarded and afraid. He remembered
Missy's white terrified face, and it seemed to him that the echo of that terror and
madness was in Keral's pale eyes; and then, with a start, he remembered that
morning which now seemed far away. Had it only been a few weeks ago? He had
first seen Keral in the office room downstairs and now he remembered his own
original uncertainty; Keral had seemed to him first a boy, then a delicate girl, and
until he had first examined him the uncertainty had remained.

"How are your hands, Keral?"

"They're well enough. Missy:?"

"Still doped. I hope she comes out of it sane. We could probably help with
hormones, but I don't know."
th"'I ﬁ}%l responsible," Keral said slowly. "It was contact with me which touched

is oft."

"Keral, you were only trying to help her, and if she'd been sane she'd have
known it.'

"No. I think it was-contact with me-which made her go into the Change."

"I don't understand. . . ."

"Ncl)fg I, and I am afraid," Keral said painfully, "because it could have been
myself."

David stared in wonderment but dared not interrupt, sensing that Keral's tight
reticence had broken; and after a moment Keral said, still in that hard, controlled

voice:

"Understand. All the long seasons of my life, I have known myself the only and last
child of my folk. All the others of our race are old, old past-not past mating, but
&ast bearing. Past-engendering. And I reared among them, young, young. . .~

ow, for the first time, I am among other young people, people who are, allowing
for the differences in the way we experience time, near to my own age. For the
first time in my life I am among-" he stopped and choked over it, and David could
only vaguely envision the tremendous emotional charge of the concept, "-among
potential mates. And so I know that, at any time, I'may become unstable and
chan%c, as Missy did." )

And, although David had seen fear in Keral before, now what he saw was terror.

David said quietly, trying to be detached, "Is it that you think it's Missy to whom
you'd react? Biologically, you mean; the very fact that you're in the presénce, for
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the first time, of a nubile member of your own race?" It would be, it occurred to
him with a stgan;fr((il,‘lstrlcken sense, a perfect and simple solution. That these two,
last of their alien kind, should be a renewal of their line. . . .

"No," said Keral, and there was a sick sort of revulsion in his voice. "I could not.
I know this is one of the reasons why our Feople died away, and yet . . . our
land was shaped wrong in the beginning of the world; I know this. I've heard
the story often enough; the sexual drives too low, the-the sensitivity too high. I have
no right to judge Missy, knowing what her life has been. I lgnty hér. I pity her
until'it makes me almost sick with it, knowing how terrible ‘it must have been
for her, driven to this to survive, to use her I% ts only to fascinate and enslaye alien
men with her body. But she is, SEIC is what she has béen in contact with, and I
cannot-I cannot come so close to it."

David, remembering something Regis had said, and with a faint bitter memory
of his own early adoléscence, said wryly, "I gather this is common enough
among telepaths.

It's rare for them to have much to do-sexually-with anyone who can't return
that-awareness, in intimacy. I had a hell of"a time, and as a result-" he laughed
a little, "my own experiences with women have been, let's say, minimal. A few
experiments, and-I more or less swore off. I gather it was even worse with
Conner-until he found Missy. He couldn't stand to be around people at all, and
she was the first one who could stand the touch."

"It must have been hard for you," Keral said, with that immediate awareness of
emotion which was so new, and so welcome a thing to David.

"I must admit it's crossed my mind lately; that if there are telepaths on
Darkover, there may be womén who will be able to-" David flushed slightly.
"Not that I've had all that much time to think about it, but seeing Regis wi
that girl who had his child a little while ago-and now with Linnea, it's so
obvious how very much they're in love-" he Jaughed a little. "Living among telepaths
must demand some tEc.:cuhar changes in attitude, I mean sex becomes such an
open, aboveboard thing. Keral, does it bother you to talk about this? God help
me, I'm not even sure whether you're a man ora woman!"

Keral met his eyes with a quiet, level gaze. "Like all my people. Either, or both.
We-change, as occasion warrants. And, as I say, when we-come together-the
emotions must be very deeply involved, or else-I'm still not sure about your
language, but I've learned something of your technology-otherwise, fertilization
cannot take place. Oh, we tried all the obvious things, David, our people. Artificial
insemination. Our women, or rather, those of us in female phase, under sedative
which dulled their minds, mating with members of other races, in a desperate
hope-" "And you could not interbreed with other races?" "Not-deliberately," Keral
said, "although there are legends, here on Darkover; yes, the Comyn telepaths
are said to be of chieri blood. There is a legend-a woman of our people ... you

saw Missy...."

"Yes. She changed, but you say it was contact with you. She was in-female
phase, you say? And yet you-" ) .

"I think contact with Conner sparked the change," Keral said. "After all this
time with those alien to her, so that they were beasts, animals, the first touch of
someone who could reach her mind and hér emotions, roused her out of the phase
we call emmasca, neuter. In the neuter phase, she could have sexual contact with
anyqne-pqsswcly-i)ut Conner reached her emotions and-endocrines? So that the
mating with Conner was a real thing, something which stirred her deeply, more
deeply, perhaps, than any experience of her life. .

David said, "I think I understand. But according to computer analysis, her male
and female hormones are almost identical with the human ones. I should think, if
it's a question of chemistry, Conner's maleness would have pushed her further into
female phase." i ) ) o

"I don't know," Keral said. "I have only meaningless theories. One is this; that
when the change first takes place, it is a-a fluctuating thing, until the
hormones stabilize. I had been warned by my elders that if the change came
upon me, there is sometimes madness."
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"I'm a doctor, Keral. I can be detached if anyone can." "Can you, David?" Keral
smiled faintly. "I told you, we have interbred with other races, now and again
... by chance, It happens at times, that one of our people, when the season of
change comes, if there 1s no other of our kind ready to mate with her, drunken
with .moonlt1g11t and the madness of the changes in her body and mind, will run
mad in the forest and lie down, mindless, with any man who comes to her
arms. It is-it is a ;hm%.‘we do not speak of. Some have killed themselves, after.
But a few bore alien children. It is said that a few such children, cast out from
us and fostered among humans, here on Darkover, brought the /aran gifts, the
telepath powers, into tbe.Comﬁn line. This is such a terror and a thing of shame
among our people that it is spoken only in whispers. And in no other way-in

no other way-" Keral, shaking and white, broke down and began to sob.

Dayid knew that knowledge, scientific detachment, were worse than useless here.
Blindly, in the grip of intense emotion, he reached out for the chieri and drew him
close; Keral, ina conyulsion of terror, wrenched free of his arms. )

David qfl)nclgl let him go; and they stood staring at one another, Keral still
sobbing, David in a wild and frightened surmise. Keral said at last, through a
painful smile, "You see? It's you that I'm afraid to touch."

David tried helplessly to get hold of himself. He reminded himself that Keral,
coming from a hermaphroditic race and totally isolated from ordinary human
culture, would know nothing of human taboos or perversions, or evén the very
concept. The fact that they were both males would mean notfung to Keral. Both
males, hell! He himself hadn't been sure Keral wasn't a girl, at first. But it still
took some getting used to. Finally, mastering his first shock and outrage, he said
ina 10>W voice, "Keral, I don't understand. Are you saying that you and I could be-
mates?"

"I don't know." Keral sounded, and looked, wretched. "Have I hurt or-or
offended against you, David:?"

David found himself struggling against a blind impulse to take Keral in his
arms again. It wasn't desire, certainly not sexual desire-although, he realized
tardily, that was there too, muted and deeply buried but still there in his
consciousness-but it was an overwhelming impulse of closeness, a sudden blind ache
for contact, a sort of desperate merging. He fought to control it and keep his
detachment, but the surge of overpowering emotion went so deep that it was
all he could do to be calm. He reached out his hands to Keral. He had to touch
him somehow. He said, in a low voice, _ "I don't understand what's happened,
Keral. I'm frightened, too. But-Keral-" he raised his eyes, and as he met the level
gray gaze of the chieri, a great and blind happiness surged over him, "I don't care
what it is. I love you, you know I do. I'd do anything for you, you know that, but
don't be afraid of me. I won't touch you, unless you want me to. And if you do-

" he said at last, very simply, "we're friends. And friends can be lovers, too."

Keral did not move. His slender bandaged fingers closed slightly on David's, but
he remained very still. His face moved, convulsively, and at'last he said, "I am
afraid. It's like being a stranger to myself. And I cin't help wondering if my
people sent me here for this.”I don't have to tell you what it could meéan to our
race, life rather than death ., . and yet. I wonder; simply, if I have gone mad."
David dared not laugh. He said, still oldm'glé(era 's hand, "We must wait and be
sure. We must find out-" "Don't tell anyone," Keral begged suddenly. "I won't, but
I wouldn't gﬁrp much for our chances of keeping 1t a secret. Remember
Conner and Missy? But before anything else, Keral, before we take any chances,
let us find out-" his voice collapsed. Suddenly he could not help incongruous
laughter. "I'm not laughing at you, Keral, but-it is funny-oh, God, suppose
you had a child by me-" ) ) o )

Keral's beautiful eyes met David's with unflinching honesty. "Like any of my
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pcor}l)‘le, I would risk anything for that," he said. "Even madness. Even my own

dea .b,lsq'vcral times over. But'I trust you, David, and I love you. And I think it is
ossible.

P And then, through the gravi , a flicker of mad merriment broke forth:

"Oh, what fools we both are, David, to be together and so grave and sad and
somber; I can read your thoughts so clearly sometimes, a cold-blooded experiment!
How much of this have you understood? I thought I made it clear-that unless my
own emotions were so very much involved-what are you afraid of?"

They stood cljnlging together, laughing into each other's eyes like children, and
then Keral gently pushed him away. "You're right," he said almost in a whisper,
still laughing. "We have all the time we need. And we must find out everything
we can about each other'; and first of all, we must

find out about Missy. I-" he laughed, and it sounded rueful, self-directed:

"] want to find out what might be in store for me! But Dayvid, it's a promise."

Their clasped hands clung together; and suddenly David realized that, more
deeply than any spoken pledge of love, it was a promise and a commitment.

It 'was for this that he had come to Darkover.

It could well have been for this that he was born.

THE HARD, BITTER Darkovan winter had settled down over the hills of Thendara.
The spaceport lay buried under snow six feet deegl[]ust barely kept in control on
the landing areas by constant working crews with all the resources of Terran
Empire machinery. The days were short and bitter, the red sun grayed with storm
clouds or snow. i

. The woman who called herself Andrea, knowing her work co‘r%pleted, had
intended to take ship and leave Darkover as soon as possible. With the mountains
lying deep in snow, nothing further was possible; the torrential spring thaws and
rains on barren soil would complete the process beyoqd repair, unless certain
highly technical and drastic steps were taken, demanding enhormous financial and
engineering resources. )

t wasn't that these resources were unavailable on Dark-over, even now, Andrea
thought. It was that no one now living here could spot the ongoing entropy and
apsply them in the r1%ht places with the right kind of concentrated effort.

hé knew she should book her %assage on one of the big ships, and go. Go
where? she thought, with a sort of fierce; worn weariness. ere. ere in the

here? she th th . f { Anywhere. Anywh th
galaxy. You have everything you could desire, or the means to purchase i,

Yet she lin: erelc]lI delaying, slowly reahzmglthat there was no in a thousand
worlds which could tempt her to move on.”I am old, too old to care. So that she
lingered on from day to day, letting each delpartmt% ship leave without her, not
even clearly aware that she ‘was reluctant to Ieave the dim red sun, the hléh, ]a;%ged
and achng familiar skyline which she could see, when the snow cleared, from the
window of her room. If I do not go soon 1 will die here, she told herself; for she
ltllild seen l%téhers of her land die, simply because there was no longer anything to hold

em to life.

Cast out, abandoned, forgotten by everyone. As I cast out and abandoned my poor

an -

Th‘gcmegqry, hundreds of years sealed, burst through, a nightmare tEeeping through
a dark curtain, and was instantly covered over again under layers of other memories.
Shame, terror, a.n%g.lsh, the compelling memory of madness, buried under deliberate
mind-sealing; hardness; rage against those spawning races who lived and would die.
Even guilt and shame a hundred years forgotten.

I do not deserve to die beneath my own sun.. .. )

She had dismissed her assistants, paying them off and paying them well to get lost
and stay lost in distant parts of the galixy. One of the high technical perfections of the
trade of worldwrecking, which she had brought to a fine a.ljghwas that by the time the
damage could be traced and identified, all of the hands which had done it were
scattered on a hundred planets across uncountable light-years and could never be
traced or identified or made to testify. Well, they wére gone and no one but herself
could identify the damage; and there' was no way to connect her with it. The one
link, the Fre¢ Amazons who had seen her burying the sterilization virus, she
dismissed with contempt. Simple women who knew nothing!
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So she lint%ercd on from day to .day and week to week, telling herself that when
the spring thaw came, she would go. The old love for her ownsun, her own sky, on
a ruined world, could not tempt her to stay and see the planet die.

Don't be sentimental. It won't die; it will enter a new period of lifeasa
flourishing Empire marketplace. Just another planet with nothing unusual about it.

It had become deep-rooted habit with her to find, and pay well, spies wherever
she went. About three weeks into the winter snow, one of them came to her with

va%gely quieting news.

"There's little travel at this season," he told her, "but there's a movement, all through
the mountains, of caravans. And each of them holds two, three, five of the telepath
caste. They seem to be converging on Thendara, on the old Comyn Castle which has
been abandoned since the old Comyn Council broke up, five or ten years ago. I
don't know what it means, or why, but you asked to know everything concerning
the telepath caste." ) )

Andrea paused to consider this. Elsewhere she had heard another rumor, that the
Terran HQ had sent out a call for functioning telepaths, all over the %la}lla:xy. She had
even toyed with the cynical thought of going and offering herself for their study.
They'd §Ct some surprises, she told herself, that they never expected. But the dce?p-
rooted habit, so deep as to be instinct, to keep their race's very existence secret from
other bemt%s, had made this idea the briefest, most surface, mental game. In any
case, all others of her kind were long dead, longbvqnlshcd; why tant them?

However, if anyone could find out what was being done to Darkover it would
be these telepaths. She thought with a curious, almost personal rage of Regis
Hastur. How had this young man managed to evade fourteen assassins in a row?
Was it possible she had underestimated the Comyn telepaths?

Well, one thing was certain. If they were all gathering together in one location,
for whatever reason, they would bea convenient target. Sheé might as well make a

ood job of it; wait until they were all assembled, and with one final stroke, free

arkover of the last barrier ffom becoming another planet in the chain of Empire.

Even with all the resources of Worldwreckers, Incorporated, at her fingertips, a
mass murder on this scale would take time and pfannjng. Well, she had all the long
and bitter Darkovan winter to plan it. ) )

Hour after hour she sat at her window watching the snowstorms and the distant
mountains. And beyond those mountains, more mountains, and more forests, and
in those forests. . . .

Nothing. No one. Death and ruin. Not one left alive. Except only I, and that not

for long.

The isolation sign was still on Missy's room, and the %'uarding nurses and hospital
pﬁ;sonnel had grown tired of repeating to Conner: "T'm sorFy. No visitors for
this patient."

Co%ner was at his wit's end. On the seventh day, he bullied his way through
to Jason and David, demanding: "Why are you keeping her drugged and isolated?
You promised I could see her! You've told me she was recovering, and no matter
how badly she was hurt, she must be healing up by now! She'll be wanting me.
I've got to see her!" ) )

"Conner," Jason said gently, "don't you realize, she won't be wanting anyone.
She isn't responding to jlzeoplc at all-she just isn't in contact. Missy is insane."

"So am I, accordmg to Terran Empire ofticial directives," Conner said. "Or didn't
you read my record: Maybe it takes one lunatic to heclip another."

Jason put out his hand. "Sit down, man-don't stand over me like that! I'm on
your side. But don't you realize? This- this creature nearly killed Keral; his hands are
just now healing. She tore up a spaceforce jail and our emergency room."

"Yes," David said, "and she nearly killed you, Jason; if your head had struck the
doorjamb instead of the wall, it would have smashed like an eggshell. It was all

Desideria and Linnea, together, could do to hold her long enough to get her

under drugs. Quite frankly, we don't dare let her regain consciousness."
Conner said stubbornly, "She won't hurt me. She needs me. And I love her."
David felt the shock and upheaval of his own deep ambivalence, like a disrupting
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blow. Conner was wide open to him, with all the misery of a desperately lonely
man who has at long last found something and had it snatched away again. )
Between pity and dismay, David burst out, "Conner-we've been trying to keep this
from you just because you do love her, but haven't we told you what happened
to-to Missy? She's changed; she's not even a woman now!"

"I don't understand-"

David said, "I'll spare you the technical report. I knew how you reacted to
Missy; we all knew, remember? But how about some nice, sexy nude l[()hotos."
Pity and rage made him ruthless of how he hurt the older man. He took the
pictures of Missy, lying in drugged sleeI?, from a folder and handed them over.

"Here's your-girl friend. Love? Look, Conner, she couldn't even react to you
as a woman-

Conner took the pictures. His face drained slowly of color, turning the grayish

reen sick tint of a black skin gone pale. He wet his lips, swa]lowml% hard, and laid
em down. Then he said, his voice strained and harsh, "I don't Know how this
happened. Maybe you can help her. But-with this happening-she'll need me more
than ever. She'll need me to care for her."
"You don't understand," David almost shouted, "you still speak of her; she isn't a
girl, she isn't a-or maybe you have a secret yen for men:"

Conner's face congested with rage and for a moment, as they faced each
other, David felt it like a tangible, beating thing which would reach out, strike
and kill, He faced Conner, not flinching, and thén Conner drew a deep breath,
controlling his fury.

"Listen, you bastard," he said evenly, "it's Missy I love, care about, need. Not
the fact that she has a body I happened to enjoy going to bed with. I don't
discount that, but I could get that almost anywhere, if I needed it that much. I
happen to love Missy-love her. Or him. Or it, if you prefer. Which means that I
care what happens to her, whether I can bang her or not. Which is something you
evidently have never felt for anyone, and I'm sorry for you, you bastard. But if you
keep me away from her any longer, damn you, the wingding she threw is going to

look like a little girl crying for her doll, compared to the one T'll throw!"

. The words echoed in the room, tan%iblc, vibrating, as if they had been written in
lines of fire in the air. David said, and had the sense that it was an enormous and
somehow personal capitulation, "Dave. I didn't understand. I'm-I'm sorry. Forgive
me. Jason-" he turned to the other doctor, "I think we'll haye to let Missy see him. If
he can get through to her, if he can make her understand this, maybe we won't have
any more troubl€ with her."

"It's a risk we've got to take. But s? ose she kills you before you can get through?"

"That's a risk I'l[take," Conner said. "You don't realize. Missy brought me up alive
out of hell; and do you think I'm going to stop at trying to bring her out of her own

hell, whatever it may be?"

The room was white with the reflected light from the falling snow beyond the
windows. Missy lay huddled beneath a sheet; pale and motionless, her colorless hair
spread d?g the pillow. Her face seemed narrow, pale, and inhuman, features bony and

rotruding.

P No, Co%mer thought with a curious pang, she was no longer beautiful. Had she
ever been beautiful or was it only the strange glamour she cast about him?

Jason had told him that the drugs were being allowed to wear off; that she would
waken naturally soon. Conner went quietly to her side and sat down to wait. She
slept still, breathing quietly and moaning a little under her breath, and even through
her disturbed dreams Conner sensed grief, shock and a frightening shame. He
reached for her limp white hand and took it between his own. The skin felt
rough and harsh, faintly discolored. Conner had the sketchy medical training given to
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all ship's officers who may have to be responsible for passengers and crew in the
absence of trained men, and he could follow, to some slight extent, the briefing Jason
had given him. Extreme hormone imbalance; recession of female hormones and
overbalance of androgens, pituitary and thyroid imbalance out of control; this created
the skin troubles. Recession of breast tissue, partial atrophy of female genital

structures, all accelerated. ...

"The instability is hormone inducedﬁof course," Jason had said, "but the emotional
shock is considérable, too; I gather she wasn't aware this could happen."

Conner could reach her tened mind, feel her fear and shock at the failure of the
one stable thing in her world, her fascination over anyone she sought to fascinate.
l(“I_-Iad her failure to attract David touched off the first uncertainty?) Conner set
imself to reach out, in the old way he had learned. . . .

. . . spinning in space, a point of nothingness, he left his body behind, reaching
out with the inner self which had nothingto do with his body:

Missy, Missy. I am here. I am with you. Bodies are little to us: we can use them
or leave them, enjoy them or forget them; but we are more together than we would
be, locked in love, when we can reach one another this way. ...

He came back slowly to awareness. Missy had opened Ker great gray eyes and lay
staring up at him.

"Dave?" she said, in an accepting whisper, and smiled. His dark hand clasped
hard on her gallid one. There was no need for words, but he whispered them
anyway, his face bending over hers:

"I don't care what tKou are, Missy. I love you, and I need you. Maybe they can
help you, but whether or not they can, we belong together and we'll come
through this together, one way or the other. Now we've found someone to
belong to, nothing else matters.'

She was too weak to move, but she turned her face and pressed her lips to his palm.
Then she fell asleep, her hand still clasped in Conner's.

XI

DAY BY DAY, they streamed into the city, in caravans and alone, red-headed
Darkovan telepaths: Comyn and commoner, city dweller and rustic, noble and
yeasant, with only one thing in common; the flaming red hair which had been, from
e immemorial on Darkover, linked indissolubly with the telepath genes and the /aran
powers of the ancient world.

No; more than one thing in common. Each one, as he came, through snow-
clogged passes or dust-choked dry plains, had another story to tell ofga world lying
in ruin, near death.

"For the fall plowing, the earth has turned to black choking dust," said a quiet
bitter man from the lowlands. "Even the weeds will not grow. The soil is barren as a
woman of ninety years." ) ) ) )

"We die from 'the blazing sun," said a tall, wild-faced mountain lord, dressed in the
embroidered leather cloaks which had been abandoned in the cities for more than a
hundred years; "there is no fog on the hills, no rain. The fumes of the resin trees
poison otuir beasts in the sun." ) )

"The trees are leafless, turned to yellow brown and spreading no seeds this autumn,"
said a quiet aristocrat with the face of a Hastur and the gray cgﬁts of the forest
people. "The trailmen are dying in their villages; they come to the edge of their
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forests with their red eyes seared almost to white, standing there, no longer afraid
of mankind. We
spare them what food we can, but we too are facing .hunger and privation." i

"There is no Ghost Wind, and yet the Ya-men are coming from the hills," said a
sad-faced gir] with braided hair, her dress caught with silver butterflies and the blue
star-stone of a Keeper like a pendant jewel at her throat. "No living human has
seen them before, and now we see only their dead bodies lying at the edge of the
deep woods. We have feared them always, because when the Ghost Wind brought
them from the hills they came in a cannibal rage, to pillage and tear and raven, but
it is terrible to know that they are dying away and there will be no more."

"The very land is washing away where there has been fire. . . ."

"The tre€s bear no fruit, no nuts, no oil...."

"The voices even of the catmen are stilled in the ranges. . .."

""vae are :iiy;ng. Co

¢ are e

"D . ___lymg

The Terrans set up food ro%gams; but with the lack of transportation on Darkover,
there was little help available for the more remote districts. Regis had thrown his
own personal fortune into the gap, but it was necessary to prove, first, what was
happening and how. As more and more of his kinsmen streamed into the city-
kinsmen and others, kin by virtue of the curious genetic Tﬁahty they bore-he grew
silent and desperate. How could he find a way fo draw themtogether, in some
fashion that would save their world? Could even’all the resources and wealth of
Darkover do ft?

He had left Project Telepath to David and Jason. There was no time for it, now.
If it could be of hc%g, Jason would know, and tell him. His own personal Me was in
allzﬁﬁrancc, held to the one agonizing preoccupation of safeguarding his surviving
children.

Linnea had not returned to Arilinn; she remained at his side, and her presence was
both comfort and torture: the torture of longing and need; and yet he would
not expose her to the danger that had struck at Melora and her child within the
very walls of the Terran HQ. If an assassin could strike there, then the very Tower
of Ashara or the sanctuaries at Hali could provide no surety for the woman who
bore the seed of Hastur. And he would not expose Linnea to that.

With Regis withdrawn, much of the onus of the project fell on David, but it
seemed meaningless, and he had abandoned routine tests. What good would it do to
discover that Désideria could manipulate small objects up to but not including
eighteen %rams gross weight? He occupied himself, feeling faintly guilty, with the
records of the curious changes in Missy. He and Keral were together in his
quarters late one afternoon going over them with interest. L

"I found it hard to believe what you told me, about emotional factors initiating
the changes," he said; "but it seems to be contact with Conner which is haying
some effect on Missy. Evidently the shift back to female phase is reasonably
complete, although it's true we've used some hormones. It was a matter of
desperation; she was terribly ill; there was a partial failure of the adrenals and
thﬁrmd. We had to try." o
. He studied Keral and did not have to say the next thought in his mind: that the
increasing delicacy of Keral's skin color, something in his growing tPass;vrcy, made
him suspéct a slow, beginning change in the chieri. It was a faintly frightening
thing to contemplate. Keral, following his thoughts with that bewildering accuracy,
said, "_Dayild, could you-bring on that change’in me? You said the hormones
were similar.

"With Missy, it was life and death," David said. "I wouldn't risk it for anything
less, Keral, evén with humans, hormone treatment is risky and inexact, and we've
been studying it for three thousand years! The quantities needed for changes are
so minute, and a mistake can mean madness and death. We've simply got to wait
and see . . . how long does the shift usually take?"
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"Under the proper stimulus," Keral said, "not long. As you know, we chieri
are not so tieéd to clocks and sun cgcles as you; but perhaps, for a full phase
shift, a night and a day ... at a rough guess.' .

"What usually touches off the shift, Keral? Is it the seasons? The phases of the
moons?" There were four, David remembered, on Darkover, and keeping track of
their eclipses and phases would have been a task to drive an astrologer wild.

"I am not certain what brings on the change to a fertile state," Keral said,
"How could I be sure? I have been told by my elders that I am of an age for
bearing-no, I don't mind talking of it now; earlier I did not know you, or your
language, well enough to make myself understood. In the ordinary way, many
things which we finid hard to-to analyze in your way-can bring on thé changes
for mating, The most common is-well, the preliminaties of love, the very
stimulus of contact. I don't know how 1t works, myself." ) o
. David said, with some wryness, "I never thought I'd be part of an investigation
;nt_o'the sex life of your people. It might be easier if I, if I hadn't involved myself
in it!"

Keral said, "Do you wish you hadn't?" ) o

"No, I'm committed." He'laughed suddenly, stirred by a sudden and imaginary
picture of Keral as a woman. It was hard to imagine, harder to believe. His

icture of the chieri as a female was ineradicably colored by his memory of

issy as he had first known her, and her somewhat crude seductiveness.

"I know," said Keral in a low voice, "I'm afraid of that, too. And perhaps that
ve_Hlfear is-is inhibiting the changes." )

e knock at the door which mterru(%géd.them was welcome, at least to David;
but Keral flinched as he saw Missy standing in the door.

The only remaining trace of the acute p?chotic episode was a certain scarring
and discoloration of her skin; and she had wholly ceased to project the blatant
female sexuality, although she'had a faintly feminine appeal which David was
glad, for Conner's sake, to see. She was still, obviously,
in the neuter state, and David had no idea whether she and Conner had
resumed any sort of sexual relationship, though he supposed, if they had, he
would probably know. He was quite aware of the tension of abstinénce between
Linnea and Régis, and it was Very wearing. What had Regis said, that sex let
loose in a group o strang[f; telepaths was disruptive? That was an understatement
if there'd ever been one. There were times when, looking at Desideria, he still saw
the vague and disturbing image of the exquisitely sensual young girl which she had
once been, and could not control a flare of desire quite iricongruous when he
looked at the present Desideria, with her great age and sexless dignity. Well, she
was one hell of a personality and she'd be a - woman until she died! He wouldn't
have touched her- good God, she could have been his great-grandmother-but it
was there, and they both knew it, and it made them gentle and warm with one
another, and strangely like lovers. . . . )

He came back quickly to Missy; taking refuge in the commonplaces of courtesy.

"Did you want something?" ) ) ]
Keral'had gone white with fear, and Missy looked past David to say quickly, "I
won't hurt you, either of you." Her eyes rested on Keral with a curious, ve1le(¥
contempt as she said, "Yoiur've lived a sheltered life, haven't you?"

Keral said, "T've no right to judge you, Missy." .

Her face softened slightly. "I know what you were trying to do, Keral. I'm
sorry I couldn't-respond. I wasn't sane. But I do thanK you, and I've come to ask

ou to do something else for me."

Keral bent his head. "I'll do what I can to help, you know that."

"You tell me that I belong to your own race, your kind. I know nothin
nothing of my people. I was a foundling, liter X(a castaway, abandoned with my
birth woundsstill bleeding, thrown out to die like some abortion." Her face was
bitter with an old anguish and Keral shook his head in bewilderment.

"I cannot understand it, either. To our people, children are precious beyond
words, beloved, welcome, cause for incredible rejoicing and joy. That a woman of
the chieri should cast her own child out to die . . . unless she herself was dead
or mad-"
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"You've had proof that we can go mad, all right." said Missy with a wry smile.
"Oh, I believe what you say; I saw you with the child in your arms, the child of
Regis Hastur's woman, and it evidéntly did something strange to you, too. But I
want to know more of your people."

"You shall know everything I know myself," Keral promised, and David said
"There are also legends of the chieri among men. Desideria knows those, and she
has promised to tell what she knows-for Keral and me. Why not come with us,
Missy? I'm sure she'd be ﬁ‘}ad to have you. . .." )

Missy flinched slightly, then laughed a little. Like Keral, she had a magical
laugh, light and clear as the chiming of a bell. "I'm still afraid of her," she
c? .f(:ls%e , "but she didn't mean to hurt me, either. And I must learn not to be
afraid.

"That's true," David said gravely. He knew that somehow a strong bond was
being woven, and that all resentments must vanish . . . and he was not sure
why, but it was a part of what he must some day become.

Itufelt incredible now, to realize that he had not wanted to come to Darkover
atall.

Before he came here, he had been only half alive, The thing he had re%ardcd
as a freakish deformity was now the major Part.of his life; and as he reached out
to Keral for the familiar touch, he knew that being without it, now, would be
worse than blinding.

XII

"This is a legend told in the heyday of the Comyn, years before the Terrans

came with their ships and their Empire. I heard it when I was a young girl,

Desideria Leynier, bein. ) o )

trained in Castle Aldaran as a matrix Keeper and technician. But it stems from

tEhe days before the Terrans ever came to our world, with their ships and their
mpire.

In the ancient days when the valley lords held court at Thendara, and rode forth
from Arilinn to Carthon, there dwelt a lord of the Old People in Carthon, king
over those who dwelt there. There were no Seven Domains in those days, and
none of the Comyn. ) ) )

There was a maiden of the Fair People of the Wood, Kierestelli by name,
which is to say Crystal in the valley speech. The legends sa}y much of her beauty,
but beauty dwells'in the eyes of love and not in any single feature. In those days
there was an evil queen in the forest, and she drove out Kierestelli to wander
long in the woods alone, to flee into the lands of the valley people, and there she
met with the Lord of Carthon, by the wells of Reuel. Hé took her home to his
castle in the ancient city that now lies drowned in the Bay of Dreams, beyond the
isle of Mormallor, and there she dwelt in happiness; but word came that she was
held prisoner there, and the chieri lords sent a great treasure in gold and jewels-
for they knew that the People of the Valley valued these things, which are nothin
to the chieri folk-for her ransom. But Kierestelli chose to remain with the Lord o
Carthon, because she loved him; so the Lord of Carthon sent back all the
treasure but a single gold ring, which was lpnéla treasure in the house of Hastur.

The treasure of the forest folk is a legend in the Venza Mountains, for when the
Lord of Carthon sent it back, the caravan was waylaid and came never to the
Yellow Forest. So the sire of Kierestelli said, "These %ccg)le would keep both
gold and woman,' and f?atherc_:d his people for the last battle to rescue her; but

efore the first arrow flew, Kierestelli came from the besieged castle, in her shift
and barefoot, her hair hanging loose about her face, wa through the .
assembled defenders and besiegers alike, and knelt before fer father, laying her
hand in her lord's, and begging them to be reconciled.

I will not bear a child in war and terror," she told him,
and when the chieri lord saw that her body was heavy with the child of
Carthon, he laid down his spear and wept, and then he called his men back into
the forest; after, they pledged friendship eternal, and there a great feast was held -
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they still say, in the mountains, when someone shows gr_cat honor, 'They
feasted him' like the Lords of Carthon.' In the end the riendship was broken,
and the chieri withdrew again across the Kadarin and into the hills beyond
Carthon; but from the sons of Carthon was born Cassilda, who was the bride of
Hastur, and from whom were descended the sons of the Seven Domains."
Desideria ended her story, and her listeners sat silent for a moment. Then
David, seizing on a salient point, said: "They sqcak of a woman of the chieri. . . ."
"That’is the way she appeared to your people," Keral said quietly. "To me
what seems important about this tale -and it may well be true-is that a child
was born between human and chieri, without madness or fear. I have known
long that the Comyn &mlc here on Darkover bore the blood of my people in
your veins. We chiéri of you as our far grandchildren. And so, although
we die, some part of our folk survives, even at far remove." )
David asked," But where does the red hair come from?" "I'm not sure," Jason said,
"but I've studied Darkovan history; there's a theory, you know, that Darkover
was originally colonized by one of the lost ships'-s 1ps from the 21st and 22nd.
centuries, betore the Terran Empire, before the hyperdrives, when so many ships
vanished and were never heard of again. Red hair-adrenal function-is
commonplace in one or two old Earth strains, particularly the highland Celts who
vlis;cl:rq' said to be psychic-second sight. Possibly this became fixed in the telepath

e.

Desideria said, "I think I mentioned the belief among matrix workers-the
redder the hair, the stronger the gift. But there was also a theory that very
intense psychic work would make a Keeper go gray early. My own hair tirned
white almost overnight after the Sharra contacts.""So did mine," said Regis in a low
voice. "Partial adrenal exhaustion?" Jason theorized. "In the mountains where I had
my home," Desideria said, "I heard many tales of the chieri, how fair they were.
There is an old song. I cannot recall it now," her brow furrowed in a strange,
inward-turned attempt at recall, "which tells of a_chieri woman seeking for her
mortal lover, not knowing -so long they live-that in the years between, her lover
had grown old and dijed. " .." ) )

Missy said, not loolgm% up, her voice almost a whisper, "Before I knew what I
was . . . only once did T ever think I loved; I remained young, a child in looks
and years, and he 1grf:w old,old...." |

Her voice died. Keral reached out quietly, across Conner, and touched her
hand. She smiled, a brief sad glint of a sinile, and was silent. Regis reached for
Linnea's hand, drew her fingersunder his arm.

1"A%1ways-a woman of the chieri," David murmured, hardly aware that he spoke
aloud.

Linnea raised her eyes and looked at Keral. She said, "I am not idly curious,
believe me. But I have heard strange things, in legfnd. Icgcnds lie; to lie like an
old song, is a proverb with us. Tell me this, then. Is it tru€ that your people take
a mate but once, and if death or misfortune part you, seek nevér for another?"

"Not entirely true," said Keral, "although it'is true that once our hearts and
emotions are set on one, we seldom seek elsewhere. I am speaking from the long
memory of my people, not from my own experience, you understand, Lady. Rare is
the chieri who comes not to his lover untouched- as she to him. It is not that we
demand this, it is simply that all things come in season; and we do not, as we say,
seek fruit in’spring, or blossom from a winter bough. . . ." He sighed. "It is not
only that we desire no other; we can endure no other, as a common thing. And
this' is why we died, our people. . . . Perhalps it is Evanda's way to cancel the
glft of long life she gave us when the world was shaped. Our women are able to

ear for only-I know not your words-cuere-one turn of the seasons? A year? Yes;
maybe : : :
one year in a hundred, and sometimes for many cueru at a time, those of us in
male phase can sow only barren seed. So rarely does it happen, as you can see
that both would come together, raiva-ripened for mating: one to engender, an
his mate to conceive, in a single season. So fewer and fewer children were born to
us. There are exceptions. There are times when one of us, desperate to bear, would
seek another mate. Yet, it has ever been a bitter, hard thing, and seldom can any
one of our Feoplc bring herself to this. Something in our blood will not allow it,
as I have told you."
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Linnea said: "Is it true then, what else they say-that your people lie down
together-" she used the courtly and evasive casta word, accandir, but spoke calmly
and without embarrassment, "only when they desire children?"

Keral laughed aloud. "That tale, at least, is false-or else it would make us a
strange folk indeed! No, Linnea, suplpose we come together like any other
Feo e in this world, or any other world, for consolationin Joneliness, for pleasure,

or heart's ease. But-except'in the madness of the Change -it is not a drive, a
compulsion. Not a need, but a pleasantness, as with music, or dancing."

David said slowly, "A Pcoplc without divided sexes, then, without an
overwhelming sex drive-

"Would have a low survival factor," Jason said; and Regis added, "Something of
this has come down in our blood from you, I've known for many years that
among telepaths the sexual drive is lower than in ordinary man." .

Conner, who had not spoken aloud yet, said quietly from where he sat in
shadow, "This makes sense. Those with 'closed minds' have no way to reach
one another except in the blind touching of bodies in sex. . . ." )

"And sex can be a deeper contact," said Linnea gravely, "or it can-if you're
doing intense telepathic work-act as a kind of static, so disruptive thatit was
believed, for a lonlg time, that a Keeper telepath must be a virgin. Most of them
aren't, these days-I'm not-but some care is needed. Men doing heag telepath
work in the matrix screens are impotent a good deal of the time," Desidetia
nodded. "When I was a girl, it was believed a Keeper must be a virgin," she said. "I
was banned from my place with mK first love; I found soon that'T had not lost my
powers, but it was yéears before I had the courage to use them again."

"Another thing," said Linnea, looking straight at David, "among the Comyn
telepaths men and women are not regarded as so different, and it is common
ﬁ?quglll for young girls to fall In love, first, with other girls, and young boys with

eir playmates."

"It'sp.ngfcn;.lahknovs{n among Terrans either," said Jason, "but the taboo is very strong."

Regis said, holding Linnea's hand, "For me, this was a frightful conflict. T was
brought so young to know that I was the last male Hastur; my father died so
young, my grandfather so old. From my earliest childhood I came to feel they
regarded me only as seed. I came to haté women, for a time. I felt at ease only with
other men, my kKinsmen and cousins.. . ." He looked %mckly, smiling, at Danilo.

David laughed. "They could have solved that in the Empire," he said; "they'd
have had you contributing to a sperm bank." He chuckled at Regis' look of )
noncomprehension and explained, and had the surpnsmgjg:xpencnce of seentlﬁ Regis
Hastur blushm%. Evidently sex wasn't quite the no-taboo thing among telepaths that
he had been led to believe. Silently he reflected that despite the strong taboo on
overt homosexual behavior in Terran cultures, he had often felt closer rapport with
his male friends in the hospital than with most women.

-You establish rapport quickly, from Regis.

I'm not homosexiial!

"Would it matter so much if you were? Regis caught them all up quickly in the swift
net of rapport. Conner and Missy, their fingers lightly intertwined, fair and dark,
dropped a curious bittersweet note into the contact; a swift touch of warmth from
Desideria, I love you all, although none of you has ever touched me or will; a strange
tense reaching from Keral, still hesitant and filled with fear.... the preliminaries of

love play . . . how break this deadlock. . ..

There was a long silence. Outside the glass, soft snow beat on the panes and a silent
wind whirled, white against the darkness. In Keral's mind was a picture of a forest,
lying quiet under snow, light forms moving in a snowflake dance through the bare
trees and groves . .. a moment they all felt the soft blowing through the chieri
grove as it lay silent in the winter twilight.

Then Regis said softly, aloud:

"Among my people tﬁefr say that when men come together with men, or
women with'women, as lovers-we call it the donas amizu, the of friends-it is
recognition of a deeper truth. That within every woman is a hidden man; within
every man, a hidden woman. And it is to this 1nner self, the polar opposite of your
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own, that you give your love."

"The animus and the anima"Jason murmured.

"And in the chieri," Missy said softly, "the inner side is not hidden, and lies
nearer to the surface. This is new to me, too. . .."

"-but not a thing of shame." o o

d once again the intense awareness caught them all up, Regis, Linnea, Desideria
holding them all together in a close bond. David suddenly knew that he had found
his own truth. Man or woman? He touched Conner for a moment and sensed a
like sense of homecoming; felt Linnea nestling like a flower in his consciousness
reached out briefly with his hands, drew her close and kissed her lips; felt himse
embraced quickly by Jason; dropped in and out of swift awareness; Missy flaring like
a comet across his senses; the switt stir of warmth and love that was Desideria;
returning to Keral with a sense of homecoming.

He knew, now, that although they would be afraid of each other again, the
deadlock of shame and fear had beén broken, and he and Keral would somehow
find a way to one another. The rapport slid apart, and they were separated. But
David knew he would never be alone again. Even as they drew apart, an undertone
of mirth ran through their minds, still lightly linked, with Linnea's 'lali%hmi? protest:

"I love your kinsman, Regis; but must he go wherever we go? Will Danilo sleep at
our feet?’Can we never be alone?" And the quick, sobering answer: "Would you meet
Meclora's fate? Alone?"

And as the contact fell apart into its last disappearing shreds, a scrap of thought
that there were some things even a bodyguard could not do.

XIII

WHEN THEY SEPARATED, quietly and without leavetakings (what for? They knew
they would always be together), David and Keral walked home quietly across the
city, guided by the lights of the Terran HQ like a vast white tower in the clearing dark.
Thg}r clung lightly to each other's hands as they walked, but neither spoke much
until, as they passed through the spaceport gates, Keral said, as if answering David's
WOr %."I don't care, now, 1t they kinow.

"Contact with Conner brought Missy back from the worst madness of the Changc."

They did not speak agham, but went quietly up to the rooms assigned to David. It had

e familiarity, now, of home. ) )

Taking advantage of privilege, David had supper sent to their rooms, and they ate
tg&ctheg ina %irowmg sense of closeness and isolation, deepened by awareness of the
falling, insulating snow, all around them. Keral was in the merri€st of moods, and
it was infectious; everything either of them said seemed witty, and they kept going
off into gales of mad aughter, from a dim awareness that somehow their ve

resence was funny in a solemn way. What had they been afraid of? David suddenly

ecame aware that he was moving perilously close to the edge of drunkenness and
%ushcd aside a third glass of the sweet, pale'wine from the Darkovan mountains.

eral followed the gesture and said gravely, "I wasn't trying to get you drunk, but
does it matter if we are?" )

"Only that I'm not sure of the effects of alcohol on your metabolism-and too damn
sure of its effect on mine!" Dayid laughed and put it Ermly aside. "Anyhow, I don't
want to spoil anything by being out of focus.' .

"It means so much to you, to have everything clear and defined? Ma&ybe things
aren't meant to be quite that clear. It might be a good thing if the edges were a little
blurred." Keral came over, bent and took David's head between his hands; a strange
gesture and David sensed at once, an unusual and intimate one. He said, almost
whispering, "After all, it's only safe to look at the sun through smoked glasses."

"It's too serious for that."

"And you think it isn't serious for me?" Keral turned David's face upward b¥i main
force and their eyes met; and something inside David turned over. He had been living
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with this for weeks, but suddenly it was there crystal clear and without the merciful
blurring: desire and tenderness, too entangled to be sure which was which, Keral said
"If I dign't take it more scriqusiy than you can possibly know-I wouldn't be here." Keral
dropped to the floor and laid his head on David's knees. His long hair felt soft and
fine; David felt a faint shivering run through Keral, and wanted to seize him in his
arms, but he knew, rationally, that he must wait. For Keral this would be a slow-
rising, slow-culminating thing, and any shock might arrest or damage the whole
process. Keral looked up, and David, aware now of his subtler expressions, knew he
was on the edge of tears. "I'm afraid, David. Missy was actually in a man's arms
when the change came on her, and 1t went the wrong way. How can we be sure:"

David almost panicked at that. Keral had been sure that all would be well. If
he lost confidence, what lay ahead? )

But; perhaps this was inevitable. As (Folan ebbed and flowed, male to female,
passive to active, there must be- David found it quieted him to think clinically-
some fairly drastic hormone changes, and this would make Keral's emotions
volatile, uncertain, labile. The very knowledge of the inevitability of the process
may be what's making Keral panic, as if he's started something he can't change or
control ... as inevitable and drastic as b ..

David thought, using a male pronoun is part of what's probably bothering me,
too. No good; however hard he tried, he could not think of Kéral as a woman;
any more than he could sense, psychologically, Missy as a male, though he had
actually seen her as one.

Yet there was woman in Keral. . ..

The hidden woman. . . .

He must accept it; help it to emerge. ) )

David bent over Kera , repeating Keral's gesture, hands at either side of the
delicate pale face. "Don't bé afraid. I'll try not to-go faster than you can follow."

Keral smiled but did not speak. David, finding that clinical thoughts calmed
him, ran deliberately over his knowledge of the alien &)h}_}{smlogy. Keral's present
neuter phase, with a slight balance to maleness, would, it the stimulus was adequate-
and this was a big if-if the psychological and p’hys1010%1cal stimuli were all in
balarlllcel, gradually tip the balance toward the female: hormones, genitals,

sychology.
P lgrom agsyt;ictly physical point of view, actual intercourse should be possible;
even now, it should be possible. That was all they knew; that theoretically, with
their knowledge of anatomy, there was no reason it should not be possible.

But there was a hell of a long gap between the theoretical and the practical! He
thought, I've never had hypothetical sex before, and realized he must still be on
the very edge of being drunk. He wondered how long the shift to female phase

took.

"I don't know," Keral said, and Dayvid never knew if he had put the question
aloud, "we're not as tied down to clocks as you people. I've never timed it. To
guess-with one of my own-perhaps two or three hours or less. But with you-I'm
not tgymg to be vague; I don't know!" . i
. "It doesn't matter,” David said quickly, recognizing near hysteria. The hormones are
identical, Theoretically he should react to me éxactly as to one of his own people. But
the psychic factor méans a hell of a lot too. ) ) ) )

David felt a sort of fierce tenderness. Difficult and frightening as this was for him,
for Keral it must be almost unbelievably so. David only broke a superficial taboo
against sex with someone with similar organs. A damn’silly taboo anyhow. David
would at least remain in his own familiar gender and rol€, Keral, after
unimaginable years as a male -how old was he? Three or four hundred or even
more? -must ¢ an%e. And-this distressed David even more-it was Keral as a male
he had learned to lIove. Would Keral as a female seem so strange that love would
vanish in the strangeness? Would he be less beloved? ) ) )

Keral was still shivering violently; David held him, wondering with a curious,
distracted curiosity if some mor¢ directly sexua] stimulus would help or hinder
the psychic, or evén the physical changes. It might ease the sense of strain, or
heighten it. He didn't know, He could only guess. Tentatively, he kissed Keral;
Keral accepted the kiss passively, neither refusing nor responding, and David
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began to draw away; but Keral's hands tightened and he kept David close.
amn it. It seems so cold-blooded, to psych him out like this. Like an experiment.

David finally found his voice. "Keral, I'm afraid too. I don't know how you
respond, or what to expect at any given moment, or even how you feel about
this. If this is going to work at all, there's one thing we don't dare do, and that's to
assume the other one knows. I've found out that this mind reading business
tends to come unstuck at the damnedest times! If this is even going to be physically
possible, let alone the way we want it, we've got to be completely frank with
each other. Completely. If I go too fast, or do anything you aren't ready for,
you're going to have to stop me; and don't be upset if I do the same with you.

Because we can't take the chance of blundering down blind alleys."

He said, with a faint, fey smile, "We'll have to keep our minds open about-
blind alleys, and give ourselves a chance to recover, if we hit them. I can't
imagine anything you could do that would turn me against you. It would be
only'a mistake, not a catastrophe.”

as it a mistake to kiss you? Some Terran groups don't-"

"Not a mistake. A little before I was ready, maybe."

David felt the effort it was costing Keral to put this all into words, not even in
his own language, during this tremendous emotional and physical upheaval. He
felt cruel for forcing th1s alien lgame of total frankness on Keéral, but he saw no
other w a.Y to come roug this without hurting each other deeply, inflicting
emotiona] wounds which could drive a deep wedge between them.

What diversion, then, while Keral moved at his own pace toward some
urnmaé.l nable goal> It struck David that they had seen each other unclothed only
under the most ordinary of circumstances; it m1% ht be wise to get used to each
other and not risk being surprised by strangeness Tater, Keral Was completely matter-
of-fact when David suggested it, saying uretly that his people went clothed only
a ainst the bitterest weather or arnongD (?ers e drew off his clothes without

int of shyness or erotic awareness avid felt sh%llltl%less matter-of-fact;
nakedness to him, was a furthering of intimacy ave sexual overtones. It
heightened his Awareness of Keral, and of h1mself He was glad that they had
grown used to each other's bodies under more
impersonal conditions, but he seemed to be seeing Keral for the first time. Keral
was tall, inches taller than he, although David was tall, and his frail, fine-boned
body was pale and almost hairless €xcept for a faint silvery shadow across the
loin$. Despite the smallness of the breasts, it was not too hard to think of it as
feminine even now. Next to Keral, David himself felt gross, rough, almost
apishly masculine.

They stood looking at each other for a time, trying to recapture their old
selves'to fit this new time and place; then, with a small shiver, Keral held out his
arms and the stood embraced, carefully, not too close. Dayid found himself

1r1%< cut it off, aware of the dangers of hysteria. Instead he tried
krssm eral again, and this time there was a hesitant, infinitely shy response.
When they drew apart Keral said timidly, "T don't even "know-what forms of
love play are-customa or permitted with you."

David felt an almost sudden wave of desire and fought an impulse to
crush Keral against him, roug , forcing some sort of response . . . the slow pace
was torture, advance and retreat, tantalUs . . . but he mastered it, knowing this

was the blindest of blind alleys. Fe suspected rape would be ll)h ysically
impossible, and even if it were possible, what could it possibly. accomphsh but
alienation and anguish? He said, very gently, "My dear, does it matter what's
customary? This isn't a customary sitation. You said nothing I could do
could turh you against me. I feel the same way, but we'll simply have to take
our time and see what ha d%)pens " And David reairzed this was something of a
crucial breakthrough. As the infinitely delicate B larity tipped, male to female, Keral
would become more shy, more pass1ve It was Dayid's turn to take the lead.

An experienced woman can take the lead with a young or shy male. But he
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didn't even know how much e)épcricnce, among his own kind, Keral might have
had, and in any case it would now be irrelevant. David must now initiate; lead;
and still be aware of response or refusal.

He drew Keral down beside him and they lay embraced, full length, kissing
gently, then moving with growing response. David said at last, huskily, coming
up for air, "This isn't too fast for me-but it might be for you, Keral." He took

Keral's hand gently in his own and guided it, but Keral jerked violently away.

For an instant David felt a spasm of anger. Nothing in Keral had preé)arcd
him for what seemed like prudery. Then, comm% back to sanity (he had to
think. Violent erection, desire, or not, he couldn't let his body do the thinking
here), he realized that Keral was afraid. Ph sically afraid, and if that fear began
to sgral upward, out of control, they were finishéd. Keral's whole body was
shaking with the effort to conceal his fear, but it was like a scent. David sat up,
moving away.

"Seer I'm Sytll.l in control, Keral. I promised; nothing you're not ready for. But I
wish you'd told me before it got so bad. I can't read your mind now; your
emotions sort of blur everything. So you'll have to tell me."

"It's not; I wanted you to touch me, but-"

David said, on sudden intuition:

"Am I so different from one of your people in male phase? Different enough
to frighten you?" ) ) )

"Not really, although-I think you're st_ro%[%cr than I believed. I'm always-it's
hard to say this-I'm always a little afraid in the early stages. But it isn't just that.

nong us there is mor€, more continuing change, and if you are already like
this, I 'am afraid that later, when I am ready-" )

He was shaking terribly now, very near tears, and David suddenly understood.
He almost laughed, it was too much like some stuénd dirty joke, but he cradled
Keral gently in his arms and held him tight. He said quietly, "No. No, Keral, you
fo_r%et. We reach the full sta%: of arousal quickly. As I am now-that is what I
will'be when you are ready. No

more.

Of course. If Keral was used to a slow and gradual sexual change, a growth which
lasted over a period of hours, and if at this early staglc David had already
reached maximum size and intensity, how could Keral know that? They were,
after all, David realized, more alien than civilized man
and savage; and even among men of a single breed and single planet, there
were endless misunderstandings and alien taboos. ) . .

Keral was calmer now. He said, "Of course; it was foolish to be afraid. I wish I
were ready for you."

"] can wait."

"You're trying so hard to meet me halfway. I'm ashamed."

"Don't be, Keral."

He felt pliant, almost brittle in David's arms; David felt gross and rough and
almost unsure of the land and type of physical change he would see in Keral.
Dav1"d said, at last, "I'm still in-unfamilidr country, without a map. I want to be
sure-

Keral said immediately, "Yes. This at least is so. We must know completely what
the other is ... even if we were two of a kind, it would be wise, and now there's
no other way." . )

David was glad to be detached and almost clinical again as Keral slowly
explored his body with his hands. The touch was exciting, but not dangerously so,
and mutual curiosity relaxed the tension. To hell with theoretical specimens and
anatomical generalities, I want to be sure about this one, individual one! As he
touched Keral curiously, he wondered, embarrassment and unsureness mmlglcd
would the strangeness be enough to repel him? Could anything about Keraf’ make
him feel revulsion? The textbook drawings he had made’fromthe first medical
examinations of both Keral and Missy were in the back of his mind. When he
made them had he guessed this? He touched the folded genital slit, thinking
randomly that it was a more sensible arrangement than the exposed one of his 6wn
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kind of human. "Promise to stop me if I hurt you."

Keral laughed. "I don't think you will. I'm not really that fragile. I didn't hurt
you touchmg_ you, did I?" David realized that they had come a long way; Keral
could touch Rim now, easily and without hesitation or fear. The change must
be far advanced, and he took courage from that.

There was no great strangeness and nothing repellent. At the front of the slit,
retracted now like a small folded bud, the male organ, smaller now than a human
baby's, although when David, telling himself that he must somehow come to terms
with the male in Keral, touched it gently, Keral murmured softly with pleasure.
Behind it, deepening in color and faintly swelling, was the female organ, and
David, losing his detachment, trembled slightly as he felt the slow throb under his
hand. He closed his eyes and moved away, afraid again to hurry anything. Keral

broke into violent shuddering and pulled him closer.

"I'm not sure; it's not the same-I can't stand this," he said fiercely, "not
knowmg, something's got to chanﬁe, it's kllhn%lme-"

We should have expécted this, David thought bleakly. Deadlock. So far and no

er, and the cultural taboos so strong neither of us can break through them.
The attempt had to be made before he lost his nerve, and yet the fear of what
a premature attempt could mean held him paralyzed. He moved carefully above
Keral, and the chiert's eyes closed, as he clutched David's shoulders, still
trembling. He said, "I gog't know-I'm afraid-" ]

David himself was so frightened that it nearly unmanned him. Oh God, why
did we try, we had so much. . .. He found himself sobbing, limp, lying across
Keral's breast and cerg helplessly. He had never known such tetror. Keral was
crying, too; they held each other, chn’g%% in a sort of blind panic. David finally
managed to gasp, "What shall we do:” What shall we do?" ) )

Slowl¥, Keral quieted. He held David close, his lips against David's hair, and
for the first time tonight, David was aware of the softness of his skin, the
feminine lightness of his touch, as Keral whispered softly in his own language,
words David could not understand, although he knew them for endearments. At
last he murmured, "David, my dear, we should have expected this. We were both
t00-t00 tense, too aware. Maybe love needs a little madness. Remember what you
said about blind alleys?"

"It's hopeless, then®?"

"No. No. A mistake, not a catastrophe. We were fri%l.tencd, and-well, self-

conscious." He raised himself and Kissed David, brushing the hair out of his

eyes. "Lie here close to me, David. We were both in a hurry. As if we had to
make sure of each other right away."

"I'm ashamed-" Dayid muttered. ~ )

"I was before, but it's easier for me if I know that you're frightened too," Keral
said simply. "You seemed so sure of yourself, I wondered if you had any idea
how hard’it was for me-"

"I was pretending," David muttered against his throat, "I wanted to give you
confidence, too."

Slowly they quieted, lying close together, feeling the rhythm of each other's
hearts. They had been Like this before, David remembered, but not so honest
with each other. Warmth and security had done their work. David found
himself erect again, throbbingly aware of Keral warm and trustful against him.
Keral smiled and pulled him close.

"Don't be afraid. We can try." )

At first David could not find the entrance and Keral had to help him. He.
She. Damn, damn. Fear again, and momentary awkwardness; a drawn breath
from Keral; tension that nearly undid David again. Then he realized that he
had actually entered. He felt dizzily strange, resisting the instinct to move, and
w%xlkspgﬁgﬁi, controlling himself:

eral:
"It's all right-" but the voice was a threadlike gasp.
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"Not-afraid?"
"A little, but-go on, I want you to-"

It was hard and awkward, and for a moment they struggled helplessly toward
each other, in a renewed spasmodic fear and anger; and Keral sobbed again, in
a last flare of panic trying to fight him away. And then, suddenly, they found
that they fitted together, and David felt a relief so enormous that he could have
burst into tears again. He rested a minute, leaning down to kiss the wet face
beneath his, then hunger and desire quickly overcame him again, surging up at
the lessening of the seemingly endless tension and fear. They clung together,
moving almost savagely, learning each other's rhythms and movements. Keral was
still sobbing, but not, now, with fear. And then, swiftly, it was over for David, in

an exploding, blackout burst of light.

When he got his breath again he leaned down and kissed Keral; then, in swift
compunction for his tears, gathered him close: )

"Don't, there's nothing t0 cry about-is there? Did I hurt you so much? I tried-"

"No, no, you didn't hurt me, I was so afraid something would go wrong again
and now-now I want to cry, to laugh, to fly. . .. ] )

They fell together into silence, still aware o¥ the soft snow whispering against the
window. David had not realized how wholly the strangeness had gone, and yet;
this was still Keral. He still did not think of Keral as a woman; and yet- oh, hell!
Why struggle for labels? Keral was Keral; and he loved him; and he 'didn't care;
and he fell'asleep in Keral's arms not caring.

X1V

ON A DAY late in the winter, Jason stopped by the laboratory and said, "David?
Regis Hastur just sent me a mcssa%ﬁ; he wants us all to come up to the castle.
He didn't say why. Will you walk there with me?"

David got his héaviest coat-a Darkovan one; the ones he had owned on other
planets would have been summer-weight here-and came along. Jason asked,

How is it going?"

"Busy, as usual. I was right, by the way; all of the other telepaths in the new
group have gray eyes, and all of the Comyn and Darkovans have the typical
brain wave readings; not as pronounced as in the chieri, but the same thing on a

lesser scale."

Jason chuckled. "Did you ever see so many redheads?"

'"No. I read an old story once-from prehistory-called The Red-headed League,
a foolish tale about something that was a crime then; I can't remember, but one
paragraph in it-I thought of it this morning: T never hope to see such a sight
as that again. From north, south, east and west, every man who had a shade of
red in his hair had tramped in. I should not have thought there were so many
in the whole country. Every shade of red they were: straw, lemon, orange, brick,
liver, clay and the real flame-haired tint.' ) )

"Well, 'you look as_if you belong," Jason said, and David laughed.
"Coincidénce; when I was a kid on Terra, red hair wasn't associated with
anythm%except bad temper. I had that too; that was before I realized that
everybody around me couldn't tell what I was thinking as easily as I could tell it
about them. But where in hell did you get it, Jason? You're not red-headed."
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"I was as a kid, but I'd forgotten. Mgr mother was," Jason said; "she was
Darkovan, but she died before I was old enough to remember. As for being a
telepath, I never suspected I was until being around all of you I started picking
things up. Where's Keral?"

They had gone down to the spaceport gates now and passed through,
climbing the steep old streets toward the old castle on the cliffs high above
them. David said, "He went out for a walk in the fields; I think the streets and
buildings stifle him."

"Alone?"

"No; Conner was with him, and some guards-I had work I wanted to finish."

"Keral doesn't look nearly as-well, as girlish-as Missy. I notice you still say he."”

David shrugged. "I still think of him that way. Maybe Missy changed so much
only because she was mimicking humans; a lot of behavior we think of as sex

linked is really just culture linked; I don't know."

Jason said, "I loved a Free Amazon once; in many ways it was like loving a
man, and more so toward the end than at first."

"I've heard Linnea speak of the Free Amazons but somehow I thought they only
loved other women."

"Oh, no! But they do as they please, and no man holds one of them for long.
Kyla stayed with me for three'years and that was a long time, for a woman with
no child; then she grew weary of the city, but my work was here and I decided
to stay. I'm not sure if T was rag%t or wrong, but I'm a doctor, and for better
or worse-" lason fell silent, and Dayvid said, "I understand." ) )

"The work we're doing now, a reliable study of telepaths and their powers, is

oing to make all the difference to Darkover," Jason said; "it's been tried before,
ut nothm%]evcr came of it; the Darkovans wouldn't cooperate. Now they are

doing it of their free will. ) o ) ) )

"N%t entirely of their free will," Dayid said, "but of necessity. I think seeing Keral
and hearing about his people has frightened them; they see themselves. Their
birth rate Is falling too, you know. Appallingly. Not one of the women here has
had more than one child; and the men-" he shrugged. "A few, like Regis, felt it
their duty to make sure they had children; the others never thought of it."

Jason asked, "A case of nature breeding back to the norm?" )

'T think not. It's a case of-sensitivity," David said. "Once you get habituated to
that kind of contact, nothing less seems real. And there dren't so many potential
mates either; marriages are made for political reasons, too, and the girls are
brought up in isolation, seeing only their own blood kin. No one ever thought of
tr¥1ng to breed deliberately for the'telepath genes, and as a result, half of the
telepath families are diluted until the gift hardly shows, and the others so inbred
that some awfully freaky recessives are coming out."

"True enough." Jason said. "Well, perhaps something will come of this
gathering." As he spoke, they passed under the high gates of the old castle. The
guards on duty there looked faintly askance at the two Terran Medics, in their
white uniforms, but let them pass, and inside the corridors, which were, like most
Darkovan buildings, of pale translucent stone with colored lights behind the
panels, one of the servants told them that the Lord Hastur had given orders to

bring them to the Council Chamber.

David already knew that the orders sent out by Regis to bring every known
telepath on Darkover to Thendara, had resulted in two hundredand thirt
adult men and women-which on Darkover meant over fifteen years old. About a
hundred more were accounted for as unable to come becausé of inaccessible
weather and climate, extreme old age or illness, and a few because of advanced
pregnancy. This was not a great number for a population which numbered .
somewhere in the low millions-a census of Dark-over had never been made. David
had heard the old estimates; in the old days,, r01‘;§ls11y one in a hundred of the
population had displayed measurable telepathic gifts.
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Rc%is did not long leave them in doubt about why he had called them
together. After rehearsing a few of the known problems, and begging them to
cooperate in the Terran-sponsored program to measure their gifts and train those
which were latent, he broke off the formal speech and stepped down from the
high platform from which he had spoken.

David had been in contact with him often enough to sense his complete
dedication, but he had never before thought of Regis as much of a leader.
Always before Regis had seemed to him a quiet, rather diffident youngster,
pushed reluctantly into a position of power and not enjoying it. Regis was not
especially tall, even for a Darkovan-they were not a particularly tall race. He
was about five foot nine, and although his features were fine, the snow-white
hair lending them a steel-toned distinction, he would not of himself have
drawn all eyes. But now, as he spoke, David sensed that he was drawing on some

force which seemed above and beyond his own personalitg.

""Our world is in the hands of wreckers," he said, "and I cannot even urge you
to seek help from the Terrans. It might be better to die our own way thanto live
in theirs. But I do not believe these are our only alternatives. We are something
quite unusual among the hundred thousands of inhabited worlds; and we must keep
what we have.

"Our traditional ways and governments have been broken up, and nothing has
emerged to take their place. The Terran Empire is all too ready to step into this
vacuum,

"The Comyn and the Comyn Council, our old hierarchy, are gone. I am going to
ask you all to join with me in forming a new council; a council which will not rule
Darkover, but which will lead it and work to restore it.

"For hundreds of years, those of you who, like myself, were born into telepath
families and castes have had the tradition of spending your gifts for the good of
our world as a whole. You have sacrificed yourselves and lived in isolation, working
with the screens and matrices to give us such small technology as we have. And
those of you born into other families and castes have been considered outcasts,
freaks, strange and uncanny, both revered and feared.

"T ask you to join together: Comyn and commoner, peasant and lord, Free Amazon
and stranger, valley man and mountain man. I ask you to spend yourselves further
for our people. And for the time beg}% I ask you to lend your gifts to the Terrans
in return for the help we need to reb d our world. But in'return I guarantee that
we will never become tLus:t another of the lockstep worlds of the Empire. Maybe we
can be the leaven in their dough. Maybe, when they find that they cannot
remake us in their image, they will find that they remake themselves more like us.

"Will you give me all your help?"

He stood silent, and for a moment there was no answer.

It was not needed. It was like a visible storm in the room, as every man and woman

there rose physically to his feet and David found himself locked into the sudden and
incredible joining.

There were superficial differences; there would even be hostilities. But at this
moment they were all united; and David knew that never in the history of the
known universe had anyone led such a united group with such a single mind.

He didn't know how they would meet the problems their world faced. But he'd bet
on them to solve them-and he knew in that blinding moment of revelation that he
would be a part of the answer.

The winter wore away, day by slow day, while Andrea Closson studied her plans,
listened to her spies and cogitated the final act which would leave this planet
defenseless. Once or twice she thought that she could hardly have planned it better,
all the remaining telcgilths coming together into the Comyn’Castle; it was as if, in
some lemming rush, they had hastened to put themselves into her hands.
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The few who remained, old, insignificant, ill or trapped in isolated districts, they
did not count; even the few young }%‘rcgnant women who remained away.
Nevertheless, without realizing it she was relieved, for she had an irrational prejudice
against killing a woman with child, and this eliminated the need. Regis Hastur, who,
when her assassins were still on this Kﬁmet, had been her prime target, was rumored
in the city to have another mistress. Andrea had never seen Regis Hastur, but she felt
a vague admiration for him; he had thwarted so many attacks. Well, let him enjoy
such time as was left to him and his people, in peace. The few who remained after
her last act would be too few and too feeble to rebuild their kind; in another
generation they would be no more than a memory and a few isolated throwbacks.

Working through a few agents (like most Trade Cities, you can buy anything in
the main spaceport of Darkover if you have the price) she had managed to secure
the materials she wanted. One night toward spring, she heard the news she was
waiting for: "It's one of their special Festivals," the man told her, "and all of them,
including the telepaths they've brought in from offworld on this special HQ Medic
project-ten or fifteen of them by now-will be up in the castle that night. It's some
kind of dance-to celebrate the spring thaw, or the first green leaves, or
something like that. I don't know why they're taking time off to hold a dance at
this time of year with all they've got on their minds, but I guess I'll never

understand Darkovans."

"How reliable is this information?" Andrea asked. "It's as straight as a computer
readout," the man assured her. "One of the chaps in the telepath project is a
great gambler. I can giet his tongue loose if he wins-and I make sure he wins."

"Fool," Andrea said dispassionately, "if he's a telepath he probably knows you're
picking his brains." .

"Whether he knows or not, he doesn't give a damn," the spy retorted. "I don't
know what you're plotting, or planning, if anything, so he couldn't read much.
So what if he knows I don't mean them any good. I'm no telepath, but I don't
need to be, to know that this cat Rondo means them no good either. He's
goba'l')ly delighted to know that I'm reporting back to somebody who doesn't love

em.

Well, the harm was done; but Andrea doubted if anyone, now, would
trouble to track down who was behind a single spy. In any case, she doubted if
anyone born human could read her thoughts. Certainly not after all these years.
(Onge, in the forest, when a copper-haired Free Amazon had watched her burying
the black virus, she had felt a trace of contact and dismissed it with contempt.
And after all, nothing had been done, although a brief check had told her that the
Free Amazon had run to some local seeress for a counter-charm. So much for
Darkovan telepaths!)

And if they read her mind too late-well, it would be too late. She never let it
come up to the surface of her mind that

after this final act she had not bothered to plan her own escape. (What for?)

Her excuse was s1m(qu. There was no one else she could trust to know her plans,
or the telepaths would pick up the knowledge from his mind. =~ .

So that it would be her own act and another race would die. Like her own.
Without knowing it, David echoed the very words of Andrea's spy: "I don't

ow why, with all they have on their minds, they're taking time off for a dance
tonight!" Jason chuckled. "When you've been on Darkover a few years longer,
you'll understand it." It was taken for granted by them both now, David, )
thought, that he was committed for Me to this world. "Dancing is a big thin
here."Get three Darkovans together anywhere and they hold a dance." Regis sai
"It's a primary study. I think it goes bacK into prehistory; perhaps rising out of old
folk festivals'at thé eclipses; I don't know. It's the on¢ exclusively human
activity; there is a parallel for every other human thing in some lower animal, even
music-the birds sing, and even some insects make artistic patterns. But there is
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an old poem which states it: only men laugh, only men weeé) and only men
dance." He was rcsglcr_ldcn‘_c in a Jeweled costume ‘of blue and silver; Linnea, at
his side, was covered with pink flowers, some real and some artificial. He smiled
kindly at David and asked Keral, beside him, "Do the chieri dance?"

"They do," said Keral softly, "in the forests-in sun or moonlight-in ecstasy."

David, as always, sensitive to Keral's moods, thought that Keral was near the edge
of ecstasy himself. Although he normally avoided crowds, tonight he had
dressed himself in his own garments-a curious long tunic of shimmery fabric
which he said was woven of spider's silk-and joined them. The Change was
complete in Keral now, and to David he seemed lovelier than Missy had ever
been; but tonight there seemed a positive glow, a visible light and shimmer

around the chieri.

Behind them, the lighted ballroom was aglow with a thousand sparkles
crowded with men and women in brilliant costumes, hair of every shade of red.
There was soft music with %Lm:t well-marked rhythm, but Regis turned his back
on it all and walked across the dark garden. He looked up intG the sky at the _
four floating moons. He looked round again, at the pale gleam of Keral's moonlit
hair; at Conner's face, a mere blur against the dark. ) ) )

Conner said, "You know I have one of those 'out of focus* time things. Watch it,
Regis; something's going to %E) wrong tonight. I was just there for a minute and
felt'it, but I can't control it." Regis said slowly, "I don't sense anything, but
precognition isn't a Hastur talent. What was it like, Conner:?" )

He ridged his brow with effort "I can't completely control it," he said. "T'm not
sure. Like-like fireworks." )

"Maybe it's the past you sense and not the future. This castle has a long and
sometimes a bloody h1st01c'Iy, my dear friend." )

"Maybe." Conner looked troubled though and reached in the darkness for
Missy's hand. Regis watched as thci moved away. Missy's fantastic beauty had
never come back, but from what Keral said about the chieri, in general, there was
time for that. Much more time than Conner had. Lifetimes. But Conner was
content with her as she was.

David, returning to the li%htcd ballroom, stood at the side -dancing was
something he knew little a out-watching the intricate patterns: couples, groups,
long chains of people, an occasional sudden solo dancer emexginﬁ from the
iroup. It was like watching the flight of brilliantly colored birds. Regis and

innea briefly emerged from the grollqlp, dancing entwined, and the love between
them was like a palpable awareness. Not that the dance held an%notc of
eroticism, and yet an essence of sexuality wove like a line of light between them,
and he sensed that in some curious way ) )
theK were actually flaunting it. He thought, with some amusement, that since
he had come to Darkover he had spent an inordinate amount of time thinking
about other Fepplc's sex life. Well, sex was pretty basic. After all, most people
spent a lot of time thinking about it. On Darkover- or at least among telepaths-it
simply wasn't possible to keep it out of casual conyersations and encounters, It
made’little sense to treat a girl as if you were uninterested when she was just as
conscious of your undercover feelings as of her own. He wondered if that was
why the telepaths had created what seemed a very elaborate code of almost ritual
politeness-for instance, never staring deliberately at'a young girl; perhaps a way of
emphasizing, "I am a sexual creature and I respond to you, but I emphasize that
I await your response and consent." It had evidently, from what he knew of
Darkovan manners in general, filtered down to groups which were not telepathic
at all, and he wondered what rationalizations they had developed to account for
it. He knew that duelut‘l;F was common on Darkover-to compensate for the
inability to conceal hostility? A backlash against painful empathy? Or a way of
asserting cock-of-the-walk ‘masculinity? ) o )

Keral'reached for David's hand, and David clasped it in his own, with the
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never-failing awareness of response, empathy. Keral seemed even more joyous
than usual tonight, the gray eyes seeming mad with merriment, his color higher
than David had ever seen it, a'positive radiance of glow and joyousness. His
silky hair, very long shoulder ength and more, seemed to catch the light breezes
and blow in an invisible current no greater than that which made the lights dance
gnddsway. David said, "You look happy, Keral," and realized that the words were
inadequate.

"I a?n. Do you remember what I said to you, the first time we were
together-/ want to laugh, to sing, to fly?"

remember; how could I forget?"

"I am even more happy now. Don't ask me why, not now, not here. I will tell
you very soon. But now-here-" He threw back his head and stood there in an
attitude of intent, close listening intensity. It seemed that he heard some sound,
some voice from nowhere; rapt, ecstatic. Then he raised his arms, stood swaying
for a moment like a tall flower stem swayed by the invisible breeze of the music,

and began to dance.

David, watching, felt the music drolg away into silence, or perhaps he no longer
heard it. He was only conscious of Keral, first like a drifting leaf borne on the
currents, then whirling into a mad dance of ecstasy. It was the frail and sensitive
Linnea who caught the contagion first, breaking away and whirling across the
floor behind him; and after her, first by twos and threes and then by tens and
dozens, like some mad flight of birds wheeling, dipping, circling and rising. David,
his whole awareness swept up into the dance, saw, at the edge of his
consciousness, Conner flinging himself into the ﬂoodmg movement, saw

Desideria moving ligrhtly, rifting with her delicate draperies afloat; then his own
separate awareness drifted away 1 a rising tide that broke over his head and

swept him out into the moving flood of his own people.

Rise and fall, drift and circle and whirl on the invisible tides of the world; the
force of flooding spring in the heart and soul. The currents of moonlight an
invisible magnet that drew them, whirling and surging, through the great doors and
out into the cool m1st':yh garden. David, his feet treading the measure in rh
with the others, felt the cool air on his face, and in asplit second of brief, amazed,
sane self-awareness, wondered, what are we all doing; and then the thought was
swept away again in the pull of flooding moonlight, shared consciousness, dizzy
motion of sheer joy for its own sake. It was vaguely like swimming underwater,
with a blind unfocused pressure pulling him along on its own swift current, and he
surrendered to it, seeing with scraps of awareness little instantaneous fragments
of beauty; Keral's hair silvered bY’ moonlight, his rapt face upturned and almost
wholly_m’hqman' Missy, blown like a circling leaf; Conner, drawn volitionless
on a blind tide; licg1s, moving slowly with his eyes closed and yet somehow
resembling an arrow in flight.”And then David was swept away from his friends
and into the center of the spinning ecstasy, whirled faster and faster into the
rising vortex of awareness. He moved i 'a dream, but his body was wholl
alive’and aware of the joyous freedom of motion, the pull of the tides of moons
and sea, each separate moon a different living tingle in his nerves. Each star in the
luminous sky seemed a separate living thing, exerting its own pull on his brain;
and each of the separate dancers in the crowd was a different force, a separate
feel. With infinitely extended senses, like long streamers of cobweb brilliance,
almost palpable in the thin and scented air, he touched each individual one of
them, feeling their uniqueness, their own special joy.

And more. And more. The spring leaves bursting bravely and unseen .
throughout the ruined land. The mosses unfolding under the snow. The quiet
and secret life of birds here in the garden and far away in the hills and forests;
the fierce prowling of the nonhuman catmen on the hills, driven by hunger and
fear; the rising sap in the blood of beasts driven by tides and currents to race
fiercely in mating; everywhere, everywhere, all things reawakening, rising, flooding
into spring and rebirth and a new world. Far away in the forests, without
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knowing how, in a vividness past picturing, David saw them; the old kindred
tall andstill and old and wise beyond knowing, with their grave gray bcaunf}li
eyes like Keral's, and their long flowing hair, and the ageless sureness in their
hearts, resigned to the long slow fall of their last autumn, suddenly sensing the
new spring and rebirth and knew that they, too, wheeled and danced in the
overwhelming awareness of returning life and spring and a world reborn.

(And somewhere in a high hidden vantage point above the garden, Andrea too
saw the madness of the dance whirl through the red-headed ones and even
through senses blunted for centuries, felt the old madness of surging life and
renewal, and stood paralyzed, caught up, anguished, with old throbbings
beating through her life and battering at closed and agonizing doors. Caught in
an anguish beyond endurance, clamped in fearful agony of remembrance and
grief, she stood frozen, her eyes burning in silent and outflooding fury. ...)

The surging, ﬂoodin% beat of the invisible music, the very life of the planet
the magnetic currents ot the spring itself, beat in them all, wakening them to the
total ecstasy of the world. Even the dying felt the call, life struggling and
surging to reestablish itself through the prevalence of death and Fuin on a planet
struggling helplessly for survival. It was Regis in whom the surge of renewed life
first reached explosive force of need; sudden, dark and mindless, it surged through
him and he reached out, still blinded with the surging life of the gathering dance,
and drew the girl at his side into his arms. Together, they sank down into the soft

rass.

s And then, spun away one by one from the wheeling dance of life, they
moved together, sinking down in twos and threes. David, feeling the waves
crest within him, breaking over his head, blind and dizzied with the madness of
life, felt hands on his body, a whisper, was blindlgi conscious of an exquisite girl
face surrounded by massés of flaming hair. He felt himself drop out of the dance,
sink into her arms. He was almost wholly unaware of movements or how it
happened, but within what seemed seconds they were lying close together,
naked on the warm moon-flooded grass. It was like madness, with the damp scent
of flowers all around them both, and all around them in the night the sounds of
love; kisses, murmurs, the final droppm down of the last dancers into silent
groups, hot plunging fierceness, cries of supplication, hunger, content. He was
caught up unknowing, moving in a blind and deaf need with the delicate strength
of the girl body in his arms.

And yet-blind? deaf? Or more aware than with all of his ordinary senses because
he no Yonger used them? Not me alone, he knew, as for a tunelessly brief and
yet unending instant he blended into the familiar and intense sweetness of Keral
transfigured by love (Again, again, I am here with you, beloved-); and then, as if
the last garment had been swept away, leaving him wfnolly naked for the first
time in his life, he found himself blending, swiftly and intensely, into the
overwhelming [ife around him.

_He felt, as he had never felt any touch before (although he knew beyond
s1%ht.that she was at the far end ‘of the garden, lying in Danilo's arms) Linnea's
soft lips touch his face; felt yet again the wild sweetness of Keral, so well-known
and eternally unfamiliar; sank into a momentary rapport with Jason, as his friend's
hands closed violently over the breasts of an unknown girl; and then sank into
fierce rapport with Regis (images, blurring even as he sensed them: of crossed
swords; the meshing of wrists in the flying grip of aerialists; the violent and
intensely sensuous strug%ll;:l.of wrestlers gripped in a hold more ardent than
lovers). For an overwhelming and releasing moment, he sensed what it would be
to let his own awareness of manhood disappear -had Keral had to face this
ming]jngkcx)lf grief, joy and humiliation?-as his mind and body melted into that
of an unknown girl, and he looked uB into Regis' eyes at the very instant of
surrender and consummation. Then David was back in his own body, the girl
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under him soft, pliant, demanding. And there was nothing else . . . and everything
else ... for a blind instant . . . forever . . . heat . . . explosion . . . slow
subsiding waves . . . stars that spun and whirled inside and outside, and a
world slowly darkening into silence.

Three seconds, or three hours later-none of them ever knew-David surfaced
slowly, like coming up from a very deep drive. The girl's soft body was still
cradled in his arms, her silken hair blinding his eyes. He stroked it softly and
kissed it before brushing it away from his face, raised himself on his elbow, and
looked into the startled and smiling face of Desideria. There was a moment of
shock and amazement and instantaneous rearrangement of awareness, and then
the memory of what had brought them together came back and David laughed.
What did it matter? Age, or even sex, were at this moment, and to what they
were, irrelevant. He saw the backlash of doubt and regret sweep the old woman's
face; he laughed and kissed her and saw the fear dissolve. She said softly, in a
whisper, "I have heard it said in old stories; what is done under the four
joining moons is the will of the gods and outside what men would wish or desire.

But I have never known until this moment what was meant."

He smiled at her and clasped her hands. All around them, the garden was quiet
with the soft murmurs of returning, separate, ordinary awareness. David reached
about for his clothes, for it was chilly even in the spring, and felt like a dog who
cocks his ears at a sound no man can hear. It was quiet and peaceful in the
garden, but a n? of fright and sudden awareness kept jerking on an invisible
nerve. i—Ic looked around with sudden apprehension, reached out for Conner:_

David? 1 don't know, I don't like it-fireworks . . . for the first time in my life
healed and happy . . . never again to drift alone, but even here, here. . . .

Keral screamed suddenly, a wild cry of mingled terror and joy, as a faint burst
of light moved in the garden, and eight or ten tall forms appeared out of the
tingling air, tall and pale with silvery floating hair and great grave eyes that seemed
to gleam of their own light.. He ran toward them, moving surefooted through
the conjoined couples still lying in the grass, and was caught up in embrace
after embrace, while David, staring in amazement, recognized and knew who
they must be; the surviving chieri, appeared-as legend told man that they could
appear-out of nothingness, come to see their youngest and their beloved in his
moment of happiness and returning of life and hope. All around them, the
workings of the ordinary world of night were beginning to return, and
stirrings of wonder, of joy and amusement, and laughing chagrin, and a shared
purpose too deep and real for ordinary words were returning. David knew, at too
deep a level for speech (was it Regis who had cast the thought into the
invisible net?), that nothing would ever again wholly separate the telepaths of
Darkover; they might have separate purposes on the surface, but a potential lost
or mislaid for years had returned; and as the chieri had been before them, they
were a people at one with themselves and each other.

Keral was still laughing and murmuring with the .joyousness of reunion. And

yet beneath it all, an undercurrent of fear was beginning to run, like a palpable
smell of danger. David felt the hairs on his body bristlé. Danilo, putting
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Linnea gently aside, reached like a cat for his sword; no visible danger, pure
instinct. Conner sprang to his feet.

d then, unmistakable, it was Rondo who yelled-or were there words?-a
great cry of outrage and anguish: )

No! I'told you their plans because I wanted to get free of this world, but they
have never harmed me, and I want no part in murder-

And a running figure which suddenly froze and rose upward, upward,
physically upward through the thickéning air, like a flying demon, surrounded
with a glare of growing light. He seized somcthing with a strange twistin
gesture, in mid-air, and body and glowing thing rocketed upward, upward. . . .

In mid-air, thousands of feet above the castle, it burst, like a great shower of
fireworks; there was a silent scream of unbelievable pain and dying anguish
and there was a ripped out silence, a great gaping toothache hole in the world
where Rondo's thoughts and voice and mind had been. And then came the
sound of the explosion, muffled by distance, far out in space and harmless, but
still it rocked the castle, reverberated-and died away.

And then, in the midst of the chieri and surrounded by their light, stood a
woman, wearing drab Empire clothes, struggling against the invisible force
that had thrust her out of concealment and into the light; the look of sated

and triumphant rage on her face giving way to fear, amazement, and disbelief.

I tbOlIf t you were all dead. I did not know any of you had survived to return to
this world, even to die. o )

"No." The voice of the eldest of the chieri, a tall and beautiful woman ageless
and beyond everything in man, was like a reverberation in the world. "WE€ live,
?11thttolq'gh not for'long. But we cannot give death for death; we must give life for

eath-

"Her name is Andrea," said the young, red-haired Free Amazon, rising from the
gardlgl darkness, "and I knew she would have destroyed us if she could, but I did
not know-"

"No," said the old chieri again, with infinite grief and gentleness, speakin
directly to Andrea. "We know %ou even over these many, many turns of the
years, Klarzam-ye kui, child of the Yellow Forest, who abandoned us in despair
during the years of search. We mourned you as one long, long dead, beloved. . . .

The face of the woman was drawn with agony and griet. "And I bore a child on
one of the outer worlds, to a stranger whose name I never knew, or face I never
saw-a child conceived in madness and thrown out to die, in madness, thinking you
all dead and gone-"

"The long, long years of madness," Keral whispered, and took Andrea's face
between his hands'in infinite tenderness. She opened her spasmodically closed
eyes and looked up at him, .seeing the glow of heightened beauty, the infinite
power which lay within Keral, the height of potential life. Keral said quietly:

"

"All is not ended. I live-and you see what has happened to me. Perhaps even
the child you bore lives somewhere; we are hard to kill-" and his eyes briefly
sought for Missy in the crowd, in speculation which could be read on the
clear features. "But our race lives, Andrea, in these people; I knew even as a
babe that our blood survived in them. And as you see-"Keral's unearthly beauty
seemed to shimmer, and for the first (and only) time, David perceived Keral for
an instant as the exquisite girl he had at first thought Keral and in instantaneous
recognition knew the truth; that the chieri showed the height of the Change,
and full feminine awareness (Missy had only mimicked it) in pregnancy. And
now he understood Keral's madness of joy, which had swept them all away-and
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saved them all; and probably saved a world as well.

And then, with trained medical awareness, forgetting that he was still half-
naked, he leaped forward, catching Andrea in his arms as the aging chieri
woman crumpled senseless to the ground.

Epilogue:

THE WOMAN WHO for centuries had called herself Andrea Closson sat on a high
balcony in the Comyn Castle at Thendara, looking out over green and faraway
ills. She knew, beyond sight, what was a%pemng in those hills. The point of
no return had been very néarly reached; and yet, as she told herself before, the
world could be saved, but it had demanded résources which were not available
on Darkover:
Except for herself.

She had not spared herself. Every scrap of the talent which she had used, for
two hundred years, in learning how to wreck worlds, had been thrown into the
struggle to save one; and every cent of the enormous fortune it had made her
had been placed at the disposal of those who were struggling on every front
to return Darkover to itself. This world was her own, and had been miraculously
returned to her when she knew that a handful of her people survived and that
their blood survived in the very Darkovan telepaths she had despised. And now,
as they awaited the birth of Keral's child, she knew it would remain, even though

not a pure line.

The chieri might not survive. This alone could not return her race to strength
and survival. They had, indeed, reached the point of no return. It was certain
that Missy woulg never bear a child; she had been too deeply damaged and
blunted in the hundreds of years of.st;'uﬁglc for survival, abandoned. Andrea
faced her own guilt, but it'was as if it had happened to someone else; what is
done in madness cannot be remembered in sanity without worse madness.
Still, Keral lived, and Keral's child would live, bringing new vigor and new powers

to the telepath race.
" thall)t's not all," said David, coming out on the balcony. He had a strange

ability to follow Andrea's thoughts, and she had grown to love him in her own
stxjang% and hidden way. Jason, Regis and Linnea were with him, and David
said, "The telepaths here, at least, will not die out. Do you realize that-how

many is it, Jason:?" i )
"One hundred and one," Jason said, "that's women of the Telepath Council-
regnant. And at least nineteen of them with twins and three with triplets. That
at least ensures a flourishing younger generation.” He looked at Linnea, who
s

laughed and took RCgfiu.l hand. She was very near her own time now, heavily
as ever.

pregnant but as beautt
"We are going to work with the Empire," Regis said; "It was decided in council;
Darkovans cannot cut themselves entirely off from a galactic civilization. We will
train telepaths for spaceship communication. We know, now, that contact with
telepaths will arouse latent telepathy in those who don't seem to have it. I
expect, from Darkover, it will spread out all through the known galaxy. And
those who are born with it won't go insane, so that in a few more generations
there will be a sizable leaven of telepaths on all planets; and we will bring them



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

here, and train them to use their powers in sanity and happiness. And in return
for this we have a pledge that Darkover will remain always the world we
know, and love, and need for our continuing sanity and nourishment; never

just another world in a chain of identical worlds."

David listened a moment, as if to an invisible voice; went away. Linnea, seeming
to listen also, smiled and pressed Regis' hand. "It won't be long for me, either,
now," she said. ) )

Regis came and sat beside Andrea. She had aged greatly in the long months
of struggle in the woods and mountains, working with close directions to save the
ruined world; e)g%hat instructions on how to restore soil to life, which trees to
plant for the swiftest ground cover against erosion, what to do in every niche of
the complex ecology. But her lined face was &)eaceful and gentle, and again she
looked like a chieri, inspiring the old awe and love. He said: "What will you do
now-" He hesitated, then called her b'Y her chieri name, and she smiled:

"] await only the birth of Keral's child; then I will return to _mir own forest
with my people, for the few last cuere allotted to me. But I will lay down my
years content, knowing that if my own leaves fall, there will be iew buds in the
spring I will never see.

Regis reached out to touch her hand, and she clasped it, quietly. They sat
there, looking out over the mists on the hills.

Linnea said, "You have given so much-"

Andrea smiled. "I do not need a fortune now."

"I wish you had come back before," Regis said, wrung with honest grief.

"Perhaps it would have been too soon,” Andrea's calm voice was speculative.
"In any case, I knew no longer where my own world lay. . . ."

"Those who hired you, what will they do? When Dark-over does not fall ripe to
their hands?" "What can they do? To trap me, or even to claim my bond, they
would have to admit they hired me, and world-wrecking is illegal. I think they will
just admit their defeat. But now the Terran Empire knows exactly how they

work; they will have a harder time wrecking other worlds."

There was a stir behind them, and Keral, pale and lovclx,nwith David just

behind, came out on the balcony. They came straight to Andrea, and Keral

turned, took a small squirming thing from David's arms, and laid it in Andrea's.

Keral murmured, "Not for love, but because it means more to you than any

other; look here and see a world reborn." ) o )

"fAnlcfrea"reachcd out and touched Keral's soft hair. "Yes," she said in a whisper,
or love.

David drew Keral away, and they stood clasped close, looking into the green
world. They were both stifl bemused, not needing to look to see: still, the tiny,
infinitely strange and beautiful scrap of a baby, with red-headed fuzz; the first
of a second chain of telepaths with chieri blood. And it was their own stake in a
newborn world. This had begun with a child in Keral's arms, the complex train of
emotions and experiences, and David thought they would always have a _debt to
Melora and her child. Over Keral's shoulder he met Regis' eyes and smiled.
Andrea lay back, closing her eyes and yet seeing, without sight, a green and

growing world, with Iife springing up from the soil, leaves falling from the trees

and returning in endless %cle rivers, valleys, mountains, surging with life, and
beyond them the endless lite of the silent forests of Dark-over under the moon. Far
away, like a distant song, she heard music, the music of her people in the forests of
falling leaves, where they awaited her coming. Time would pass over them, and
they would not return, but fall like leaves; but while Darkover lived they would
never wholly die, and after them the very Empire would be seasoned with their
memory, with their beauty and the eternal gift of bridging the gap between man
and mankind; the gift that was love. She smiled with her eyes closed, feeling
the strong Me an already budding sensitivity of the child in her arms; hearin
the distant music, which rose and fell like wind in the leaves, and faded quietly
into silence, like a falling breeze in the forest.
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Not until Keral's child began to stir and fret and kick in her cold arms did any
of the others realize that Andrea Closson, chieri, child of the Yellow Forest,
worldwrecker and redeemer, had come home only to die.
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	Panic. Fear. Disquiet and an agonizing, shattering loss

