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The Wheel of the Stars had turned, and The Alpha and The Omega of
Ylembric returned at last to the twelve planets which were the site

of their great experiment. On each carefully chosen world, they had

o
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seeded one, and only one,; of the basic personality types whose
)ﬁ‘ mivture formed the populations of all creation. Now was the time to
g see how those seeds and the worlds under them had flourished, or if
they had borne fruit or even germinated at all, to see if one 6r more
or all the types could‘exist alone, isolated from the balance and aid
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Cancer provided, perhaps, the greatest challenge. OFf all the
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signs, that of the Crab seemed least fitted for survival, much less

advancement, when set on its own.

The planet itself was beautiful and should supply all that was
necessary for the success of an anyway viable race. It was a water
world, with vast, fair, wild seas surrounding three continents, or
two and a half, really, since one was but an enormous islana among
many other islands. All three major landmasses sported shallow,
broad inland seas, huge lowland lakes and mountain lakes small in
diameter but so deep as to qualify as bottomless, lakes bluer thanl
the finest sapphire. Rivers of every sort drained them from those so
broad that one bank was not visible from the other on a clear day to
streams and tiny rills not a foot across at their broadest points.

Topography was equally varied. Much of the land was high, but
the mountains were gentle and green, either heavily forested or
covered with lower growth that allowed the walker full view of the
fabulous vistas opening out on every side. There was lower country
in plenty as well‘—— rolling hills, great plains, even some expanses
of swampland. The shoreline both of the ocean and of the larger
iﬁterior bodies of water, was extensive. .

A myriad of creatures, animal and vegetable, had arisen to fill
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the numerous niches offered by their rich mother world, and thisg
remained true despite the coming and rise of the erperimental
species. Whatever they might or might not be, Cancerians were
neither murderers nor rapists, not of themselves and not of the world
given into their charge.

That the race had both survived and prospered was obvious. What
the off-worlders saw before them was a vitai, active society, not any
strangulated, broken band of perpetual primitives barely eking out an
existence for themselves. What else it was besides was theirs to
discover.

The great bulk of the population lived on the largest continent,
the central one, with its good land and mild climate. Only the very
strongest chose to brave the rigors of the High North, those or a few
failures who thought to hide there and who suffered greatly before
returning again to the care of their families, whose help they
inevitably received, however distant the relationship‘between them
and those taking charge of their lives. The smail southern continent
Wwas too hot to be of interest to any significant number of people.

Despite the fairly dense population level, especially in the
coastal regions, the land itself had not been disrupted. Home and
family were paramount in Cancerian thought and society, an
orientation so powerful that it kept both individual dwellings and
the cities into which most were organized human in scale and
accepting and nurturing of other beings. These people would not
tolerate, indeed could not bear, life in the sterile, metastasizing
cancers that were human inhabitations in other places.

Their love of béauty and growing things was aﬁparent in their
low, well-kept dwellings. Nearly without exceptieon, all of the

houses, even the small ones displaying little sign of wealth,

mirrored pride and care and offered a warm if sometimes shy welcome.
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Many were set near manufacturing and other businesg centers,
whose buildings were equally attractive and well-maintained. The
people of Cancer were not technoloéically advanced in comparisan with
those of some of the other signs, but industry had a big place in
their lives. It was not viewed as an enemy, a necessary evil, but
shared place with the many arts and was a source of honor for owner
and worker alike. Whatever was made was useful and beautiful after
the fashion of its kind, and it was almost invariably well
constructed. UWhen one affixed one’s name to a product, then that
item had to be a credit to that name. Anything less was simply
incbnceivable for them.

Prosperity and the comforts accompanying it were to be earned,
but this was not a stupid people. Very early in their history, they
had come to realize that there would always be those among them who
would never be able to assume much or any responsibility for their
lives. These unfortunates received love and care, for to abandon
them would be unthinkable, but they were penalized in other ways for
the good of all their race. Because it had also been recognized that
a viable and fair land could not exist with too large a human
population living upon it, and eventually would not be able to
support that population at all, the humber of children any couple
could conceive was strictly limited. To those who proved they could
excel in-some field or fields of life, the right to engender and
raise up to four children was granted. Most pairs had two. Those
who could find no place fof themselves either at home or in business
were denied pérenthood. The effect of good upbringing upon enhancing
a child’s strengths and minimizing his weaknesses was too well known
to risk allowing flawed adults to mar the development of the young,

thus unnecessarily fashioning more of their own ilk.

For much the same reason,; marginal cases rarely received the
) )
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oppartunity to reﬁroduce themselves. Steady partners generally would
not take to themselves those with poor home or business histories,
understandably not wanting teo have to bear the entire responsibility
for maintaining the home themselves.

Most Cancerians married young, and the nurturing and caring
aspects of the relationship were even more strongly acknowledged than
its procreative purpose, so that the ceremony of union was considered
and known as an adoption.

The partﬁer who remained within the home, even if it were undef
the complete protection and support of a more active spouse, enjoyed
the equal respect of society at 1afge. These were nearly always the
malés. Custom played a-large part in that, of course, but the
fehales, the women, had always shown a stronger portion of practical
zeal for the physical advancement of their families and homes and so
had proven better fitted -- and more willing —— to take ubon
themselves the inconveniences of work‘bringing them cutside those
homes.

All children, male and female, received the same sound, very
broad education, and all were te%ted in early adolescenée to see if
they were suited for general office or factory work or if they would
do better in the gentler environment of the home or in the discipline
and usually relatively solitary labor demanded by the arts, assuming
the talent te advance there, which many Cancerians possessed. No
formal examinations were givén to determine executive or scientific
ability, which generally surfaced later in é vyoung person’s life,
though many peinting signs might be present at a very early age.

Sc, too, did the traits marking the power—born. These —— and
more than 70% of them were women —— possessed a strength of
character, a decisiveness, that went far beyond that normally found

in the usual Cancer personality,'even'those of the highest type, save
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when some life situation had forced the development of those powers
in one basically capable of supporting them. Such people became the
movers, the leaders, in whatever areas of life and endeavor that
talent and desire moved them to pursue.

Se much did The Alpha and The Omega learn easily, but then they
were stymied. All this worked well in theory and appeared to work
well in fact, but the test of any society was in its effect upon the
individual, how it met —— or thwarted —— his or her specific needs
and goals, how it permitted him or her to develop under its rule.
They needed a subject,; one subject, to study, and the choosing of a
single representative of this race was not a simple matter, not if

they were to do person, people, and their own experiment justice.

Cancerians led very quiet lives. They disliked turmoil and
disruption, all of them, strong and weak alike. Violence was almost,
even entirely, unknown. So were most other crimes and actions likely

to arouse great conflicting passions; and their political and other

leaders were no more moved to try such tactics than the least active
of their constituents. For the Ylembric visitors, that was a major
problem. A system’s or a personality’s worth was not shown when all
went smoothly but in its resiliency when the unexpected, generally
the unpleasant unexpected, struck, and Cancer’s people were
extraocrdinarily poor creators of the sort of situations they needed
to aid their cause now.

Fortﬁnately, type does not rule life itself or chance, and an
incident occurred which supplied the disruptive sparkvthey regquired.

It was an accident, tﬁough tinged with something darker, and it
could have become a>tragedy had it not been for the courgge and

determination of one man. The visitors remained on the site, ever

invisible, listening and absorbing information, and soon had what

they believed they wanted.

~
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With that knowledge to guide them, they sped away to the dwelling
of the individual they had at last bheen able to choose for their
subject.

The two entities soon approached the long; red-roofed building
whose size and large grounds proclaimed its ocwner to be a‘person of
distinction and wealth.

They paused at the low fence separating the cultivated land
inside from the wild but no less lovely greenery flowing down the
mouritainside, then passed through the’wall and paused there to
examine the beautiful garden surrounding them.

Both were well satisfied. The woman they had decided upon was
one of life’s successes as her people understood the term, not ite
failures. It would be instructive to obéerve how she reacted to the
news they knew would soon reach her, whoever carried it, and how she
would respond either to the request for information or for aid.

. :

Their subject was neither old nor very remarkable in appearance.
She was not really plump but was round and rather soft in body and -
was robed in an uncharacteristically shart, sleeveless sea green
garment that ended just abaove her knees. It looked cocl, a necessity
in this heat, which was high even so early in the'day. Her face was
pretty and nicely framed by long brown hair casually caught at the
neck by a white ribbon. The eyes were large and were of a striking
blue-viclet color,; by far her best and most interesting feature.

They should be bright, full of life and life’s satisfaction, if
the evidence of her other features spoke true, but now they were
shadowed, pensive, and it was with a sigh that she sat upcon the low
marble bench nearest her. The seat was one of several set about this
upper terrace for the convenience of those who wished to watch the

ever—-changing ocean below or to study the many—-tiered gardens
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extending down the steep mountainside from the house to the very edge
of the pale golden sand. Each level contained plants progressively
more salt tolerant and maore capable of withstanding the strong, sharp
gales that blew in from the sea with some fregquency even at this
mildest time of the year.

It was fortunate for Kelda Silversign that she was not aware of
the off—worldersf presence either on her property or in her mind.
There was trouble enough on her now without having to deal with that
strangeness as well, that and the responsibility of standing as
representative for all her race which their visit per force put on
her. Last night’s confrontation had been an unpleasant one, and she
was still very upset after it, even more so if anything. She hated
argument, disagreement of any kind, but sometimes the need for
firmness was inescapable, in business and to preserve the integrity
of the home. Her parents’ deaths in that accident eight years ago
had left her with three young brothers to raise. She had to fulfill
her duty to them even in its less pleasant aspects.

Her head lowered. The previous evening had been particularly
bad, though, hard on Carls and hard on her. She could understand his
feelings and sympathized with them totally. He had always loved and
idolized his older cousin and found it impossible to believe i1l of
him. Carls could not feally think badly of anyone, much less a young
man who was kin, and close kin, of theirs and whom he thought he knew
so well.

Perhaps he was right. Keeth was thé son of their mother’s only
sister, and refusing him access to the house and its inhabitants was
like...it was like amputating part of one’s own body.

No. She knew even as the thought formed that she had acted
correctly and that, having made her decision, she must now stay with

it. Keeth Lunarchild was no influence to have around an




impressionable, easily led young man.

Carls was basically as fine a boy as one could wish to find ——
gentle, loving, helpful, intelligent, responsible in his own way,
although facing a significant decision was likely to paralyze him, at
least temporarily. He had never actually failed to perform as he
must when presented with the need to choose and act, not when on his
own. When he was with Keeth; he tended to follow the elder youth,
sometimes on rathér unwise routes. '

She could not really blame him for that, either. Her brother was
simply a good person who was somewhat lacking in judgment when it
came to others. He would never think to wrong anyone else and could
not imagine, gut level, that anyone would try to abuse him. As a
result, some of the strays whose cauées he had championed were less
than worthy of the interest he invested in them.

Their cousin was a prime example. Keeth was indecisive and
changeable in the extreme, incapable of sticking with any course once
the inevitable difficulties inherent in following it manifested
themselves. Badly, he did have talent, a lot of it, but he had fled
his teachers when they had tried to impose the discipline an artist’s
life demanded only two months after beginning instructions. He had
then pleaded --— elogquently —— that he be allowed to help other
painters place their works since he lacked the strength of will to
’join their ranks himself, and his parents had borrowed from her to
set him up in a studio. MWithin six months, the reality and sheer
lab;r of running one’s own business had driven him away from it.

Somehow he had tested out as acceptable for factory work last
year despite his earlier complete failure in the official career
studies given to every young Cancerian and had secured a place for
himself in a local company. It was not one of hers, of course. She

had rnot permitted him to apply to any of those, for she could not in
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her heart believe the shallow young man would succeed even at that
simple level and did not want to put one of her managers in the
position éf being forced to reprimand or discharge one of his or her
employer’s kin.

It had been the celebration following his placement that had
caused her to separate the two cousins. They had gotten so drunk
that they had crashed Carls’ carpet, totally demolishing it and
barely escaping serious injury themselves. |

Her eyes darkened. She wished she could believe that was all
there was to it.

Even as a child, Keeth had been spiteful and more than a little
jealous of Carls’ more comfortable circumstances, to the extent that
she had once caught him in mischief he had begun expressly to throw
blame on the younger boy who was his shadow. His parents had
punished him so severely that she had believed all such tendencies
must have been chained in him, but now she was no longer sure. Keeth
detested the conservative steel gray magic carpet which was the only
one she would permit Carls to use, believing as she did that sporty
flying platforms inclined young drivers to recklessness. Why had
they taken that one instead of his own flashy red racer? She still
shivered inside when she recalled the look she had glimpsed on him
when the judge had been dressing her down after the accident for her
lack of control over her charge. There had been such satisfaction,
such pleasure, hungry, unwholesome pleasure, in it...

She had both temporarily grounded Carls and told him he would
have to keep away from his cousin after that since they could not be
trusted together. The driving priQileges, she had reinstated after
six months as promised, but she still refused to give Keeth welcome.
Perhaps she was indeed being unreasonable, but deep within her heart,

she felt that she had chosen well, that this course was the correct

WP fld,
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and necessary one, and she had long ago learned to heed this inner
voice of hers.

The woman pressed her small, slender fingers to her eyes. By the
great mother ocean, she was tired! She was never meant for any of
this. GShe had not been power—-born and thereby endowed with special
strength and vigor. Rather, she was so much the homebody and dreamer
that she had been declared uhsuitable for eifher factory or simple
office work when she had undergane the obligatory testing, much to
the unvoiced but too easily guessed disappointment of her parents.

All the same, shé had risen to the need when life had dealt her
family its blow and riven both her parents from them. Although there
had been others expecting and prepared to do it, she had followed the
wish she had often heérd them express and had taken over the running
of the vast multiregional company they had built between them. She
had been trained for that despite the results of her testing, since
there were great differences between menial and high-level labor, and
no ane examined a child for executive ability. She had been resolved
not to betray their trust in her, not in the business bearing the
family’s name or in the more congenial and conventional job of
maintaining their home and nurturing and completing the raring of
their three young sons, her siblings.

She had not done badly with either task, Kelda thought in

momentary pride. The company had grown and prospered under her care,
and her brothers, well no one could ask for much more in them. They
were all a credit to her and to those who had given them life. Two

had already been adopted and now had homes and yvyoung families of
their own, and by all signs, it would not be very much longer before
Carls would go with his Linna.

Her lips tightened. As he had pointed out so sharply last night,

whether he received Keeth or not then would be entirely up to him and
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té&his bride. ©She would have no recourse at that point but to put
he& trust in the steadying influence of marriage and in Linna’s
discretion. —-— Surely, that would be encugh, along with the solid,
loving upbringing he had known, to keep him out of trouble. He was,
after all, a man, or almost a man, and was every day assuming more of
the ways appropriate to that state.

'Sadness rose up inside her. His going soon was inevitable, and
she would miss him. This was a big house to share only with four
cats and an ever-shifting population of wild things to whom she gave
temporary shelter and healing when that was required.

She would be free at last to adopt for herself once Carls did go,
but she did not even want to think about that. People would find it
very odd, of course, if she did ﬁot, and did not do it gquite quickly
after her long responsibility to her brothers had been discharged.
Indeed,; there were many who thought it strange that she had nect
chosen a husband during these past two years. She herself desired
such a relationship, but there was no one, quite literally no one,
with whom she wanted to share her life in that fashion. There was no
one she would even consider.

It was not that she was too proud, that she believed her wealth
magically made her superior to the men around her. Kelda had been
old enqugh to observe and remember what her parents had known
together, how they had worked as true partners in business and even
more so0 in life. She wanted the same thing for herself, would accept
nothing less, and she knew full well that her hope of finding
anythiﬁg approaching it was so slight as to be weli—nigh nonexistent.

Her parents, father and mother both, were power-born. That was
not terribly uncammon for a woman, but for a male to receive those

gifts was a very rare occurrence indeed. Men simply were not as a

rule born in the first few days of the month.
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No ene, not Cancer’s wisest philosophers or ablest scientists,
could understand why the time in which a child was born should affect
his talents and abilities, should lay strength upon him or weakness,
but there was no doubt that this was so and had been since the first
awakening of their race. Those, women and men, who came into life
when a month was very young were marvelously blessed, to the point
that they were known as the power—-born. They were strong of
character, able in whatever field they chose to pursue, decisive —-—
and the men among them nearly inevitably joined forces with women of
their own type to form almost unconguerable unions such as that from
which she had sprung.

Unfortunately, she herself was but an ordinary daughter of
Cancer; of the higher type, perhaps, but probably more because of
circumstance and her upbringing than from any particular virtue of
her ownl She did not know any man withvthe gualities she sought, and
even if she should encounter one and bhe was as vet unclaimed, she
knew she had very little hope of drawiﬁg him to her, wealth and
position or no.

She sighed and stooped to pick upﬂthe heavy basket she had
brought cutside with her. It was filled with huge, hard-shelled
nuts, each one the size of a small child’s head. Kitty would be
wondering what had happened to her if she stayed here gathering
clouds any longer. ‘

The path down had been graded for easy travel, with low, broad
steps set where necessary to smooth the transition fraom one level  to
another. It was so designed as to provide an unbroken view of the
ocean and beach, although that was not true of all the gardens
through which it traveled. They had been created to offer many
closed, small spaces, little private kingdoms of varying moods and

differing beauty. Thus it was that she stopped, and her invisible
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guests with her, when she was about thfee—quarters of the way down.
A carpet had just swept around the northern shoulder of the mountain
framing the Silversign cove and was even at that moment settling on
the beach.

The Cancerian frowned. Her beach. No one could or should be
denied ready access to the sea, but there were many large and
excellent public facilities all along the coast. What sort of person
would viclate the privacy of somebody’s home? |

She could see the platform clearly, and of a certainty, she did
not recognize the machine, nor did she know familiarly anyone who
would own one like it. This was a broad, long, slow five-seater with
a large, square windscreen and strong safety webbing on the rear seat
to hold children or packages securely in place, the standard type of
transporf favored by the vast number of those of m;derate means among
Cancer’s citizens. It was nqt a recent model, either, although she
could not have named its year of manufacture. Unlike her brothers,
Kelda found no fascination in mechanical devices and cared or thought
little about them as long as they took her where she wanted to go in
reasonable comfort and without undue delay.

Her frown deepened. That was a clumsy landing. If the driver
was drunk as well as a trespasser...

Kelda Silversign straightened. He was leaning on the controls,
his head on his arm, as if in great wearinessi His hands appeared to
be either thickly gloved or bandaged.

Shame and disgust filled her. Had some poor person come here
needing help only to find anger and rejection, even if just in her
mind?

She hesitated no longer but racedvdown the remainder of the
path. As she reached the beach, she drepped her basket and kicked

off her slippers, which would have slowed her on the loose sand.
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The newcomer came erect as she approached. He was approximately
her age or a little older, moderately tall, she saw, and nicely
though slightly built. His hair and eyes were dark. They looked
almost black against the presently much too white skin. His features
were firm and should have been pleasant, but they were strained now,

as 1f he were both exhausted and in considerable pain.

He was definitely hurting! His hands were indeed bandaged around
the palms. The fingers were, free, but they were a fierce red color,
and several were severely blistered. Burns.

There was no ring of adoption and no sign that one had been cut
away from the scorched flesh. No spouse ar children to be notified,
then, though he probably had parents or at least siblings.

"Here, let me help you into the shade,” she said as socon ag
she had come within easy speaking distance. "Once you’re
comfortable, 1’11 call for some proper assistance.”

"No need," the dark—-eyed man assured her quickly. "I’ve
already received emergency aid. The rest can wait."

"A drink to strengthen you, then?" Kelda asked, studying him

doubtfully. "We have wine and stronger spirits.”
"No, though I do thank you." He lifted his hands. "I211
have to take something to ease these soon." His shoulders squared.

"Miss Silversign?"

She nodded. "Yes, I’m Kelda Silversign.”
"Please forgive this intrusion, Miss Silversign. I’m Brian
Oceanside...”
A chill gripped her heart. "0Of Oceanside’s Rainbow Fabrics?"

"The same line, but well ocut from the owners, I assure you.
I’m merely a department manager at their dying plant.”
"Keeth!" she half hissed.

"He is your kinsman, then?"
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"Yes, certainly. My cousin. —— What has he done?"

Brian’s eyes lowered. This would not be easy, but it would be
best to get to i1t directly.

"There’s been a fire at the plant, a bad one. We haven’t
been able to locate him..."

Her hand went to her mouth as she whirled away from him.

"Keeth! Poor, hapless Keeth!" |

"No, Miss Silversign," he began hastily, realizing his
mistake, but then he was silenced and the little color remaining to
him drained from his face.

A great, blunt form was rising out of the gentle waves, a snake
of nearly uhimaginable size. Another joined it almost in the same
moment and others after that, four others.

Not serpents, he realized an instant later. They were tentacles,
feelers fixed around the monstrous mouth that thrust itself into the
air even as he watched.

Great mother ocean! It could close over either or both of them
and take them up whole!

Hardly pausing to think, he flung himself upon the woman, trying
to draw her back, out of the sea beast’s reach, but as guickly as he
moved, the tentacles were faster still. They enveloped the pair,
surprisingly gently but firmly drew them apart, and then, still
holding both suspended in mid air, the creature began teo withdraw ocut
intoc the bay from whence it had come.

"Kitty, not!" Kelda commanded. "No! He brought me‘sad news
but did not cause the sadness, and later you scared him, little pet.
He was only trying to help me, to keep me safe."

The great creature stopped swimming and carefully lowered them to

its head in a manner ocbviously well familiar to the woman.

"Easy, Kitty!" she warned with alarm, which she had not
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shown at all during their actual abduction. "His poor hands are
hurt, pet. Don’t get the salt water on them."

She smiled reassuringly oncé she was firmly standing on the
animal’s huge head, comfortably steadied by the tentacle still
encircling her waist.

"Don’t be afraid. Kitty won’t hurt us. She just felt that
I was upset and then misunderstood what she saw when she surfaced."

"Kitty?" His expression would have been comical had it not
been for the fright he had received. Under these circumstances, she
could only admire his control and restraint.

Kelda nodded. "She’s a pussyfish, you see, though she’s no fish
at all really but a mammal like us. She’s harmless, too. Big as she
is, she eats only vegetation, seaweed and the like."

"I am aware of that, Miss Silversign," he responded.
sharply. "I am also aware that pussyfish are classed as totally
wild, completely untamable, by every authority in the field."

"Kitty’s not tamed. GShe’s a friend, that’>s all."

The woman’s smile was soft. "My brother Carls and I found her
when she was little —— little for her kind anyway. —— She’d been
thrown ashore by a huge ninth wave during a particularly viclent
storm and was nearly done when we got to her the following morning.
We sﬁent the next two days and nights taking turns walking her around
the shallow part of the bay over there on the other side to keep her
breathing and properly h?drated while she recovered from the shock
and baftering she’d taken. Luckily, there were no real injuries, or
we couldn’t have saved her for all our care.

"Anyway, she took up residence in the deep water outside the cove
and comes in several timesbeach day for a treat or to play."

"Do you always talk to her like that, as if she were human

as well?"
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"0f course, and to any other creature with whom I happen to
be dealing! I wouldn’t insult anything by mouthing gibberish at it."

"Nor would I. I talk to animals myself; but without getting
anything like the response I just witnessed. Was that just
coincidence, or does she always react like that% Do other beasts,
too?!

"Kitty’s extremely intelligent. Don’t let her size and
appearance blind you to that, but, yes, animals do seem to recognize
what I’m saying to them or thinking. They always have." She gave a
little sigh. "I wish I had the same ability with them. I’d rather
that gift than just about any other I can imagine offhand."

As she was speaking, Kitty set them on shore. Kelda fetched the
basket she had dropped and brought it back to the water’s edge.
Eager tentacles reached out to her, and she handed each one of the
big nuts, which was promptly carried to the mouth and neatly inserted
into that vast cavity. One ryemained, and this she tossed seaward.
Kitty deftly caught it before it had traveled more than half a foot.
This, too, she ate,‘then the big sea creature slid beneath the waves
and in ancther moment had vanished completely from sight.

Kelda Silversign turned to face her visitor.

"Very well, Mr. Oceanside. She’s gone rnow. I think you had
best tell me about this fire and—and Keeth."”

Brian’s look of amazemeht at the abrupt change in her manner
caused her to bridle.

"Did yéu imagine I was such an emotional defective that a
distraction could cause me to forget a kinsman’s danger? -— I may not
be in your class, Mr. Power-born, but what I’ve been able to
accomplish with my company should be evidence enough that I°m no
incompetent all the samel"

He looked sharply at her. "I never suggested that! And how did
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you kqaw...“

She tossed her head impatiently. "A guess. I lived long enough
with such people to recognize ane.”

Her eyes bore into his. "Don’t make me ask about my cousin
again. You say there was a fire and that he’s missing, but you
seemed about to indicate that he’s not...not..."

"He isn’t dead, or shouldn’t be," the man assured her
swiftly. "The blaze was confined to one room. Damage there was
extensive but not to the point that we would not be able to recognize
human remains in the rubble. We fouhd none, and yoﬁ can well believe
that we: searched.”

"Yet he’s missing?"

He nodded. "We need to talk to him, or I do. There are a number

of questions open, and he may be able to supply a few of the

answers. Besides, the media are waiting to confirm his safety before
releasing the story. No one wants to cause his family needless
anguish.”

"Have you been to his parents’ home yet?"

Brian shook his head. "This place was closer. ‘Since he’s
freqguently stressed his tie with you, I’d‘rather hoped to find him
here.” His face tightened. "I don’t want to go before his mother
and father with this kind of tale if I can possibly avoid doing so."

"A rather wise decision under the circumstances," she told
him bluntly. "You made a proper mess of delivering it to me. If you
have to see them, I suggest you tell them he has information you want
- about the fire and casually ask if he’s at home."

"I know. Ism sorry about that,” the‘mgn replied contritely,
flushing. "I tend to be too direct at times. That’s one of the

reasons I’ve risen no higher than I have."

"The blaze, what can you tell me about that?"
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"Not much, unfortunately. Not the kind of detail I need to
try to prevent a repetition of it anywhere else.

"Luck went against us right fraom the start. There was a partial
power outage, leaving the basic lighting and current intact but
knocking out part of .the support services, including the air coolers
and, unknown to us, the emergency systems in several parts of the
plant."”

He saw her frown and answered grimly. "Yes, there’ll have to be
some redesigning done in the wake of all this. We just need the
knowledge to make the right job of it.

"The fire began in the small automachinery room leading into the

hall in which the bulk of my pecple were working. There was no

alarm, nathing to let us know anything was wrong,; until the smoke and

heat penetrated our area. Our own alarms activated, but by then, the

flames had gotten a strong hold and were both completely out of
control and already eating their way in to us.”

"Your fire doors?"

"They were on one of the blown circuits. They were well
maintained, praise all we count as holy, and I was finally able to
close them manually and then start the water sprays going."

"That’s when your hands were burned?"”

He nodded. "The doors are metal, and the fire had been licking

them for some time." His mouth tightened, and she could almast feel
the shadow of horror pass over him. "I had thought my job was done

then, but with the concentration I had to give to what I was deoing
and with the roar of the fire and the pain and my fear, I simply had
been unaware of what was going on in the rest of the hall. When I
turned arcund to make my own eécape, I found my pecple still inside,
clustered frantically around the exit. It had been locked from the

outside."
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"What!" Kelda Silversign exclaimed in fury, thinking of the
stringent safety regulations governing her own facilities.

"It wasn’t by plant policy. We’d all come in by that door.
I have no idea what activated the bolt. Maybe it was the same force
that killed the systems inside, maybe the ensuing heat, maybe same
vibration. That’s the chief reason I need to talk to
Mr. Lunarchild. If it’s a design problem or something else
correctable, I want to know 1t now, before I submit my report and
make my recommendations."

"Why should Keeth be able to tell you anything? He isn’t a
watchman."

"No. He also isn’t a very good worker, and I had him on
probatfon for leaving his position unattended on a number of
occasions. I’m just hoping he might have seen something that could
‘prove useful to us.”

"But what makes you think he wasn’t..."

The man sighed. "Because he was in charge of that automachinery
room. No one died in there, and had anyone been present during the
fire, he would have been killed. Even had he been there at the very

start and run for it, he would’ve had time to warn us."

"You’re sure..."

"I’m certain that your cousin left that room alive, ves,"”
Brian replied firmly.

He was glad that he could do so. He did not want to hurt this
woman,; not any more than he knew he inevitably must. Kelda
Silversign’s mind was sharp, all too capable of taking facts and
analyzing them for the good and the i1l they held. Power—born or
not, she very obviocusly was in command of her life and had not hidden

herself and her perceptions away within the shell surrounding the

soul of every Cancerian. She would not be long in realizing the
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extent of the responsibility her kinsman might have‘for the fire and
for its potential consequences.

"How did you get out?" she asked. "Help broke through to
you??”

He shook his head. "The others would have reached us soon, right
enough, but we daren’t wait. I smashed the skylight that’s part of
évefy hall in the complex, and we climbed out onto the roof and from
there down. It had been designed to serve as an emergency exit, and
the ladder was close by. It took a2 little while, but I was able to
see everyone safe.”

"Where many hurt."

"No, no one seriously. I’m about the worst."

"You made your rescuers bandage your hands only partially
like that?" she asked. If he had not, and insisted pretty strongly
on it, the job was inexcusable. |

"Yes. 1 had to be able to drive. I said I was going tovmy
own doctor. 1 also told them I believed I was allergic to a number
of sedatives, or they’d never have left me get away without that."

Kelda felt sick herself with the weariness and pain she saw in
him. Brian Oceanside had done so much and suffered so much, and it
was for nothing, at least this part of it. It was like Keeth to
boast of his relationship with the wealthy and respected Silversign
family and neglect to mention the breach between them. The
department manager would not find him bhere.

He would find rest and care. She would contact her cousin’s
parents and, if necessary,; get her brothers, all three of them,
working to check out his haunts, which they knew better than she did,
but this man was not going to leave her house until he was truly fit
to do so.

The strength of her determination surprised her a little, but
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before she could begin to anélyze it, the scund Qf a carpet, one
flying low and very fast, jerked her attention fully back to her
surroundings.

Both she and Brian could see the platform clearly as it
approached. It was slender and short and a blazing scarlet color ——
the carpet of a very young and rather irresponsibie person of
comfortable means. At least, she could not imagine anyone bearing
the weight of a home traveling about in such a flamboyant thing, an
apinion borne out by just about everyone‘with whaom she was acquainted
who owned one like it.

'The driver she knew, and joy surged through her heart at the
sight of him. Keeth! She did not even mind that his too—fast
landing showered them with damp sand. It was guite apparent that he
was sound out, complétely unhurt.

"Keeth!" she cailed to him before he could so much as step
off his platform. '"Praise all we cherish! You’re all rightt"

He smiled, gratified and surprised by the intensity of the
obviously real emotion on her,; but he saw her companion then, and his

expression darkened.

"What’s he doing here?" he demanded. “Carrying tales about
me?"

"Brian’s my guest. He came to see me in the hope of finding
you, before he or somecne else had to go to your parents. —— We

couldn’t be sure you’d escaped unhurt until we’d seen you.”

"Well I did," he replied curtly, although her answer had
mollified him somewhat. '"Now he can go."

"Brian’s my guest,” Kelda repeated, "and this is my home.
Besides,; he does have some gquestions to ask you. You might have

information that could prevent another such fire, maybe a fatal ane

the next time.”
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Keeth eyed the department manager suspiciously. "What do you
want to know?"

“Do you have any ldea how it started, Mr. Lunarchild, what
might have set it off, or even precisely when it began?”

"No. I don’t." The scowl marring his usually handsome face
darkened even further. "I wasn’t fhere, if that’s what you’re really
asking. It was hot, and the air coolers were down. I took a walk
for myself. —— There’s a nice little park for the employees to use at
lunch," he explained to Kelda. "It’s well away from the buildings
and screened from them by some fine old shade trees. I settled down
under one of them and ate an early meal."”

He raised his head defiantly.

"That gives the excuse you’ve been waifing for, Oceanside,
but I don’t care. It was no kind of a job anyway. Not interesting
and important like Kelda’s. All I did was go from one automachine to
another checking gages and seeing that they were doing everything
they should. Nothing ever went wraong to liven up the day even that
much, and when the air coolers weren’t working very well or not at
all, it was a misery in there. —— It’s summer, damn it, Kelda, and
this—friend of yours wouldn’t even let me have a day off now and
then. He said I°d already taken everything to which I was entitled.”

He glared at the other man. '"Factory work is for moronic mental
defectives, not someone of talent like metl”

His cousin frowned to hear that. "Ne. It’s for people,; and
they’re in the majority, who want to support themselves in a manner
that doesn’t drain resources they prefer to hold for other, more
important things. It is definitely wrong for you, though, and I’m
wondering how you ever managed to pass the admittance exam."”

He shrugged. "That? I°m no fool child now. I knew the answers

they wanted to hear.”
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"Keeth! Those tests are as much to protect the candidates
from making the kind of mistake you did as they are to protect
potential employers.'" ©She shook her head. "Blowing that job is bad,
Keeth. No steady woman or girl’s going to want toc have anything to
do with someone with a work record like yours."
"Sp what? I don’t want to spend my life slaving for a few
little rooms and a patch of posies anyway."
The woman took a deep breath.
"You didn’t start that fire, did you?”
"No! What do you think I am? How could you ever
imagine..."
"I didn’t, but I wanted to hear you confirm it, and before a
witness outside the family."
Brian nodded. He believed the young man, but another question
had come to him that Keeth might not be able to answer so
satisfactorily.

i "You did lock the work hall door after the fire began,

though, didn’t you?”

"I had to do that! When I got back, the whole automachinery
room was burning,; and I knew you’d all come piling out at any maoment
and grab me. I had to have time to get away."

"By the founders of the first homes, man, there were over
twenty men and women in therel™

"Ah, I knew you’d get them out. The water sprayers’ keep
vou safe anyway. In fact, it was rather funny imagining all of vou
looking 1ike'so many drowned field mice..." |

"The gsprayers did not work,"” the other man informed him
coldly, holding up his hands. "We very nearly did not get out."

"I am sorryl" he exclaimed, horrified. "but how was I to

krniow that? I never would?’?ve bolted the door if I had."

| ‘ | /_
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"What do you intend fto do now?" his cousin asked him
gquietly, avercoming her shock and dismay by sheer force of will.

"I’ve got that figured out."I need help real bad, someone
to take care of me, but if you’ll just adopt me, everythiﬁg’ll be
fine. 1°m willing to forgive what happened before.”

Her lips pafted, and for a moment she was struck silent.

She found her voice once more. '"Keeth! ‘Even 1if you weren’t too
young for me, our blood’s far too cloge.”

"That only matters if you plan to breed,” he told her
impatiently. "You’re not so young any more, Kelda, not like the
girls I°d loock at if things were better. VYou should be glad to have
the attentions of a handseme, virile man like me."

She was surprised by the anger that flashed across Brian’s face,
but awareness of it did help her contreol her own. It was good that
something did, for there‘would be no point in her lashing cut at her
kinsman.

"It wouldn’t work, Keeth," she said wearily. "You’ve made a
mess of your life thus far, and you wouldn’t do any better with a
marriage."”

Too late, she saw Oceanside’s warning shake of his head.

"L_ook," Kelda began, "we can talk about‘it @roperly up at
the house...”

"No! VYou’re as bad as Carls! You’re worse! VYou only want
to trick me until you can call the personality medics down on mel"

"What are you talking about?" she asked in complete
exasperation.

"I went to you% brother. He was supposed to be my friend,
but instead of helping me when I told him what’d happéned, he ordered
me to get out of his sight and said [ deserved to have the medics

lock me away for the rest of my wretched lifel"




"That was wrong of him," she told him gquietly. "It was his
disappointment talking —— he’d looked up to you for so long —— but he
had no right to come down on you that hard. VYou can’t help being
what you are."

"No, and I’m staying what I am, too. 1I’m not letting anyone
change me."

"You know a person can’t be changed unless he wants to
change,' she reasoned patiently, "but you should try to get at least
the discipline to take up painting seriously. You’ve closed every
other road now."

"Not quiet, Cousin. You see, I’ve been thinking about

. this. People’re welcome in the High North, and no one bothers them
with guestions about any silly mistakes they might have made down

here."

THEt took her aback.” "Life is rough there...”
nNot for someone with the money to buy himself a new name

and the basic comforts.”

As he spoke, he bent and retrieved a small, squat glass bottle
from the storage box beside his seat on the carpet.

nGee, this proves I’ve planned this gut. I brought it

along, well, stole it actually, in case you wouldn’t be willing to
help me freely. It’s from the lab at work, and if I drop it, there’s
none of us going to worry about medics or fires of anything else.”

Brian Oceanside had remained silent throughout the exchange both
because he had no right to interfere in it and because he hoped to
glean some more information from his former subordinate. Now he
stiffened. He recognized the purplish liquid sloshing dangerously in
the flask the distraught man was holding.

viunarchild, don’t be a fool," he hissed. "You don’t even

have to drop that for it to go up. Put it down before vou kill us
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"It-it’d be a whole lot better than getting dragged away and
blamed-blamed for everything... I never set that fire..." Keeth was
almost sobbing, but there was no mistaking the determination on him.
"Now we’re going to fly up to the house and get lots of maney and
extra fuel capsules, and theﬁ we’ll go north, all of us." l
The woman’s head snapped up. - .
"We’d never make it! The most of the way’s over wéter, the |
wild occean. The slightest gale, and we’d be thrown down like—like
Momma and Da were."
"It’s a good carpet. —— We’re going. I can’t just leave you
two behind to tell on me before I have a chance to disappear.”
He motioned with his hand and stepped back almost into the water
so that neither of them could come close enough to try anything
against him. |
"Oceanside, you drive. Kelda’ll ride behind with me, and if
you pull something, I will break this."”
Kelda was weeping; crying piteously, and Brian’s burned hands
balled in. impotent fury. It tore him to see her in such terror, to
watch her crumble like this before that worthless...
His breath caught, and he fought to keep his expression blank.
In that instant, Keeth did loose his hold on the bottle, in sheer
surprise as a black tentacle closed about him, pinmning his arms to
his sides in a punishing; vise—~tight grip. A second caught the
missile before it could strike the sand.
"That’s the girl, Kitty!" Kelda Silversign exclaimed in a
relieved but perfectly normal voice. "GBive me the bottle now.”
The woman gingerly took it and very carefully replaced it in the

padding in which her cousin had transparted it.

While she was attending to that, ithe prisoner recovered from his




initial shock. He screamed in terror at finding himself high in the
air, looking down into the pussyfish’s enormous mouth, and he kept on
screaming.

Kitty did not like the noise. She shook him sharply. The
screams only increased in volume, and she bfought him down into the
ocean with a resounding splash.

Kelda turned quickly at the sound and the simultaneous return of
silence.

"Don’% drown him, pet. Let him up. I711 try to stifle him
for you." \

The big animal obeyed reluctantly. Before her cousin could open

his mouth to do more than sputter, Kelda called out to him.

"Weeth, be still, will you! She won’t hurt you as leng as
you stay guiet. -— Brian, keep an eye on things while I get some rope
and call for Help. Then you can instruct me on how ta tie him up,

and we can all go back to the house like civilized people and wait
for the peace officers there." She hesitated. "You do know how to
bindlsomeone, don’t you?"

He gave her a broad smile. "Yes, I can number that among my many
strange skills."

"Good. —-— Kitty, you listen to my friend Brian until I

return. 1I°11 bring another treat for you, too, little pet. You
really deserve it for this."

#

Kelda sat back in the big winged chair that was her usual choice,
letting it take her weight. Her head lowered. The excitement and
commotion was over at last, and she felt exhausted, totally drained.

Poor, weak, broken Keeth! It had all been horrible, a living

nightmare for all of them, but she did not see how she could have

acted otherwise to preserve her home and spare the family, his as
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well as her own, from much worse, how else she could have preserved 1
life itself.
"What will happen to bhim now?" she wondered aloud. She {
might never like Keeth, but he was kin, and he was so pitiable.
"He’1l have to be held for a while for observation and a
decision made as to whether to prosecute or not depending upon the
results. — He’s very unstable, Kelda, dangerously so."
The man flushed when he realized how he had addressed her. "I’m
sorry, Miss Silversign..."
"Kelda, please," she said impatiently. "We did face death
together,; or the possibility of it anyway,” she added realistically.
Her eyes narrowed.
"I’m being remiss. VYou belong in your room and your bed. ——
How’re the hands."
"Not too bad."
In truth, they hurt abominably,; although they had been covered
with healing and antiseptic salves and properly dressed. The pain
was temporary, nothing to concern him. The capsules Kelda’s
physician had left withbhim would socon bring him ease, but he wanted
to postpone taking them for a while longer.
He watched his hostess closely.
"That was quite a performance,” he said dryly.
She shrugged. "I do some amateur theatricals, and I’m told I
portray emotion quiet effectively." Her eyes‘shadowed. "I was
calling Kitty with my mind, like I often do, telling her we really
were in trouble and explaining about the explosive. I didn’t want
Keeth to suspect I was up to anything, and so I acted like I was
terrified. It was easy since I was.” |

"So was I. —-— You handled it all perfectly."

The woman sat up.
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t. "I thank you, but that truly is enough talk for tonight,”

- she tolé him firmly. "I want you to be fresh and completely fested
when we begin our negotiatiens.”

"Negotiations?" he asked blankly.

"For your employment terms, of course. VYour present
orgénizatioﬁ quite obviously doesn’t appreciate what they have in
you, or you’d be an ocean mare than a mere department manager. I°d
say, just as a guess, that your superiors are afraid of giving more
autherity to a power—born lest he wind up taking it all."”

The tightening of his expression told that he’d come to a very

similar conclusion himself, and she did not believe he was fool

enough not to grab a better opportunity if it came before him, even

if loyalty to his distant kin had held him back from seeking to make

a break before now.

"1 have no such fears. 1 need someone who can take charge.
There are a number of projects I’ve had in mind for some time, but
T°ve been afraid to tackle them alone, and I’ve lacked the person to
help me develop them. I believe you’re precisely what I need, and I
dén’t usually misread anyone I intend to put into a top-level job."

She smiled then, her expression brightening wonderfully.

"Da you think you could work with me, Brian QOceanside,
closély and long-term?"
The man needed no time to ponder his answer.

"I know it well, Kelda Silversign. We have nothing

,

whatscever to discuss with respect to that.”
# _ <
A smile that was suspiciously like triumph radiated from The

Alpha of Ylembric’s whole being.

Well, my associate, she asked,, does ﬁhat put vour guestion

R “

to rest? 5
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Two beings, invisible entities almost purely spirit in nature,
approached the long, red-roofed dwelling whose owner they had chosen
tokstudy, hoping thereby to gain a more personal insight into the
workings of this world’s society and of the people who had given rise
to it.

They paused at the iow fence separating the cultivated grounds
inside from the wild but no less lovely greenery flowing down the
mountainside.

Do we go on as we are or assume some corporeal form? the

Alpha of Ylembric inguired in thought of her companion and fellow

ruler.

s we are, I think, he replied, although there is little *o

fear in terms of vioclence from these people. The fact that they

appeayr _to take no pleasure in killing or causing pain is one of their

better and more endearing traits. We can always return later in

human form or in that of some animal if we so choose.

He passed through the wall and paused there to examine his
surroundings. A mament later, the other had joined him.

A beautiful garden, she commented. These Cancerians may not

be very advanced technologically, but their homes are all fair, even

the smallest that we have seen. Perhaps that is just where their

priorities are and where they have concentrated their efforts.

Hopefully, we shall soon be able to answer that, the Omega
answered, although he made no secret of his doubts. Perhaps some of
those they had engendered for their great experiment could stand
alone, rise from the seed he and the Alpha had sown here so long
before and manage their affairs and ;heir planet’s without the
balance and help of the other basic personality types, but
Cancerians... That he simply could not bring himself to believe. To

his mind, they were the weakest, the least survival-oriented of all.




That they had come as far as they had seemed little short of

miraculous.

Yet advance they have by every sian we have seen; the Alpha

reminded him with some amusement. There is nothing uncivilized or

primitive in anything we have observed thus far. —— Withhold vour

judament a while longer, my colleague. You know that we learn best

from the observation of individuals.

That, he responded ponderously, is why we have come to this
house.
The Alpha knew him and refused to let herself be nettled by his

tone. Do _vyou think anvone will come, or come sgon?

Of course. If not the injured man, than some other. We

heard them say the boy is her relative. —— It should be a good test.

Cancerians are familv—oriented by all we have seen, and we shall he

able to observe how she reacts toc this news.

She will naturally be upset...

We are here to study, he warned, recognizing the sympathy

rising in her. If we intervene this time, we shall only succeed in

corrupting her reactions. Remember, this woman is obviously a person

of importance, a success and not one of life’s fallures, but anvone

can function well while all goes smoothly. We pust find out how she

respands to mnanticipated stress.

I know all that, his companion responded regretfully.

She would have said more, but her attention fixed suddenly on the

house. Get ready! She comes nowl

#
Their subject was neither old nor very remarkable in
appearance. She was not really plump but was round and rather soft
in body and was robed in an uncharacteristically short, sleeveless

sea green garment that ended just above her knees. It looked cool,




necessity in this heat, which was high even so early in the day. Her
face was pretty and nicely framed by long brown hair casually caught
ét the neck by a white ribbon. The eyes were large and were of a
striking blue-violet color, by far her best and most interesting
feature.

They should be bright, full of life and life’s satisfaction, if
the evidence of her other features spoke true; but now they were

shadowed, pensive, and it was with a sigh that she sat upon the low

|
l
|
marble bench nearest her. The seat was one of several set about this |
upper terrace for the convenience of those who wished to watch the {
ever—changing ocean below or to study the many-tiered gardens ‘
extending down the steep mountainside from the house to the very edge '
of the pale golden sa#nd. Each level contained plants progressively
more salt tolerant and more capable of withstanding the strong, sharp
gales that blew in from the sea with some frequency even at this
mildest time of the vyear.

It was fortunate for Kelda Silversign that she was not aware of
the off-worlders’ presence either on her property or in her mind.
There was trouble encugh on her now without having to deal with that
strangeness as well, that and the responsibility of standing as
representative for all her race which their visit per force put on
her. Last night’s confrontation had been an unpleasant one, and she
was still very upset after it, even more so if anything. She hated
argument, disagreement of any kind, but sometimes the need for
firmness was inescapable, in business and to preserve the integrity
of the home. Her parents’ deaths in that accident eight years
previously had left her with three young brothers to raise. She had
to fulfill her duty to them even in its less pleasant aspects.

Her head lowered. The previous evening had been particularly

bad, though, hard on Carls and hard on her. She could understand his
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feelings and sympathized with them totally. He had always loved and
idolized his older cousin and found it impossible to believe ill of
him. Carls could not really think badly of anyone, much less a young

man who was kin, and close kin, of theirs and whom he thought he knew

|
|
so well. ‘
Perhaps he was right. Keeth was the son of their mother’s only l
sister, and refusing him access to the house and its inhabitants was
like...it was like amputating part of one’s own body. E
No. = She knew even as the thought formed that she had acted
correctly and that, having made her decision, she must‘now stay with
it. Keeth Lunarchild was no influence to have around an
impressionable, easiiy led young man.
Carls was basically as fine a boy as one could wish to find ——
gentle, loving, helpful, intelligent, responsible in his own way
although facing a significant decision was likely to paralyze him, at
least temporarily. He had never actually failed to perform as he
must when ﬁresented with the need to choose and act, not when on his
own. When he was with Keeth, he tended to follow the elder youth,
saometimes on rather unwise routes.
She could not really blame him for that, either. Her brother was
simply a good person who was somewhat lacking in judgment when it
came to others. He would never think to wrong anyone else and could
not imagine, gut level, that anyone would try to abuse him. As a
result, some of the strays whose causes he had championed were less
than worthy of the interest he invested in them.
Their cousin was a prime example. Keeth was indecisive and
changeable in the extreme, incapable of sticking with any course once
the inevitable difficulties inherent in following it manifested

themselves. Sadly, he did have talent, a lot of it, but he had fled

his teachers when they had tried to impose the discipline an artist’s
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life demanded only two months after beginning instructions. He had
then pleaded —— eloquently -- that he be allowed to help other
painters place their works since he lacked the strength of will to
join their ranks himself, and his parents had borrowed from her to
set him up in a studioc. Within six manths, the reality and sheer
labor of running one’s own business had driven him away from it.

Somehow he had tested ocut as acceptable for factory work last
year despite his earlier complete failure iﬁ the official career
studies given to every young Cancerian and had secured a place for
.himself in a local company. It was not one of hers, of course. She
had not permitted him to apply to any of thase, fo% she could not in
her heart believe the shallow young man would succeed even at that
simple level and did not want to put oﬁe of her managers in the
position of being forced to reprimand or discharge one of his or her
employer’s kin.

It had been the celebration following his placement that had
caused her to separate the two cousins. They had gotten so drunk‘
that they had crashed Carls’ carpet, totally demolishing it and
barely escaping serious injury themselves.

Her eyes darkened. She wished she could believe that was all
there was to it.

Even as a child, Keeth had been spiteful and more than a litfle
jealous of Carls’ more comfortable circumstances, ta the extent that
she had once caught him in mischief he had begun expressly to throw
blame on the younger boy who was his shadew. His parents had
punished him so severely that she had believed all such tendencies
must have been chained in him, but now she was no longer sure. Keeth
detested the conservative steel gray magic carpet which was the only
one she would permit Carls to use, believing as she did that sporty

flying platforms inclined young drivers to recklessness. Why had
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they taken that one instead of his own flashy red racer? She still
shivered inside when she recalléd the look she had glimpsed on him
when the judge had been dressing her down after the accident for her
lack of coﬁtrol ovér her charge. There had been such satisfaction,
such pleasure, hungry, unwholesome pleasure, in it...:

She had both temporarily grounded Carls and told him he would
have to keep away from his cousin after that since they could not be
trusted together. The driving privileges, she had reinstated after
si# months as promised, but she still refused to give Keeth welcome.
Perhaps she was indeed being unreasonable, but deep within her heart,
she felt that she had chosen well, that this course was the correct
and necessary one, and she had long ago learned to heéd this inner
voice of hers.

The woman pressed her small, slender fingers to her eyes. By the
great mother ocean, she was tired! She was never meant for any of
this. GShe had not been born in the early cusp and thereby endowed
with special 5;rength and vigor. Rather, she was so much the
homebody and dreamer that she had been declared unsuitable for either
factory or simple office work when she had undergone the obligatory
testing, much to the unvoiced but too easily guessed disappointment
- of her parents.

All the same; she had risen to the need when life had dealt her
family its blow and riven both her parents from them. Although there
had been others expecting and prepared to do it, she had followed the
wish she had often them express and had taken over the running of the
vast multiregional company they had built between them. She had been
trained for that despite the results aof her testing, for her parents
had believed there were great differences between menial and

high—level labor, and no one examined a child for executive ability.

She had been resclved not to betray their trust in her, not in the




business bearing the family’s name or in the more congenial and
conventional job of maintaining their home and nurturing and
completing the raring of theif three young sons, her siblings.

She had not done badly with either task, Kelda thought in
momentary pride. The company had grown and prospered under her care,
and her brothers, well no one could ask for much more in them. They
were all a credit to her and to those who had given them life. Two
ha& already been adopted and now had homes and young families of
their own, and by all signs, it would not be very much longer before
Carls would go with his Linna.

Her lips tightened. As he had pointed out so sharply last night,
whether he received Keeth or not theﬁ~would be entirely up to him and
to his bride. She would have no recourse at that point but to put
her trust in the steadying influence of marriage and in Linna’s
discretion. —— Surely, that would be enough, along with the solid,
loving upbringing he had known, to keep him out of trouble. He was,
after all, a man, or almost a man, and was every day assuming more of
the ways appropriate to that state.

Sadness rose up inside her. His going soon was inevitable, and
she would miss him. This was a big house to share only with four
cats and an ever—shifting population of wild things to whom she gave
temporary shelter and healing when that was required. .

She would be free at last to adopt for herself once Carls did gé,
but she did not even want té think about that. People would find it
very odd, of course, if she did not, and did not do it quite quickly
after her long responsibility to her brothers had been discharged.
Indeed, there were many who thought it strange that she had not
chosen a husband during these paét two years. She herself desired

such a relationship, but there was no one, quite literally no one,

with whom she wanted to share her life in that fashion. There was no




one she would even consider.
It was not that she was too proud, that she believed her wealth
magically made her superier to the men around her. Kelda had been
old enough to observe and remember what her parents had known
together, how they had~worked as true partners in business and even
more so in life. She wanted the same thing for herself, would accept
nothing less, and she knew full well that her hope of finding
anything approaching it was so slight as to be well-nigh nonexistent.
Her parents, father and mother both, were cusp—bqrn. That was
not terribly uncommon for a woman, but for a male to be born at that
time was a very rare occurrence indeed. Those who were normally _———%?
carried all the marks bestowed by such a birth, for good and, of l
course; occasionally for ill. They were strong of character, able in ‘
whatever field they chose to pursue, decisive — and they nearly l
inevitébly joined fbrces with womén of their own type to form almost
unconquerable unions such as that from thch she had sprung.
Unfortunately, she herself was but an ordinary daughter of
Cancer, of the higher type, perhaps, but probably more because of
circumstance and her upbringing than from any particular virtue of
her ocwn. She did not know any man with the qualities she sought, and
even if she should encounter one and he was as yet unclaimed, she
knew she had very little hope of drawing him to her, wealth and
position or no.
She sighed and stooped to pick up the heavy basket she had
brought outside with her. It was filled with huge, hard-shelled
nuts, each one the size of a small child’s head. Kitty would be
wondering what had happened to her if she stayed here gathering
clouds any longer. |
The path down had been graded for easy travel, with low, broad

steps set where necessary to smooth the transition from one level to

’
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another. It was so designed as to provide an unbroken view of the
ocean and beach, although that was not true of all the gardens
through which it traveled. They had been created to offer many
tlosed, small spaces, little private kingdoms of varying moods and
differing beauty. Thus it was that she stopped, and her invisible
guests with her, when she was about three—quarters of the way down.
A carpet had just swept around the nerthern shoulder of the mountain
framing the Silversign cove and was even at that moment settling on
the beach.

The Cancerian frowned. Her beach. No one could or should be
denied ready access to the sea, but there were many large and
excellent public facilities all along the coast. What sort of person
would violate the privacy of somebody’s home?

She could see the platform clearly, and of a certainty, she did
not recaognize the machine, nor did.she know familiarly anyone who
would own one like it. This was a broad, long, slow five—seéter with
a large, square windscreen and strong séfety webbing on the rear seat
to hold children or packages securely in place, the standard type of
transport favored by the vast number of those of moderate means among
Cancer’s citizens. It Qas not a recent model, either, although she
could not have named its year of manufacture. Unlike her brothers,
Kelda found no fascination in mechanical devices and cared or thought
little about them as long as they took her where she wanted to go in
reasanable comfort and without undue delay.

Her frown deepened. That was a clumsy landing. If the driver
‘was drunk as well as a trespasser...

Kelda Silversign straightened. He was leaning on the controls,
his head on his arm, as'if in great weariness. His hands appeared to

be either thickly gloved or bandaged.

Shame and disgust filled her. Had some poor person ceme here
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needing help only to find anger and rejection, even if just in her
mind?

She hesitated no longer but raced down the remainder of the
path. As she reached the beach, she dropped her basket and kicked
off her slippers, which would have slowed her on the loose sand.

The newcomer came erect as she approached. He was approximately
her age or a little older, moderately tall, she saw, and nicely
though slightly built. His hair and eyes were dark. They looked
almost black against the presently much too white skin. His features
were firm and should have been pleasant, but they were strained now,

as if he were both exhausted and in considerable pain. A |

He was definitely hurting! His hands were indeed bandaged around
the palms. The fingers were free, but they were a fierce red color, i
|
and several were severely blistered. Burns. |

There was no ring of adoption and no sign that one had been‘cut
away from the blistered flesh. No spouse or children to be notified,
then, though he probably had parenté or at least siblings.

"Here, let me help you inte the shade,"” she said as scon as
she had come within easy speaking distance. "Once you’re
comfortable, 1711 call for some proper assistance.”

"No need," the dark—-eyed man assured her quickly. "Ive
already received emergency aid. The rest can wait."

"A drink to strengthen you, then?" Kelda asked, studying him

doubtfully. "We have wine and stronger spirits.”
"No, though I do thank you." He lifted his hands. "I’11
have to take something to ease these soon.” His shoulders sguared.

"Miss Silversign?”
She nodded. "Yes, I’m Kelda Silversign."

"Please forgive this intrusion, Miss Silversign. I’m Brian

Oceanside. . ."
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A chill gripped her heart. "Of Oceanside’s Rainbow Fabrics?"

"The same line, but well out from the owners, I assure you.

I’m merely a aepartment manager at their dying plant.”

”Keethlﬁ she half hissed.

"He is your kinsman, then?"

"Yes, certainly. My cousin. -— What .has he done?"

Brian’s eyes lowered. This would not be easy, but it would be
best to get to it directly. ‘

"There’s been a fire at the plant, a bad cne. we:haven’t
been ablevto locate him..." |

Her hand went to her mauth as she whirled away from him.

"Keeth! Poor, hapless Keeth!"

"No, Miss Silversign,” he began hastily, realizing his
mistake, but then he was silenced and what little color remaining to
him drained from his face.

A great, blunt form was rising out of the gentle waves, a snake
of nearly unimaginable size. Another joined it almost in the same
moment and others after that, four others.

Not serpents, he realized an instant later. They were tentacles,
feelers fixed around the monstrous mouth thét thrust itself into the
air even as he watthed.

Great mother ocean! It could close over either of them and take
them up whole!l

Hardly pausing to think, he flung himself upon the woman, trying
to draw her back, out of the sea beast’s reach, but as quickly as he
moved, the tentacles were faster still. They enveloped the pair,
surprisingly gently but firmly drew them apart, and then, still
holding both suspended in mid air, the creature began to withdraw out

into the bay from whence it had come.

"Kitty, nol!" Kelda commanded. "No! He brought me sad news




12

but did not cause the sadness, and later you scared him, little pet.
He was only trying to help me, to keep me safe."

The great creature stopped swimming and carefully lowered them to
its head in a manner obviously well familiar to the womén.

"Easy, Kittyi" she warned-with alarm, which she had not
shown at ali during their actual abduction. "His poor hands are
hurt, pet. Don’t get the salt water on them."

She smiled reassuringly once she was firmly standing on the
animal’s huge head, comfortably steadied by the tentacle still
encircling her waist.

"Don’t be afrald. Kitty won’t hurt us. She just felt that
I was upset and then misunderstood what she saw when she surfaced.

"Kitty?" His expression would have been comical had it not
been for the fright he had received. Under these circumstances, she
could only admife his control and restraint.

Kelda nodded. "She’s a pussyfish, you see, though she’s no fish

|
l
at all really but a mammal like us. She’s harmless, too. Big as she . .
is, she eats only vegetation, seaweed and the like."
"I am aware of that, Miss Silversign," he responded
sharply. "I am also aware that pussyfish are classed as totally
wild, completely .untamable, by every authority in the field."
"Kitty’s not tamed. She’s a friend, that’s all."
The woman’s smile was soft. "My brother Carls and I found her
when she was little —— little for her kind anyway. —— She’d hbeen
thrown ashore by a huge ninth wave during a particularly violent
storm and was nearly done wheﬁ we got to her the following morning.
Ne,spént the next t&o days and nights taking turns walking her around
the bay to keep her breathing and proeperly hydrated while she

recovered from the shock and battering she’d takeh. Luckily, there

were no real injuries, or we couldn’t have saved her for all our
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care.
"Anyway, she took up residence in the deep water beyond the bay
and comes in several times each day for a treat or to play."

"Do you always talk to her like that, as if she were human
as well?"

"Of course, and to any other creature with whom I happen to
be dealing! I wouldn’t insult anything by mouthing gibberish at it."

"Nor would I. I talk to animals myself, but without getting
anything like the response 1 just witnessed. Was that just
coincidence, or does she always react like that? Do other beasts,
too?7"

"Kitty’s extremely intelligent. Don’t let her size and
appearance blind you to that, but, vyes, animals do seem to recognize
what I’m saying to them or thinking. They always have." She gave a
little sigh. "I wish I had the same ability with them. 1I°d rather
that gift than just about any other I can imagine offhand."

As she was speaking, Kitty set them on shore. Kelda fetched the
basket she had dropped and brought it Sack to the water’s edge.
Eager tentacles reached out to her, and she handed each one of the
big nuts, which wés promptly carried to the mouth and neatly inserted
into that vast cavity. One remained, and this she tossed seaward.
Kitty deftly caught it before it had traveled more than half a foot.
This, too, she ate, then the big sea creature slid beneath the waves
and in another moment had vanished completely from sight.

Kelda Silversign turned to face her visitor.

"Very well, Mr. Oceanside. She’s gone now. I think you had
best tell me about this fire and-and Keeth."

Brian’s look of amazement at the abrupt change in her manner
caused her to bridle.

"Did you imagine I was such an emotional defective that a
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distraction could cause me to forget a kinsman’s danger? —— I may not
be in your class, Mr. Cusp-born, but what I’ve been able to
accomplish with my company should be»évidence enough that I’m no
incompetent all the same!"

Hé lookéd sharply at her. "I never suggested that! And how did
you know..."
She tossed her head impatiently. "A guess. I lived iong enough

with cusp people to recognize one."

Her eyes bore into his. "Don’t make me ask about my cousin
again. You say there was a fire and that he’s missing, but you
seemed about to indicate that he’s not...not..."

"He isn’t dead, or shouldn’t be," the man assured her
swiftly. "The blaze was confined to one room. Damage there was
extensive but not to the point that we would not be able to recognize
human remains in the rubble. We found none, and you can well believe
that we searched.”

"Yet he’s missing?”

He nodded. "We need to talk to him, or I do. There are a number

of gquestions open, and he may be able to supply a few of the

answers. Besides, the media are waiting to confirm his safety before
releasing the story. No one wants to cause his family needless
anguish."

"Have you been to his parents’ home yet?"

Brian shook his head. "This plate was closer. Since he’s
freduently stressed his tie with you, I°d rather hoped to find him
here." His face tightened. "I don’t want to go before his mother
and father with this kind of tale if I can possibly avoid doing so."

"A rather wise decision under the circumstances," she told

him bluntly. "You made a proper mess of delivering it to me. If you

have to see them, I suggest you tell them he has information yvyou want
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about the fire and casually ask if he’s at home."

"I know. I’m sorry about that,” the man replied contritely,
flushing. "I tend to be too direct at times. That’s one of the
reasons I’ve risen no higher than I have."

"The blaze, what can you tell me about that?"

"Not much, unfortunately. Not the kind of detail I need to
try to prevent a repetition of it anywhere else.

"Luck went against us right from the start. There was a partial
power outage, leaving the basic lighting and current intact but
knocking out part of the support services, including the air coolers
and, unknown to us, the emergency systems in several parts of the
plant.*” ' %

He saw her frown and answered grimly. "Yes, there’ll have to be
some redesigning done in the wake of all this. We just need the
knowledge to make the right job of it.

"The fire started in the small automachinery room leading into
the hall in which the bulk of my people were working. There was no
alarm, nothing to let us know anything was wrong, until the smoke and
heat penetrated our area. Our alarms activated, but by then, the
flames had gotten a strong hold and were both campletely out of
control and already eating their way in to us.®

"Your fire doors?"

"They were on one of the blown circuits. They were well
maintained, praise all we count as holy, and I was finally able to
close them manually and then start the water sprays going."

"That’s when your hands were burned?”

He nodded. "The doors are metal, and the fire had been licking
them for some time." His mouth tightened, and she could almost feel
the shadow of horror pass over him. "I had thought my job was done

then, but with the concentration I had to give to what I was doing
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and with the roar of the fire and the pain and my fear, I simply had
been unaware of what was going on in the rest of the hall. When I
turned around to make my own escape, I found my people still inside,
clustered frantically around the exit. It had been locked from the
cutside."

"What!" Kelda Silversign exclaimed in fury, thinking of the
stringent safety regulations governing her own facilities.

"It wasn’t by plant policy. We’d all come in by that door.
I have no idea what activated the bolt. Maybe it was the same force
that killed the systems inside, maybe the ensuing heat, maybe some
vibration. That’s the chief reason I need to talk %o
Mr. Lunarchild. If it’s a design problem or something-else
correctable; I want to know it now, before I submit my repart and
make my recommendations.”

"Why should Keeth know anything about it? He isn’t a
wétchman.“

"No. He also isn’t a very good worker; and 1 had him‘on
probation for leaving his position unattended on a number of
occasions. I’m just hoping he might have seen something that could
prove useful to us."”

"But what make; you think he wasn’t..."

The man~sighed. "Because he was in &harge af that automachinery
room. No one died in there, and had anyone been present during fhe
%ire, he would have been killed. Even had he been there at the very
start and run for it, he would’ve had time to warn us."

"You’re sure..."”

"I°m certain that your cousin left that room alive, yes,"
Brian replied firmly.

He was glad that he could do so. He did not want to hurt this

woman, not any more than he knew he inevitably must. Kelda
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Silversign’s mind was sharp, all too capable of taking facts and
analyzing them for the good and the ill they held. Cusp-born or not,
she very obviously was in command of her life and had not hidden
herself and her perceptions away within the shell surrounding the
soul of every Cancerian. She would not be long in realiz%ng tge
extent of the responsiﬁility her kinsman might have for the fire and
for its pdtential consequences.

"How did you get out?" she asked. '"Help broke thfough to
you?"

He shook his head. "The others would have reached us soon, right
enough, but we daren’t wait. I smashed the skylight that’s part of
every hall in the complex, and we climbed out onto the roof and from
there down. It had been designed to serve as an emergency exit, and
the ladder was close by. It took a little while, but I was able to
see everyone safe."

"Where many hurt.”

"No, no one seriously. I’m about the worst.™

"You made your rescuers bandage your hands only partially
like that?" she asked. If he had not, and insisted pretty strongly
on it,‘the job was inexcusable.

"Yes. I had t; be able to drive. I said I was going to my
own doctor. I also told them I believed I was allergic to a number
of sedatives, or they’d never have left me get away without that."

Kelda felt sick herself with the weariness and pain she saw in
him. Brian Oceanside had done so much and sufferea so much, and it
was for nothing, at least this part of it. It was like Keeth to
boast of his relationship with the wealthy and respected Silversign
family and neglect to mention the breach between them. The

department managery would not find him here.

He would find rest and care. She would contact her cousin’s
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parents and, if necessary, get her brothers, all three of them,

working to check out his haunts, which they knew better than she did, -

but this man was not going to leave her house until he was truly fit
to do so.

The strength of her determination surprised her a little, but
before she could begin to analyze it, the sound of a carpet, one
flying low and very fast, jerked her attention fully back to her
surroundings.

Both she and Brian could see the platform clearly as it
approached. It was slender and short and a blazing scarlet color -——
the carpet ofya very young and rather irresponsible person of
comfortable means. At least, she could not imagine anyone bearing
fhe weight of a home traveling about in such a flamboyant thing, an
epinion borne out by just about everyone with whom she was acquainted
who owned one like 1it.

The driver she knew, and joy surged through her heatt at the
sight of him. Keeth! She did not eveh mind that his too-fast
landing showered them with damp sand. It was quite apparent that he
was sound out, completely unhurt.

"Keeth!" she called to him before he could so much as step
off his platform. '"Praise all we cherish! You’re all right!"

He smiled, gratified and surprised by the intensity of the
obviously real emotion on her, but he saw her companion then, and his

expression darkened.

"What’s he doing here?'" he demanded. "Carrying tales ahbout
me?" |

"Brian’s my guest. He came to see me in the hope of finding
you, befdre he or someone else had to go to your parents. — We

couldn’t be sure you’d escaped unhurt until we’d seen you."

"Well I did," he replied curtly, although her answer had

’
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mollified him somewhat. '"Now he can go."
Besides, he does have some questions to ask you. You might have

l

|
"Brian’s my guést,“ Kelda repeated, "and this is my home. ‘
information that could preventvanother such fire, maybe a fatal one
the next time."

Keeth eyed the department manager suspiciously. "What do you
want to know?"

"Do you have any idea how it started, Mr. Lunarchild, what
might have set it off, or even precisely when it began?"

"No. I don’t." The scowl mafring his usually handsome face
darkened even further. "I wasn’t there, if that’s what you’re really |
asking. It was hot, and the air coolers were down. I took a walk I
for myself. —— There’s a nice little park for the employees to use at
lunch," he explained to Kelda. "It’s well away from the buildings
and screened from them by some‘fine old shade trees. [ settled down
under one of them and ate an early meal."

He raised his head defiantly.

"That gives the excuse you’ve been waiting for, Oceanside,
but I don’t care. It was no kind of a job anyway. Not interesting
and important like Kelda’s. All I did was go from one automachine to
another checking gages and seeing that they were doing everything
they should. Nothing ever went wrong to liven up the day even that
much, and when the air coolers weren’t working very well or not at
all, it was & misery in there. — It’s summer, damn it, Kelda, and
this—friend of yours wouldn’t even let me have a day off now and
then. He said 1I°d already taken everything to which I was entitled.”

He glared at the other man. "Factory work is for moronic mental
defectives, not someone of talent like mel"

His cousin frowned to hear that. "No. It’s for people, and

they’re in the majority, who want to support themselves in a manner
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that docesn’t drain resources they prefer to hold for other, more
important things. It is definitely wrong for you, though, and I’m
wondering how you ever managed to pass the admittance exam."
He shrugged. "That? 1I’m no fool child now. I knew the answers
they wanted to hear.”
"Keeth! Those tests are as much to protect the candidates

from making the kind of mistake you did as they are to protect

l
|
|
|
|
|
potential emplovers."” She shook her head. "Blowing that job is bad, i
Keeth. No steady woman or girl’s going to want to have anything to ‘
do with someone with a work record like yours." |

"Se what? I don’t want to spend my life slaving for a few }

little rooms and a patch of posies anyway." ‘
The woman took a deep breath. | I

"You didn’t start that fire, did you?” l

"No! What do you think I am? How could you ever =
imagine..." ‘

"I didn’t, but I wanted to hear you confirm it,; and before a 1
witness outside the family.". '

Brian nedded. He believed the young man, but another guestion I
had come to him that Keeth might not be able to answer so ‘
satisfactofily. |

"You did lock the work hall door after the fife started,
though, didn’t you?"

"I had to do that! When I got back, the whole automachinery
roem was burning, and I knew you’d all come piling out at any moment
and grab me. I had to have time to get away."”

"By the founders of the first homes, man, there were over
twenty men and women in there!"

"Akh, I knew you’d get them out. The water sprayers’ keep

vou safe anyway. In fact, it was rather furmny imagining all of vou
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leoking like so many drowned field mice..."
"The sprayers did not work,"” the other man informed him
coldly, holding up his hands. "We very nearly did not get out."
"I am sorryl" he exclaimed, horrified, "but how was I to
~know that? I never would’ve bolted the door if I had.®
"What do you intend to do now?" her cousin asked him
quietly, overcoming her shock and dismay by sheer force of will.
"I’ve got that figured out. I need help real bad, someone
to take care of me, but if you’ll just adopt me, everything’ll he
fine. I’m willing to forgive what happened before."
Her lips parted, and for a moment she was struck silent.
She found her voice once more. "KeetH1 Even if you weren’t too
young for me, our bloed’s far too close."
"That only matters if you plan to breed," he told her
impatiently. "You’re not so young any more, Kelda, not like the
girls I°d look at if things were better. You should be glad to have
the attentions of a2 handscme, virile man like me."
She was surprised by the anger that flashed across Brian’s face,
but awareness of it did help her control her own. It was good that .
something did, for there would be no point in her lashing out at her
kinsman. .
"It wouldn’t work, Keeth," she said wearily. '"You’ve made a ?
mess of your life thus far, and you wouldn’t do any better with a i
maryiage."” !
Too late, she saw Oceanside’s warning shake of his head.
"Loock," Kelda began, "we can talk about it properly up at

the house..." |
"Not! You’re as bad as Carls! VYou’re worse! You only want I

to trick me until you can call the personality medics down on mel™®

"What are you talking about?" she asked in complete
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éxasperation.

"I went to your brother. He was supposed to be my friend,
but instead of helping me when I told him what’d happened,; he ordered
me to get out of his sight and said I deserved to have the medics
lock me away for the rest of my wretched lifel"

"That was wrong of him,"” she told him quietly. "It was his
disappointment talking —— he’d looked up to you for so long —— but he
had no right to come down on you that hard.. You can’t help being
what you are."

"No, and I’m staying what I am, tooc. I°m not letting anyone
change me."

"You know a person can’t be changed unless he wants to
change," she reascned patiently, "but you should try to get at least
the discipline to take up painting seriocusly. VYou’ve closed every
other road now."

“Not gquiet, Cousin. VYou see; I’ve been thinking about
this. People’re welcome in the High North, and no one bothers them
with questions about any silly mistakes they might have made down
here."

That took her aback. "Life is rough there..."

"Not for someone with the money to buy himself a new name
and the basic comforts.”

As he spoke, he bent and retrieved é small, sguat glass bottle
from the storage box beside his seat on the carpet.

"See, this proves I°ve planned this ocut. I brought it
alengs well, stole it actually, in case you wouldn’t be willing to
help me freely. It’s from the lab at work, and if I drop it,; there’s
none of us going to worry about mediés or fires or anything else."

Brian Oceanside had remained silent throughout the exchange both

because he had no right to interfere in it and because he hoped to
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élean some more information from his former subordinate. Now he
stiffened. He recognized the purplish liquid sloshing dangerously in
the flask the distraught boy was holding.

"Lunarchild, don’t be a fool;" he hissed. "You don’t even
have to drop that for it to go up. Put it down before you kill us
ati.*”

"It—-it’d be a whole lot better than getting dragged away and
blamed—-blamed for everything..; I never set that fire..." Keeth was
almost sobbing, but there was no mistaking the determination on him.
"Now we’re going to fly up to the house and get lots of money and
extra fuel capsules, and then we’ll go north, all of ‘us."

The woman’s head snapped up.

"We’d never make it! The most of the way’s over water, the
wild ocean. The slightest gale, and we’d be thrown down like~like
Momma and Da were."”

"It’s a good carpet. —-— We’re going. I can’t just leave you
two behind to tell on me before I have a chance to disappear.'

He motioned with his hand and stepped back almost into the water
so that neither of thém could come close enough to try anything
against him.

"dceanside, you drive. Kelda?1ll ride behind with me, and if
you pull something, I will break this."

Kelda was éobbing, crying piteously, and Brian’s bu}ned hands
balled in impotent fury. It tore him to see her in such terror, to
watch her crumble like this before that worthless...

His breath caught, and he fought tq keep his expression blank.

In that instant, Keeth did locse his hold on the bottle; in sheer
surprise as a black tentacle closed about him, pinning his arms to
his sides in a punishing, vise-tight grip. A second caught the

missile before it could strike the sand.
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“fhat’s the girl, Kitty!"” Kelda Silversign exclaimed in a
relieved but perfectly normal voice. '"Give me the bottle now."

The woman gingerly took it and very carefully replaced it in the
padding in which her cousin had transported it.

While she was attending to that, the prisoner recovered from his
initial shock. He screamed in terror at finding himself high in the
air, looking down into the pussyfish’s enormous mouth, and he kept on
screaming.

Kitty did not like the noise. She shook him sharply. The
screams only increased in volume, and she brought him down into the
ocean with a vryesounding splash.

Kelda turned quickly at the sound and the sihultaneous return of
silence.

"Don’t drown him. Let him up. 1711 try to stifle him for
you."

The big animal obeyed reluctantly. Before her cousin could open
his mouth to do more than sputter, Kelda called ocut to him.

"Keeth, be still, will ydu! Shé won’t hurt you as long as
you stay quiet. —— Brian, keep an eye on things while I get saome rope
and call for help. Then you can instruct me on how to tie him up,
and we can all go back to the house like civilized people énd wait
for the peace officers there.“b She hesitated. "You do know how to
bind someone, don’t you?"

He gave her a broad smile. "Yes, I can number that among my many
strange skills."”

"Good. —— Kitty, you listen to my friend Brian until I
return. 1711 bring another treat for vou, tdo, pretty pet. VYou
really deserve it for this.”

#

Kelda sat back in the bilg winged chair that was her usual choice,
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letting it take her weight. Her head lowered. The excitement and
commotion was over at last, and she felt exhausted, totally drained.

Poor, weak, broken Keeth! It had all been horrible, a living
nightmare for all of them, but she did not see how she could have
acted otherwise to preserve her home and spare the famlly, his as
well as her own, from much worse, how else she could have preserved
life itself.

"What will happen to him now?" she wondered aloud. She
might never like Keeth, but he was kin, and he was so pitiable.

"He’1ll have to be held for a while for observation and a
decision made as to whether to prosecute or not depending upon the
results. — He’s very unstable, Kelda, dangerously so."

The man flushed when he realized how he had addressed her. "I’m
sorry, Miss Silversign...f

"Kelda, please,” she sald impatiently. "We did face death
together, or the possibility of it anyway,"” she added realistically.

Her eyes narryowed.

“"I’m being remiss. You belong in your room and your bed. —-

‘ch’re the hands." '

"Not too bad.®

In truth, they hurt abominably, although they had been covered
with healing and antiseptic salves and properly dressed. The pain
was temporary, nothing to concern him. The capsules Kelda’s
physician had left with him would scon bring him ease, but he wanted
to postpone taking them for a while longer.

He watched his hostess closely.

} "That was quite a performance,"” he said dryly.

She shrugged. "I do some amateur theatricals, and I’m told I
portray emotion quiet effectively." Her eyes shadowed. "I was

calling Kitty with my mind, like I often do, telling her we really
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/ Qere in trouble and explaining about the explosive. I didn’t want
Keeth to suspect I was up to anything, and so I acted like I was
cterrified. It was easy since 1 wag.”

"Sg was I. ~= You handled it all perfectly."

The woman sat up.

"T thank you, but that truly is enough talk for tonight,"
she told him firmly. "I want you to be fresh and completely rested
when wévbegin our negotiations.”

"Negotiations?" he asked blankly.

"For your employment terms, of course. Your present
organization quite obviously doesn’t appreciate what they have in
you, or you’d be an ocean more than a mere department manager. 1°d
say, just as a guess, that your superiors are afraid of giving more
péwer to a cusp-born lest he wind up taking it all.”

The tightening of his expression told that he’d come to a very

similar conclusion himself, and she did not believe he was fool’
enocugh not to grab a better opportunity if it came befere him, even
if loyalty to his distant kin had held him back from making a break
before now.
"I have no such fears. I need someone wg9 can take charge.
There are a number of projects I’ve had in mind fg} some time, but
I’ve been afraid to tacgle them alone, and I’ve lacked the person to
help me develop them. I believe you’re precisely what I need, and I
don’t usually misread anyone I intend to put into a top—-level job."
She smiled then, her expression brightening wonderfully.
"Da you think you could work with me, Brian Oceanside,
closely and long—term?"
The man needed no time to ponder his answer.

"I know it, Kelda Silversign. We have nothing whatsoever to

. discuss with respect to that.”
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the numerous niches offered by their rich mother world, and this
remained true despite the coming and rise of the experimental
species. Whatever they might or might not be, Cancerians were
neither murderers nor rapists, not of themselves and not of the world
given into their>charge.

That the race had both survived and prospered was obvious. What
the off-worlders saw before them was & vital, active society, not any
strangulated, broken band of perpetual primitives barely eking out an
existence for themselves. What else it was besides was theirs to
discover.

The great bulk of the population lived on the largest continent,
the central one, with its good land and mild climate. Only the very
strongest chose to brave the rigors of the High North, those or a few
failures who thought to hide there and who suffered greatly before
returning again to the care of their families, whose help they
inpevitably received, however distant the relationship between them
and those taking charge of their lives. The small southern continent
was too hot to be of interest to any significant number of ﬁeople.

Despite the fairly dense population level, especially in the
coastal regions, the land itself had not been disrupted. Home and
family were paramount in Cancerian thought and scciety, an
orientation soc powerful that it kept both individual dwellings and
the cities into which most were organized human in scale and
accepting and nurturing of other beings. These pecple would not
tolerate, indeed could not bear, life in the sterile, metastasizing
cancers that were human inhabitations in other places.

Their love of beauty and growing things was apparent in their
low, well—kept dwellings. Mearly without exceptien,; all of the
houses, even the small ones displaying little sign of wealth,

mirrored pride and care and offered a warm if sometimes shy welcome.
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Many were set near manufacturing and other business centers,
whose buildings were equally sttractive and well—-maintained. The
people of Cancer were not technologically advanced in comparison with
those of some of the other signs, but industry had a big place in
their lives. It was noﬁ viewed as aﬁ enemy, a necessary evil, but
shared honor with the many arts and was a source of honor for owner
and worker alike. Whatever was made was useful and beautiful after
the fashion of its kind, and if was almost invariably well
constructed. When one affixéd one’s name to a product, then that
item had to be a credit to that name. Anything less was simply be
inconceivable for them.

Prosperity and the comforts accompanying it wefe to be earned,
hut this was not a stupid people. Very early in their history, they
had come to realize that there would always be those among them who
would never be able to assume much or any respansibility for their
lives. These unfortunates received love and care; for to abandon
them would be unthinkable, but they were penalized in other ways for
the good of all their race. Because it had also been recognized that
3 viable and fair land could not exist with too large a human
population living upon it, and eventually would not be able to
support that population at all, the number of children any couple
could &onceive was strictly limited. To those who proved they could
could excel in some field or fields of life. the right to engender
and raise up to four children was granted. Most pairs had two.
Those who could find no pl%ce for themselves either at home or in
business were denied parenthood. The effect of good upbringing upon
enhancing a child’s strengths and minimizing his weaknesses was too
well known to risk allowing flawed adults to mar the development of
the young, thus unnecessarily fashioning mor; of their own 1lk.

For much the same reason, marginal cases rarely received the

R
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opportunity to reproduce themselves. Steady partners generally would
not take to themselves those with poor home or business histories,
understandably not wanting to have tos bear the entire responsibility
for maintaining the home themselves. |

Most Cancerians married young, and the nurturing and caring
aspects of the relationship were even more strongiy acknowledged than
its procreative purpose, SO that the ceremony of union was considered
and known as an adoption.

The partner who remained within the home, even if it were under
the complete protection and support of a more active spouse, enjoyed
the équal respect of society at large. These were nearly always the
males. Custom played a large part in that, of course, but the
females, the women, had always shown a stronger portion of practical
seal for the advancement of their families and homes and so had
proven better fitted —— and more willing —— to take upon themselves
the inconveniences of‘work bringing them ocutside those hﬁmes.

All children,; male and female, received the same sound, very
broad education, and all were tested in early adolescence to see if
they were suited for general office or factory Qork or if they would
do better in the gentler environment of the home or in the discipline
and usually relatively solitary labor demanded by the arts, assuming
the talent to advance there, which many Cancerians possessed. No
formal examinations were glven to determine‘executive or scientific
ability, which generally surfaced later in a young person’s life,
though many poeinting signs might be present at a very early age.

So, too, did the traits marking the power—born. These —— and
more than 70% of them were women —= possessed a strength of
character, a decisiveness, that went far beyond that normally found

in the usual Cancer personality, even those of the highest type, save

when scme life situation had forced the devélopment of those powers
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in one basically capable of supporting them. Such people became the
movers: the leaders, in whatever areas of life and endeavor that
talent and desire moved them to pursue.

So much did The Alpha and The Omega learn easily, but then they
were stymied. All this worked well in theory and appeared to work
well in fact, but the test of any'society was in its effect upon the
individual, how it met -— or thwarted --— his or her specific needs
and goals, how it permitted him or her to develop under its rule.
They needed a subject, one subject, to study,>ahd the choosing of a
single representative of this race was not a simple matter, not if

they were to do person, people, and their own experiment justice.

Cancerians led very quiet lives. They disliked turmeoil and
disruption, all of them, strong and weak alike. Violence was almost,
even entirely, unknown. So were most other crimes and actions likely

to arouse great conflicting passions, and their political and other
leaders were no more moved to try such tactics than the least active
of their constituents. For the Ylembric visitors, that was a major
problem. The test of a syséem’s or a personélity’s worth was not
smoothnéss but its resiliéncy when the unexpected, generally the
unpleasant unexpected, struck, and Cancer’s people were
extracordinarily poor creators of the scft of situations they needed
to aid their cause now.

Fortunately, type does ﬁot rule life itself or chance, and an
incident occurred which supplied the disruptive spark they required.

Tt was an accident, though tinged with something darker, and it
could have become a tragedy had it not been for the courage and
determination of one man. The visitors remained on the site, ever
invisible, listening and absorbing information, and scon had what

they believed they wanted.

With that knowledge to guide them they sped away to the dwelling
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of the individual they had at last been able to choose for their
sub ject.

The two entities soon approached the long, réd—roofed dwelling
whose size and large grounds proclaimed its owner to be a person of
distinction and wealth.

They paused at the low fence separating the cultivated grounds
inside from the wild but no less lovely greenery flowing down the
mountainside, then pagsed through the wall and paused there to
examine the beautiful garden surrounding them.

Both were well satisfied. The woman they had decided upon was
one of life’s successes as her people understoocd the term, not its
failures. It would be instructive'to observe how she reacted to the
news they knew would scon reach her, whoever carried it, and how éhe
would respond either to the request for information or for aid.

#

Their subject was neither old nor very remarkable in appearance.
She was not really plump but was round and rather soft in body and
was robed in an uncharacteristically short, sleeveless sea green
garment that ended just above her knees.. It looked cool, a necessity
in this heat, which was high even so early in the day. Her face was
pretty and nicely framed by long brown hair casually caught at the
neck by a white ribbon. The eyes were large and were of a striking
blue—violet color, by far her best and most interesting feature.

Tﬁey should be bright, full of life and life’s satisfaction, if
the evidence of her other features spoke true, but now they were
shadowed pensive, and it was with a sigh that she sat upon the low
marble hench nearest her. The seat was one of several set about this
upper terrace for the convenience of those who wished to watch the

ever—changing ocean below or to study the many-tiered gardens

extending down the steep mountainside from the house to the very edge
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af the pale golden sand. Each level contained plants progressively
more salt tolerant and more capable of withstanding the strong, sharp
gales that blew in from the sea with some frequency eaven at this
mildest time of the year. |

1t was fortunate for Kelda Silversign that she was not aware of
the off-worlders’ presence either on her property or in her mind.
There was trouble encugh on her now without having to deal with that
strangeness as well, that and the responsibility of standing as
representative for all her race which their visit per force put on
her. Last night’s confrontation had been an unpleasant one, and she
was still very upset after it, even more so if anything. She hated

~argument, disagreement of any kind, but sometimes the need for
firmness was inescapable, in business and to preserve the integrity
of the home. Her parents’ deaths in that accident eight years
previously had left her with three young brothers to raise. She had
to fulfill her duty to them even in its less pleasant aspects.

Her head lowered. The previous eveningbhad been particularly
bad, though, hard on Carls and hard on her. She could understand his
feelings and sympathized with them totally. He had always loved and
idolized his older cousin and. found it impossible to believe 11l of
him. Carls could net really think badly of anyone, much less a young
man who was kin, and close kin, of theirs and whom he thought he knew
so well.

Perhaps he was right. Keeth was the son of their mother’s only
sister, and refusing him accéss to the house and its inhabitants was
like...it was like amputating part of one’s own body.

No. She knew even as the thought formed that she had acted

correctly and that, having made her decision, she must now stay with

it. Keeth tunarchild was no influence to have around an

impressionable, =asily led young man.




8

Carls was basically as fine a boy as one could wish to find --
gentle, loving, helpful, intelligent, responsible in his own way,
although facing a significant decision was likely to paralyze him, at
least temporarily. He had never actually failed to perform as he
must when presented with the need to choose and act, not when on his
own. When he was with Keeth, he tended to follow the elder youth,
sometimes on rather unwise routes. |

She could not really blame him for that, either. Her brother was
simply a good person who was somewhat lacking in judgment when it
came to others. He would never think te wrong anyone else and could
‘nqt imagine, gut level, that anyone would try to abuse him. As a
result, some of the strays whose cauées he had championed were less
than warthy of the interest he invested in them.

Their cousin was a prime example. Keeth was indecisive and
changeable in the extreme, incapable of sticking with any course once
the inevitable difficulties inherent in following it manifested
themselves. Sadly, he did have talent, a lot of it, but he had fled
~his teachers when they had tried to impose the discipline an artist’s
1ife demanded only two months after beginning instructions. He had
then pleaded —-— eloguently —— that he be allowed to help other
painters place their works since he lacked the strength of will to
join their ranks himself, and his parents had borrowed from her to
‘set him up in a studio. ~within six months, the reality and sheer
iabor of running one’s own business had driven him away from 1t.

Somehow he had tested out as acceptable for factory work last
year despite his earlier complete failure in the official career
studies given to every young Cancerian and had secured a place for
himself in a local company. It was not one of hers,; of course. She
had not permitted him to apply to any of those, for she could not inv

her heart believe the shallow young man would succeed even at that




simple level and did not want to put one of her managers in the
position éf being forcéd to reprimand or discharge one of his or her
employer’s kin.

1t had been the celebrétion following his placement that had
caused her to separate the two cousins. They had gotten so drunk
that they had crashed Carls’ carpet, totally demolishing it and
barely escaping serious injury themselves.

Her eyes darkened. She wished she could believe that was all
there was tao it.

Even as a child, Keeth had been spiteful and more than a l1ittle
jealous of Carils’ moré cémfortable-circumstances, to the extent that
she had once caught him in mischief he had begun expressly to throw
blame on the younger boy who was his shadow. His parents had
punished him so severely that she had believed all such tendencies
must have been chained in him, but now she was no longer sure. Keeth
detested the conservative steel gray magic carpet which was the only
one she would permit Carls to use, believing as she did that sporty
flying platforms inclined young drivers to recklessness. Why had
they taken that one instead of his own flashy red racer? She still
ehivered inside when she recalled the leok she had glimpsed on him
when the judge had been dressing her down after the accident for her
lack of control overlhér charge. There had been such satisfaction,
such pleasure, hungry, unwholesome pleasure, in it...

She had both temporarily grounded Carls and told him he would
have to keep away from his cousin after that since they could not be
trusted together. The driving privileges, she had reinstated after
six months as promised, but she still refused to give Keeth welcome.
Perhaps she was indeed being unreasonable, but deep within her heart,
she felt that she had chosen well, that this course was the correct

and necessary one, and she had long ago learned to heed this inner

L—————_
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voice of hers.

The woman pressed her small, slender fingers to her eyes. By the
great mother ocean, she was tired! She was never meant for any of
this. She had not been power—born and thereby endowed with special
strength and vigor. Rather, she was so much the homebody and dreamer
that she had been declared unsuitable for either factory or simple
office work when she had undergone the obligatory testing, much to
the unvoiced but too easily guessed disappointment of her parents.

All the same, she had risen to the need when life had dealt her
family its blow and riven both her parents from them. Although there
had been others expecting and prepared to do it, she had followed the
wish she had often them express and had taken over the rﬁnning of the
vast multiregional company they had built between them. She had been
trained for that despite the results of her testing, since there were
great differences between menial and high-level labor, and no one
examined a child for executive ability. She had been resoclved not to
betray their trust in her, not in the business bearing the family’s
name or in the more congenial and conventional job of maintaining.
their home and nurturing and campleting the raring of their three
young sons, her siblings.

She had not done badly with either task, Kelda thought in
momentary pride. The company Had grown and prospered under her care,
and her brothers, well no one could ask for much more in them. They
were all a credit to her and to those who had given them life. Two
had already been adopted and now had homes and young families of
their own, and by all signs, it would not be very much longer before
Carls would go with his Linna.

Her lips tightened. As he had pointed out so sharply last night,
whether he received Keeth or not then would be entirely up to him and

to his bride. She would have no recourse at that peint but to put
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her trust in the steadying influence of marriage and in Linna’s
discretion. —— Surely, that would be enough, along with the solid,
loving upbringing he had known, . to keep him ou; of trouble. He was,
after all, a man, or almost a man, and was every day assuming more of
the ways appropriate to that state.

Sadness rose up inside her. His going soon was inevitable, and
she would miss him. This was a big house to share only with four
cats and an ever-shifting population of wild things to whom she gave
temporary shelter and healing when that was required.

She would be free at last to adopt for herself once Carls did go,
but she did not even want to think about that. People would find it
very odd, of course, if she did not, and did not do it quite quickly
after her long responsibility to her brothers had been discharged.
indeed, there were many who thought it strange that she had not
chosen a husband during these past two years. GShe herself desired
such a relationship, but there was no one, quite literally no one,
with whom she wanted to share her life in that fashion. There was no
one she would even consider.

It was not that she was too proud, that she believed her wealth
magically made her superior to the men around her. Kelda had been
old enough to Dbservé and remember what her parents had known

‘ ' together, how they had worked as true partners in business and even
more so in 1life. She wanted the same thing for herself, would accept
nothing less, and she knew full well that her hope of finding
anything approaching 1t was =0 slight as to be well-nigh nonexistent.
Her parents, father and mother both, were power-born. That was
not terribly uncémmon for a woman, but for a male to receive these
gifts was a very rare occurrence indeed. Those who did normally
carried all the marks bestowéd by such a birth, for good and, of

course, occasionally for ill. They were strong of character, able in
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whatever field they chose to pursue, decisive —— and they nearly
inevitably joined forces with women of their own type to form almost
unconguerable unions such as that from which she had sprung.
Unfortunately, she herself was but an ordinary daughter of
Cancer, of the higher type, perhaps, but probably more because of
circumstance and her upbringing than from any particular virtue of
her own. She did not know any man with the q;aiities she sought, and
even if she should encounter one and he was as yet unclaimed, she
knew she had very little hope of drawing him to her, wealth and
position or no.
| She sighed and stooped to pick up the heavy basket she had
brought outside with her. It was filled with huge, hard-shelled
nuts, each one the size of a small child’s head. Kitty would be
wandering what had happened to her if she stayed here gathering
clouds any longer.
~ The path down had been graded for easy travel, with low, broad
steps set where necessary to smcoth the transition from one level to
another. It was so designed as to provide an unbroken view of the
ocean and beach, although»that was nat true of all the gardens
fhrough which it traveled. They had been created to offer many
claosed, small spaces, little priQate kingdoms of varying moods and
differing beauty. Thus it was that she stopped, and her invisible
guests with her, when she was about three—guarters of the way down.
A carpet had just swept around the northern shoulder of the mountain
framing the Silversign cove and was even at that moment settling on
the beach.
The Cancerian frowned. Her beach. No one could or sheould be
denied ready access to the sea, but there were many large and
excellent public facilities all along the coast. What sort of person

would violate the privacy of somebody’s home?

| | | _
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She could see the platform clearly, and of a certainty, she did
not recognize the machine, nor did she know familiarly anyone who
would own one like it. This was.a broad, long, slow five—-seater with
a large, square windscreen and strong safety webbing on the rear seat
to hold children or packages securely in place, the standard type of
transport favored by the vast number of those of moderate means among
Cancer’s citizens. It was nct a recent model, either, although she
could not have named its year of manufacture. Unlike her brothers,
Kelda found no fascination ;n mechanical devices and cared or thought
1ittle about them as long as they took her where she wanted to go in
reasanable comfort and without undue delay.

Her frown deepened. That was a clumsy landing. If the driver
was drunk as well as a trespasser...

Kelda Silversign straightened. He was leaning on the controls,
his head on his arm, as if in great weariness. His hands appeared to
be either thickly gloved or bandaged.

Shame and disgust filled her. Had some poor person come here
needing help only to find anger and rejection, even if just in her
mind?

She hesitated no longer but raced down the remainder of the
path. As she reached the beach, she dropped her basket and‘kicked
off her slippers, which would have slowed her on the loose sand.

The newcomer came erect as she approaached. . He was approximately
her age or a little older, moderately tall, she saw, and nicely
though slightly built. His hair and eyes were dark. They looked
almost black against the presently much too white skin. His features
were firm and should have been pleasant, but they.were strained now,
as if he were both exhausted and in considerable pain.

He was definitely hurting! His hands were indeed bandaged arocund

the palms. The fingers were free, but they were a fierce red color,

_
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and several were severely blistered. Burns.

There was no ring of adoption and no sign that one had been cut
awa? from the blistered flesh. No spéuse or children toc be notified,
then, though he probably had parents or at least siblings.

"Here, let me help you into the shade," she said as soon as
she had come within easy speaking distance. "Once you’re
comfortable, I°11 call for some proper assistance."

"No need," the dark-eyed man assured her quickly. "I’ve
already received emergency aid. The rest can wait."

"A drink to strengthen you, then?" Kelda asked, studying ﬁim

doubtfully. "We have wine and stronger spirits."
"No, though I do thank you." He lifted his hands. "I°11
have to take something to ease these soon." His shoulders squared.

"Miss Silversign?”

She nodded. "Yes, I’m Kelda Silversign."
"Please forgive this intrusion, Miss Silversign. I’m Brian
Oceanside..."
A chill gripped her heart. "Of Oceanside’s Rainbow Fabrics?"

"The same line, but well out frem the owners, I assure you.
I’m merely a department manager at their dying plant.”
"Keeth!" she half hissed.
"He is your kinsman, then?"”
"Yes, certainly. My cousin. — What has he done?"
Brian’s eyes lowered. This would not be easy, but it woula be
best to get to it directly.
"There’s been a fire at the plant, a bad one. We haven’t.
been able to locate him..."
Her hand went to her mouth as she whirled away from him.
"Keeth! Poor, hapless Keeth!"

"No, Miss Silversign," he began hastily, realizing his
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mistake, but then he was silenced and what little color remaining to
him drained from his face.

A great, blunt form was rising out of the gentle waves, a snéké
of nearly unimaginable size. Ancther joined it almost in the same
moment and others after that, four others.

Not serpents, he realized an ipnstant later. They were tentacles,
feelers fixed around the monstrous mouth that thrust itself into the
air even as he watched.

Great moiher ocean! It could close over either or both of them
and take them up whole!

Hardly pausing'to think, he flung himself upon the woman, trying
to draw her back, ocut of the sea beast’s reach, but as quickly as he
moved, the tentacles were faster still. They enveloped the pair,
surprisingly gently but firmly drew them apart, and then, still
holding both suspended in mid air, the creature began to withdraw out
into the bay from whence it had come.

"Kitty, nol" Kelda commanded. "Na! He brought me sad news
but did not cause the sadness, and later you scared him, little pet.
He was only trying to help me, to keep me safe."”

The great creature stopped swimming and carefully lowered them to
its head in a manner obviously well familiar to the woman.

"Fagy, Kittyl!" she warned with alarm, which she had not
shown at all during their actual ébduction. "His poor hands are
hurt, pet. Don’t get the salt water on them."

She smiled reassuringly once she was firmly standing on the
animal’é huge head, comfortably steadied by the tentacle still
encircling her waist. |

"Don’t be afraid. Kitty won’t hurt wus. She just felt that

I was upset and then misunderstood what she saw when she surfaced.”

"Kitty?" His expression would have been comical had it not
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been for the fright he had received. Under these circumstances, she
could only admire his control and restraint.

Kelda nodded. "She’s a pussyfish, you see, though she’s no fish
at all really but a mammal like us. 8he’s harmless, too. Big as she
is, she eats only vegetation, seaweed and the like-”

"I am aware of that, Miss Silversign,'" he responded
sharply. "I am also aware that pussyfish are classed as totally
wild, completely untamable, by every authority in the field."

"Kitty’s not tamed. She’s a friend, that’s all."

The woman’s smile was soft. "My brother Carls and I found her
when she was little —— little for her kind anyway. —— She’d been \
thrown ashore by a huge ninth wave during a particularly violent
storm and was nearly done when we got to her the following mdrning.
We spent the next two days and nights taking turns walking her around
the bay to keep her breathing.and praoperly hydrated while she
recovered from the shock and battering she’d taken. Luckily, there
were no real injuries, or we couldn’t have saved her for all our
care.

"Anyway, she took up residence in the deep water beyond the bay
and comes in several times each day for a treat or to play.”

”Do‘you always talk to her like that, as if she were human
as well?"

"Of course, and to any other creature with whom I happen to
be dealing! I wouldn’t insult anything by mouthing gibberish at it."

"Nor would I. I talk %o animals myself, but.without getting
anything like the response I just witnessed. Was that just
coincidence, or does she always react like thaf? Do other beasts,
toa?"

"Kitty’s extremely intelligent. Don’t let her size and

appearance blind you to that, but, yes, animals do seem to recognize
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what I’m saying to them or thinking. They always have." She gave 2
little sigh. "I wish I had the same ability with them. I°d rather
that gift than just about any other I can imagine offhand."

As she was speakings Kitty set them on shore. Kelda fetched the
basket she had dropped and brought it back to the water’s edge.
Eager tentacles reached out to her, and she handed each one of the
big nuts, which was promptly carried to the mouth and neatly inserted
into that vast cavity. One remained, and this she tossed seaward.
Kitty deftly caught it before it had traveled more than half a foot.
" This, too, she ate, tﬁen the big sea creature slid beneath the waves
and in another moment had vanished completely from sight.

Kelda Silversign turned to face her visitor.

1Yery well, Mr. Oceanside. She’s gone now. I think you had
best tell me about this fire and-and Keeth."

Brian’s look of amazement at the abrupt change in her manner
caused her to bridle.

"Did you imagine I was such an emotional defective that a
distraction could cause me to forget a kinsman’s danger? —— I may not
be in your class, Mr. Power—born, but what I’ve been able to
accomplish with my company should be evidence enough that I’m no
incompetent all the samel”

He looked sharply at her. "I never suggested that! And how did
you know..." |

She tossed her head impatiently. "A guess. I lived long enocugh

with such people to recognize one.”

Her eyes bore into his. ‘"Don’t make me ask about my cousin
again. You say there was a fire and that he’s missing, but you
seemed about to indicate that he’s not...not..."

"He isn’t dead, or shouldn’t be," the man assured her

swiftly. "The blaze was confined to one room. Damage there was
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extensive but not to the point that we would not be able to recognize
human remains in the rubble. We found none, and you can well believe
that we searched.”

"Yet he’s missing?”
He nodded. "We need to talk to him, or I do. There are a numbey

of questions open, and he may be able to supply a few of the

answers. Besides, the media are waiting to confirm his safety before
releasing the story. No one wants to cause his family needless
anguish.”

"Have you been to his parents’ home yet?"

Brian shook his head. "This place was closer. Since he’s
frequently stressed his tie with you, I°’d rather hoped to find him
here." His face tightened. "I don’t want to go befofe his mother
and father with this kind of tale if I can possibly avoid doing so."

"A rather wise decision under the circumstances," she told
Mim bluntly. "You made a proper mess of.delivefing it to me. If you
have to see them, I suggest you tell them he has information you want
about the fire and casually ask if he’s at home."

"I know. I’m sorry about that," the man replied contritely,
flushing. "I tend to be too direct at times. That’s one of the
reasons 1’ve risen ne higher than I have."

"The blaze, what can you tell me about that?"

“Not much, unfortunately. Not the kind of detail I need to
try to prevent a repetition of it anywhere else.

"Luck went against us right from the start. There was a partial
power outage, leaving the basic lighting and current intact but
‘knocking out part of the support services, including the air coolers
and, unknown to us, the emergency systems in several partg of the

plant.”

He saw her frown and answered grimly. "Yes, there’ll have- to be
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some redesigﬁing done in the wake of all this. We just need the
knowledge to make the right job of it.

"The‘fire started in the small automachinery room leading into
the hall in which the bulk of my people were working. There was no
alarm, nothing to let us know anything was wrong, until the smoke and
heat penetrated our area. Our alarms activated, but by then, the
flames had gotten a strong ho;d and were both completely out of
control and already eating their way in to us.”

"Your fire doors?"

"They were on one of the blown circuits. They were well
maintained, praise all we count as holy, and I was finally able to
close them manually and then start the water sprays going."

"That’s when your hands were burned?”

He nodded. "The doors are metal, and the fire had been licking
them for some time.” His mouth tightened, and she could almost feel
the shadow of horror pass over him. "I had thought my job was done

then, but with the concentration I had to give to what I was doing
and with the roar of the fire and the pain and my fear, I simply fhad
been unaware of what was going on in the rest of the hall. When I
turned around to make my own escape, I found my people still inside,
clustered frantically around the exit. It had been locked from the
outside.”

"What!'" Kelda Silvefsigh exclaimed in fury, thinking of the
stringent safety regulations governing her own facilities.

"It wasn’t by plant policy. We’d ail come in by that door.
I have no idea what activated the bolt. Maybe it was the same force
that killed the systems inside, maybe the ensuihg heat, maybe some
vibration. That’s the chief reason I need to talk to

Mr. Lunarchild. If it’s a design problem or something else

carrectable, I want to know it now, before I submit my report and
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make my recommendations.”

nhy should Keeth know anything about it? He isn’t a
watchman.”

"No. He also isn’t a very good worker, and I had him on
probation for leaving his position unattended on a number of
occasions. I’m just hoping he might have seen something that could
prove useful to us."

nBut what makes you think he wasn’t..."

The man sighed. "Because he was in charge of that automachinery
room. No one died in there, and had anyone been present during the
fire, he would have been killed. Even hsd he been there at the very
start and run for it, he would’ve had time to warn us."

"You’re sure...”

"1°m certain that your cousin left that room alive, yes,”
Brian replied firmly. ‘

He was glad that he could do so. He did not want to hurt this
woman, not any more than he unew he inevitably must. Kelda
gilversign’s mind was sharp; all too capable of taking facts and

analyzing them for the good and the i1l they held. Power—born or

not, she very obviously was in command of her life and had not hidden

herself and her perceptions away within the shell surrounding the
soul of every Cancerian. She Qould not be long in realizing the
extent of the responsibility her kinsman migﬁt have for the fire and
for its potential consequences.
"How did you get out?" she asked. '"Help broke through to

you?!"

He shook his head. "The others would have reached us soon, right
enough, but we daren’t wait. I smashed tﬁe skylight that’s part of
every hall in the complex, and we climbed out onto the roof and from

there down. 1t had been designed to serQe as an emergency exit, and

]
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the ladder was close by. It took a little while, but I was able to
see everyone safe.” |
"Where many hurt."
"No, no one sericusly. I’m about the worst."
"You made your rescueré bandage your hands only partially
like that?" she asked. If he had not, and insisted pretty strongly
an it, the job was inexcusable.
"Yes. I had to be able to drive. I said I‘was goeing to my
own daoctor. I also told them I believed I was allergic te a number
of sedatives, or they’d never have left me get away without that."

Kelda felt sicg herself with the weariness and pain she saw in
him. Brian Oceanside had done so much and suffered so much, and it
was for nothing, at least this part of it. It was like Keeth to
boast of his relationship with the wealthy and respected Silversign
family and neglect to mention the breach between them. The
department manager would not find him here.

He would find rest and care. She would contact her cousin’s

- parents and, if necessary, get her brothers, all three of them,
working to check cut his haunts, which they knew better than she did,
but this man was not going to leave her house until he was truly fit
toc do so.

The strength of her determination surprised her a little, but
before she could begin to analyze it, the sound of a carpet, one
flying low and very fast, jerked her attention fully back to her
surroundings.

Both she and Brian could see the platform clearly as it
approached. It was slender and short and a blazing scarlet color —
the carpet of a very young and rather irresponsible person of
comfortable means. At least, she could not imagine anyone bearing

the weight of a home traveling about in such a flamboyant thing, an



s aa
opinion borne ouﬁ by just about everyone with whom she was acquainted
who owned one like 1t. |

The driver she knew, and joy surged through her heart at th;
sight of him. Keeth! She did not even mind that his too—fast
landing showered them with damp sand. It was guite apparent thgt he
was sound out, completely unhurt.

"Keeth'” she called to him before he could so much asistep
off his platform. "Praise all we cherish!l You’re all rightt!"’

He smiled, gratified and surprised by the intensity of theé
obviausly real emotion on her, but he saw her companion then, %nd his

expression darkened. i

nWhat’s he doing here?" he demanded. “Carrying tales:about
me?" o
i
"Brian’s my guest. He came to see me in the hope of %inding
you, before he or somecone else had to go to your parents. —- Né

couldn’t be sure you’d escaped unhurt until we’d seen you."

nWell I did," he replied curtly, although her answer %ad
mollified him somewhat. "Now he can go."

"Brian’s my guest,” Kelda repeated, "and this is my gome.
Besides, he does have some guestions to ask you. You might héve
information that could prevent another such fire, maybe a fatél one
the next time." '

Keeth eyed the department manager suspiciously. "What dogyou

want to know?" ‘

"Dp you have any idea how it started, Mr. Lunarchild% what

might have set it off, or even precisely when 1t began?"”

"No. I don’t." The scowl marring his usually handsome face
darkened even further. "I wasn’t there, if that’s what you’re really
asking. It was hot, and the air coolers were down. I took a walk

for myself. —— There’s a pice little park for the employees to use at
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“lunch,” he explained to Kelda. "it’s well away from the buildings
and screened from them by some fine old shade trees. 1 settled down
under one of them and ate an gearly meal."

He raised his head defiantly.

"That gives the excuse you’ve been waiting for, Oceanside,
put I don’t care. It was no kind of a job anyway. Not interesting
and important like Kelda’s. A1l I did was go from one automachine to
another checking gages and seeing that ﬁhey were doing everything
they should. Nothing ever went wrong to liven up the day even that
“much, and when the air cooclers weren’t working very well or not at
all, it was a misery in there. —= I1t’s summer, damn it, Kelda, and
this—friend of yours wouldn’t even let me have a day off now and
then. He said I°d already taken everything to which I was entitled.”

He glared at the other man. MFactory work is for moronic mental
defectives, not someone of talent like mel”

His cousin frowned to hear that. "No. It’s for people, and
they’re in the majority, who want to support themselves in a manner
that doesn’t drain resocurces they prefer to hold for other, mare
important things. It is definitely wrong for you, though, and I’m
wondering how you ever managed to pass the admittance exam."

He shrugged. "That? I’m no fool child now. I knew the answers
they wanted to hear."

IKeeth! Those tests are as much to protect the candidates
from making the kind of mistake you did as they are to protect
potential employers.”" She shook her head. "Blowing that job is bad,
Keeth. No steady woman or girl’s going to want to have anything to
do with someone with a work record like yours.”

i1gs what? I don’t want to spend my life slaving for a few
little rooms and a patch of posies anyway."

The woman took a deep breath.

#
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"You didn’t start that fire, did you?"

"Not  What do you think I am? How could you ever
imagine..."

"I didn’t, but I wanted to hear you confirm it, and before a
witness outside the family."

Brian nodded. He believed the young man, but another question
had came to him that Keeth &ight not be able to answer so
satigfactorily.

"You did lock the work hall door after the fire started,
though, didn’t you?"

"I had to do that! When I got back, the whole automachinery
room was burning, and I knew you’d all come piling ocut at any moment
and grab me. I had tc have time to get away."

"By the founders of the first homes, man, there were agver
twenty men and women in there!" "

"Ah, I knew you’d get them out. The water sprayers’ keep
you safe anyway. In fact, it was rather funny imagining all of vyou

locking like so many drowned field mice...”

"The sprayers did not work," the other man informed him
3 .
coldly, holding up his hands. "We very nearly did not get out."”
"I am sorryl" he exclaimed, horrified, "but how was I to

know that? I never would’ve bolted the door if I had."
"What do you intend to do now?" her cousin asked him
quietly, overcoming her shock and dismay by sheer force of will.
"I’ve got that figuréd out. I need help real bad, someone
to take care of me, but if you’ll just adopt me, everything’ll be
fine. I’m willing to forgive what happened before."
Her lips parted, and for a moment she was struck silent.
She found her voice once more. ”Keetﬁ! Even if you weren’t too

voung for me, our bleod’s far .too close."
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"That only matters if you plan to breed,” he told her
impatiently. nyou’re not so young any Mmores Kelda, not like the
girls I’d look at if things were better. You should be glad to have
the attentions of a handsome, virile man 1iké me."

She was surprised by the anger that flashed across Brian’s face,
but awareness of it did help her control her own. It was good that
something did, for there would be no point in her lashing out at her
kinsman.

"1t wouldn’t work, Keeth," she said wearily. "You’ve made a
mess of your life thus far, and you wouldn’t do any hetter with a
marriage."

Too late, she saw Oceanside’s warning shake of his head.

"l ook," Kelda began, "we can talk about it properly up at
the house..." |

"No!l VYou’re as had as Carls! You’re worse! You only want
to tfick me until you can call the personality medics down on mel

"What are you talking about?" she asked in complete
exasperation.

"1 went to your brother. He was supposed to be my friend,

but instead of helping me when I told him what’d happened, he ordered

me to get out of his sight and said I deserved to have the medics
lock me away for the rest of my wretched lifel"”

"That was wrong of him," she told him quetly. "It was his
disahpointment talking —— he’d looked up to you for so long —— but he
had no right to come down on you that hard. You can’t help being
what you are." |

"No, and I’m staying what 1 am, too. I’m not letting anyone
change me."

"You know a person can’t be changed unless he wants to

change,”" she reasoned patiently, "but you should try to get at least

—— SRR
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the discipline to take up painting seriously. You’ve elosed every
other road now."

“Not quiet, Cousin. You see, I’ve been thinking about
this. People’re welcome in the High North, and no one bothers them:
with questions about any silly mistakes they might have made down
here."

That took her aback. "Life is rough there...”

"Not for someone with the money to buy himself a new name
and the basic comforts.”

As he spoke, he bent and retrieved a small, sqdat glass bottle
from the storage box beside his seat on the carpet.

"See, this proves I’ve planned this out. I brought it
valong, well, stole it actually, in case you wouldn’t be willing to
help me freely. It’s from the lab at work, and if I drop it, there’s
none of us going to worry about medics orvfires or anything else."”

Brian Oceanside had remained silent throughout the exchange both
because he had no right to interfere in it and because he hoped to
glean some more information froem his former subordinate. Now he‘
stiffened. He recognized the purplish liquid sloshing dangerously in
the flazsk the distraught boy was holding.

"LLunarchild, don’t be a fool," he hissed. "You don’t even
have to droep that for it to go up. Put it down before YDU kill us
all."

"It-it’d be a whole lot better than getting dragged away and
blamed-blamed for everything... I never set that fire..." Keeth was
almost sobbing, but there was no mistaking the determination on him.
"Now we’re going to fly up to the house and get lots of money and
extra fuel capsules, and then we’ll go north, all of us.”

The woman’s head snapﬁed up .

"We’d never make it! The most of the way’s over water, the
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wild ocean. The sltightest gale, and we’d be thrown down like—like
Momma and Da were."

"1t’s a good carpet. —— We’re going. I can’t just leave you
two behind to tell on me before Il havé a chance tao disappear.”

He motioned with his hand and stepped back almost into the water
so that neither of them could come close enough to try anything
against him.

"Oceanside, you drive. Kelda’ll ride behind with me, and if
you pull something, I will break this."

Kelda was sobbing, crying piteocusly, and Brian’s burned hands
balled in impotent fury. It tore him to see her in such tervror, to
watch her crumble l1ike this before that worthless..

His breath caught, and he fought to keep his expressiaon blank.

In that instant, Keeth did loose his hold on the bottle, in sheer
surprise as a black téntacle closed about him, pinning his‘arms to
his sides in a punishing, vise-tight grip. A second caught the
missile before it could strike the sand.

”Thath‘the girl, Kitty!" Kelda Silversign exclaimédbin a
relieved but perfectly normal voice. "Give me the bottle now."

The woman gingerly took it and very carefully replaced it in the
padding in which her cousin had transported it.

While she was attending to that, the prisoner recovered from his
initial shock. He screamed in terror at finding himself high in the
air, looking down into the pussyfish’s enormous mouth, and he kept on
screaming.

Kitty did not like the noise. She shook him sharply. The
screams only increased in volume, and she brought him down into the
ocean with a re%ounding splash.

Kelda turned gquickly at the sound and the simultaneous return of

silence.
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wDon’t drown him. Let him up. I°11 try to stifle him for
you."

The big animal obeyed reluctantly. Before her cousin could open

his mouth to do more than sputter, Kelda called out to him.

"Keeth, be still, will youl She won’t hurt you as long as
you stay quiet. -— Brian, keep an eye on things while I get same rape
and call for help. Then you can instruct me on how to tie him up,

and we can all go back to the house like civilized people and wait
for the peace officers there." She hesitated. "You do know how to
bind someone, don’t you?" .
He gave her a broad smile. "Yes, I can number that among my many
strange skills."
“"Good. —— Kitty, you listen to my friend Brian until I

return. 1711 bring ancther treat for you, too, pretty pet. You

really deserve it for this."

#

Kelda sat back in the big winged chair that was her usual choice,
letting it take her weight. Her head lowered. The excitement and
commotion was over at last, and she felt exhausted, totally drained.

Poor, weak, broken Keeth! It had all been horrible, a living
nightmare for all of them, but she did not see how she could have
acted otherwise to preserve her home and spare the family, his as
well as her own, from much worse, how else she could have preserved
life itself.

nhat will happen to him now?” she wondered aloud. She
might never like Keeth, but he was kin, and he was so pitiable.

"He’11 have to be held for a while for observation and a
decision made as to whether to prosecute or not depending upen the
results. —— He’s very unstable, Kelda, dangerously so."

The man flushed when he realized how he had addressed her. "I7m
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sarry, Miss gilversign..."
nKelda, please,’ she said impatiently. e did face death
together, or the possibility of it anyway,"'she added realistically.
Her eyes narrowed.
n{7m being remiss. You belong in your room and your bed. ——
How’re the hands."
"Not too bad."

In truth, they hurt abominably although they had been covered
with healing and antiseptic salves and properly dressed. The pain
was temporarys nothing to concern him. The capsules Kelda’s
physician had left with him would soon bring him easeé; but he wanted

to postpone taking them for a while longer.

He watched his hostess closely.

"That was quite a performance,“ he said dryly.
She shrugged. "I doc some amateur theatricals, and I’m told I
portray emotion guiet effectively.” Her eyes shadowed. "I was

calling Kitty with my mind, like I often do, telling her we really
were in trouble and explaining about the explosive. I didn’t want
Keeth to suspect I was up ta anything; and 50|I acted like 1 was
vterrified. It was easy since 1 was.“{ ’\
"So wasgI. —— You handled it ;11 peréecfly."
The woman sat up-

w1 thank you, but that truly is enoughmtalﬁ\for tonight,”

she told him firmly. "I want you to be fresh amq,gomﬁletely rested

R .

when we begin our negotiatiohs.”
iNegotiations?" he asked blankly. : é Ty
"For your employment terms, of course. \Yo&}/preseht
organization quite obviously doesn’t appreciatevwhatf%ﬁey have in

you, or you’d be an ocean more than agmere depar tment managér. I°d

say, just as a guess, that your superiors are afraid of giving more .
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authority to a power—born lest he wind up taking it all.”

The tightening of his expression told that he’d come to a very

similar conclusion himself, and she did not believe he was fool

enough not to grab a better opportunity if it came before him, even

if loyalty to his distant kin had held him back from making a break

~  before now.

"1 have no such fears. I need someone who can take charge.

There are a number of projects I’ve had in mind for some time, but

b I’ve been afraid to tackle them alone, and lI’ve lacked the person to

help me develop them. I believe you’re precisely what I need, and I

’- don’t usually misread anyone I intend to put into a top—level job."

She smiled then, her expression brightening wonderfully.

"Do you think you could work with me, Brian Oceanside,

clesely and long—term?"
The man needed no time to ponder his answer.

"{ know it, Kelda Silversign. We have nothing whatscever to

discuss with respect to that.”
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