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"ONE OF THE ALL-TIME MASTERS'

—Peter Straub

How far away wasthe river? Naill tried to place landmarks about him. And then he heard the hounds
again—faint, to be sure, but with an exultant notein their cry. They had picked up the fugitives trall,
knew the scent was fresh. He hoped they were till leashed.

Ashlahuddled down, her eyeswide and wild as she watched his every move. But she no longer tried
to scream. If he could only bring Illylle memory to the surface of her mind again!

"lllyllel™ Naill did not try to touch her, made no move toward the shaking girl. "Y ou arelllylle of the
Iftin," he sad dowly.
Her head shook from side to side, denying that.

"You arelllylle—l am Ayyar," he continued doggedly. " They hunt us—we must go—to the
forest—to Iftcan.”

She made asmall choking sound and her tongue swept across her lips. Then she lunged past him, to
the side of the pool, hanging over the water and staring down at her reflection there. From mirror to man
she glanced up, down, up. Apparently she was satisfying hersdlf that there was aresemblance between
what she saw in the water and Naill.

"l—am—not—" She choked again, her wailing gpped breaking through her hodtility.

"You arelllylle" heresponded. "Y ou have beenill, with the fever, and you have had ill dreams."

"Thisisadream!" She caught him up.

Naill shook hishead. "Thisisred. That"—he waved a hand southward—"is the dream.
Now—ligen!"

The baying reached their ears.

"Houndd!" Sheidentified that sound correctly, glanced apprehensively over her shoulder. "But why?"

"Because we are of the Iftin, of the forest. We must go!"
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ONE

THE STUFF OF DREAMS

Here even the sun was cold. Itslight hurt the eyes asit glittered on the square, sullen blocks of the
Dipple. Naill Renfro leaned his forehead againgt the chill surface of the window, trying not to think—not
to remember—to beat down those frightening waves of rage and frustration that brought a choking
sensation into histhroat these past few days, astone heavinessto his chest.

Thiswasthe Dipple on the planet of Korwar—the last refuge, or rather prison, for the planetiess
flotsam of a space war. Forced from their home worlds by battle plans none of them had had avoicein
framing, they had been herded here years ago. Then, when that war was over, they discovered there was
no return. The homes they could remember were gone—either blasted into uninhabitable cinders through
direct action, or signed away at conference tables so that other settlers now had "solerights' there. The
Dipplewas aplaceto rot, another kind of degth for those planted arbitrarily withinitswals. A whole
generation of spiritless children was growing up in it, to which thiswas the only known way of life.

But for those who could remember . . .

Naill closed hiseyes. Limited space, curved walls, the endlessthrob of vibrating enginesdriving a
Free Trader long uncharted "roads" of space, exciting glimpses of strange worlds, weird creatures, new
peoples—some dien of mind and body, some resembling the small boy who lurked in the background,
drinking in avidly dl thewonders of atrade meeting . . . these he could remember. Then confusion—fesr,
which formed acold lump in asmall ssomach, asour taste in throat and mouth—lying in the cramped
berth space of an escape boat with warm arms about him—the shock of the thrust-away from the ship
that had aways been his home—the period of drift while amechanica signa broadcast their plight—the
coming of the cruiser to pick them up asthe only survivors. Afterwards—the Dipple—for yearsand
years and years—aways the Dipple!

But there had been hope that the war would end soon, that when he was big enough, old enough,
strong enough, he could sign on aFree Trader, or that they would somehow find credit deposits owed to



Duan Renfro and buy passage back to Mehetia. Wild dreams both those hopes had been. The dull, dusty
years had wasted them, shown them to be flimsy shadows. There was only the Dipple, and that would go
on forever—from it there was no escape. Or, if there was for him, not for her—now.

Naill wanted to cover hisears aswell as close his eyes. He could shut out the grayness of the Dipple;
he could not shut out now that weary little plaint, half croon, half moan, sounding monotonoudy from the
bed againgt the far wall. He siwung away from the window and came to stand at the side of the bed,
forcing himsdlf to look at the woman who lay there.

She—she was nothing but afrail wraith of skin and bones, not Malani.

Naill wanted to beet hisfists againgt the gray wall, to cry out his hurt and rage—yes, and fear—as
might asmall child. It was choking him. If he could only gather her up, run away from this place of
unending harsh light, cold grayness. It had killed Mdani, as much as Duan Renfro's death. The ugliness
and the hopel essness of the Dipple had withered her.

But instead of giving way to the storm within him, Naill knelt beside the bed, caught those restless,
ever-weaving handsin hisown, bringing their chill flesh againgt histhin cheeks.

"Mdani—" He caled her name softly, hoping againgt al hope that this time she would respond, know
him. Or wasit far more kind not to draw her back? Draw her back—Naill sucked in his bresth—there
was away for Maani to escape! If he were just sure, overwhelmingly sure that no other road existed . .

Gently he put down her hands, pulled the covering up about her shoulders. Once sure. . . He
nodded sharply, though Maani could not see that gesture of sudden decision. Then he went swiftly to the
door. Three strides down the corridor and he was rapping on another door.

"Oh—it'syou, boy!" Theimpatient frown on the woman's broad face smoothed. " She'sworse?"
"I don't know. Shewon't eat, and themedico . . ."

The woman'slips shaped aword she did not say. "He's said she ain't got achance?’

"Yes"

"For once he'sright. She don't want any chance—you gotta face that, boy."

What else had he been doing for the past weeks! Naill's hands were fists against hissdesas he
fought down ahot response to that roughly kind truth.

"Yes" hereturned flatly. "I want to know—how soon . . . 7'

The woman swept back aloose lock of hair, her eyes grew suddenly bright and hard, locking fast to
hisin an unasked question. Her tongue showed between her lips, moistened them.

"All right." She closed the door of her own quartersfirmly behind her. "All right," she repesated asif
assuring hersdlf in some way .

But when she stood beside Malani, she was concerned, her hands careful, even tender. Then she
once more drew up the covers, looked to Naill.

"Two days—maybe alittle more. If you do it—where's the credits coming from?”
“I'll get them!"

"She—she wouldn't want it that way, boy."

"Shell haveit!" He caught up hisover-tunic. Y ou'll stay until | come back?!

The woman nodded. " Stowar isthe best. He dedlsfair—never cuts. . ."

"I know!" Naill'simpatience made that answer dmost explosive.

He hurried down the corridor, the four flights of stairs, out into the open. It was close to midday,
there were few here. Those who had been lucky enough to find casua Iabor for the day werelong since
gone, the otherswere in the communal dining hall for the noon med. But there were till those who had
businessin certain rooms, furtive business.



Korwar was, except for the Dipple, a pleasure planet. Its native population lived by serving the great
and the wedthy of haf ahundred solar systems. And in addition to the usua luxuries and pleasures, there
were the fashionable vices, forbidden joys fed by smuggled and outlawed merchandise. A man could, if
he were able to raise the necessary credits, buy into the Thieves Guild and become amember of one of
those supply lines. But there was aso afringe of small dealerswho grabbed at the crumbsthe Thieves
captains did not bother to touch.

They lived dangerously and they were recruited from the hopel esdy reckless—from the Dipple
dregs, such as Stowar. What he sold were pleasures of akind. Pleasure—or away of easy dying for a
beaten and hel pless woman.

Naill faced the pale boy lounging beside a certain doorway, met squardly the narrow eyesin that
ratlike face. He said only aname: "Stowar."

"Bugness, boot?'

"Budness”

The boy jerked athumb over his shoulders, rapped twice on the door.

"Tekeit, boot."

Naill pushed open the door. Hefdt like coughing; the smoke of ahebel stick wasthick and cloying.
There were four men Sitting on cushions about a bros table playing star-and-comet, the click of thelr
counters broken now and then by agrunt of dissatisfaction as some player failed to complete his Sar.

"What isit?" Stowar's head lifted perhaps two inches. He glanced a Naill, acknowledging his
presence with that demand. "Go on—say something—were al mates here.”

One of the players giggled; the other two made no sign they heard, their attention glued to the table.
"Y ou have haluce—how much?"' Naill cameto the point at once.
"How much do you want?'

Naill had made his calculation on the way over. If MaraDisacould be relied upon, one pack . . . no,
better two, to be safe.

"Two packs."
"Two packs—two hundred credits,” Stowar returned. " Stuff's uncut—I give full measure.”

Naill nodded. Stowar was honest in hisfashion, and you paid for that honesty. Two hundred credits.
Well, he hardly expected to haveit for less. The stuff was smuggled, of course, brought in from off-world
by some crewman who wanted to pick up extrafunds and was willing to run the risk of port inspection.

"Il haveit—inan hour."
Stowar nodded. "Y ou do that, and the stuff'syours. . . My dedl, Gram.”

Naill bresthed deeply in the open, driving the stink from his lungs. There was no use going back to
their own room, turning over their miserable collection of belongingsto raise twenty credits—Ilet done
two hundred. He had long ago sold everything worth while to bring in the specidist from the upper city.
No, there was only one thing left worth two hundred credits—himsalf. He began to walk, his pace
increasing as he went, asif he must do this swiftly, before his courage failed. He wastrotting when he
reached that other building set so conveniently and threasteningly near the main gate of the Dipple—the
Off-Planet Labor Recruiting Station.

There were till worlds, plenty of them, where cheagp labor was human |abor, not imported machines
which required expert maintenance and for which parts had to be imported at ruinous shipping rates. And
such places asthe Dipple were forcing beds for that labor. A man or woman could sign up, receive
"settlement pay,” be shipped out in frozen deep, and then work for freedom—in five years, ten, twenty.
On the surface that was away of escape out of therot of the Dipple. Only—frozen degp was chancy:
there were those who never awoke on those other worlds. And what awaited those who did was so
chancy—arctic worlds, tropicd worlds, worlds where men toiled under the lash of nature runwild. To



sgn wasagamblein which no one but the agency ever won.

Naill cameto the selector, closed his eyesfor along moment, and then opened them. When he put
his hand to that lever, pulled it down, he would take a step from which there would be no
returning—eve.

An hour later he was once more at Stowar's. The star-and-comet game had broken up; he found the
smuggler done. And he was glad that was so as he put down the credit dip.

"Two fifty,” Stowar read. From benegth the table he brought a small package. "Two here—and you
oet fifty credits back. Signed up for off-world?’

"Yes" Naill scooped up the packet, the other credit dip.

"Y ou coulda done different,” Stowar observed.

Naill shook his head.

"No? Maybe you'reright at that. Therere two kinds. All right, you got what you wanted—and it's all
prime."

Naill's pace was dmost arun as he came back to the home barracks. He hurried up the stairs, down
the corridor. Mara Disalooked up as he breathlesdy entered.

"The medico was here again—Director sent him."

"What did he say?'

"The same—two days—maybethree. . ."

Naill dropped down on the stool by the table. He had believed Mara earlier; this confirmation should
not have made that much difference. Now he unrolled the package from Stowar—two small metd tubes.
They were worth it—worth saling himsalf into davery on an unknown world, worth everything that might
cometo himinthefuture. . . because of what they held for the dying woman who was his mother.

Haluce—the powder contained in one of those tubes—was given in acup of hot water. Then Maani
Renfro would not lie herein the Dipple; she would be rdliving for a precious space of time the happiest
day of her life. And if the thin thread that held her to thisworld had not broken by the time she roused

from that deep, there was the second draught to be sure. She had had to livein terror, defeat, and pain.
Shewould diein happiness.

Helooked up to meet Maras gaze. "I'll give her this." He touched the nearer tube. "If—if thereis
need—you'l do the other?"

"Y ou won't be here?"

That was the worst—to go and not to know, not to be sure. He tried to answer and it came out of
him in achoked cry. Then he mastered himself to say dowly, "1—I ship out tonight . . . They've given me
two hours. . . You—you'l swear to methat you'll bewith her . . . ? See™—he unrolled the dip for fifty
credits—"this—take this and swear it!"

"Naill!" Therewas aspark of heat in her eyes. "All right, boy, I'll swear it. Though we don't have
much to do with any of the old gods or spirits here, do we? I'll swear—though you need not ask that.
And I'll take this, too—because of Wace. Wace, he's got to get out of here. . . not by your road,
ether!" Her handstightened convulsively on the credit dip. Naill could dmost fed the fierce determination
radiating from her. Wace Disawould be free of the Dippleif his mother could fight for him.

"Where did you sign for?' she asked as she went to heat the water container.

"Someworld caled Janus," he answered. Not that it mattered—it would be a harsh frontier planet
very far removed from the Dipple or Korwar, and he did not want to think of the future.

"Janus," Mararepested. "Never heard of that one. Listen, boy, you ain't ate anything thismorning. |
got some patter-cakes, made 'em for Wace. He musta got labor today, he ain't come back. Let me—"

"No—I'm shipping out, remember.” Naill managed a shadow smile. "Listen, Mara, you seeto
things—afterwards—won't you?' He looked about the room. Nothing to be taken with him; you didn't



carry baggage in afreeze cabin. Again he paused to magter hisvoice. "Anything here you can use—it's
yours. Not much left—except . . ." He went directly to the box where they had kept their papers, their
few vauables.

His mother's name bracelets and the girdle Duan had traded for on Sargol were long since gone.
Naill sorted through the papers quickly. Those claim sheets they had never been able to use—might as
well destroy them; thelir identity disks. . .

"These go to the Director—afterwards. But therésthis." Naill balanced in his hand Duan Renfro's
master'sring. "Sdll it—and see. . . shehasflowers. . . shelovesflowers. . . trees. . . the growing things

"Il doit, boy."

Somehow he was certain Marawould. The water was steaming now. Naill measured aportion into a
cup, added the powder from the tube. Together they lifted Ma ani's head, coaxed her to swallow.

Naill again nestled one of the wasted hands againgt his cheek, but his eyes were for the faint curve of
smileon thosebluelips. A tinge of happiness soread like agossamer vell over thejutting of the
cheekbones, the sharp angles of chin and jaw. No more moaning—just now and then awhisper of a
word or aname. Some he knew, some were strange, out of apast he had not shared. Maani was agirl
again, back on her home world of shalow seas beaded with rings and circles of idands, wheretall trees
rustled in the soft breeze that always camein late spring. Willingly she had traded that for life on aship,
following Duan Renfro out into the reaches of space, marrying aman who had caled no world, but a
ship, home.

"Behappy.” Naill put down her hand. He had given her dl he had |€ft to give, thislast retracing—past
care, sorrow, and the unforgivable present—into her treasured past.

"Y ou there—you Naill Renfro?'

The man in the doorway wore the badged tunic of the Labor Agency, a stunner swung well to the
foreat hisbelt. He was atypica hustler—one of the guards prepared to see the catch on board the
waiting transport.

"I'm coming." Naill gently adjusted the blanket, got to hisfeet. He had to go fast, not looking back,
never looking back now. But he halted to rap on Maras door.

"I'mgoing,” hetold her."Y ou will watch?'

"I'll watch. And I'll do al the rest—just like you'd want it. Good luck, boy!" But it was plain that she
thought that last awasted wish.

Naill walked for the last time down the hdll, trying to make hismind ablank, or at least hold to the
thought that Malani was out of the Dipple in another way, afar better way. The guard gathered up two
more charges and delivered them all at the processing section of the port. Naill submitted without
guestion to the procedure that would turn him from aliving, bresthing man into a helpless piece of cargo,
va uable enough once it was ddlivered intact and revived. But what he carried with him into the deep of
the frozen was the memory of that shadowy smile he had seen on his mother'sface.

How long that voyage lasted, what path it took among the stars, and for what purpose, Naill was
never to know, or really care. Janus must be afrontier world, or € se human labor would not be
necessary there. But that was the sum total of his knowledge concerning it. And he was not awake to see
the huge dark green ball grow on the pilot's vison plate, devel op wide continents and narrow seas—the
land choked with the dense green of forests, vast virgin forests that more civilized planets had long since
forgotten existed.

The spaceport on which the cargo vessdl landed was a stretch of bare rockland, scarred and
darkened by the years of fiery lashing from arriving and departing ships. And extending irregularly from
that center were the clearings made by the settlers.

Garths had been hacked out of the forest, bare spotsin the dark green. The green carried ahint of



gray, asif some of the wide leaves of those giant trees had been powdered with afilm of slver. Men
cleared fidds, setting disciplined rows of their own plants criss-crossing those holdings, with the logs of
the forest hollowed, split, and otherwise forced into serving as sheltersfor the men who had downed
them.

Thiswasawar between man and tree, with here arunner of vine, there athrust of bush, or a sprout
of sgpling tonguing out to threaten apainfully cleared space. Alwaysthe forest waited . . . and so did that
whichwaswithintheforest . . .

The men who fought that battle were grim, slent, asiron-tough as the trees, and stubborn as
space-scoured metd. Their war had begun ahundred years earlier, when the first Survey Scout had
marked Janus for human settlement. An earlier attempt to conquer the world for man had failed. Then
these off-worlders had come and stayed. But still the forest had been cleared only alittle—avery little.

Settlers were moving portward from the scattered garths, gathering at the town they hated but which
they had to endure astheir link off-world. These were hard men, bound together by astern, joyless,
religious bdief and unshakable sdf-confidence. These were men who labored steedily through the
daylight hours, who mistrusted beauty and ease as part of deadly sin, who forced themsalves and their
children, their labor daves, into adull pattern of work and worship. Such came now to buy fresh labor in
order to fight theforest and dl it held.

TWO

FRINGE OF FOREST

"Thisisthelot, garthmaster. Why should | hold back my wares?' The cargomaster of the space
freighter balanced lightly, hisfistsresting on his hips, acontemptuouslight in hiseyes. Besdethe
would-be customer he was wire-dim and boyish in gppearance.

"For forest biting, for fieldwork, you bring such asthese?' His contempt was as grest, but divided
between the spaceman and hiswares.

"Men who il have something to bargain with do not sign on aslabor, asyou well know,
garthmadter. That we bring hereany at al is something to marvel a.”

The settler himsalf was quite different from the miserable company he now fronted. In an age when
most males of Terran descent, no matter how remote from the home planet that strain might be,
eradicated facia and body hair at itsfirst gppearance, this hulking giant was areverson to primitive times.
A fan of dense black beard sprayed across his barrel chest masking his face well up on the cheekbones.
More hair matted the backs of hiswide hands. Asfor the rest of him, he was gray—his coarse fabric
clothing, hishide boots, the cap pulled down over more bushy hair.

His bas ¢ speech was gutturd, with new intonations, and he walked heavily, asif to crush down some
invishble resstance. Tdl, massive, he resembled one of the trees against which he and dl hiskind had
turned their sullen hatred, while the men before him seemed pygmies of aweaker species.



There were ten of those, still shaken by the process of reviva, and none of them had ever been the
garthmagter's match physically. Men without hope, asthe cargomaster had pointed out, were
labor-signers. And by the time they had reached that bottom in any port, they were almost finished
dready, both physcaly and mentaly.

The settler glowered a each, his eyes seeming to strip the unfortunate they rested upon in turn,
measuring every defect of each underfed body.

"I am Callu Kosburg—from the Fringe. | haveforty vistasto clear before the first snow. And
these—these are what you offer me! To get an hour'sfull labor out of any would be agift from the Sky!"
Hemadeasdgnintheair. "Toask aload of bark for such.. . .itisasn!"

The cargomaster's expresson was serious. "A sin, garthmaster? Do you wish to accuse me of such
before a Speaker? Here—now? If so, | shdl bring forward my proof—so many credits paid for sign-on
fees, cogt of transportation, freeze fees. | think you will find the price well within alowed bounds. Do you
dill say 'sin,’ Garthmaster Kosburg?'

Kosburg shrugged. "A manner of speaking only. No, | make no charge. | do not doubt that you
could bring your proof if | did. But aman must have handsto help him clear—even if they are these puny
crawlers. | will take this one—and this—and this." Hisfinger indicated threein the [abor line.
"Also—you." For thefirg time he spoke directly to one of the laborers on view. "Y es, you—third man
from the end. What age have you?"

Naill Renfro redized that demand was barked in hisdirection. His head was il light, his stomach
upset by the concoction they had poured into him. He struggled to make a sensible answer.

"l don't know—"

"Y ou don't know?" Kosburg echoed. "What sort of an empty head isthis one, that he does not even
know how many years he has? | have heard much foolishness spoken here by off-worlders, but thisis
abovedl."

"He speaks the truth. According to the records, garthmaster, he was space-born—yplanet years do
not govern such.”

Koshurg's beard rippled asif he chewed hiswords before spitting them out. " Space-born—so .. . .
Weél, helooks young enough to learn how to work with his hands. Him | will teke, also. These aredl
ful-timemen?'

The cargomaster grinned. "For such a run—to Janus—would we waste space on less? Y ou have the
bark ready for loading, garthmaster?'

"I have the bark. We shdl put it in the loading area. To be on the road quickly, that is necessary
when onetravelsto the Fringe. Y ou—before me—march! Thereis unloading to be done—though by the
looks of you, not much will pass by your musclesthisday.”

The spaceport of Januswas a cluster of prefabs about the scorched apron of the landing field, having
the strangely temporary look of arootless place, ugly with the sterile starkness of the Dipple. Urged by a
continuous rumble of orders, the laborers hurried to aline of carts. Their cargoes, unwieldy bundles of
slvery bark, were being transferred by hand to growing stacks carefully inspected by a ship'staly-man.

"This—goesthere." Kosburg's smple instructions were made with waves of hishand indicating
certain carts and the bark piles. Naill looked up a the man standing in the nearest wagon, baancing arall
of bark to hand down.

Hewas ayounger edition of Kosburg. There was no mistaking they were father and son. The beard
gprouting on his square thrust of chin was il silky, and the lipsvisible above it pouted. Like hisfather, he
was dressed in heavy, ill-fitting gray clothing. In fact dl the men working aong that line of rapidly
emptying wagons presented a uniformity of drabnessthat was like some army or service garb.

But Naill had little chance to note that, for the bundle of bark did toward him and he had just timeto
catch it. The stuff was lighter than it looked, though the size of the roll made it awkward to manage. He



got it to the stack safely in spite of the unsteadiness of his feet.

Three such journeys brought him back to an empty cart. And he stood till, with achance to look
about him.

Two heavy-shouldered, snorting beasts were harnessed to each of the wagons. Broad flat hind feet
and haunches were out of proportion to their dim front legs, which ended in paws not unlike hisown
hands. They sat back on those haunches while, with the hand paws, they industrioudy scratched in the
hairy fur on their belies. In color they were adaty blue with manes of black—a dusty black—beginning
on their rounded, rodentlike skulls, and running down to the point end of their spines. They had no
vestige of tail. Wide collars about their shoulders were fastened in turn to the tongue of the cart by aweb
of harness, but Naill could see no control reins.

"Inl" Koshurg's hairy hand swept past his nose. And Naill climbed into the now empty wagon.

He settled down on a pile of rough sacking, which gtill gave forth the not unpleasant odor of the bark.
Two of hisfelow immigrantsfollowed him, and the back of the cart waslocked into place by the
gathmadter.

The son, who had not uttered aword during the unloading, occupied the single raised seet at the front
of the wagon. Now he raised a pole to rap smartly in turn the two harnessed scratchers. They
complained in loud snorts, but moved away from the port strip, their pace between ahop and awalk,
which made the cart progress unevenly in afashion not comfortable for passengers. One of the men was
promptly and thoroughly sick, only managing to hang over thetailboard in time.

Naill studied his companions dispassionately. Onewas big, even if he was only abony skeleton of
the man he must once have been. He had the greenish-brown skin of aformer space crewman and the
flat, empty eyes of one who had been on more than one happy-dust spree. Now he smply sat with his
shoulders planted againgt the Sde of the cart, his twitching hands hanging between his knees, a
burned-out hulk.

The one who had been sick Hill leaned againgt the tailboard, clawed fingers anchoring him to that
prudent position. Fair hair grew sparsaly on around skull; his skin was dough-white. Naill had seen his
like before, too. Some skulker from the port who had signed on for fear of the law—or because he had
chanced to cross a powerful Veep of the underworld.

"Y ou—kid—" The man Naill watched turned his head. "Know anything about this place?'

Naill shook hishead. "Labor recruiter said Janus—agriculture.” In spite of the jiggling process of the
cart, he ventured to pull himsdlf up, wanting a chance to see the countryside.

They werefollowing aroad of beaten bare earth, running between fenced fields. Naill'sfirst
impression was of somberness. In itsway this landscape was as devoid of color and life as the blocks of
the Dipple.

The plantsin thefields were low bushes set in crisscross lines, while the fences which protected them
were stakes of peeled wood set upright, aweaving of vines between them. Mile after planet mile of such
fidlds—but, in the far distance, adark smudge that might mark either hills or woodland.

"What'sdl that?' The man had moved away from the tailboard, edging around to join Nalill.

Naill shrugged. "'l don't know." They might be companionsin exile here, but hefelt no liking for the
other.

Small but very bright and knowing eyes surveyed him. "From the Dipple, ain't you, mae? Me—I'm
SmTylos"

"Naill Renfro. Yes, I'mfrom the Dipple."

Tylos snickered. " Thought you was gonna get yoursdf anew start off-world, boot? The counters
don't never run that way ‘cross the table. Y ou just picked yoursdlf another hole to drop into.”

"Maybe," Naill replied. He watched that smudge at the meeting of the drab, unhappy land with a sky
that carried afaint tinge of green. Suddenly he wanted to know more about that dark line, approach it



closar.

The hop-shuffle of the animals drawing the wagon was swift. And the group of five wagons, their
own the leading one, was covering ground at a steady and distance-egting pace. Sim Tyloswith alifted
finger indicated the driver of their own cart. "Suppose hell talk abit?"

"Akhim."
Naill let Tylos pass him but did not follow when the other took his stand behind the driver's sedt.
"Gentlehomo—" Tyloss voice was now a placating whine. " Gentlehomo, will you—"

"Whatchawant, fieldman?' The younger Kosburg's basic was even more gutturally accented than his
father's.

"Just some information, gentlehomo—" Tylos began. The other cut in: "Likewhere you're goin' and
what you'll be doin' there, fieldman? 'Y ou're going right on to the end of the fields—to the Fringe, where
like as not the mongtersl| get you. And what you'll be doin' thereis good hard work—'less you want the
Speaker to set your sins hard on you! See them there?' He flicked the end of his encouragement pole at
the bushesin thefieds. "Them's our cash crop—Ilattamus. Y ou can't set out lattamustill you have abare
fiedd—no shoots, no runners, nothin' but bare field. And on the Fringe getting' abare field takes some
doin—amighty lot of axin’, and grubbin', and cuttin'. We aim to get us some good lattamusfields ‘fore
you al go to account for your sinnin’.

" 'Course’—young Kosburg leaned over to stare straight into Tylos's eyes—"therere some snners as
don't want to aid the Clear Sky work—no, they don't. And them has to be |essoned—Iessoned good.
My sire back there—he's agood lessoner. Speaker puts the Word on him to reckon with real sinners.
We're Sky People—don't hold with killin' or such-like off-world snnin'. But sometimeslessonin' Sits
heavy on hard-hearted snner!”

Though his words might be obscure, his meaning was not. There was a threat there, one that young
Kosburg took pleasurein ddlivering. Tylos shrank back, sidled away from the driver's seat. Kosburg
laughed again and turned his back on the laborer. But Tylos now stood as till asthe jolting of the wagon
would let him, staring out over the countryside. When he spoke again, it wasin ahaf whisper to Nalll.

"Nasty lot—not by hdf, they ain't. Work aman—work him to desth, moren likely. Thisheresa
frontier planet—yprobably only got one spaceport.”

Naill decided thelittle man was thinking aoud rather than taking him into his confidence.

"Got to play this nice and easy—no pushing agtar till you're sure you got aline on the comet's
tail—no fast movin'. Thislessonin' tak—that ain't good hearin’. Think they hasusdl right and tight, does
they? Let 'em think it—just let ‘em!”

Naill's head was aching, and the lurching of the cart was beginning to make him queasy. He sat
down, across from the gtill-staring ex-gpaceman, and tried to think. The agreement he had sgned in the
labor office—it had been quite detailed. So much advance—Naill's memory shied away violently from
the thought of how that advance had been spent—so much for expenses, for shipment to thisworld. He
had no idea of the value of the bark that Kosburg had paid for him, but that could be learned. By the
agreement he should be able to repay that—be a free man. But how soon? Best settle down and learn
what he could, keep eyes and ears open. The Dipple had been a tatic kind of death; thiswas a chance
at something . . . what he had no idea, but he was hoping again.

Duan Renfro had been a Free Trader, born of aline of such explorers and reckless space rovers.
Though Nalill could hardly remember hisfather, some of the abilities of that unsettled and restlesstype
were inherited quaities. Maani Renfro was of afrontier world, though one asfar different from Janus as
sere autumn was from spring. She had been third generation from First Ship there, and her people had
gtill been exploring rather than settling. To observe, to learn, to experiment with the new, were desires
which had lain dormant in Naill growing up in the vise of the Dipple. Now those needs awoke and
dirred.



When they stopped for ameal of gritty bread and dried berries, Naill watched the beasts munching
their fodder. The driver of the second cart was small and thin, a seamed scar of an old blaster burn
puckering the sde of hishead, plainly another off-world |aborer.

"What do you cal them?' Naill asked him.

"Phas" Hisanswer camein oneword.

"Native here?' Nalll perasted.

"No. They brought ‘'em—First Ship." He pointed with chin rather than hand to the K osburgs.

"Firgt Ship!" Naill was sartled. He tried to remember the scant information on Janus. Surely the
Settlers had been established here longer than one generation.

"Camein twenty years ago. These Sky Lovers bought settlement rights from the Karbon Combine
and moved in. Only the port'sfreeland now."

"Freeland...?"

"Freefor off-worlders. Rest'sal Sky Lovers holdings—family garths—pushing out alittle more each
year." Agan hischin pointed, thistimeto that dusky line on the horizon. " Gotta watch yoursdlf ‘round
these phas. Look peaceful but they ain't dways—not with strangers. They can use them teeth to crack up
more'n a borlag nut, do they want to."

The teeth were long and white, sartlingly so against the dark body fur of the animas, and very much
on display. But the phas themsalves appeared to be completely absorbed in eating and paid no attention
to the men.

"Hollal" Kosburg, the elder, bellowed enough to excite even the phas. "Get them animalsready to
move out. Y ou'—hiswave put Naill in motion back to his own wagon—"climb up."

Asthe afternoon wore on, the supply of lattamus bushes dwindled in the roadside fields. Here and
there were patches of grain or vegetables, the fences about them of alighter shade, asif they had
weathered for only a short space of time.

And aways that dusky shadow crept toward them . . . or that was the way Naill felt it moved—a
shadow advancing toward the men and carts, not men and carts cregping up to it. Now it was clearly a
dark wall of trees, and here were evidences that it had not been dispossessed easily. Vast stumps stood
in the fields, some of them smoking asif eaten by fires kept burning to utterly destroy them. Naill had a
vison of the labor needed to win such afield from virgin forest, and he drew a deep breath of wonder.

Hetried to put together what he knew or could guess about the garths and the men who worked
them. Clothing, carts, the dlusionsin the speech of both Kosburgs and that of the |aborer-driver led Naill
to believe that this was a sect settlement. There had been many of those through the centuries after the
first Terrans ventured into deep space and began their colonization of other worlds. Groups knit together
by some strong belief sought out empty worlds on which to plant their private utopias undisturbed by
"worldly" invaders. Some had become so eccentric asto warp life ontheminto acivilization totaly dien
to the past of thefirst settlers. Othersliberdized, or dwindled forgotten, leaving only ruins and gravesto
mark vanished dreams.

Naill was uneasy. Farm labor would be backbreakingly hard. He had expected that. A fanatica
belief was something else, a menace which was, to his mind, worse than any natura danger on astrange
planet. The Free Traders were also free believers, their cosmopolitan descents and occupations making
for wide tolerance of men and ideas. The guiding spirit of Maani'skindly home world had been
recognized by the worshipers there as a gentle and benevolent Power. The narrow and rigid molds that
some men cast their belief in aForce above and beyond theimsalves were as much a peril to astranger in
their midst as ablaster in the hands of an avowed enemy. And now that sinister talk of "lessoning,” which
young Kaosburg had used earlier, struck hometo Naill.

Helonged passionately for a chance to ask questions. But again such inquiries as he wanted to make
might well bring down upon him the very attention he wished leadt to attract. Those



guestions—concerning religion and purpose—were oftentimes forbidden, even to the followerswithin the
mold of afanatical community. No—Dbetter to watch, listen, try to put the piecestogether for himself
now.

The wagon turned from the road into a narrower lane and then passed the gate in a stake wall higher
than any field partition, one that might have been erected as a defense rather than to mark adivision
between one section of land and the next. And their arrival was greeted by baying.

Hounds—enough like the Terran anima s that had borne that designation to be named so—a hdf
dozen of them, running and leaping behind another and lower fence, were davering out their challengeto
the newcomers. Naill watched that display. What menace, living in the shadow of the now plainly visble
forest, moved the garth dwellers to keep such a pack? Or—there was a chill between his shoulder
blades, cregping down his spine—were those guards to keep workerslike himsdf in line?

The carts pulled on into ahollow square, surrounded by buildings, and Naill forgot the hounds
momentarily to gape at the main house of the garth. That—that—thing—was fully astdl astwo stories of
the Korwar Dipple, but it wasasingletreetrunk laid on its side, with windows cut in two rows, and a
wide door of gtill-scaled bark. Why—the stumps he marveled at in the fields were but the remains of
saplings compared to this mongtrosity! What kind of trees did make up the forests of Janus?

THREE

TREASURE TROVE

Naill leaned againgt the supporting haft of the big stripping ax. On his body, bare to thewaist, silver
dust was puddled into patches by swesat. Overhead the sun, which had seemed so pale on that first day
of hisarrival, proved itsforce with waves of hest. His head turned, asit so often had these past weeks,
toward the cool green of the woods they were attacking. The dim reaches of dark green were as
promising asapool into which aman could plunge his sweating, heat-seared body—to relax, to dream.

Kosburg had lost no time, after their arrival at this Fringe garth, in outlining to hisnew hands dl the
dire dangers of that woodland which beckoned so enticingly. And not the least of those perilswas
marked by the solitary, ruined hut he had shown them, well within one strip of forest that licked out into
his painfully freed acres. It was now cursed land, which no man would dareto trouble. That hut—they
viewed it from a safe distance—had been, and gtill was, the tomb of asinner, one who had offended so
greatly againgt the Sky asto be struck down by the Green Sick.

The Bdieversdid not kill—no, they simply abandoned to the chill londliness of the forest those who
contracted that incurable disease, which was sent to them as a punishment. And what sufferer ravingin
the high fever of thefirst stages could survive done and untended in the wild? Also—who knew what
other dangers lurked under the shadow of the gresat trees? There were the monsters, seen from time to
time, dwaysviewed in the early morning before the sun'srising, or in the twilight.

Naill wondered about those "monsters.” The stories Kosburg's household related with ardlish were



wild enough, but the creature or creatures described were surely born from over-vivid imaginations. The
tales agreed only upon the fact that the unknown was nearly the same color as the vegetation wherein it
sheltered and that it had four limbs. Asto whether it walked erect on two, or ran on four, the information
appeared to be divided. And againgt it the hounds of the garths had an abiding hate.

Curiogity was not one of the character traits the settlers either possessed or encouraged. Naill'sfirst
fears concerning the society on Janus had been fully substantiated. The belief of the Sky Loverswasa
narrow, fiercely reactionary one. Those living on the garths might well have stepped back athousand
years or more into the past history of their kind.

There was no desire to learn anything of the native Janus, only dogged, day-in, day-out effortsto
tame the land, make it conform to their own off-world pattern of life. Where another type of settler would
have gone exploring into the vastness of the forest lands, the Sky Lovers shunned the woods, except
when armed with ax, lopping knife, shove, and the thirst for breaking, chopping, digging.

"Y ou—Renfro—bend to it!"

That was Lagatramping into the half-hacked clearing, his own ax across his shoulder. He had been
the longest in Kosburg'slabor service and so took upon himself the hustling of the latest comers. Behind
him came Tylos carrying as opping water bucket, hisface puckered in an attempt to act out the pain
such avad effort cost him.

The ex-crook from Korwar was striving to use every wile and trick he had learned in his spotted past
to make life for himsalf as easy ashe could. Hisfirst day at clearing had brought him back early to the
garthstead with a swollen ankle from what Naill thought was a carefully calculated misstroke of a
grubbing hook. Hobbling about the buildings, he then stroveto ingratiate himsdlf in the kitchen and
weaving house, his quick, dy tongue as busy as his hands were dow, until the womenfolk of Kosburg's
establishment accepted him as part of their aids to labor. So he escaped the fields, though Naill, having
heard the flaying tongue of the mistress of the household in full flap, doubted whether Tylos had won the
better part.

Now heleaned against the bole of afallen tree and smirked behind Laga's broad back, winking at
Naill asthe latter began to shape up one of the waiting logs.

"Seen any of them mongters?' he asked as Naill paused and came over for adrink. "Reckon their
hides might bring agood price down to the port, was anyone smart enough to take him out a pair of
hounds and do alittle huntin'."

His haf suggestion only pointed up the thought that was at the back of al newcomers minds—the
driving hope of somehow managing to get some trade goods independently, to build up credits at the port
and some day—no matter how far away—to earn one's freedom.

Lagascowled. "You stow that! Ain't never goin' to get any trade goods—you know that,
scuttle-bug. Anything you get—or find—bel ongs to the garthmaste—and don't you go to forget that!
Want to be judged afirst-degree sinner and have the Speaker reckon with you?'

Naill glanced over the rim of the wooden dipper. "What could a man get—or find—around here,
Laga, that's worth bringing in a Spesker?”’

Lagasscowl blackened. "Sinful things," he muttered.

Naill allowed the dipper to splash back into the bucket. He was aware of Sim Tyloss sudden start,

dilling ingantly into watchful waiting. When the big man did not continue, it was Tyloswho asked the
question in both their minds.

"Sinful things, eh? And what're them, Laga? We don't want to get no Speaker on our backs—better
tell uswhat we ain't to pick up, if we arefindin' of 'em. Or ese, do we get into trouble, we can say as
how we was never told no different. This Kosburg, he'saterror on two legs, al right, only he might listen
to ussayin' somethin' like that.”

Tyloswasright. Stern and narrow as was the garthdwellers creed, their sense of justice il



worked—justice, not mercy, of course. Lagapaused, hisax till upraised. Hislower lip pushed out so
that he had the sde profile of some awkward, off-world bird thing—round head, outthrust bill.

"All right—all right!" He brought down the ax mightily and then let the haft dip through his hand until
the head rested on the chip-littered ground. " Sometimes, men workin' out to clear the forest—they find
things..."

"What kind of things?" Naill took up the questioning.

But Lagas discomfort was growing. " Things—well, you might say as how they waslike treasures.”

"Treasured" Tylos broke out and then clamped his pae lipstightly together, though hisavid interest
blazed in his narrowed eyes.

"What kind of treasures?’ Naill asked.
"l don't know—just things—rich-lookin'."

"What happensto 'em?’ Tyloss tongue stopped its passage across his lipslong enough for him to
ask

"The Speaker comes and they break ‘em dl to bits—burn 'em.”
"Why?' Naill demanded.
"'Causethey're cursed, that'swhy! Anybody astouches 'em is cursed too.”

Tyloslaughed. "That'srich, that is. 'Course they're cursed, do we find 'em. We might just take 'em
down to the port and buy ourselves free. But why smash ‘em up? They could use some treasure
here—import some machines so we don't have to go on breskin' our backs cuttin' down trees and
grubbin’ out Suff.”

Lagashot him ahard glance. "Y ou ain't breakin' your back none, Tylos. And the Sky Loversdon't
use no machines. Anyway—does aman try to hold out on treasure and they learn it, he gets put out
there’'—he jerked athumb at the forest—"d one—no grub, no tools, nothin' but his bare hands. And you
an't sdlin' nothin' a the port. Y ou don't get to the port lessn they make sure they's nothin' aman's got on
him but his clothes over his bare skin. No—they'sright—that treasure's not for the takin'. Whenit's
found, thefinder sngsout, and loud, too."

"Where doesit come from? | thought thiswas an empty world, no nativerace,”" Naill said.

"Sure—never found no people here. Funny thing—I've heard alottatalk. This here planet's been
known for about a hundred years, planet time. The Karbon Combinebid it in at the first Survey
auction—just on spec. That was before the war—long before. But they didn't do much more than just
hold it on their books—sent in a couple of explorin’ parties who didn't see more'n trees, messes of trees
al over the place. Theresacouple of narrow little seas—all the rest forest. No minerals hasregistered
high enough to pay for exportin—nothin' but alottawood.

"Then, when it looked like the Combines were stretchin' too far, mosta them started unloadin’ worlds
what didn't pay—gettin' rid of 'em to settlers. These Sky Lovers—they were over on some hard-soiled
scrap of an overbaked world which gave ‘em ahardscrabble livin'. Somehow they got the down payment
for Karbon and jumped the gulf to here. Then—when the war broke—well, then they had it made.
Karbon holdin's were all enemy then—they cracked wide open and nobody came around here askin' for
what was till owin'. Far's| know, the Sky Lovers have Janus free and clear dl to their selves. They get
out lattamus and bark enough to keep the port open and themselves on the trade map.

"That'sall the history we know. And there's never been no sign of natives, just these treasures turnin'
up every oncein awhile. No pattern to that neither, no ruins—nothin’ to say as how there was ever
anythin' here but trees. And those've been growin—some of 'em—nigh onto two thousand planet years!
Might just be that this was some sort of a hideout for raiders or such once. But they ain't never found no
marks of aship landin' neither. The Sky Lovers, they have it that the treasures are planted by the Dark
Onejust to make aman sin, and so far they ain't found nothin' to prove that wrong.”

Tyloslaughed scornfully. "Silly way of thinkin'"



"Maybe—but it'stheirs and they've got the say here" Lagawarned.
"Did you ever redly see any such treasure?' Naill went back to his stripping job.

"Once—over on Morheim's Garth. He's to the south, next holding. That waslast fall, just when we
was doin' the season burnin'. Was his son asfound it. They had the Speaker in right away—rounded us
al up for the prayin' and the breakin'. Didn't do 'em much good, though—only kinda proved their point
about it bein' anful.”

"How?'

"'Cause just about aweek of days|ater, that same son as found it—he came down with the Green
Sick. They carted him off to the forest then. | was one of the guardsthey set for the watchin'.”

“Thewaiching?'

"Y eah. With the Green Sick they go plumb outta their heads—sometimesthey run wild. Can't let 'em
get back where there's people. They touch you and you get it too. So if they try to break back, you rope
‘em—pull 'eminand tie 'em to sometree."

"Leave sick peoplethat way to die!” Nalll stared at Laga

"There ain't nothin' as can be done for ‘em—no cure a al. And the port medico says as how they
could infect thewholelot of us. Sometimesther folks give ‘'em adeegp drink so they just die that way.
But that ain't right, accordin’ to the Speakers. They ought to be made known as how they's sinned. And,
lissen here, boy, the Green Sick ain't nothin' to want—nor to look at neither. Y ou ain't human no more,
onceit beginson you." Lagachopped at thetree. "They say ashow it never touches no one'less he's
broken some sortarule of theirs—been different somehow. That Morhelm boy—he was |essoned once
or twice by hisfather, right out before the whole garth—for doin' wrong. So when hetook sick, it wasa
judgment, like."

"You believethat?' Naill asked.

Lagashrugged. "Seen it work that way—or heard as how it does. Them what takes the Green Sick,
they's al had some trouble with the Rule. Once it was agirl as was kinda queer in the head—used to
want to go into the forest, said as how she liked the trees. She got |essoned good for wanderin' off. Just a
little thing shewas, not full growed yet. They found her burnin’ up in her bed place one night—took her
right off to the woods. It weren't pretty—she cried alot. And her mother—she was K osburg's second
woman—she took on somethin' awful. Old man had her locked up for a couple weeks—till he was sure
itwasdl over."

Naill chopped savagdly. "Why didn't they just kill her? Would have been kinder!"

Lagagrunted. "They don't figure so. Bein' kind to her body wouldn't save her spirit. She had to die
hard in order to get rid of her sin. They think asif aman don't diein the Clear—asthey cdlsit—hell be
in the Shadow dways. If you sin big, you haveto pay for it. Makesfor alot of hard dedin’ one way or
another sometimes. Y ou can't change their way of thinkin' and it's best not to meddle. They hold that
lessonin's good for everyone, not just those that believe. Now—weve had enough jawin'! You, Tylos,
make tracks with that bucket to the splittin' ground. Tell the garthmaster as how we have aload 'bout
ready. And don't you linger none on the way, neither.”

Tylos, hisbucket dopping, hurried aslong as hewasin Lagas sight. Probably that scuttle would
drop to acrawl as soon as he put a screen of brush between them. Since the usudly taciturn Laga
seemed in an open-jawed mood, Naill determined to make the most of the opportunity to learn what he
could.

"Laga, has anyone ever bought free here?'

"Bought free?' The axman gppeared to jerk out of some private path of thought. He grinned. "Y ou
needn't wear yoursdlf out, boy, thinkin' ‘bout that. 1ffen you can shoulder a phas and trot him twice round
the garth—then you can think of buyin' free. Thisisadirt-poor world—and Kaosburg'sin an outer-Fringe
holdin'. Heain't goin' to et loose of any pair of hands he gets. Not while they can gtill work, that is.



Y ou'reright puny, but you ain't no shirk like Tylos. Y ou do aday'swork right enough. Me—I was
prisoner of war on Avaon. They came 'round to the camp and made |abor offers. | took that—»better
than stayin' in and goin' mad with bein' cooped up. When | came here—sure, | had big ideas about doin'
my time and buyin’ free. Only—thisisthe way of it—adl theland, every stinkin' wood-rotten bit of it,
bel ongsto the Sky, accordin’ to their reckonin’. And only atrue Believer can get rights to take up agarth.
And—thisisthetrick star in their game—you can't be no true Believer 'less you was born so. They made
them a pact, when they took off from that mistake of aworld where they was roostin' before, that they
wouldn't let in no disturbin’ outsders with different ideas. So you gotta be born a Believer, you can't up
and say ashow you'd liketo join 'em now.

"Once here, they've got you tighter'n an air-lock door. Y ou can go up against 'em and get yoursdlf
lessoned—or maybe thrown out in the woods—but they've got you just whereiit suits ‘'em! Now, you do
that there smoothin' down. Wed better have afair load for the old man when he comes sniffin' ‘round.”

How far were they from the port? A good day'stravel in one of the phas-drawn carts—maybe
longer on foot. And how could anyone work out an escape even if hewere able to reach that singletie
with space? To hire passage on a spacer would cost indeed a"treasure”; to try to work some deal with
any ship's commander to be taken on as crew would be usdless. The sympathies of the officerswould all
be with the master one was trying to escape. And if there was no system of legal buyfree. . . Naill dug
savagely with the point of hisax againgt the hard wood. He hated to believe that Lagas gloomy report
wasthetruth, but it sounded likely.

"Y ou takethat rope." Lagabrokeinto hisassstant's train of discouraging thought. "And drag out
another of them logs. Y ou can plunk it ‘bout here."

Naill put down the ax and went back into where the trees had been felled during the past two days.
Hewas dill out of the coverage of thefull forest, but the mass of greenery, just beginning to wilt, was
somehow refreshing. Therewas adifferent fed hereto theland, smellsthat were arométic, free from the
taint of human living. On impulse he stripped off handfuls of silver-green leaves, their touch fur-soft
againgt his damp skin as he held them close to his nose and drank in aspicy fragrance.

Hewasfilled with a sudden desire to keep on going into the domain of the trees. What if aman did
take to the woods? That would mean becoming an outlaw in unknown country. But wasthat state so
much worse than garth life? His mind nibbled at that as he hunched down to knot the rope about atree
trunk. Thetwist of cordage cut cruelly into his shoulder on the first pull. There was resistance, too much.
Naill knelt again, saw abranch had cut into a soft place in the ground and pinned the tree fast there.

With hislopping knife he set to work digging that free. Sunlight lay in ragged patches. And something
blazed with legping light where he dug. Naill clawed out loose handfuls of moist loam and uncovered
what lay benegth.

Heblinked. Lagas stories had not prepared him for this. And truly—what wasit? A figure of—was
it atree?—aball, abox, arod the length of his pam and perhaps two inchesthick, anecklace spilling a
circlet of green-fire droplets on the gray soil.

Naill's hand closed upon therod, brought it into full Sght.

He drew a deep breath of pure wonder. There had been so many years of drabness, of ugliness. And
now he could not give nameto what he held in his hand. The substance was cold, with the pleasant
coolness of springwater cupped in asweaty hand to be brought to athirsty mouth. It was al light—qgreen,
gold, opdine—jeweled light. It was aform—in traceries of patterns—to entrance, to enchant the eyes. It
was afabulous wonder that was hisl Hid!

Moved by someingtinctive fear, Naill sat haf crouched, looking about him. Smashed, burned—that
was what Lagasaid was done to such things! Sure—that was part of their narrow world. Break beauity,
destroy it, asthey broke and destroyed the beauty of the Forest. He had not the dightest hope of
keeping the entire treasure: he had no desireto. But this rod—this tube with al itsimprisoned, magic
splendor—that was not going to be broken!



Lagawould be aong any moment, and Naill had no doubt about the other's reaction. Hed call
Kosburg at once. Where—where was a hiding place?

Hebdled hisfigt tightly about his treasure. The woods—perhaps he could find a place of
concealment there. Naill got to hisfeet, stole into the shadow of the trees, and saw there on the bole of
one adark hole. He thrust the tube into that hollow just as Laga called from close at hand.

Naill leaped, kicked soil back, took up the ropeto pull asthe other came into view. He dared not
turn his head to see how much dirt hiskicks had replaced, whether he had again concealed the rest of the
treasure.

"Y ou empty-skulled lackwit!" Lagabore down upon him. "Whattayou doin', pullin' out your guts
that way?Y ou got alimb caught under that thing!"

The older man went down on one knee to dig with hislopping knife, just as Naill had done before
him. Then that busy arm paused. Lagatumbled away asif he had just laid hand on alurking jacata
worm. He scrambled to hisfeet and grabbed Naill, propelling him away from the tree. And at the same
time he gave acarrying call that would summon Kosburg. It was plain Lagawas obeying the Rule.

FOUR

SINNER

Tylos stood againgt the wall bunk, his hands opening and closing asif he wanted to grab and hold
what was not there. He leaned toward Naill, his pale tongue diding back and forth across hislips.

"Y ou musta seen somethin—you mustal Treasure—wheat kindatreasure, man?"

They were dl herded in the bunkhouse, the dozen off-world laborers Kosburg had. And dl eeven
pairs of eyeswere on Naill. Only Lagawas missing, kept behind asaguide. Naill hedged.

"Lagadug it out—the tree branch was caught. | was on the rope drag and he dug. Then he pushed
me out of there and called Kosburg. | saw something shining in the dirt—that's dl.”

"Why—why call Kosburg?' Tylos demanded of the company at large. " Treasure—get that down to
the port, and any trader'd take it off your hands for enough to buy your passage out.”

"No." Hannosa, never atakative man and one of the older laborers, shook his head. "That'swhere
you're off course, Tylos. No trader landing on Janus would dedl with one of us—he'd lose port license if
hetried."

"Not the master, maybe," Tylos conceded. "But don't tell me the whole crew of every ship isgonna
turn blind eye to aprofitable little dedl on the side. Lissen, dirt grubber, | come from Korwar—I know
how much can be made outta treasure. Alien things—they bring big prices—big enough to make the cut
worth while al dong the line from acrewman up to thefind sdler in somefancy Veep place.”

Hannosa continued to shake his head. "Thisisamatter of beief. And you know—or ought to
know—that means a complete clampdown at any port. There've been five treasures found in the past



three years—that we've heard about—in this district one. Every one of them finished the same
way—destroyed under careful supervison.”

"Why?" Naill wasthe oneto ask now. "Don't they redlize that these finds are important?”

"Towhom?' Hannosaretorted. "To the Sky Loverstheir own creed and way of lifeisall-important.
If news of such finds bringsin strangers, archeologists, treasure seekers, then they would open the door
to what these people came to Janus to escape: contact with other beliefs and customs. That mustn't
happen, they think. Asthey seeit, thereisevil inherent in these objects—so they are destroyed.”

"Itantright!" Tylos pounded asmadl fist againgt the sde of the bunk. "It purdly ain't right to smash up
suff likethat!"

"Go tel Kosburg that," one of the other men suggested. "Me—as|ong as we have to stay outtathe
fidldstill the Ceremony, I'm gonna.get somerest.” He stretched out on his bunk, setting an example most
of the rest were quick to follow.

Tylos went to the window, though what he might be able to see from there Naill did not know. He
himself lay flat and closed his eyes. But through hiswhole body there was a quiver of excitement so
intense that he feared everyone in the room could senseit. Had he redlly done the impossible, kept for
himself afraction of that find? Had luck favored him that far?

When he closed his eyes, he could see vividly again that tube with its patterns, itscolor. And in his
pam he could fed the deekness of its substance. What was it? For what purpose had it been fashioned?
Who had |eft it there and why? A burid hoard—I oot hastily concedled? There were questions he longed
to ask those about him concerning the other finds. Dared he try, without revealing to the curiousthat he
knew more about this one than he had admitted?

If he was successful in keeping his find—then was Tylos right? Could aded be made with some
crewman? Only—how could he account for the funds afterward? Well, there would be time, plenty of
time, to think that out later. It al depended on how well he had hidden the tube, whether the tree hollow
would be safe.

Green and gold, red, blue—even colors he could not put name to, shades melting into one another,
whirling, forming this design and that. Naill longed to haveit in hisgrasp again, just to hold and watch for
longer than the few moments he had had it after freeing it from the ground. It was beauty in itsedf—more
than beauty: warmth. If he could takeit in histwo hands, bring it to Mdani . . . Naill rolled over on the
hard and narrow bunk, hisface to the unpedled bark on thelog wall.

"Out!" That was Kaosburg's order as he banged open the door. The tone of that bellow brought
ingtant obedience from hislaborers.

Naill followed Hannosainto the open, to discover the entire popul ation of the garth was assembled in
theyard. A baby or two cried protestingly in amother'sarms. Small children stood sober-faced and
wondering. Kosburg himself, cap in hand, was at the head of the family line of Bdievers, facingaman
wearing along gray cloak over the usua dull appardl of the settlers.

The stranger was bareheaded, and his shock of uncovered hair and chest-spread of beard were as
gray ashiscloak, so it was difficult to see where fabric ended and hair began. Out of that forest of beard
asharp beak of nose stuck, and curioudy pale red-rimmed eyes, one of which watered constantly so that
those involuntary tears dribbled into the waste of hair below, shone brightly.

"Sinners" The cracked voice was, in itsway, as authoritative as Kosburg's.

A visble shiver ran dong the line of Believersat that accusation.

"The Dark One has chosen to set the snare of hisdevising on thisgarth. Dark isonly drawn to dark.
Y our Sky has been clouded.”

A moan came from some of the women and two of the children began to whimper. The cloaked man
lifted his head, turned hisface to asky which wasindeed cloudier than it had been that morning. He
began to chant words unintdlligible to Naill, the whole a croaking like the rasp of an ill-set saw.



Still looking skyward, the stranger pivoted his body toward the woodlands. And then, without
watching hisfooting, he marched in heavy stridesin that direction. The Believersfel in behind him, mento
the fore, and Naill joined the laborers who brought up the rear.

It was only coincidence, of course, but the clouds continued to thicken overhead, the hegt of the sun
was shut off, and from somewhere a chill breeze had arisen. It wrapped about them asthey cameinto the
clearing where lay the treasure cache.

Three times the Speaker marched about the glittering heap on the ground. Then he took up the ax
that Lagahad earlier wielded and passed it to Kosburg. The garthmaster reversed the toal, bringing its
heavy head rather than cutting blade down on the objects there, battering and breaking them into an
undi stingui shable mass of crushed materia, while the Speaker continued to chant. As Kaosburg moved
aside, the old man brought from benegath his cloak an old-model blaster.

Now he did look down as he aimed at the broken bits Kosburg had battered into shapel essness. The
dazzling beam of the ray shot at that target, and the spectators pushed away from the hesat of the blast.
When the Speaker was done, there was only blackened earth in a pit. Whatever residue of metal had
remained after that fiery attack had seeped into the ground itself. The Speaker turned to Kosburg.

"Youwill cleanse, you will atone, you will wait."

The garthmaster nodded his shaggy head. "We will cleanse, we will aone, we will wait."

They re-formed the procession and passed back across the fields to the homestead.

Tyloswasthefirg to ask of the old hands, "Whatta they gonna do now?"

"Onething," Brinhold, another of the veteran laborers, told him. "We go to bed with flat bellies
tonight. Laga," he asked, "why didn't you just |et that messrot there? Why get the old man started on dll
thiscleansin’ busness?"

"Yesl" Therewas asullen chorusfrom hisfellows. "Now were gonnahave to fast while they try to
appease the Sky."

Lagashrugged. "Y ou know the Rule. Better go hungry acouple of daysthan have afull lessonin'.”

"He'sright, you know," Hannosa pointed out. "It's just our bad luck we found it here. It's been about
two years since Kosburg himself sumbled on that other one."

Naill looked up. "There was another found here, then?"

"Y es. Kosburg was out hunting his daughter. She was the strange one who used to go running off into
the woods whenever she got free of the house. They said shewasn't right in the head." Hannosa's qui et
face was shadowed by an expression Naill could not read. "Me, I'd say she was areversion to what
these people might have been before they became Bdlievers. They used to have strange old tales on my
world—alegend that there was an earlier race who had fled into the hills, goneinto hiding, when inveders
took over their land. And now and then the survivors of that earlier people would visit ahousein which
there was anewborn child and stedl it away, leaving one of their own kind iniits place."

"Why?" Naill asked. There was an odd fedling in him, another surge of that queer excitement that had
tensed his body when he thought of the hidden tube.

"Who knows? Perhaps the blood was wearing thin and they had to have some of the new breed to
mate with their own dying line. Anyway, the changeling—that was the name given to the child who was
left—was dien and usualy died young. Aillie waslike that, unlike the rest of Kosburg's get—odd enough
in her waysto be of adifferent race.”

"Y eah, she surewas different,” Lagaagreed. "Didn't have no luck neither."

"What happened to her?' Naill wanted to know.

"| told you about her—she took the Green Sick and they put her out in the forest like they always do.
Only they needn't have made so big ato-do about her being asinner! She never did no one no
harm—only wanted to go her own way."



"But that isasin here. In other places, too. No one must leave the herd—to be different isthe
complete and damning sin." Hannosa lay back on hisbunk and closed hiseyes. "Might aswell relax and
take it easy, boy. We don't work and we don't eat until the period of cleansing is past.”

"How long?'

Hannosa smiled quietly. "That depends on how Kosburg intends to fee the Speaker. Old Hysander
has quite a shrewd bargaining sense, and he knows that our worthy master wants to get those western
fieds cleared before the winter burning. Therell be some smart trading going on over that little matter just
about now."

They had not found the tube; Naill hugged that thought to him as helay through the hours of early
evening. He had not seeniit in that pile of objects destroyed. How soon dared he return to take it out of
hiding? Good sense dictated along wait for that. And yet his handsitched and twitched; he had a hunger
for it as sharp as hishunger of body. Far back in hismind asmall wonder stirred at this preoccupation
with the dien artifact—why did it pull him so? Did it represent his chance of freedom, aways providing
he was able to get it to the port and make aded with it? Or wasit for itsdf that he wanted it so? And his
wonder was tinged with acat leap of fear.

Somehow Naill fought down that strong pull. He was physicdly tired, yet hismind was not lulled into
any drowsiness. Instead he thought intently of smal things—the leaves of the trees, the depths of the
forest past the scars of the clearing, the aromatic smells, the way the wind lifted and rippled branch and
bush.

He must have been adeep, for, when his eyes opened once again, it was dark. Naill stared into that
dark. Overhead was the top bunk. He could hear the creak of wood, a sigh, amumble where one of his
roommeates stirred unhappily. He was here, in Kosburg's garth—on a holding ripped out of Janussforest
covering by human will, hands, and stubborn determination.

But where had he been? Someplace e se—someplace—right. Startled, Naill turned that impression
over in hismind, tried to understand meaning through emotion. He had been elsewhere . . . that place had
been right. He was here now—and it was wrong, wrong as a piece of machinery someone wastrying to
fitinto aplace whereit did not belong, to do ajob it could not manage.

It was hot. He was shut in, boxed, trapped. Naill moved softly, with dy pausesto listen, asan anima
deep in the territory of anatura enemy might move. He wanted out—into the dark cool of the open.
Then across the fields—to histree—to what lay hidden there. His hands were shaking so much that he
pressed them tight againgt his chest, and under them his heart beet wildly. Out—free—in the night!

His caution held until he was past the door of the bunkhouse. Then that wild exultation swept through
him completely and he ran, seeming to skim across the rough surface of the field asif he were being
drawn dong by atie uniting him to the waiting tree hollow. Dark here, but not the same kind of dark that
had held back in the bunkhouse. Again that small part of hisbrain which could still wonder, was il
unabsorbed by the desire that heated the rest of him, noted that he could see in thisdark, that only the
hearts of the deepest shadows were velled to him.

And as he pushed into the roughly cleared land where they had been working, the wind wrapped
around him softly, welcomingly. Theleaveswere not just st rusiling by itsfingers now; they sang—sang!
And Naill wanted to sing, too. Only alast dying spark of caution choked that mutely in histhroat.

Stench of burning . . . He skirted the spot where the Speaker had used the blaster, not realizing that
hislipswere set in asnarl, that his eyes blazed, that he tasted anger, an anger out of al proportion to
what had happened there only afew hours ago. Then he was through the vell of bushes, reaching up. His
fingers on bark, smooth, welcoming bark . . .

Why welcoming? asked the now almost quiescent questioner in him, the questioner that vanished as
hisfingers passed from bark to tube. Naill held that out and gave acry of pure ddight. Color—swimming
color—shades combining, dancing—color from elsewhere, from the place where he was meant to be. A
key ... for the gate he must find—his own!



"Well, so that'sit, boy. You did it—just like | kindathought you did dl dong.”

Naill spoun around in ahdf crouch, the tube cupped in a hand tight againgt him. Tylos! Tylos standing
there, grinning.

"Held out on ‘em, Renfro? That was aright smart trick. Gonna pay off too—jpay off for both of us."

"No!" Naill wasonly partly out of the spell that had held him since his awvakening in the bunkhouse.
The only decison he was certain of wasthat Tylos had no part, and would never have any part, of the
thing hehdd.

"Now, you ain't gonna push me out, Renfro. All | gottado isyell out nice and clear and you won't
have no treasure left. Y ou saw what they did to the rest of that today, didn't you?”

"If | don't haveit, then you don't either." A portion of reasoning returned to Naill.

"True enough. Only | ain't gonnalet you walk off with it neither. The boys back there, they said as
how thisis the second cache of this stuff found around here. Could be three, you know. And Sim Tylos,
he's never been pushed outta no ded yet—not never by any Dipple creeper, heain't. Give usalook."

The bole of thetree was hard at Naill's back. "No!"

"No?' Tylossvoicetill held to the pitch of ordinary conversation, but his hand moved. Thelight of
the blue-green Janusan moon picked up the sheen of the knife blade, point up and out. "These here
garthmen, they don't hold with blood-lettin'—not out and open—or so the boys say. Only | ain't no
Bedliever—nor you neither. You give methat!" The knifediced air. Tylos, armed with naked metd, avid
for what Naill held, was not the same scrounging, gy, work-dodging weakling he had been.

"So!" Shadows out of shadow: Kosburg, his son, two more of his kinsmen, coming in a hunter's
circde "So—theevil ill is—the snningisyet! Well that we watched this night. Andon, you take the small
one"

A loop of rope snapped out to pin Tylossarmsto his side, effectively halting before it began any
gruggle he might have made,

Koshurg regarded the smdll [aborer. "He has not touched it. Intent but not yet the full Sin. Put himin
keeping. He shdl be lessoned—well."

Another viciousjerk took Tylos off hisfeet, brought ahardly coherent stream of pleas and attempted
sf-judtification out of him, until akick from Andon impressed upon him the wisdom of slence.

"You—" Kosburg had turned to face Naill. ™Y ou are the complete sinner, infidel! Y ou found—you
concedled. Y ou brought down upon us Sky wrath!”

His hand shot out and up with aspeed Naill had not realized him capable of, and the club he held
struck numbingly on Naill's forearm with force enough to bring a choked scream out of the younger man
and throw him to hisknees. Y &, in spite of his pain, he watched the tube, free of hisgrasp, roll to the
open and liethere, warm, beautiful, glowing, in the moonlight. Only for an ingtant wasit so. Then
Kosburg legped upon it, slamping with his heavy boots, grinding it into a powder that could not betold
from the silvery wood dust—all that warmth and life.

Nalll cried out, threw himsdf at the dancing hulk of the man treading in afrenzied shuffle up and

down in the mass of withered leaves and churned earth. He did not see the blow that laid him limp and
helplessamoment later.

Dark again, pain in his head and dark—a musty dark, the very taste of which made a sickness come
into histhroat. Dark . . . Why should afire be dark? And surely helay in the heart of afirefrom which he
could not escagpe. Thefirewasin him, outside him—filled the world.

There was along time when he awoke to the dark and thefire, to moan for water, to roll acrossan
earth floor, tearing at his already tattered clothing, then to lgpse once more into that other place, which he
could never remember but which was so much more important than the dark and thefire.

Light struck in. It seared his eyes and made him cower and hold his hands before hisface. He shrank
away from the light, which mixed with the painin his head and the fire that consumed him. But the light



filled the world—there was no place to hide or shelter fromit.

"Look a him!" Revulsion, fear—those emotions reached him even in that place where he crouched
trembling.

"Green Sick! Get him out of here—he has the Green Sick!"

Then the harsh croak of another voice. "The sinner is condemned by the Sky. Let him be dealt with
after the custom, garthmaster.”

Ropes coming a him, dl around him, fastening to drag him out into the light, which wastortureto his
eyes. He was prodded, pulled, hustled along, sometimes wavering on hisfeet, sometimesfaling to be
dragged across the earth. Thiswas a nightmare he could not understand, only endure. He waslike an
anima on itsway to the daughter pen, hoping that it would not last long, that he could return once more
to the dark.

FIVE

CHANGELING

Water—water running over rocks, downstream under an open sky—water to drink, to pour over his
burning body. To lieinthe midst of flowing water . . .

Naill crawled on hands and knees, his eyes narrowed dits againgt the terrible pain of light. But there
were spaces of cool shadows where the light was muted, screened away, and those grew larger and
larger.

Iftcan . . . The Larsh forces had attacked at moonrise, and some weskling had let them seep through
the First Ring. So Iftcan had fallen, and the Larsh now hunted fugitives from the Towers.

Naill crouched in the greenish shadow, his hands covering hisface. Iftcan . .. Larsh. . . Dreams?
Redlity? Water—he must have water! Shivering he crawled on between trees, his hand groping, hislegs
gnking into amuck of decaying leaves and earth. Over him leaves whispered until he could amost
understand adurring, aien speech.

Now he could hear it, the murmur of water, and it grew to aroaring in hisears. He half fell, haf
rolled, down adopeto the side of apooal into which water was fed by aminiature fals he could have
gpanned with histwo hands. A gasping rush plunged him into that water, where he laved hands, head, the
whole upper part of hisfeverish body. He gulped from his cupped pams, felt theliquid run down his
parched throat, wash about him, until at last he squirmed back—to lie limply, staring up into alace of |eaf
and branch overhead, around circle of open sky far above.

Naill ran his hands across hisface, up over hishead. There was amat of Stuff |eft between hisfingers
when he brought them unsteadily down to eye level again. Hair . . . loose, wet hair!

It took him along moment to redlize what he held, to raise hishand again for amore thorough
examination of hishead. The soaking at the pool had driven some of the bewilderment from hismind. He



was Naill Renfro, off-world laborer on Janus. He had been sick . . . was sick.

Now he sat up abruptly, a cold shiver shaking him. Those searching fingers had encountered only
bare skin, save one more smal patch of hair, which had fdlen from his scap at first touch.

What—what had happened to him? Once more his hands went to his head, dipped across skin bare
of hair, touched at the sdes, stiffened a what they found there. He crouched, knees pulled to his chest,
haf bent over, bresthing hard. Then hiseyes, still squinted against the pain of light, saw a second pool,
smaller, fed by thelarger, but till of surface, amirror in which the drooping foliage about it was reflected.

He crawled to that, leaned over so his head and shoulders would be reflected there.

"No!" That deniad wastorn out of himin aword haf amoan. Naill drove hisfist a the surface of the
pooal, to break that lying mirror, to blot out the thing it reported. But the ripples died away, and again he
saw—not clearly, but enough.

Naill's hands went to his head for asecond touch—exploration, to verify the reflection. Hairless
head—ears larger than human, with the upper tips sharply pointed and risng well above thetop line of his
skull. And—he held his shaking hands out before him, forcing his eyeswide open for that Sudy—his
skin, which should have been an even brown, was now green! That was no fault of the tree shade, no
trick of Janusan sunlight. It was true—he was green!

Thetatters of his shirt were long since gone, and his bare chest, shoulders, ribs—all were green. He
did not need to pull away the ragged breeches il belted about him, or kick off his scuffed and battered
boots, to know that hue was universal. What looked back at him from the pond mirror, what he could
see with his eyeswhen he surveyed himsdf, was no longer human. Hewas Naill Renfro . . .

HewasAyyar . ..

Hands twisted, wrung, though he was unconscious of that despairing gesture. Ayyar of Iftcan, Lord
of—of—Ky-Kyc. The Larsh had broken the First Ring—they were into the Inner Planting. Thiswasthe
time of the Gray Leaf and there would be no other seeding.

Naill swayed back and forth. He made no sound, but in him there was awailing he could not voice.
An ending—an ending—the time foretold had come upon them—the ending. For the barbarian Larsh
had not the secret. They could destroy but they could not re-seed. When Iftcan fell, so did the Older
Race die and thelight of life and knowledge go out of the world.

But hewas Naill Renfro! Iftcan—Ayyar—Ky-Kyc—the Larsh. He shook his head, inched away
from that mirror pool, tried to push out of his mind what he had seen there. He had afever; he was
samply delirious—that wasit! His eyes—they hurt in the light, didn't they? They were playing trickson
him. That wasit! It had to be!

Only now he no longer felt the burning heat consuming him. And he was hungry, very hungry. Sowly
Naill got to hisfeet, found he could stand erect, walk. He ssumbled aong, scrambling up the small
embankment down which splashed the miniature fals. There was a bush there, hung with puff-pods as
big ashislittle finger. Mechanicaly he gathered them, popped them open with a snap, and eagerly stuffed
the seeds they contained into his mouth. He had dedlt with afull dozen of them before he began to
wonder. How had he known they were edible? Also—when he opened them, why did hethink he had
done this many times before?

But of course he had. They were fussan, the hunters friend, aways to be counted upon at thistime of
the year, and he had feasted on them many times before. Naill paused, hurled that last pod from him asif
its touch burned. He did not know about such things—he could not!

He collapsed on the ground again, quivering, hisarmsfolded across his bent knees, his head forward
on them, hisbody balled asif he wanted to pull back into nothingness, forgetfulness. Maybe if he dept
once more, he would wake—truly wake. He dipped into the sate he longed for. But when helifted his
head again, he was dert, his nogtrils expanded, savoring, identifying scents, hisears picking up and
naming the sources of sounds.



The hurtful sunlight was gone, the mist of twilight was balm to his eyes, and the soft shadows were no
bar to seeing. Seeing! Naill could make out every rib of leaf, the network of veins acrosstheir
surfaces—this was seeing such as he had never experienced before! Naill moved dertly, coming to his
feet with alithe readiness in what was dmost one supple movement of muscles.

A borfund with cubs was feeding downstream. He did not need to see through the masking brush; his
nose told him, and his ears picked up the crunch of double-toothed jaws moving greedily.
And—aloft—there was a peecfren lying flat, belly to treelimb, watching him curioudy.
Borfund—peecfren. He repesated the names wonderingly in alow whisper. And his mind answered with
menta pictures of living things he was sure he had never seen.

Then panic caught a him hard and heavy—as might the ray of ablaster. Blaster, that other part of
him questioned—blaster? His hands flew to his head, clamping hard over those monstrous ears.
Borfund—blaster . .. memoriesaien to each other warring in hismind.

Hewas Naill Renfro—he wasthe son of aFree Trader, bornin space. . . Mdani . . . the Dipple. . .
Janus. . . sdeto Kosburg. Kosburg . . . the garth: there was sanity. He must get away from here—back
to where thereweremen .. . . men.

Naill broke away from the streamside, began to trot, weaving away between the trunks of trees,
treesthat grew larger and larger as he moved away from the open glade of the stream. He went without
path guidance but with purpose. Somewhere—somewhere there was an end to trees. It was open and in
the open were men—men of hisown kind. Thiswas afever dream and he must prove it so!

Y et as he went, nose, ears, eyes reported to his brain, and his brain produced answers to scent,
hearing, sight, which were not apart of Naill Renfro at al. His headlong flight dackened as he leaned
panting against atree bole. Ashis panicky breathing began to dow, hishead came up again and he
battled shakiness, fear. The soft whisper of breeze in the leaves, the warmth—the caress of that same
wind againgt his bare chest and arms. . . . And now that fedling of content, that thiswasright, theway life
should be. Asif he, too, reached down roots into the earth underfoot, raised swaying branch asamsto the
sky—akinship with the forest world.

But he went on, though at a soberer pace, schooling his unease. He stopped once to strip long,
narrow leaves from alow-hanging branch, crushed them between his pams, and then inhaed deeply of
the scent from their bruised surfaces. He felt clear headed, dert, tireless, and eager.

However, that eagerness was replaced by another emotion as he came into the hacked trace of the
settlers war againgt the wild. Wilting leaves, broken branches—Naill's nostrils twitched in a spasm of
distaste. He was scowling and unaware of it. The smell of degth, decay, whereit did not belong, and with
it another stink—aof an dien lifeform, defiling yet familiar.

He traced that smell out of the clearing, through the thinning of brush racked and torn by thelogs
pulled through it. Then he was on the edge of afield, afield where the butts of forest giants till stood as
raw and ugly monumentsto the death dealt them weeks ago. Naill snarled at the spoilation, and within
him grew the disinclination to advance any farther into the open.

Pinpoints of light pricked beyond. His gaze centered there, narrowed. That was a garth—Kosburg's?
Dared he chance moving closer? Y et he must. Hewasaman . . . there were men. If he could see them,
speak with them, then he would know that his eyes had deceived him back at the pool, that he was
not—not that thing!

Though that need drove him forward, Naill did not go openly, nor did he redize that the action he
took, seemingly by ingtinct, would have been totaly foreign to Naill Renfro. His noiseless sep—with a
foot planted with infinite care, his crouching run from one bit of cover to the next—was that of a scout
deep on agpying trip within the holdings of the enemy.

Alwaysthat stink was heavy in hisnogtrils, clogging up the ar to scken him, growing heavier the
closer he drew to the farmstead. He was till afield away when the clamor broke out—the hounds! Their
baying wasawar cry. Somehow he knew—as well asif they had human speech and shouted—that he



was the quarry. So he had been right in that long-ago guess:. the garths kept those four-footed hunters as
athreat to laborer runaways.

But Naill aso remembered the custom at Kosburg's. The animals had not been loosed in thefidds at
night. There was too much chance of their disgppearing on some game hunt into the forest and not
returning. No, they patrolled ingde the wdl of the garth yard.

And thiswas Kasburg's right enough. Naill recognized the set of the big main house againgt the night
sky. There was a place where an active man could climb the outer wall, Iook in at the top floor window
of that building, avoiding adescent into the yard. Why he had this pressing need to do just that he could
not have explained, but do it he must.

Though he flinched as the hounds bayed, he ran in azigzag from shadow to shadow until his hands
were on the stake wall near the house. He leaped, again not aware that his effort was far more powerful
than any Naill Renfro could have made.

Killing treesto make shelters. Why did these people not know that trees could live and yet welcome
indwellers? No—aways this kind must kill, use dead thingsto pile about them until their lairs
smelled—reeked of foul decay asdid the pit of ahunting kalcrok!

The stench was almost more than he could bear, making his ssomach protest. Y et he crouched
before the incut which held an open window and looked into the lighted room beyond. He jerked and
nearly lost hisbaance. That—that thing—two of them! They were monsters—as horrible asthe smell of
these deed lairs of theirs!

"Men" hammered one small part of his brain—or rather one man—the younger Kosburg—and a
woman.

Mongters! The revulson was sharp. Hairy as beasts—alien, not only in body but in mind. Looking at
them now, Naill could in away he could not understand savor their crooked thoughts, look into the
narrowness of them. There was awrongness every part of his own spirit rejected without pity.

The woman turned her head; her eyes by chance were on the window. Her mouth shaped into a
distorted square. She screamed tearingly, and continued to scream with sharp, mindless cries.

Naill leaped outward, landing lightly on hisfeet. Just as he had been revolted, had rejected kinship
with this species, so had the woman felt about him. He ran, away from the stench of the dead wood and
the creatureswho laired in it, heading for the forest with its clean shelter.

But hisrepudiation of the garth was not the end. An hour later he lay with heaving shoulders and
laboring lungs, hearing il the belling of the hounds. They had brought them out, those garthdwellers, to
pick up histrail acrossthefields. Only the fact that they had kept the dogs |eashed had saved him. But,
judging from the sounds, they had not ventured yet beyond the roughly cleared land. Were they waiting
therefor daylight?

Then would the settlers overcome their didike of the forest and again put the hounds on histrail? Or

would he be safeif he retreated farther into the degp woods? To go deeper, hewould belost to hisown
kind—aone. . . Hisown kind?

Spirit of Space—who were hiskind now? Naill shivered. Hisrevulson for the garth was ared thing,
asred asthe heat of fever, the painin his head. He could not go to those people and claim
kinship—never again.

And that fact, standing stark and black in a chaotic world, had to be faced. Something terrible had
happened to him—outside, insde. He was no longer Naill Renfro. Though he was not now looking at a
grange reflection in apool, he was looking inside him at what had taken over hismind aswell ashis
body.

Ayyar . .. whowas Ayyar? If hewere not Naill Renfro, then hewas Ayyar. And he had to know
who—what—was Ayyar, to whom the forest was truly home, to whom there came strange memoriesin
ragged tatters. He must find Ayyar.



Todothat . .. wheredid one search for such aweird trail? Physically, in the aides of the forest;
mentaly, where? Because Naill did not know, he got to hisfeet and started in the only direction of which
he was sure—back to the pool where he had first seen the mirrored face of someone who was no longer
Nalll Renfro.

Now that he had admitted that much, more and more of the new person took over. He stopped,
pulled at the fastenings on the heavy boots that weighed down his feet. Footgear should be so
different—made of borfund hide, fitting snugly, reaching from sole of foot to just below the
knee—hunters boots, through which one could fed any inequality of footing, not these clumsy coverings
that locked the foot in prison, away from the good earth.

Hepulled inirritation at his breeches. These, too—formless, coarse—were wrong. Green-gray slky
stuff which caressed the body—spider thread wound and woven, packed in stass buds and the whole
pressed firm to dry and age—that made proper clothing for the wood. Iftcan . . . But the Larsh were
there. Naill sumbled againgt atree, stood rubbing his head. Never aclear memory, just bits and patches
... tiny fearsome scenes of men like himsdlf, adesperate, driven handful, fighting among trees, treesin
which they dwelt, going down one by one before a rabble horde of wild men . . . scattered, broken.
Somehow he knew that had been the end of hiskind.

Hiskind? What was his kind? Who was Ayyar? He blundered on, though he knew where he was
going, that he would come out at the pool side.

And hedid, faling down by that quiet pocket, drinking again from his cupped hands, dapping the
pool's bounty over his sweating body. Therill ribboning from the smaller mirror pool, that should drain
into the river—and beyond the river. He drew aragged breath. Beyond the river stood Iftcan, tall and
beautiful, slver leaves and singing |leaves—the tower trees of Iftcan!

But he wastired, so very tired. As he relaxed beside the water, that tiredness caught at him. Hisfeet
hurt; perhaps he should not have thrown away those imprisoning coverings—only he could no longer
stand their touch. Water rippled about hisfeet as he lowered them into the pool, soothing away smart
and burn. He rubbed them dry with handfuls of grass and curled up drowslly.

The sound brought Naill out of deep so deep dreams did not reach it. He lay where hewasfor a
moment wrenched out of ordinary time, every part of him questioning by sensesfar more speciaized than
any off-worlder's. He rolled under abush and brought his head around to ook skyward.

No sun yet—but the lighter sky of dawn. Againgt it that blot—man-made. A flyer from the
port—small, two-man job—and coasting low. Naill Renfro's memory supplied that much. But
why—how—"?

Had Kosburg appealed for such help in his hunting? Why? Trying to answer that wasfolly. Soon it
would be full day—and while Naill could trave in the gloom of the forest, he dared not try to face the
open under the sun. Best move now: the river—with Iftcan acrossit. Were thewild ones ill there? No,
there was adimness, afeding that what had happened in Iftcan was long past. But that place drew
Ayyar, and to its pull Naill Renfro made no discouraging answey.

He started downstream, keeping under the roof of the trees. Overhead he could follow the circling of
the flyer by the waxing and waning of the engine purr. The pilot was hunting something right enough,
swinging the machinein a steady pattern of rings over the forest. What he could see below, save acarpet
of tree crowns, puzzled Nalill. But the circling was too regular to doubt that the port pilot did have a
definite purpose, which could only be a search.

Therill that was Naill's guide joined another stream, widened, developed avisible current. Water
things swam, or popped into the flood from aong the verge as he passed. He found another fussan bush,
stripped its pods and munched the seeds as he went.

Then his nose warned danger—not the man sméll, no, thiswas vile in another way. His mind supplied
amurky picture of adanger that ran on many legs, lurked, hid, pounced on anything venturing into the
forest gtrip it had appropriated as hunting territory. Naill legped to catch at alow-hanging bough. Its



eladticity helped to whip him up into the mass of the tree. And so he passed over that path with its evil
smdll, staying above and traveling from one tree limb to the next until the last taint of that odor was|ost.

The day was on him, but the full dazzle of the sun did not reach here. Then he saw it blindingly bright
before him, reflected from water, a sheet of swiftly running water. He shielded his eyes with his hands and
tried to make out what lay on the opposite shore. Was there an Iftcan sill?

SIX

IFTCAN THE DEAD

Dark green, but only in patches. Elsewhere stands of white—stark white pillars, dead trees around
which only smdl brush crept, afew stunted sgplingsgrew. Yet inhismind it was divel Slver-green, tal
and beautiful, the tree towers of Iftcan! If he could only remember clearly—and more.

Naill cupped hands over his eyes, peering through finger ditsto shut out the light as much ashe
could. Theriver waswide, but there were rocks jutting above its shrunken summer surface. One could
cross by aid of those. Only—it was open sky there and he could hear the hum of the flyer.

Suppose—suppose aman could dip down into the flood alittle to the east, let the current carry him
in an angle downstream to where a point of tumbled rocks speared into the water? A mat of old storm
flotsam clung and banked there to form cover. Beyond it was brush into which one could duck.

Naill tensed, listening to the sound of the overhead menace, trying to gauge just how far away it was,
speculating as to how much of the riverbank its pilot could observe. He dared not ook aoft into the sky;
his eyes protested even this amount of sunlight and he feared blindness.

He dropped his hands and eased off his breeches. Green body againgt the earth might have a better
chance. Now . .. ! Aswell asNaill could judge, the flyer was on the farthest edge of theloop it was
traveling. He began his crawl down-dopeto the water, keeping to al the cover there was. The flyer was
headed back!

Naill froze, hugging the earth, fedling the despair of an insect overhung by agiant boot ready to stamp
it flat. He found himsdlf furioudy willing blindness on the pilat, invisibility for himsdif.

The motor beet loudly in his ears. Was the machine hovering right over him? By agigantic effort of
will helay quiet, made himsdf wait and listen.

No, not ahover—it was passing! Passing south. When it reached the far point of the swing, he could
make arun that should dip him into the water. He listened—then moved.

The water was cold; it chilled his bare body as he tried to enter without betraying splashes. Then he
let the current pull him along. Above the sound of the water he caught the hum of theflyer onits
backsweep.

Naill's nails grated on arock as he clung in its shadow, trying to make himsalf small. Luck waswith
him—the machine was passing over. He loosened that frantic hold, alowed himsdf to drift downstream.



When he caught against the rock point, he could control himsdlf no longer but scrambled out of the
water, scuttled over the rocks, and dived into brush cover at the foot of one of those bleached
bones—the dead tree towers of Iftcan.

For saverd long moments he merely lay there, listening, fearing that he had betrayed himsdlf in that
small burgt of panic. Only the hum was fading again; the flyer was going north. He had made the crossing
undetected.

Now to find ahiding place in which to wait out the day, to favor his smarting eyes. Naill put out a
hand, drew it down the dry bark of the dead tree against which he had taken refuge. It was huge, thistall
trunk. Wasthis not Iftcan, whose trees had known athousand planet years of carefully tended growth?

Hishand fell away as he drew back from the dead. In itsway he knew alittle of the samerevulsion
he had known &t the garth. Living things did not shelter among the dead.

Naill moved on from the verge of theriver, kegping prudently under cover. Always about him were
the lesflesstrees, long since finished, yet standing as monumentsto their own ends.

They were quiet, those forest aides of Iftcan. His passing derted no bird or smal living thing; no
insect sped away. And here no breeze sang a song he could amost but not quite put wordsto. At least
the flyer had not followed:; it ill circled abovetheriver.

Naill wasthrough the First Ring now. Herewas abelt of denser green, and in it lifted the crowns of
two saplings, untended, unshaped—yet the species was not dead, then! Naill pushed hisway to one,
regardless of scratches and the stinging whip of smal branches, to stand and run his hand adong its trunk.
It seemed that the bark pulsed under his pam asif he stroked a pet animal that responded by arching its
body to fit closer into his hand.

"Far, far, and first the seed,
Then the seedling,

From the rooting, to the growing.
Breath of body, stir of ledf,

Ift to tree, treeto Ift!"

* * %

He crooned the words hardly above awhisper. What did they mean, demanded Naill Renfro.
Growing words, power words, words of recognition, replied Ayyar. The death was not wholly death!
The triumph of the Larsh was not complete. And these saplings had seeded aright—somewhere one or
more of the Great Crownswas yet aivel

Weaving a path between the dead, he cut degper into the unknown. Another living sapling! And then

He stared inwonder. Old, very old . . . huge. . . . This—histangled memory sought, found—thiswas
Iftsgal The ancient citadd of the south. And it lived!

No ladder hung from the great forelimb stretching high above his head. There was no way to reach
the hollow he could sight where that mighty limb joined the parent trunk. And he had no wingsto whisk
him aoft. Naill's head turned dowly as he caught, on the breeze ruffling the tree leaves, the dight hint of
another scent.

Tracing it, he found what otherwise he might have overlooked—the sapling ladder carefully hiddenin
the leaf mat on the ground. To off-worlder or settler it would have been nothing more than a dead tree
with stumps of branches dtill sprouting jaggedly from itstrunk. Ayyar of the Iftin knew it ingantly, swung
it up againgt the bulk of Iftsga, and climbed it nimbly to alimb that was wide enough to accommodate
four of hiskind walking abreadt.

Hetraveled dong it and paused for only amoment at the hollow of the doorway before stepping into
the past—the far, far past.



Thewadls of that circular room were very thick, asthey should be when the sgp and life of Iftsiga
were housed within them, aliving shell to encase the hollowed center. The odor that had guided himto
the ladder was stronger here. Y et the upper room was empty.

Light pulsed on the ceiling over hishead—Ilorgas, the larvae that clustered in the tree cores, attracting
to them by that phosphorescence of their bodies the minute flying creatures on which they fed. They
made aring about the opening that held the sair pole reaching up—and down—in the middle of thetree.
And Naill's present interest was downward.

Hefitted his hands and feet into the old dots in the pole and descended nimbly. The odor of
occupation was still here, but it had been three or four days since those others had | ft.

Another room—but not an empty one. Naill swung away from the stair well to look about him. The
subdued light given off by asecond cluster of lorgas was satisfactory. Carven stools—severd. A neatly
piled collection of deep mats. And—againgt thefar wall . . .

He made for that, his hands reaching out eagerly to lift theinlaid cover of achest that wasa
masterpiece of congtruction, an intricate combination of many kinds of wood. Naill went down on one
kneeto roll back the protecting bark cloth. Then his breath expelled in ahiss of pleasure and content as
he picked one of the exposed weapons from its oily nest of floosedown.

It caught the soft light, glinting green-silver. And it might have been forged for him alone, that sword
with the leaf-shaped blade and the perfect baance, so well did its gemmed hilt fit to his hand as he swung
it experimentdly. To Naill Renfro it was astrange, if beautiful, wegpon; to Ayyar it was comfort, an
answer to hisdesresfor defense.

A sword, even completed with scabbard and shoulder belt, as this was when he explored the
contents of the arms chest further, was not al he needed. Clothing, food, shelter . . . Hebeganto
examinethe other furnishings of the tree room.

Clothing—packed carefully in along basket of woven splintswith dried, aromatic leavesto be
shaken from the folds as he pulled it forth to measure againgt his own lank body. He stood up minutes
later, the soft green-slver-brown fabric siretching and accommodating itself to every movement of his
frame, in tight breeches, atunic laced over the chest with asilver cord, the supple boots he had longed
for earlier. Also he wore a cloak with ahood, and agemmed buckle to fasten at the throat—all strange
and yet very familiar.

Naill smoothed the fabric across his thighs. He had given up wondering why he knew what he knew .
.. dl the bits about this other life. Hewelcomed Ayyar and Ayyar's broken memories, hisaien
knowledge, instead of gtriving to thrust that odd intruder out of his mind. Thiswas Ayyar's world—now
his. Wisdom dictated that he accept that fact and build what future he could upon it.

He sat down on the pile of mats, munching acrumbling cake of stuff Ayyar had welcomed eagerly,
and tried to put his thoughtsin order, to reach back to the beginning of dl this. Naill Renfro had found a
cache of the mysterious treasure that turned up without reason here and there on the holdings of the
Bdievers. And from that had come dl therest.

The Green Sick—he could remember that dimly—of being dragged out of Kosburg's prison room
and hearing hisfate pronounced: exile and deeth alonein the forest. But Naill Renfro had not died—not
wholly; he had instead become Ayyar of the Iftin, who aso could remember—a battle through a city of
towering trees and the bitterness of an overwhelming and complete defest.

And physically hewas no longer Naill Renfro either. He was a green-skinned, big-eared forest
dweller who apparently could frighten garthmen into panic . . . amongter.

Green Sick—change—mongter. . . . The procession of events made sense of akind. But there had
been otherswho had falenill in the past—had they all been changed? His hands paused with the bread
stuff. If so, then they could be out here, too. They could be the oneswho had left their scent, their signs
of occupation, here—right where he wasl He would not be donein hisexile!

They had been here, and | ft their possessionslaid up carefully againgt afuture return. To wait here



for them—that might well be his brightest move. At any rate he needed rest, and he wanted to do nothing
to provoke any investigation from those who rode the flyer. He would wait until night . . . for the night
washid

Naill finished the bread, flicked the crumbs from hisfingers and lay back on the mats, pulling the
cloak over him, his unsheathed sword beside him where hand could reach and curl about itshilt in an
instant. He blinked drowslly at the ring of lorgas. Some had spun threads beaded with sticky dotsto
better entrap their lawful prey, and those drifted lazily in the air. The quiet held him and then it seemed as
if theliving tree that encased this chamber exerted its own soothing spell, and he dept, thistime with no
dreamsat dl.

How long he dept Naill could not have told, but he awoke quickly, with every faculty aert. The
chamber was asit had been; he could hear no sound. Sitting up, he stretched, got to his feet, and went to
the pole ladder. On impulse he descended another level in Iftsiga

Herewas athird circular chamber, dighter larger. There were chests against the walls, one pulled
away from therest. Naill went over, lifted the lid. He ruffled aside more bark cloth packing, only to be
dartled into an exclamation.

Green-stoned necklace, box, tube of glowing colors—piece by piece he beheld an exact duplicate of
the treasure he had uncovered in the clearing! Naill lifted out the color tube. It was the same asthe one
Koshburg had stamped into the dugt, in every flit of color, change of pattern, dong its surface! But why?
Sowly hetook out each object and studied it carefully before putting it aside for the next. The chest was
gtill far from empty; there was a second layer of cloth—and then another treasure set!

With the same care as he had brought them out, Naill repacked the objects. He sat on the floor, his
hands il resting on the lid of the chest as he thought this through. Two sets of treasure, perfect
reproductions of each other—and both like the set he had seen destroyed at Kosburg's. He wished he
knew if adl the other treasure caches the settlers had blasted had also been asthese. If so—why?

Ritual objects placed as offerings or to mark graves? Naill tried to find the answer in Ayyar-memory,
but there was no response from his new dter ego. Either Ayyar had known nothing of such things, or else
there was a block between his memory and Naill Renfro. But there had to be a purpose for the
caches—in theforest and in storage here. This chest had been moved out of line. Why? To better
abstract part of its contents recently?

Why? Naill could have screamed that doud in hisfrustration.

Perhaps somewhere e se in Iftsiga he could find his answers. But when he went back to the pole
ladder, he discovered that the opening to the chambers below was sedled. And for al his exasperated
pounding, that round of wood did not give way. Baffled, he climbed once more into the room where he
had dept and then decided to go up.

Thedim light of twilight came in through the limb door as he reached the entrance chamber. There
was no sound from without, save the rustle of leaves. After amoment or two he climbed to the level
above. Here were no lorgas on the ceiling, only gray outer light admitted through window holes. The
chamber was empty save for powdery dust and the ghostly remnants of long-shed leaves. Perhaps every
upper level was the same, but he decided to try one or two more.

Naill was dill on the pole ladder when he heard it—a furious sngpping, ending in ahooting cdl, low
pitched, yet with an urgency init that could not be denied. And the Ayyar part of him responded to that
with aburst of speed. He scrambled through the ladder well to face fluttering, beating wings, to ook into
afeathered face where great eyeswereringed darkly to seem thelarger. And when that set gaze met his
own, Naill was startled again.

Speech? No—the hoots and clicks of the big curved bill did not add up to human speech. Y et this
flying thing recognized him, welcomed hisad, traded on an dliance between them! Not an dliance such
as existed between man and animal as he had known, but between one species of intelligent life form and
another of equdl if different mentdlity. It was as shocking in that first moment of redization asif thetree



holding them both had broken into intelligible words.

The bird thing was hurt. It had been blasted by—by men! Naill had an oddly distorted menta picture
of hunters, which must have flashed from the other's mind to his. Someone from the port, trying to relieve
the tedium of a planet-sde stay, had gone hunting.

A wing trailed for hisinspection, showing singed fegthers, theraw bite of ablaster burn. It washig,
this Janusan bird—with awing spread of closeto five Terran fedt, its body, puffed in fluffy white-gray
feathers, standing on huge talonsintended for hunting. Now its demand for aid and attention grew sharper
in hishead.

It dlowed him to inspect the burn. The wound was not bad enough to incapacitateit entirely. Naill
received another blurred menta impression of the victim fluttering from tree to tree, working its way
farther into the forest and away from the off-world invaders. But he had not the dightest idealin the world
of what to do for theinjury.

The bird squatted down before him as he sat cross-legged. Its folded its good wing to the body, kept
the other outspread. And Naill winced asthat strange mind deliberately invaded hisown. It was asif one
had two recordings, smilar in most mgjor features, differing in smaler details, which must befitted one
upon the other for amatching of patterns. That could not be done entirely—but on the mgjor points
where the match could be made. . .

"Yed" Naill said asif the bird could understand. "Yed"

He swung down the pole ladder to the room that had been inhabited. The same woven wicker
basket that had held the clothing had what he sought, a pouch he had overlooked. With its cord hooked
over hisarm, Naill reclimbed to where the bird waited.

Awkwardly he mixed powdered leaves from one small box into apaste held by another, then spread
that dressing with all the care he knew onto the raw burn. When he had done, the bird hooted again and
walked about in acircle asif testing its ability to do that, though it did not try itswing.

"Who—what—are you?' Naill asked suddenly. But Ayyar was answering that for him.

A quarrin, the tree dwellerswho far in the past had made a pact and dliance with the Iftin, who were
aso tree dwdlers and lovers of the forest world. Hunter on two legs, hunter on two wings, warrior armed
with sword, warrior armed with talons and sundering hooked hill, they had hunted, they had fought sde
by side when need arose, because by sometrick of nature they had been able to communicate after a
fashion. It was not an dliance between thinking man and ingtinct-ruled animd or bird, but a partnership
between two species of equd if different prowess. Hurt, the quarrin had returned to the place where it
could expect aid, and it claimed that from Naill asaright.

Now, moved by something he could not understand, Naill held out hisright hand. The round heed,
with its upstanding ear tufts of feathers—not too unlike his own pointed ears—leaned forward alittle.

The big eyes, with the yelow-red fires degp in them, studied his outheld hand with odd intentness.
Then the head bent more, the cruelly hooked bill opened and closed on hisflesh, not to rend or tear, but
infirm pressure, asaman's hand might clasp hisfdlow'shand inasigna of greeting and friendship—a
quick grasp, over dmost a once. But Naill smiled dowly. Naill-Ayyar was no longer donein Iftcan the
Dead.



SEVEN

DOUBLED TRAIL

"Hoorurr,"—Naill had made of the bird's cal aname—"I don't think they are coming again—soon."
He sat in the upper door to Iftsga, aperch he had made his own for hours a atime while he waited for
the unknown to return.

Three days—or rather nights, for the nights were now histime of action—and no sign that any Ift had
climbed that ladder or made camp within the tree bole for years. Y et Naill's nose had told him that he
hed arrived there only hours after them that first day.

In spite of patient mental probing and attempts to communicate with the quarrin, he could not learn
whether the bird had been |eft behind by any of hiskind, or if the relation between the winged tree
dweller and the footed ones had been more than acasual one of smple acquaintance. With no speechin
common, the menta contact could convey only imperative ideas and needs.

But Hoorurr was company and Naill fell into the habit of talking to the bird. There was no reason to
remanin Iftsgaif it was now deserted. And who had been those temporary indwellers? Other
changdings such as himsdaf—or remnants of the true Iftin who had survived, broken shadows of what
they had once been?

The trouble wasthat Ayyar's knowledge still reached Naill only in bits and pieces, and most often
widely separated and disconnected bits and pieces. Matters pertaining to the daily round of maintaining
life—that information cameto Naill easily. He had known just where to go within thetree to tap the
water supply; he knew food supplies and how to seek them out. But dl the rest—those strange memories
were hazy, impossibleto fit together.

Once on Janus there had been two peoples—the Iftin dwelling in trees, possessing knowledge that
alowed them to shape and tend growing things so that they had akinship of fedling, if not of blood and
body, with theforest; and the Larsh, more primitive, not resembling the forest men either mentaly or
physicdly, fearing the "magic" of the tree peoples, dreading it enough to want to kill—to stamp it out—as
the garthmen fought to eradicate the forest nowadays.

The Larsh were not off-world settlers, though. And the war between Iftin and Larsh had been

centuries ago. Iftin had been dead along, long time. Then why did Ayyar remember? And how had
Ayyar becomein part Naill Renfro—or Renfro Ayyar?

Whenever histhoughts poured into that familiar path, Naill was uneasy, sometimes treading around
the tree chambers while Hoorurr clicked hisbill impatiently.

"No," Naill repeated now, "they are not returning. All was stored here for a period of waiting. Those
swordswerein oiled covering, the rest was put away. They have gone—so | go after!”

If he could pick up thetrail of those who had been here, find them, then he would know the truth!

And there had been no sign that either settlers or port flyer had ventured this side of theriver. He had
never heard of Iftcan at the garth. Y et such aforest space with the trees dready dead would have been



seized upon by the settlers had they known of it. But was hetoo late in trying to trace the unknowns?

"Hoorurr,"—helooked straight into the bird's big eyes—"this | must do—go after them.” With his
mind aswell ashislips, Naill strove to make his need plain, experiencing once more that weird
mix-match of thought patterns.

The bird stretched wide wings, moved the injured one experimentaly, and then sounded its haunting
cal. Hoorurr would manage, but Naill must walk this path done; the quarrin did not intend to leave Iftcan
and its chosen hunting grounds.

It was one thing to come to such adecision, another to carry it out. Naill, down from Iftsga, the
sapling ladder once more conceded as he had firgt found it, stood in the shadows, the difficulty of his
quest brought forcibly home to him as he looked around. He did not believe that he would find those he
sought il within the bounds of Iftcan, even if others of the tree towers il lived.

But now—north, south, west—which way? South were the spreading garths. He thought he could
safely rule out that direction. And to the northeast was the spaceport, eastward more garths. Somehow
he believed he would not discover those he sought too near any off-world place. West, where the maps
said one of the narrow fingers of sealay?

In the end he decided to let his path be set by chance—and the wind. For the wind sighing through
the leaves was oddly company of asort, a comforting voice overhead—and the wind pushed him west.
He had made hisfirs mistakein lingering so long at Iftsiga; the trace of scent which might have guided
him must now belogt. Y et he till depended upon his nose to pick up hints of life in the dead forest.

Life therewas—Ayyar memory identified most of it—animas, flying things, in the patches of
vegetation that straggled among the bone-bare boles of the dead tree towers—more as he came to the
Frg Ring.

Here the trees were scorched with ancient fire, eaten away as they lay toppled to the ground. And
the spreading wasteland was dreary but dready half covered once again by aragged growth of rank
things, things that the Iftin would neither encourage nor alow to root near their city in the old days. Nalll's
half knowledge took him on detoursto avoid certain plants from which came a stench to twist the
nostrils. And there were thorn-studded vines running linesto entrap unwary feet.

In that unwholesome mass lurked other lifeinimica to his species. Thiswas awaste where Larsh
destruction had begun awork of defilement, and the evil that had dways waited for a chance to break
the defense wall had entered in greedily, to take possession of the once clean city. Theinner part of
Iftcan had become asad place; thiswas afilthy charnel house, and Naill hesitated to force a path in that
direction. As he stood there, Ayyar memory stirred, supplied a strange emotion. He felt more than
disgust . . . danger . . . abardy understood warning that something old and perilouslay there.

Thereremained theriver. To travel along its bank should eventudly bring him to the sea. Why the
sea? The forest was Iftin country—not that restless water to thewest. Yet . . . thewind blew him
Seaward.

Naill cut away from the edge of the waste to the running water, reaching the river, he believed, not far
from the point where he had swum to safety. The moon made asilver ribbon, waved and broken by the
current, to serve ashistrall marker.

When dawn showed gray, he made himself anest in athicket well shaded from the sun, and lay
there, lulled by the water's murmur. In that haf-drowsing state, another scrap of Ayyar memory made for
him avivid picture of aboat—oared by men who wore the Iftin dress, watched shadows with Iftin eyes,
bore Iftin swords—steered down between threatening rocks where water boiled, a boat, bearing Iftin
warriorsto the sea. Thiswasan old trail, then, thiswater one.

Naill wasonthetrail again in the late evening when he found the camp site, coming down into a
rock-enclosed hollow to stand, nogtrils expanding, picking up that lingering trace of scent that the wind
had not yet pushed away. He went down on his knees, studying the floor of the hollow, trying to pick out
some track that would prove his guess correct.



River sand filled that stone-walled cup, and he sifted the coarse stuff through hisfingers, until he
uncovered afussan pod, split open, seed gone. A pod here with no bush nearby to shed it naturally—he
wasright! Thiswasthe path of those he sought. As had the boatmen of his memory, they were heading
seaward!

His pace became atrot when he lft that camp; he was ridden by an increasing fegling of urgency,
that he must catch up with the strangers, reach them soon, or it would betoo late. Too late? Why? Just
another of the many mysteries that had been his portion on Janus.

But Naill could not throw off that feeling, and it became so strong that he did not pause with the
dawn, but kept on, trying to travel under cover. By mid-morning he was forced to admit he could not go
any farther. For the forest was dwindling. Since early light the larger trees, standing fewer and farther
gpart, had vanished dtogether. Now smaller growth and bush were common, with wide strips of grass
open between them.

Naill found shelter in ashade that was neither constant nor thick enough to make him truly
comfortable. His head pillowed on hisarm, hisbody and legs aching with fatigue, hetried to rest. But that
need for speed ate at him, so thistime was only one of impatient waiting for the dusk.

In the twilight he went on into the open, to top a hill there and walk into achange of wind. Now the
breeze was chill, sdt-laden. Beyond lay ridges of smdler hills, some half sand masses. And ahead of
those were curling feathers of white marking waves along astrand.

Immediately before Naill was alow scoop of land where the river emptied into the ocean. Cliffs
raised walls on either hand. Naill looked to them and his hand came to his mouth.

Light! A spark of light! He could not have been mistaken—surely he could not! And why such a
beacon there? A signa? Or some off-world explorers encampment? Prudence dictated caution to
temper hisfirst wild desire to run toward that light. He waited in suspense, but there was no second
spark there. Had he been mistaken, seeing what he had hoped to see?

Best go there and be sure. Naill started down the rise, dipping and diding through the loose earth,
heading for the northern dliff point. Distances must have been deceiving, or esethetricky footing in the
sand hills dowed his progress. He had no way of measuring time, but he thought that at least an hour had
passed and he had yet to reach the foot of the cliff where the spark had blazed. He could smell the seaiin
the wind, hear the pound of the waves along the shore. Otherwise he might be plodding through an empty
and deserted world.

Here wasthe cliff. Surveying its rugged wall, Naill sighted nothing except the rock. But that offered
hand holds and toe openings, and he could climb, reach the crown, make sure.

Naill pulled himself up and over, sprawled panting. He had been right! They had been here, those
from Iftcan, or some like them, and avery short time ago. Herolled over on hisside, too spent for the
moment to rise, and saw ahollow in a pinnacle of rock that made a pointed, easily detected finger in the
night sky. Andinthat hollow . . . !

On hands and knees he cameto it, thrust his hand out to explore a plate of stone. On it were ashes
yet warm enough to make him jerk back hisfingers. A sgnd surdly. . . . Set why? For whom?

The reason must lie ill beyond. Naill clung to the rock and wriggled out to the very edge of the
northern drop. Again helooked down into a seabasin. The cliff on which he was had atwin perhaps half
amile away, and between them the waves washed well inland, making anatural and protected harbor. A
harbor which now sheltered . . .

A ghip?
But that object was unlike any ship Naill had ever seen. He would rather have thought it alog, one of
the gigantic logs from the old forest, bobbing up and down in the hold of the waves. There were no oars,

no sails, no break in the rounded surface lying above the waterline. And thistime Ayyar memory did not
supply him with an explanation.



Y et he knew that that huge log did not ride in the waves without purpose. Did it hold men, men such
as himsdf, asthe tree houses of Iftcan had held and sheltered? And if so, wherewould it carry them
now?

Therewas no sign of any movement, except the dow swing of thelog inthewaves. That Sgnd. . . .
Naill studied the drop below him, seeking a path to the water's edge. But he was forced to retreat some
distance inland before he found aledge leading to azigzag cutting, which revealed the fact that viditsto
the sgna post on the cliff must be regularly made. He rounded alast outshoot pinnacle and met afaint
path leading to the beach.

That log, which had apparently floated without control or direction when he had watched from the
cliff, was now turned end on toward the sea and was traveling out, against the toss of the waves, asif
below the water surface some propelling agent moved.

"No!" Naill cried that aloud, ran stumbling through the sand to the water's edge, where awave
foamed about his ankles. There was nothing to be seen save thelog. And that was moving with a
purpose, under command, he did not doubt. It was aready passing between the outer hooks of the cliffs,
fast turning into only ablack blot on the water.

Too late—he had come too late!

Slowly heretreated out of the wash of the foam, and it was then that he saw those other marks,
indentations one could not truly cdl footprints, acluster of them where the sand had been widdly
digtributed . . . the embarkation point?

Sincethe tracks were dl that remained, he studied them. They marked, he believed, the end of a
farly well-defined trail leading back into the interior of the continent. One source of answer to his
collection of mysteries, the log—which was more than alog—was now beyond his pursuit. But thistrall,
did it lead from Iftcan? Or from some other and more enlightening beginning? It was recent, made within
hours, and it was the only trace the strangers had |eft him.

Naill turned his back on the sea, where the log was now only ablack point, and began to walk aong
thetrail of those who had manned that peculiar vessdl.

Much later he lay on amat of leaves againgt the trunk of atree, peering through a screen of brush at
what he had |east expected to discover. At the end of thetrail he had traced, through two nights, well
away from the seashore, across the river again, and southward he had found more settlers Fringe lands.
During the past hour he had been skirting the ragged edges of a garth—not Kaosburg's, too far west for
that, and it was smaler, anewer beginning for some less well-established settler.

The strangers he scouted after had come here from the northeast—perhaps straight from Iftcan. And
they had spent some time dipping in and around the outer edges of the clearing to the south and west, as
if they were on the hunt for something—or someone. He had discovered one place where at least two
encamped for some time—perhaps through aday or more. Had they been spying on the activity about
the garth? Planning araid? They had certainly taken every precaution to keep their presence a secret.

Now he had cometo thefocal point of their explorations. They had scouted, they had spied, and
then they had finished here—finished what? Naill only knew that from this placeled thereturn trail to the
seashore. So here their mission had been either accomplished or abandoned.

It was early morning, leaving him very little time to make his own search before having to retire to the
tree hollow where those others had waited out the sunlight hours before him. He could hear the sounds of
awakening life at the garth severd fields lengths away—the howl of ahound, the chittering complaint of a
phas disturbed againgt itswill. If the garthmaster was a pusher, hisfield |aborers might be hurried out
before dawn to start their day's work here.

There was one glimmering of an ideathat had ridden Naill for the past half hour. He had begun to
believe that what he sought here was buried: a cache set skillfully and with cunning to be discovered by
someone from the garth, treasure trove—not remaining hidden from vanished yearsin the past, but from
daysearlier. And if hisguess wasthe truth, he believed he knew now where to look for its confirmation.



He scrambled around alog, began a careful search of the ground. But what he sought was not
located near the fallen trees waiting to be branch-stripped and hauled away. It had been placed inthe
midst of atangle of wild berry bushes. The swallen, yelow fruited brambles had been carefully
rearranged to hide turned earth, but there was a gleam of metal artfully exposed to catch the eye.

And the berries—Naill recognized those, too. They were sweet, entrancing to anyone who was
thirsty. The bait was excdlently planned. Any man working here would be drawn to strip ahandful of the
fruit during arest period, perhapsto pick more to share with hisfellows, pick enough to uncover that
piece of meta, and then. . .

Naill twitched the bramble back into place. A cdl from the garth moved himto hastein his
withdrawal. He had been right; they were dready heading for clearing work, early asit was. And if they
brought houndswith them . . .!

He dipped among the bushes and ran, hoping that the workers were not accompanied by dogs,
believing he could outwit any settler who tried heavy-footedly to follow histrail. Minutes later he was a
the hiding place the trappers had established, listening intently to the growing noise of a phas-drawn roller
bumping over thefieldsin the direction of the clearing, near which the bramble hung.

Trappers—he was certain of that now—trappers who had |eft abaited trap! He had been caught in
such atrap. Now he was able to fit one more piece into his broken picture. The tube he had hidden,
held, wanted for his own—and the Green Sick. Was one born of the other? That could be. Those who
snned by concedling or handling the treasure were punished speedily for that Sn—cause and effect,
which was closer to the truth than the settlers knew for sure.

But the purpose of this €laborate scheme gill euded him. By some dien means—and Naill was now
certain hisillnesswas no natura allment, unlessit could be a Janusan disease induced and controlled by
will—he had become a different person, strange to hisformer sdf, not only physically but mentaly, too.

Traps—trappers—the log ship—Iftcan—Ayyar. . . . Naill'shead ached dully. It was asif indde his
skull therewas agtirring, a battering against some tightly bolted door . . . some hidden part of him fighting
for freedom. He caught the reek of man scent, of anima odor. But there was no tonguing from ahound.
For the period of the day he must keep under cover.

Asmuch as his senses flinched from the dien activities of the garth, Naill knew that he would
remain—if not in this specid hideout, then nearby—until he witnessed the springing of thetrap, learned
what did follow itsdiscovery.

EIGHT

THE TRAPPED

Hishiding place, Naill speedily discovered, had been carefully chosen by those who had first used it
as an observation post. It gave him agood view of the clearing. The working party that came there now
was smaller than those K osburg had mustered. There were only two dave laborers, and three bearded



Believers, one of those hardly more than aboy, hisbeard afew silky straggles on his chin.

They began to work well away from the brambles that masked the trap, and the garthmaster kept
them busy with avigor and concentration that suggested that he, like Kosburg, ruled the holding with an
iron-rooted will. Thelabor of clearing was the same Naill had sweated over, but inside him now anew
anger coiled and raised. This destruction of what was right and good to make more ugly bareness! He
redized hisfingers had curved about the hilt of that |eaf-bladed sword, that he was eyeing hotly the leader
of that work gang.

To remain where he was could be the rankest folly, and yet he was held there by that curiosity, the
need for knowing what would happen if and when the treasure was found. Would one of those laborers
uncover the cache out of sight of his master and seek to conced part of it for hisown?

Naill was so0 intent upon watching the workers that he missed the arrival of a second small group at
the edge of the clearing. And he was startled to see suddenly the flap of askirt.

Hisfirst impresson of the womenfolk of the Believers had been that they courted dour plainnesswith
the diligence with which off-world women strove to develop the current ideal of beauty. Their sacklike
clothing, fashioned of the same dull browns, shabby grays, and sullen black-greens the men aso wore,
carefully conceded any hint of form, while their hair was screwed back into tightly netted knots. Away
from their own hearthsides they followed the dictates of the Rule and went masked, astrip of cloth with
holes for eyes, nose, and mouth rendering them both anonymous and safely hideous.

Not that they ever ventured very far from the buildings of the garth. In dl the time Naill had been at
Kosburg's, he had never seen any of the women farther afield than the stableyard, except driving, fully
masked and covered with additional muffling cloaks and hoods, to the weekly Sky Stand of the elect.

But here awoman escorted three smaller figures, al masked. Baskets on arm, they were heading
toward the berry-hung bushes.

"Ho!" The garthmaster upped hisax for aswing, to drop it without delivering the full blow. He was
no giant to match Kosburg, but athin, active man, and the forward-thrusting beard he displayed wasfair
and lank.

Thewoman stopped, turned to face him, her smaler companionsretresting alittle behind her asif
cowed by such public notice of their being. They remained so while the garthmaster climbed afdlen tree
trunk and came to them.

"What do you do here, girl?* he demanded.

One work-reddened hand gestured at the heavy harvest of berries.

"These will be uprooted soon.” Her voice was low, without expression. "Thereis no need to waste
this present crop.”

The garthmaster considered that point, approached the berry bushes closer asif to estimate the value
of their wild abundance. Then he nodded.

"Keep to your work, girl," he ordered. " And make haste—we want to clear here before night.”

The children scuttled to the picking as he strode away. But for a moment the woman stood where
shewas, her head now turned to the forest, her eyes, Naill thought, not on the berries at al but on the
woodland behind them. Then he saw her do an odd thing—put out her hand and draw one finger down
the graceful bend of astem from which hung acluster of small white flowers. Her head turned sharply
right and left, and then she bent to smell that flowering spray before she went on to strip the berriesinto
her basket in quick, efficient motions.

Whether by chance or design, she pushed her way, picking as she went, until the patch of bramble
was a screen between her and the other working party. Then, having added alast handful of fruit to her
basket, she st it carefully on the ground and straightened to her full height, once again facing the depths
of theforedt.

Her hands went to the back of her hood, fumbled with the cords, and she jerked off her mask with



an impatient gesture. Her head was up, her chin raised, with amovement into which Naill read defiance.

She had the pallid skin of al garthsde women, and her features held no hint of beauty. But she was
young, no morethan agirl. A high-bridged nose centered above a small mouth, one with thin, pale pink
lips. Her eyes were wdll set, but above them were thick brushes of brows, giving them aharsh and
forbidding half frame. No—she was not even remotely pretty by off-world standards, and that dien
which waswithin Naill now found her pde skin repulsvely ugly.

Raising her hands, she pressed her pams againgt her cheeksin agesture he could not understand.
And then, asif some pull beyond control moved her, she waked forward, her clumsy skirts catching and
holding on the branches, into the shadow of the trees. Once well hidden by their overhanging branches,
she paused once more, standing very still, her head raised. She did not appear to be looking, only
waiting, listening. For what Naill could not guess.

Timidly, shyly, her hand came up again to pluck aspray of flowers. She cupped the blossomsin her
fingers, bending her head asif she studied some treasure. With aglance over her shoulder, furtive and
guilty, she tucked the flowered stem into the front of her robe. Her head up again, her eyes sought now
aong the green-silver curtain of the woods.

"Adhla?'

The girl'swhole body jerked in answer to that call. Her hand went swiftly to the flowers, pulled them
loose, and threw them away in what was a single motion of repudiation. Then shewas busy adjusting her
mask. When she turned to face the child, that covering was safely in place. She beckoned thelittle girl to
her, looked into the other's basket.

"Y ou have done wdll, Samera,”" she gpproved, with awarmth in her tone that had been lacking when
she answered the garthmaster. "Tdl Illsaand Armathat you may al eat ahandful yourselves.”

The child's masked face wasraised. "Isit alowed?' she asked doubtfully.
"Itisdlowed, Samera. | shdl answer for it."

When the child left, Ashlawent back to her picking, moving closer to the laden branch that dipped
abovethetrap. Naill's eyes smarted; the sun broke through here and there—dazzling, too dazzling for his
atered sght. Y et he must witness what might happen now. Would she find it? Or would the cache be | eft
for the discovery of alaborer who cameto grub up the brush?

The bramble moved closer to her as shetugged it and stripped berriesin double handfuls. Then her
hands gave a harder tug, bringing up al of the long branch. She stood very till, masked face bent
groundward. Her head turned; she glanced in the direction of the children. But they were half hidden,
their dull dresses only patches between the bushes. She stooped and caught up a dead branch, dug into
the earth with short, quick jabs.

Green fireflashed in so bright aspark that Naill winced, hand to eyes. When hewas able to see
again, she was holding the necklace before her. No expression could be read behind the enveloping
mask, but she had made no sound, given no call to summon the men. Instead she spread out the necklace
soitslace of gem drops hung smoothly in graduated rows. Naill, who had given thet part of the treasure
only passing attention before, could now observe and appreciateitsfull beauty. If the jewelswerered,
that garth girl now held akingdom's ransom, such a necklace as an Empress would wesr to her
crowning. And he had no reason to believe that they were not stones of price.

Almost asif she had no control over her own desires, Ashladrew the lovely thing to her so those
connected rivers of rich green fire now lay on the sacking stuff of her robe, making the coarse materid
twice as ugly in contrast. Maybe she thought that too, for she quickly held the stones away again. Then,
to Naill's surprise, she balled the necklace and wrapped it in abig leaf culled from anearby plant, tying it
into a packet with atwist of grass.

One more glance at the children to make sure of their continued inattention and she pulled her skirts
free from the clutch of the bushesto walk on into the woods. A sandaed foot came out from under her
voluminous clothing as she dug with hedl and toe in the leaf mold, dropped in her prize, and then pulled a



stone over the hiding place. It was o speedily and deftly done that Naill might have been witnessing an
action performed many times before.

Ashlagave alast searching ingpection, then hurried back to the bramble. With her digging branch she
recovered the rest of the treasure and was stripping the remainder of the berries when the children came
sraggling by with their own baskets.

"Ashlal" The cal camefrom the garthmaster, and one of the children caught at the girl's skirt. She
nodded a brisk reassurance in that direction and started out of the glade, the children in her wake,
heading toward the open fidlds.

So—even the Believers were not immune to the temptations of the treasure traps! Naill remembered
the story of the girl a Kosburg'swho had kept running away to the forest until the Green Sick put an end
to her "sinning" forever. Had she aso secreted some part of atreasure, kept it hidden as he had tried to
do, asthis Ashlawas attempting?

Thering of axes, the loud voices of the workers marked a change of direction. They would soon
reach the bramble patch, too near his own lurking place. He must dip farther back into the wood.

Naill found shelter where the ring of axes was only avery distant sound and dept out the rest of the
day, rousing after dusk to find astream and drink. He still had a supply of bread from Iftsiga's supplies
and he ate that dowly, savoring its flavor. There was no moon tonight; the wind was soft, moisture laden.
Rain coming soon. . .

It might be wiseto hole up again and wait out any storm. Y et he wanted to know—had the cache
been discovered by those in the clearing? Would they have aguard there now? Or could their fear of the
forest by night be determent enough?

Naill approached the clearing with stalker's caution, testing the air with hisnose, listening to every
sound, aswell asusing his eyes. The stone Ashla had left to mark the necklace was undisturbed. But
beyond, the brambles had been grubbed away and . . .

He caught the enemy scent. Luckily the wind blew in his direction and not away. Ready for trouble,
he dodged back in the forest and an instant later heard the coughing bay of a hound, followed by excited
shouts from at least two men!

A guard right enough, reinforced by one of the watchdogs. But Naill did not believe they would dare
to track him far; their superdtitious fear of the thickly treed lands would be doubled at night, and he was
certain they had not actudly sghted him. The settlers at Kosburg's, at least, had been active in populating
the inner woods with unseen enemies. The hound's uproar might be attributed to the prowling of an
animal. No hunt would draw them thisfar.

But guards at the clearing meant that the cache had been discovered, that tomorrow or the next day
or the next—whenever the garthmaster could summon a Speaker—the sinful objectswould be
ceremonioudy destroyed and the "sin" of the whole small community purged by fasting and ritud. It
would be best to lie low until that was over.

Y et—he had to know if his guess concerning the treasure trap was correct. Would Ashlafollow the
pattern—fal victim to the Green Sick, be exiled as a contamination, finaly become what hewas? He
must know!

Why?Who? The questions still rode him. But more important—what was he to do now? Return to
Iftcan towait?Or . . .

In that moment Naill learned that one should never forget the forest was not dl friend.

He plunged forward in asprawl in the same ingtant that his nose was assaulted by a most stupefying
charnd reek. Rolling, kicking, unable to free hisright foot from aloop of dark ropy stuff, he hung at last
head down and feet up againgt thewadll of a pit, the stench from which turned him sick.

Kdcrok! Ayyar memory identified the enemy, the method of its attack. Naill twisted, trying to bring
up his head and shoulders, the sword now freein his hand. He gained purchase with his ebow against the



wall, enough to wrench his shoulders partly around. But he had only asecond to bring out the sword
point before the phosphorescent bulk on the other side of the hole moved.

Thething camein aflying leap meant to plagter it against the earth of the wall with the dangling body
of its prey flattened under it. The very force of that Spring brought its belly down upon the sword Naill
hed.

He cried out as claws scissored at hislegs, astheterrible odor of that body, the disgusting weight of
its mass struck againgt him. Then, as he hung gasping and choking, there came athin screech, so highin
the scale of sound asto cause asharp painin hishead, and the kalcrok fell away, kicking and scrambling
in the noisome depths of itstrap, taking his sword, ill in the deep belly wound, with it.

Nalill, very close to unconsciousness, dangled head down once more. Then Ayyar memory prodded
him to weak effort. To hang so wasto die, even if the kalcrok had dso suffered a death blow. He must
try to move.

There was a bleeding rake across one arm; hislegs were torn, too. But he must get free—he must!
He twisted and turned, rubbing his body against thewall.

Perhaps the force of the kalcrok's spring had already weakened the web cord that held him, or
perhaps his own feeble efforts fretted it thin against the rough wall. But it gave and he did down into the
debrisat the pit bottom.

The gleaming lump that was the terror of that trap lay onitsback, its clawed legs ill jerking, the
sword hilt projecting from its underparts. Naill retched, somehow got to hisfeet, and ssumbled over to
drag his defiled blade free. Heran it into the soil of the pit wall to clean it and looked about him half
dazed.

To climb those wdlswas, he bdieved, closeto impossble. They had been mogt skillfully fashioned to
prevent the escape of the trapped. But kalcroks had back doors—they did not depend altogether on
their pit trapsto supply their food needs.

Only—such an exit would lead past the kal crok's nest, and past any nestlings such a shelter might
contain. Ayyar memory was clear enough to make Naill shudder. Move now—at once—before there
wasany dir there. . . if there were any to stir! He edged around the confines of the hole, supporting
himsdf with ahand againgt the wal. The pain of hisleg wounds was beginning to bite now. He must go,
before those wounds could stiffen and keep him from moving at al.

Thiswasit—aholeinto blackness, from which issued afetid odor to make him sick again. Forcing
down hisfear and repulsion, Naill went to his hands and knees, his sword ready, and crawled into that
passage.

Thewalswere dick with dime, well polished by the ka crok's constant use. Thiswasan old,
wdll-established den; dl the more reason to fear anest! And here the dark was such that his night sight,
good asit was, could not help him. Scent? How could one separate any one evil odor from the genera
stench of thisdevil run? Hearing? He must depend now upon his earsfor any warning.

And to do that he must go dowly.

S0 he crept onward, sweeping the sword back and forth ahead, to assure himsalf that there was no
opening on either side of the run, pausing to listen. A scrape of leg againgt earth, the moving of a
body—uwould he be able to recognize that for what it was, the warning of anearby and occupied net?

Sword point met nothingnessto hisleft. Nall stiffened, listening. Nothing—nothing a al. Werethe
infant mongters aert and waiting to make their pounce? Or were there any nestlings now? Naill dared not
linger too long.

It was the hardest test he had ever placed upon his courage and will, that dow forward creep. His
only defense againg attack, the sword, he kept point out, aimed at the opening he could not see, behind
which lay desth, not sudden, but very terrible.

The sword point bit at wall again—he had reached the other side of that opening. Now—now he



must go forward with his back to that, never knowing when attack might come. Thiswas an endless
nightmare such as he had once awakened from in the past, shaking, wet with terror swest.

On—on—no sounds. . . no, no sounds from behind. An empty nest—but he till could not be sure
of that or count on such fortune. Relief could make one cardless. Be ready, listen—cregp—though how
he could turn to fight in this narrow passage Naill did not know.

Then, abruptly, the surface under him angled sharply upward and he drew a breath deeper than a
gasp. Thiswasthe exit! Up—up and out! He dug the sword into the earth, used it to lever himsdlf out . . .
to be met with rain full in hisface, cold and dashing on hisbody. And not too far away he heard the
torrent of theriver. The river—and beyond: Iftcan!

Did Ayyar take over wholly then? Naill afterward thought so. It was asit had been when the fever
held him—small broken snatches of dream action wrapping him round. Or were they red, those times
when he clung to river-washed rocks while aswollen stream rose about him, when he staggered on
through gusts of beating rain with lightning flashes showing him the towering dead of the tree city?

There was one crash of thunder, blast of lightning bolt so greet, so dazzling, that together they
blacked out the world. And from then on he had no memoriesat dl.

Trees—Iftsgal Helay looking up into the might of the ancient citadd, its silver-green crown so far
above him that the leaves were only ahaze of color against the sky—as high asthe garsamost.

The Larsh! Nalll sat up, reaching for his sword, looking about him for some sgn of the enemy. His
body hurt—Dbattle wounds. He had survived, then, the overrun at the Second Ring.

"Jagnal Midar!" Hiscal issued from hislips aweak whisper.

A swish of displaced air overhead. He held his sword ready. Wide white wings, which clapped to
body as taons touched earth—a quarrin came to him, a pouch dangling from its beak. "Hoorurr!" Naill

loosened his grip on the weagpon hilt. Once more he blinked awake from adream Ayyar had known.
"Hoorurr!"

The bird dropped the pouch by his hand, snapped and chittered areply. Then the quarrin walked
dowly down thelength of the man'sbody asif inspecting his clotted wounds. Naill was back—in the
safety of Iftcan—though he did not remember anything since he had crawled out of the kalcrok's den.

NINE

MONSTER

The storm that had raged in the forest as Naill won free from the kalcrok pit did not quickly blow
itself out. His wounds tended with the same salve that he had used on Hoorurr's seared wing, he
managed the climb into Iftsgaand lay there on the mats as the living wood of the chamber walls about
him throbbed and sang with the fury of the gae.

Oncethere was a crash, heavier than the roll of thunder, and the whole of Iftsgaquiveredin



sympathy until Naill feared that an earthquake shock had threatened the rooting of the citadel. He
guessed that one of the long-dead tree towers had been struck by lightning and wind-toppled.

There was no way to mark the passing of time, no period of sun dternating with the welcome cool of
night. Hoorurr shifted from chamber to chamber, closing hiswingsto clamber down or up through the
ladder hole, vigiting Naill, or withdrawing restlesdy again. The quarrin was unhappy, resenting the
imprisonment forced upon him by the sorm.

Then Naill awoketo slence, aware as he tentatively stretched hislegsthat the healing wounds no
longer smarted, that he could move with ameasure of comfort. And the pound of the wind was stilled,
the tree sllent, no longer pressed or battered.

He replaced historn and soiled clothing with fresh from the stores; swung up and out on the entrance
branch to look out over the forest in the fading, pae, watery sunlight. The storm had indeed wrought
changes. Those trees that had shown bone-gray among the shorter green of new growth had been
shattered. Smoke curled from charred and smoldering trunks. To the west where that wasteland of evil
dretched, there was adrifting murk, asif fire burned thereabouts.

From this perch Naill could see across the river through the storm-torn gaps of foliage. Therewasa
new chill intheair. He had landed on Janus—how many weeks ago? Now as hetried to count thet tale
of planet-spent days, first in his head, and then childishly on hisfingers, he found too many discrepancies.
But he had been brought to Kosburg'sin late mid-summer. The dayswere now chilling into the fdll
season. And he knew from what he had heard at the garth that when winter gripped thisland, it could be
sere and bitter.

Y et—Ayyar memories again—there had been other winterslong ago when men had not been bound
to shelter againgt storm blasts and leaves lingered, if more heavily slvered, until new opening buds pushed
them free in the spring. But that had been before the desth of Iftcan.

Now the garths must be preparing for the cold season. And this past gale had brought with it the first
whispers of the autumn change. Naill was glad for the cloak about him when the wind reached exploring
fingersto the branch on which he sat. Winter—the leaves gone, the forest naked . . . then if therewasa
hunt, any fugitive would have far less of a chance. Had it been approaching winter that had sent the
strangers from Iftcan to the sea?

Hebit on that, savored what it might mean, as he might bite doubtfully on anewly discovered
fruit—to find it sour. One could remain herein Iftsga. But winter was the season in which the garths
burned off the Fringe. Fire so set was never controlled asfar asits spreading in the forest was
concerned. The farther the flames ate into the woodlands, the better the settlerslikeit. And the dead
trees about here would make one grest torch of the whole dead city.

Somewhere to the west, nearer the sea. . . Naill consdered that move thoughtfully. And in so going
west, he could swing by the frontier garth—see what had happened there to Ashla. Tonight—no,
perhaps aday'smorerest . . . then with his wounds less sore, he could move fast and quietly.

That night he hunted with Hoorurr, the bird dropping noisesdy to buffet aborfund with beating
wings and dashing talons until Naill's sword brought an end to the bewildered animd'slife. The man
kindled asmall fire among stones, toasted |ean flavorsome mest over the flames on sharpened sticks, and
found the taste good after hislong diet of bread from the strangers stores, the berries and seed pods of
the forest. Thishad been done many times, Ayyar memory told him—thiswasthe old freelife of the
Iftinkind.

Thethird night after the end of the storm, Naill sorted carefully through the suppliesin the tree
chamber and made up ajourney pack, which must serve him if he did not or could not return over a
period that might run into weeks. Another change of clothing, including skin boots, the bread stuff, a
pouch of hedling ointment, aknife hefound. During that search for supplies, he opened and investigated
every box and chest in the upper chamber—but he did not touch those of the treasure room below.

There was arductance in him now to have anything to do with those objects. Almost he could



believe the settlers conviction that danger clung to the caches, and he had no desire to test that theory
further. Ashe stood at the foot of Iftsgabefore setting out, Naill was struck by a sudden fedling of peril,
30 intense only determined effort of will set him moving.

As hewent, Hoorurr winged down the forest aide over hishead, uttering a querulous, complaining
cry. From quarrin to man adistorted message sped . . . danger! Naill paused, aert, looking up to the bird
now perched over head.

"Where?' Hislips shaped the same word his mind formed.

But the concept that answered him was too fragmentary, too aien, to provide any red answer. Only
that the danger was not immediate, only that it was old, old maybe as Iftcan itself.

"Fire? Settlers?' Naill pushed his demand for knowledge.

Neither. No, thiswas something else. Then he got an answer that was sharper, clearer. From the
west came the threst—out of the plotch of the wastes. Keep away, well out of that. Old ills dwelt there,
which might spread again were they to awake. Awake? How? What? But Hoorurr provided no
understandable reply.

"All right!" Naill agreed. "1 go thisway." Hetried to mind-picture a southwestern route, back along
theriver, to the garth where he had seen Ashla.

Hoorurr's orb eyes regarded him measuringly. Now there was no flicker of thought from the bird. He
might be considering Naill'sreply, turning it over in hismind to compare with aconclusion of hisown.

"Doyou go, too?"' Naill asked. To have the keen-eyed, winged hunter with him would mean doubled
security. He had no doubt the quarrin's senses were far keener than his own.

Hoorurr's feather-tufted head turned on round shoulders. The quarrin faced west—that west against
which he had just warned. Now hiswings mantled asif he were about to launch at some prey—or some
enemy—and he hissed, not cried doud. That hisswasfilled with cold venom and rage. Hewas afigure
of pure defiance.

For it was defiance! Hoorurr was posturing against something to be feared. Again Naill tried
desperately to reach the quarrin's mind, to learn, to sharein what information waslocked in that
feather-topped skull.

With hiswings folded negtly against body again, talons scraped adong the branch as Hoorurr sSidled to
apoint directly above Naill's head. The quarrin gave voice once more, thistime with no hiss, but a
clacking of beak the man had cometo learn wasasigna of assent.

They found the river high, the rocks necklaced with foam. Debrisloosened by the storm rafted down
with the current. To Hoorurr the crossing was no problem. He flapped over to atree on the opposite
bank. Naill moved aong the shore, studying thelie of the rocks and caculating the possibility of using
them as stepping stones.

Once there had been abridge there, its arches long since tumbled and riven apart by numerous
floods. Perhaps only Ayyar memory could have moved Naill's eyes now to pick up those points, dign
them, and see what way to take. A chancy path with the rocks wet, the water awash over at least two.

Settling his pack to balance evenly, he took arunning leap. Somehow he made it—though he was
shaking with more than the chill of water spray when he reached the far bank and sank to hisknees, a
little wesk and a great deal amazed at the success of his efforts. On this side of theriver the storm rack
was as evident. And, not having Hoorurr's advantage, Naill had to make wide detoursto avoid the
tangles where trees—not as huge asthose of Iftcan, but till large enough to amaze off-worlders—had
gone down, taking their lesser brethren with them. There was awide path of such wreckage cutting
across the shortest route to the garth, and the hour was past dawn before Naill worked his way through
that to take shelter for the day.

When did he become conscious of that thin, wailing plaint? The sun was no longer watery. ltsrays
best into the opening left by the storm winds fury, prisoning him in ahaf cave beneath upturned roots.



And the sounds of the daytime dwellers of the woods were al about him. Small creatures had comeinto
the new open space to root about in the disturbed sail.

But thissound . . . Nalill lay with his head on his pack listening, giving it the same attention that he had
afforded Hoorurr'swarning. No, thiswas no animal cry—no bird call! Low, continuous, wearing on the
ears—and coming from some distance.

How long before he was able to associate that in his mind with pain? Some creature trapped in the
snarl of wind-tossed wood, pinned between trunk and earth, or mangled and left to suffer? Naill sat up,
hunched together, his head turning southward as hearing traced that sound. Sometimes it sank until it was
scarcely audible; again its keening wail rose, broke, until he was sure he could dmost distinguish words!
A lost sttler?

Naill crawled to the outer opening of hisburrow, tried to shade his eyes well enough to see through
the shattering brightness of the sun. He could just make out a mass of green several hundred yards avay
that the destructive path of the whirlwind had spared rather than flattened.

Fromthere. . . or from beyond? Out in the open he would be as good as blind. But if he could work
hisway on to that other strip of standing wood, he might be able to make some progress. And the
cal—if cal it was—pulled him, would not let him settle back into hishole.

Naill pursed hislips, imitated Hoorurr's hoot as he had learned to do in summons. The answering
beak snap came from where the quarrin roosted in the upturned root mass over Naill's head.

"See—what—calls." The man thought that out, aimed the order at the bird. "See what calls."

Hoorurr snapped angrily, protesting. But he gave a hop to the next tree trunk and walked aongit.
His gray-white feathers made a blinding dazzle in the sun as he took off with aflap of wings. The quarrin
preferred the night, but he could move better than Naill by day.

Naill tried to mark the shortest distance across that open space to the trees beyond. And dways
camethat crying.

He shouldered his pack and moved out, squinting as hetried to avoid pitfals underfoot. With one
twigt of hisankle that wrenched a haf-hedled wound the kalcrok had dedlt and that |eft him limping, he
made it across the open.

That crying—it did hold words, durred together, undistinguishable, but words. And it camefrom a
point that could not be too far from the garth fields. What had happened? Had the holding been swept by
one of the devastating winds, its people driven into the forest they dreaded?

"One...done...notright..."

Hoorurr's message came from up ahead. One done—but what "not right” meant was a puzzle.
Hurt—trapped? Naill plunged on. He came to the edge of a glade—and understood.

The broken and forsaken hut Kosburg had shown the newcomers as awarning, its moldering ruins
shunned by everyone on the garth—here was another such, hardly more than alean-to of brush. Hoorurr
perched on the highest point of itsflimsy roof.

Naill made a second rush across the open and stooped to enter the place. The voice had falento a
muttering. He smelled the fetid odor of sickness, and hisfoot struck against an earthen water jar, which
rolled awvay empty.

She had no mask, no hood now, and her sack robe was torn so that her restlesdy moving hands and
her arms were bare. The pallid skin was splotched with great blotches of green, and masses of loose hair
had fallen away from her ever-turning head. Her eyes were open, fixed on the brush of the roof covering,
but they did not see that—or anything about her, Naill judged.

Hedipped hisarm under her, raising her rolling head, steedying it againgt his own shoulder while he
moistened her cracked lipsfrom the water bottle he had filled at theriver.

Shelicked her lips and made afaint sucking sound, so helet her drink more. Under histouch her skin
was fire-hot, and she was plainly deep in the fever of the Green Sick. He settled her down once more



and looked about the hut. The girl lay on apile of torn and earth-stained bags, which must have been
used for the storing of grain earlier. A plate was by the door, with some crusts on it and amash of
bruised fruit over which insects now crawled. Naill sent that spinning out with agrim gaculation.
Food—water—a bed of sorts! But what more could a sinner hope for?

In spite of the changes of the sickness, he knew her for Ashla. And Ashlamust be a proven sinner by
therules of her own people.

Naill's expression was ahdf snarl as he glanced momentarily in the direction of the garth from which
she must have been expelled as soon as they recognized the illness that had struck her down. But he had
survived and, he suspected, so had others—perhaps many of them. There was no reason to believeit
would be different for Ashla

"Water—" Her hands groped out asif searching for the container she had long since emptied.

Naill helped her drink for the second time, and then wiped her face and hands with moistened grass.
Shesghed.

"Green—qgreenfire..."

At firgt he thought she spoke of her illness, remembering his own delirium. Then Naill saw her hands
were spanning apart, and he recalled how she had stood that day holding the beauty of the alien necklace
before her in just the same fashion.

"Coal green of Iftcan. . ."

He caught those words eagerly. Iftcan! Did Ashla, deep in the clutch of the fever, now also house a
changeling memory, know what had never been a part of the garth or of her own settler history?

Onimpulse Naill took her two hot handsinto his, holding them tightly againgt her smdl| attemptsto
pull free.

"Iftcan,” he repeated softly. "In the forest—cool foredt. . . . Iftcan stands—in the forest.”

The restless turning of Ashla's head dowed. Her eyes were closed, and suddenly from beneath those
lids tears gathered, made silken tracks down her sunken, splotched cheeks.

"Iftcanisdead!" Her voice wasfirmer, held an authority that surprised him.

"Itisnot—not al of it," he assured her softly. "Iftsgastands, living till. Cool—green—the forest
lives. Think of the forest, Ashlal"

Frown lines appeared over her closed eyes. The heavy brows that had given her face harshness were
gone now, aswas most of her hair. Naill wondered how close she was to the complete change. Her
ears—yes, they were definitdy pointed, larger than natura for the human kind.

Now her handstightened on his, rather than trying to pull free.

"Theforest—nbut | am not Ashla" Again that note of firmness, of decison. "1 am lllylle—lllylle™
Some of that confidencetrailed away.

"lllylle"* Naill repested. "And | an Ayya—of thelftin."

But if she could il hear his voice, hiswords meant nothing to her now. More of the tearsran down
her cheeks from beneath her lowered eydids. And her lips shaped asmal, soft moaning, not unlike the
crying that had drawn him there.

Water—he needed more water. But to return to theriver . . . the journey wastoo long to be madein
daylight. Naill shaped athought for Hoorurr, hoping the bird might guide him to some forest spring.

"In theleaves—above," came an answer Nalill did not understand until he freed himsdlf from Ashlas
hold and crawled into the glade about the hut. The quarrin fluttered from the roof, reached atree branch
well overhead, and moved aong it toward acluster of differently shaped leaves the man had not noticed
before—some form of parasite growing there.

The center portion of those drifting stem-branches was alarge rounded growth, not unlike abowl
fastened levelly on the branch of the supporting tree. Naill climbed, worked hisway out, and did indeed



find a source of water—two full cups or more held in that tough fiber basin—and hefilled hiswater bottle
fromits bounty.

Hewasin the hut again sponging Ashlas face, when a sharp gasp brought him haf around to seea
figurein the doorway. Masked and hooded, but small—small as one of the girl children who had
accompanied Ashlato pick berries days earlier. The newcomer held a basket before her, and now she
backed away—raising that asif to useit asafrall barrier against some expected attack.

"No—no—pleasel" It was aghrill, frightened wail, rising fast to a scream that held no words et all.
"Go—go away!"

She flung the basket a him, awater bottle spinning from it to strike againgt hisarm. Then she stooped
and caught up aclod of earth, letting fly without aim.

"Let Ashlabe—Ilet her bel™ Once more she screamed.

Behind Naill, Ashlahersdlf stirred. A hand caught at his shoulder, as, without apparently seeing him,
she dragged herself up on the bed of sacking.

"Samera—" Her voice was ahoarse croak, but in it was recognition, a sane avareness.

The child froze, the eyes frantic where they were framed by the mask holes. Then she screamed
again, thistime touching aterror that was beyond words.

Shefell, twisted about, and scrambled away on dl fours, ftill screaming, theterror in those cries o
great that Naill was kept from any move after her.

"Sameral Sameral" Ashlaswayed forward, tried to crawl after thelittle girl. Naill caught her
shoulders, drew her back against him in spite of her weak struggles. Now he partially understood
Samerds horror. The changein Ashlawas dmost complete; he steadied awoman who was now as
much achangeling ashimsdf. Ashlahad truly become lllylle of theIftin and amongter in the Sght of those
of her own kind.

TEN

ILLYLLE

Ashlaseyes closed; her head lolled forward as Naill lowered her on the bed place. Sameras cries
gtill sounded, fainter now. That clamor—would it draw others from the garth? He sat back on hishedls.
The girl was changed enough to arouse fear and aversion, aswas seen in the child's actions. The
Believersdid not kill—that wastheir creed. But he had been hunted away from Kosburg's garth by
hounds that knew no law. And Samera could touch off such ahunt here and now.

He could leave, could easily be away before the hunt was up. But Ashla—to the settlers he owed
nothing. However, she was no longer a garth woman; she was one of his own kind. Could he rouse her
enough to get her away?

"Illylle!" Once more Naill caught her hands, moved by some hope as he called to the Iftin part of her.



"lllylle—the Larsh come! We must hometo Iftcan!™

Sowly and emphatically he repeated those words, closeto her ear. Her eyes half opened; from
under the droop of those swollen lids she looked up, appeared to see him. There was no fear nor
repulsion in her gaze, only recognition of asort, asif he were what she had expected.

"Iftcan?' Her lips shaped the word rather than repested it doud.
"Iftcan!" Naill promised. "Come!™

To hissurprise and relief, when hetried to raise her, she was more than able to get to her feet. If
Ilylle possessed Ashlas half-aien body now, she had the power they needed. But Naill kept hisarm
about her shoulders, steering her out of the hut, catching up his pack as he went.

She cried out and covered her eyeswith her hands when they came into the open.

"Do not look," he cautioned, "but come!" Naill half led, haf supported her acrossthe glade of the hut
and into the forest beyond. At the same time he aimed a thought at Hoorurr.

"Watch—seeif those come after!” He heard the whirr of wings asthe quarrin took off.

Whatever spirit or determination supported Ashla, it continued to hold, kept her tottering on. In fact
her steps grew firmer as she seemed to recover balance and energy. How long did they have? Would
Samera's outburst bring hunters behind them? Naill clung to the memory that Kosburg's people had told
stories of "monsters’ but never of capturing one—they were never followed far into the fastness of the
forest they were reputed to haunt.

If he could get Ashlato theriver, and beyond that barrier, he did not believe that anyone would
follow them into Iftcan. The woodland they were now traversing was speedily pierced, even a their
wavering pace, and now they had before them the opening the wind had dashed. To guide and pull the
tranced girl through that under the sun . . . Naill doubted he could do it.

Though he listened, he had not yet heard any hound yap. And Sameras cries had been ended for
long precious moments. Perhaps the child had been vigiting the glade hut in secret, against the orders of
the garthmaster. If so, perhaps her terror would not override the other and longer-held fear of household
punishmert.

"Closeyour eyes, lllylle" Naill ordered. "Herethe sunisbright.”

He had dung the pack thongs over hisleft shoulder; hisright arm was about her fever-hot body in
support. Now he squinted his own eyesinto narrowed dits as he tried to steer them acoursein and out
among the tumble of storm-scythed growth. Here and there some broken canopy of withering leaves
provided temporary sanctuary where they could halt and drink. And Naill could ease his eyes by
swabbing a dampened cloth across the closed lids. He feared to pause too long, to alow his companion
to dip to the ground, lest he could not urge her up and on again. But she walked more strongly, caught up
in another world from which she seemed to draw energy. Her muttered words told him that she was now
matching those dreams that had haunted his own fevered flight to Iftcan—now shewaslllylle.

The sacking robe, hanging in tatters about her thighs and knees, continued to catch on broken branch
stubs or in tangles of vine. She jerked out of Naill's hold, when hetried to pull her free from the third such
noosing, and unfastened the belt and the lacings at the throat, dropping it to liein adingy circle about her
scratched and dusty fest.

"Bad!" Shekicked at theroll of cloth. "Ahh. . . ." She stretched her arms up and out. A short, thin
undergarment clung to her body.

Their struggles through the rough brush had rid her of the last straggling locks of hair, and under the
sun the green pigmentation of her skin was complete. Before, judged by off-world standards, she had
had no beauity, nothing but youth. Now, once you accepted the skin tint, the bare skull, the tall, pointed
ears—why, shewasfair!

Naill blinked from more than the excess of light. How deeply was llylle now rooted in Ashla? Would



she be horrified, frightened, when she learned what had happened to her—as he had been when he had
first seen Ayyar'sreflection in the pool ?

A hound gave tongue and was answered by aleash fellow. Naill caught at her hand.
Her eyesflickered at him without any true awareness. Shetried to pull free from hishold, shaking her
head.

"The Larsh!" Naill traded on those alien memories. And it worked. She ran, heading straight for the
next patch of woods, while he limped after past the tree roots where he had sheltered earlier. Histwisted
ankle hurt, and the haf-healed wound in his calf throbbed asif aband of fire had been linked there. But
the cool of the wood now cloaked them.

Perhaps Naill was alittle lightheaded, too, or the Ayyar memory grew stronger, for he felt that behind
them snuffed and ran . . . not the hounds from the garth . . . but things that were not yet men, only held
the rough outward seeming of men. He felt that he must reach Iftcan before the Larsh gathered for the
find test of srength againgt Srength, lifeagaing life.

There was aflurry of wings overhead. Hoorurr had come, and the thought that reached from quarrin
to Iftin was adrawing cord. Naill sumbled into the green world asif he plunged from afire-haunted
desert into the body of the sea.

"Throbyn ... Throbyn...!"

Naill's head turned as the cry acted like a sharp dap across his sweeting face to arouse him. Ashla
was backed against atree trunk, her nostrils expanded as she drew deep breaths. In these shadows her
eyes had aluminescence. But once more there were tears on her cheeks, and she smeared the back of
her hand across them with the gesture of asmall child who has whimpered out her hurt to meet no
comfort.

"Throbyn?'

"lllylle!" Naill took astep toward her.

"You are not Throbyn!" Her accusation was sharp. Then, before he could reach her, she was gone,
flitting down thetree aides.

Kacrok pit, faintness born of her fever, afdl—all the dangers she could mest there done sent him
limping on. Would the same homing memory that had led him to Iftcan guide her north? Theriver . . . it
wasin flood! If she dared acrossing there unheedingly . . .!

"Hoorurr!" He appealed to the quarrin and watched, with only avery smal lightening of his concern,
the white wings begt after the vanished girl, leaving him to hobble after.

His pack, caught in the undergrowth, was adelaying irritant, but he dared not, or could not, bring
himself to abandon it and the supplies. So, juggling it into a better position on his shoulder, Naill struck a
crooked lope, which did not favor hisinjured leg as much asit needed. Whenever he drew a deeper
breath than agasp, there was astab of pain beneath his lower ribs, and he thought longingly of the river
as a gpent swimmer might watch the nearest shore.

"Herel" Hoorurr's cal—came from the west.

Trouble of somekind. Naill risked further hurt to legp afdlen tree, and struck left. The kalcrok
trap—wheredid it lie? Even with its dreadful maker deed, the pit itsalf was a threet to the unwary. Had
Adhlafdlen there?

But Naill found her lyinginasmdl ddl by aspring, where drooping branches cut off the direct rays of
the sun. She was crouched together, her arms about her knees, her head down upon them, her body
shaken by shudders.

"lllylle?" Naill halted, caled softly, not wanting to send her into another headlong flight.

At the sound of hisvoice her body stiffened, theline of her bent shoulderswent rigid. But she did not



lift her head or move.

"lllylle?" He took a step and then a second into the dell, not quite sure whether he could keep on his
fedt.

Now her head did come up—dowly. He could see her face. Her eyes were closed o tight that her
features seemed twisted. Her mouth worked asif she screamed, yet she made no sound save the rasp of
breath whistling in and out of her distended nodtrils.

The pool! Now he knew what had shocked her into this almost mindless sate of fear. As he had met
Ayyar, S0 had shein this place seen lllyll€'s countenance for her own. Going down on hisknees, Naill
cupped his hands together and caught up a scoop of water, cold on his heated flesh. This he threw
draight into her convulsed face.

Her eyes opened. Firg they held in arigid Sare asif she saw nothing but what had frozen her into
close-locked fear—then that broke as she looked at him. And the increase of terror in her eyes, in her
face, was frightening to watch. She squirmed away from Naill, her mouth still writhing out soundless
screams. There could be no reasoning with her at this moment; she was beyond the wall shock had
erected, deep in a place where sane speech could not reach her.

Naill threw himsdf forward, locked his hands around her thin wrists. She thrashed about under his
weight, but he pinned her fast. The quickest and best way to deal with her might be to knock her out
completely—but he doubted if he could. She was almost astdl as he, and her body had been hardened
and strengthened by labor. Thin as she was, he could not carry her the rest of the way to theriver.

Somehow he got alashing of vine about her wrists and leaned away, panting, to consider the next
move. How far wasthe river? Naill tried to place landmarks about him. And then he heard the hounds
again—faint, to be sure, but with an exultant notein their cry. They had picked up the fugitives trall,
knew the scent was fresh. He hoped they were till leashed.

There was no heading directly for Iftcan. Even if Ashlacame out of her present state of shock, and
was eager and willing to make that journey with him, he doubted if they could recross the stream there.
And if she must remain a desperate prisoner, it wasworse than usaessto try.

Westward there was a portion of theriver he had passed on hisway to the sea. Where the bed
widened, the waters, even when storm-fed, would run more shalow. But—that fronted the waste that
Hoorurr had warned agains.

They could crossthere, keep closeto the riverbank, and so avoid dl but the fringe of that waste—or
turn completely west to the sea and abandon the seeking of Iftcan. That, Naill decided, was the wisest
course.

Ashlahuddled down, her bound hands pressed tightly against her, her eyes wide and wild as she
watched his every move. But she no longer tried to scream. If he could only bring Illylle memory to the
surface of her mind again!

"lllylle™ Naill did not try to touch her, made no move toward the shaking girl. "You arelllylle of the
Iftin," he said dowly.

Her head shook from side to Side, denying that.

"You arelllylle—l am Ayyar," he continued doggedly. "They hunt us—we must go—to the
forest—to Iftcan.”

Now her mouth worked spasmodicaly. But he did not believe it was a scream that could not win
free. She made a small choking sound, and her tongue swept across her lips. Then shelunged, past him,
to the side of the pool, hanging over the water and staring down at her reflection there. From mirror to
man she glanced up, down, up. Apparently she was satisfying hersdlf that there was aresemblance
between what she saw in the water and Nalll.

"|l—am—not—" She choked again, her wailing apped breaking through her hodtility.

"You arelllylle" heresponded. "Y ou have been ill, with the fever, and you have had ill dreams.”



"Thisisadream!" she caught him up.

Naill shook hishead. "Thisisred. That"—he waved a hand southward—"is the dream.
Now—igen!"

The baying reached their ears.

"Houndd!" Sheidentified that sound correctly, glanced apprehensively over her shoulder. "But why?"

"Because we are of the Iftin, of the forest. We must go!”

Naill shouldered the pack, caught up the end of vine dangling from the binding on her wrists. Briefly
he wondered why it was so important that he take her with him, away from her kin. Only they weren't her
kin any longer, that hunting party coursing "monsters' with their hounds. They were changdlings together,
he and she, their londiness so haved. He had known lonelinessin the Dipple when Maani had falenill
and strayed o often into her chosen dream escape. But the londliness he had known when Ayyar
clamed him had been theworst of al.

"Come!" That was an order. When he saw that she could not easily rise, he drew her up to him. She
shrank in hishold, her face alittle averted asif to escape looking directly a him. What if she never
accepted the change?

Naill started on, pulling at the vinetie. She came with him, her eyes hdf closed, her mouth set. But
she held to his pace; she did not drag back.

"Y ou are hurt—thereisblood . . ."

Naill was startled at her first words. He had stains above the boot top on his bad leg, but they were
dready iff and drying.

"l was caught in akacrok pit." He answered with the truth, wondering if 11lylle memory could supply
therest.

"That isan evil creature, living partly underground,” he added. " The wound was hedling. | fl and
openedit again.”

"Thiskacrok—you killed it?* Her question was smple, such asachild might ask. "With the big
knife?' Her bound hands gestured toward the sword in the sheath of his sword belt.

"With the sword," Naill corrected absently. "Yes, | killed it—because | waslucky."

"Y ou have lived here dways—in the forest?"

"No." Naill took the chance to drive home the idea of the fate they shared. "1 was alaborer—on a
garth—and | found atreasure.”

"A treasure," sheinterrupted, sill in that childish tone. " Green and pretty—so very pretty!" She had
her hands up, trying to pull them apart asif holding the necklace once more. "I had one too—green—like
the woods."

"Yes," Naill conceded, "atreasure such as you found. Then—then | had the Green Sick—and
afterward | was Ayyar, though | am also Naill Renfro." Could he make her understand, he wondered.

"l am AshlaHimmer. But you caled me by another name.”
"Youarelllylle—or in pat you arelllylle”

"lllylle" She repeated the name softly. "That is pretty. But | snned! | Snned or | would not now be a
monger!"

Naill took a chance. He stopped short and turned to face her.
"Look a me, lllyllel" he commanded. "L ook well—think. Do you see amonster? Do you truly seea
monster ?'

At firdt it gppeared that she might answer that with aready affirmative. But as his gaze continued to
hold hers, steady and with &l the demand he could put into it, she hesitated. Frankly she inspected him
from bare-skulled head to mud-stained boots and back again.



"No—" shesaid dowly. "Y ou are different—but you are not amongter, only different.”

"And you are different, Illylle, but you are not amonster. Y ou are not ugly. For an Iftin you are
fair—not ugly, just different.”

"Not amonster—not ugly—for an Iftin, fair." She repeated that wonderingly. "Pleasg’—she held out
her bound hands—"loose me. | shall not run, you who are Ayyar and aso asinner named Naill Renfro.”

He dlit the vines and threw them away. Her acceptance had come more quickly and more completely
than he had dared hope a short time before.

"Tell me—do we go now to acity, acity of trees?| think | remember those tree towers. But how
can 1?7 she asked, disturbed.

"Iftcan. Y es, thereis such acity, but much of it isnow dead,” Naill told her. "What you remember is

fromlong ago.”
"But how—and why?" She asked his own questions of him.

"How—I can guessin part. Why"—Naill shrugged—"that | do not know. But what | have
discoveredisthis"" Asthey went hetold her of what he had found in Iftsiga, of the treasure buried at her
own holding, and of &l he had learned or suspected.

"So—those who sin by taking the forbidden things'—she summed it up in her own way—"they are
punished—~by becoming aswe. And so the Forest Devil does tempt us, even asthe Spesker has dways
sd”

"But isthat 07" Naill countered. "Isthistruly punishment, Illylle? Do you hate the forest and are you
unhappy here asyou would beif thiswas a punishment?' He was arguing awkwardly, perhaps, but he
was sure he mugt ater her rationalization of the Believers creed and her gpplication of it to their own
problem. If she bdieved that the forest was a punishment for the damned, then for her it might be just
that.

"The Speaker said—" she began, and then paused, plainly facing some thought, perhaps not new to
her but one of which shewas still wary. She stopped short and put out her hand to the tree beside which
she stood. It was an odd gesture she made, asif her warm flesh curved about aloved and beautiful
possession. "This—thisisnot evil!" she cried aloud. "And the city of trees, of which | dreamed, that is not
evil! But good—very good! To Ashlatherewas evil—to lllylle good! For Illylle thereisno Speaker, no
oneto say thisisbad whenitisgood! So"—shewas smiling now, looking at Naill with alight in her eyes,
on her face, thelight of one making adiscovery of anew and joyful freedom—"so now | am Illyllefor
whom theworld is good and not filled with Ssn—aways so many, many sins, so many sinswherethe Rule
holdstheliging."

Naill laughed involuntarily, and amoment later she echoed him. It was asif some of that fedling of joy
had winged between them. At that moment Naill felt no weariness, no pain. He wanted to run—to cry
doudinthisnew feding of freedom and delight.

But behind, the hounds bayed, and striking deeply into his mind came awarning from Hoorurr.
"They come fadter, forest brother—go!™
Naill caught &t 11lyll€'s hand and started on &t the best pace he could muster.



ELEVEN

TO THE MIRROR

The sun that had plagued them was veiled by dull clouds. Illylle waslooking out over the open
riverbed. By her shoulder Hoorurr perched on atall rock, his head turning from Naill to the north and
back again dowly, while he sngpped hisbill in smal sharp clicks of dissent.

Across the water lay arock-paved shore where a mist—or was it smoke from smothered
fires2—curledin languid trails.

"What liesthere?' she asked.
"| don't know. But—"

"Itisevil!" That was no question, rather a statement of fact. The girl raised both hands to her head,
bent forward alittle, her eyes closed. Naill laid fingers on her upper arm.

"Areyouill agan?
She shook her head. The quarrin stirred, regarded the girl with a surprise as open as that which might
be expressed on human features. From Hoorurr's throat came a series of small purring notes, which Naill

had never heard before. The quarrin's feet lifted, first right and then left, asif he were engaged in some
solemn danceintimeto hisown calls.

And now Naill saw lllylle's head movetoo, dightly but unmistakably in that same rhythm, back and
forth, in timeto Hoorurr's stamping feet and muted cries—or was the quarrin taking hislead from her?
Thiswas something Naill could not understand except that within him the conviction grew that at this
moment the leedership of their smdl party was passing from him to her.

"No!" Hetried to catch at her arm once more. But she was aready gone, flitting ahead, to splash into
theriver shalows, wading out in the main current. Hoorurr voiced agreat hooting cry and spiraled up,
circling abovetheriver and the girl. There was nothing for Naill to do but follow.

[lylle pushed on without hesitation, asif she knew just where she was going and why, swerving to
avoid storm wrack, yet dways coming back to aline that would bring her out on arock ledge on the
opposite shore. One of the migt trails drifted over the water, and Naill caught the reek of smoke: true
enough, smoke from afire fed by vegetation. Thin asthat was, it made him cough and wasraw in his
nose and throat.

The girl scrambled up on theledge, going on al foursto reach the crown of the dope. Hoorurr
continued to wheel overhead, but the quarrin called no longer. At the top where that rock shelf leveled,
[lylle halted and stood straight, her wet garment clinging to her body above her scratched and welted
legs. She faced north, inland, her arms hanging to her sides, her eyes now wide open—yet, Naill
believed, not fixed on any visible point ahead. She was elther seeing farther than his own sight reached,
or something that was within her own mind.



"Gather dark, gather dark,
Bring the blade, bring the torch—
Summon power the land to walk."

Her voice was very soft, close to awhisper, and she accented the words oddly, chanted them into a
song without music.

"Hooooorurrrr—" the hooting cry of the quarrin was her answer.

AsNaill pulled himsdlf up to join her, she turned her head, and once more he saw the luminous spark
deep in her now wide-open eyes.

"The power isthin, perhaps no longer can it be summoned.” Her words meant nothing. Maybe she
had plunged so deeply into Illylle memory he could no longer reach her.

"Come." He faced east—toward Iftcan.

"That way isclosed.” Now it was her hand that held him back. "The barrier thickens." Therewasfor
amoment adow smileon her lips. "No warrior stedl cuts a path through the White Forest."

"What—7?"' Completely bewildered, but redlizing that her cryptic warning was indeed serioudy meant,
that Ayyar memory stirred in him at the mention of the White Forest, Naill hesitated. "How, then, do we
go?" he asked.

Illylle's head lifted; her nostrils quivered. Through the dark mass of the cloud bank broke aflash of
lightning. And the wind sang dong the river with awild, risng voice.

"They gather—oh, they gather! And the power isthin—so thin!"

Naill lost patience. To be caught in the open if the coming storm proved as severe asthe last one was
folly, perhaps close to suicidd. They would haveto find cover. Heraised hisvoiceto top thewind: "We
must have cover from the sorm!”

She caught his hand and began to run west, along the rock ledge bordering the river. He found that
he dragged back as hiswrenched leg stiffened, dowing the pace she set. Then she studied him, cameto
some decision of her own.

.not... " Her words were tattered by the rising wind. They were both lashed with whips
of water from the river. Her pull was ingstent as she angled abruptly from the stream edge straight into
the murky portion of the wasteland. Naill strove to hold back, to argue.

Hisearlier distaste for that country was hardening into something agreat dedl stronger and more
militant.

"To the Mirror—the Mirror of Thanth!"

Ayyar memory . . . for aninstant he had amind picture of silver, rimmed with pointed rocks. A place
of power—not Forest Power, but power! Then that was gone, and the wisp of meaning it held for him
vanished as the wind about them swept the mist murk out of their way, cleaving aclear path into the
dreary overgrowth of the waste.

Naill was moving faster before he noted that what lay underfoot now was not the broken earth with
itstrap-tangle of vine and vegetation, but a pavement of gray stone, very old, with dusty hollows and
groovesworn into its surface asif for many centuriesfeet had trod here. Old—and diento even Iftin
kind—Dbut not forbidden.

[llylleran alittle ahead, having dropped his hand when he followed. There was an eagerness about
her, not only in her eyes, inthe curve of her lips, but in every line of her thin body. She could be one
hastening to along-awaited rendezvous. . . or home.

The pavement was not wide, and in places sand and earth had silted over it so that only the faintest

traces were discernible. But the girl never looked down a where her feet trod; she watched
ahead—seeking some other guide, or perhaps aready moved by one.



Dark—the dark was drawing in. And with it . . . Naill'seyes moved from side to side. His night sight
could not reach far enough in the storm's gloom. There were shades—things—which could be bushes
swayinginthewind . . . or something ese. Only none of those deceptive bushes touched upon the
roadway, nor did they approach it too closely. It was framed by rock and bare earth.

And those rocks, mere rounded boulders at first, looked entirely naturd in this grim country—until
they crowded morethickly at the road edges, risng in rudewalls, first waist high to the fugitives, then
even with their shoulders, and on to tower above their heads, until those giant dabson ether sdeletin
only adit of sullen gray sky far above. Naill believed now they wereawal built with purpose—to
protect the road, shelter those who used it?

Down in thistrough between those rock ridges the wind was gone, but now and then adistant play of
lightning could be seen. Rain began, funneled down upon them by the rock walls, running in streamsto
joinawidening rivulet about their feet, ankles, caves.

"lllylle, if thiswater rises. . ." Naill broke out.

"It will not. Soon we come to the Guard Way."

"Where do we go?' Hetried for enlightenment the second time.

"Up"—she sketched the direction with arising hand—"to the Mirror. To the Earth's Center."

She was right; the road was rising, becoming steeper. But till it ran north and they must be well into
the waste. No murk clung in this cut, nor did Naill smell any of the reek the drifting mist had carried. Here
was only rock washed by therain.

Now Illylle dackened pace. "The Guard Way—have you the word?"

"No." Naill stared ahead eagerly. The rocksin the wal arched, met to form a dark mouth of what

might be atunnd. There was shelter from the storm, but there might be other thingsto consider past
temporary comfort of body. For some reason Naill's hand fell to his sword hilt; he drew the blade.

Simsilver inthegloom. A speck of green danced on its point, brightened, flared asif he borea
torch. Then Naill saw on the rock of the arch other green flecks cometo life, flash but not die. On the
sweep of the keystone asymbol waxed into life—glowed.

[lylle laughed. "Not dead—not dead—d eeping only—to awake—awakel" Her voicearosein acry
of triumph.

"Starlight, swordlight, Ift-borne,
Welcomes back the wanderers.
Far travel, deeplong,

But the Power returns. . . ."

She swung about, standing now under the vast curve of the arch with its glittering green symbol, held
out her handsto Naill in awide gesture of welcome,

"Sword-bearer, give me your name!"

"Nalll Renfro," one part of him said with a desperate stubbornness. But he answered doud, "'l am
Ayyar, tree borne in Ky-Kyc—Captain of the First Ring of Iftcan.”

"Sword-bearer, come, be free of the Guard Way."

They were faced by a stairway in place of the road, astair that climbed up and up under the rock
roof, leading where Naill could not guess. And the Ayyar memories did not supply an answer here.
Together, shoulder to shoulder, they climbed those stairs. And as Naill faltered and limped, Illyllelent him
her strength. Therewas afeding of serenity and comfort that flowed from her arm under his, her
nearness, into histired body, kegping him climbing.

How long was that stairway? What space of time passed asthey climbed it? They were outside



normd timein astrangeway Naill Renfro could not have produced words to explain, but which Ayyar
found right and natural. Around him was the past, and any moment now some barrier would break, and
the past would flow in upon both of them. Then they would know &l the answers, and there would be no
more questions to ask.

Only that did not happen; the end of the stairway came before they broke that intangible barrier.
They came out into the open once more on a straight, smooth ledge in a cup, which might have been the
cratered cone of asmall volcano. Stark walls rose from a sheet of untroubled water, asilver mirror that
did not reflect the light—for there was no light overhead now, not even a prick of slar—but rather
contained aglow withinitsalf, asif it wereapool of fluid metal.

"The Mirror!" lllylle spoke softly, for they were in truth intruders, disturbing something vast—beyond
human comprehens on—something so old, so full of power, that Naill flung up his sword arm, hand il
weighted by the drawn blade, to hide hisface. Her fingers were warm on hiswrigt, drawing it down once
more.

"Look!" she commanded, and in that order was such authority that he must obey.

Mirror ill, mirror bright—vast as an ocean, smal enough to be scooped up by histwo hands—it
Spreed, it shrank; it pulled, it repelled. And under al Naill's emotional stress—fear and awe—there grew
an aching hunger. What he desired most did not come. Again there was a barrier between him and what
waited just beyond, something so wonderful, so changing of spirit, that he could have cried doud hisloss
and frudtration, beaten down that wall with his sword. All knowledge was there—and he could not reach
it!

Through his own depths of desire and sorrow Naill heard Ashlacrying. And that sound drew him
back to sight and awareness, not of what could have been, but of what was. The girl crouched on the
ledge above the Mirror as she had beside the forest pool where the consciousness of her changing had
first cometo her. But there was no terror or horror here. No, like him, she was torn by the loss of what
she could not have, for dl her reaching.

Naill knelt beside her and drew her into hisarms. Together they took comfort from the fact that this
overwheming failure was shared, was a part of each of them.

"What have we done?' she whimpered at last.

"Itiswhat we are," he replied, and knew that he spoke the truth. "We are only apart of what we

should beto stand here. We are lllylle and Ayyar, but we are d'so Naill and Ashla. So we are neither
truly one or the other—to fear whally . . . or to have dl.”

"I cannot—" She drew her hand across her tear-wet face and began again. "How can one go
on—knowing that thisis here and yet one cannot haveit? We have been judged and found wanting.”

"Areyou sure that will dways be so—thejudgment isfind?' Naill had begun that as reassurance;
now hewondered for himself, too. " Suppose—suppose'—he put his groping into words and the words
were like water to asun-dried traveler, bringing their own comfort—"that Illylle and Ayyar will grow the
greater, Naill and Ashlatheless. It has been avery little time since we were changed.”

"Doyou believethat intruth, or isit only words said in kindness?' she chalenged him.

"I meant them aswordsto bekind." He felt compelled to the Strict truth in this place. "But
now—now | believe them!"

"Thisisthe Mirror of Thanth. And init isthe Power and the Seeing. Someday—perhaps the Seeing
will be oursthen. . . . And, oh, therichness of that Seeing!”

"Now"—Naill arose and drew her up with him—"it is better that we go."
Ashlanodded. "If | could only remember more—the way of the Asking and the Giving—"
"I do not remember as much asyou do,” Naill told her quickly.

"But you are awarrior, a Sword-bearer—for you it is the Giving, not the Asking," she burst out
impatiently and then stood, hand to lips, asif startled by her own words. "Only bitsdo | remember . . .



but once—once| knew it dl! lllyllewill come back fully, then I shal know again. But you are right. For
us now thisisaforbidden place. We have escaped the Wrath only because we came with clean hearts
andinignorance!”

They went down the stair, but when they reached the gate of the Guard Way, Naill dipped and
lowered himsdf giffly to the stone pavement under itsarch.

"l do not think | can go any further, whether | provoke the Wrath or not,” hetold her smply.

"And | do not believe that shelter here will be denied us,” she returned. "Give me your sword—for
again | remember, alittle”

She took the weapon by its | eaf-shaped blade and laid it flat on the pavement directly benegath the
archway. "The key will keep open theway."

Then Ashla opened Naill's pack, exclaiming over its contents. Together they ate of the bread, drank
from the bottle he had refilled at theriver. Naill'slast waking sight was of Ashla shaking out the extra
clothing, measuring it againgt her. He drifted to deep, hishead pillowed on an Iftin cloak. Outside, the
murmur of running water on aroad older than man-kept time was asoothing lullaby.

A glowing sword before him—awarning. . . . Naill moved, his shoulder grating painfully againg a
rock wall. He sat up. There was asword on thefloor, yes, and it was glowing—not green, asit had been
beneath the gate, but coldly slver. He laughed. That wasthe reflection of daylight—pale, yet bright
enough to be caught by the highly polished blade.

A tir on the opposite side of this nook and Ashlaaso sat up, to blink drowsily back at him. She was
dressed now in the extra suit of hunter'swear, and she had belted on the long knife that had been at his
side before he went to deep.

"You arewdl?" he asked, hardly knowing what greeting to use.

"Therewere many dreams,” shereplied obliquely. "I have afeding wewill do better awvay from this
place”

Now that she had put it into words, Naill was sure of the same thing. Therewasachill inthis
sairway, the belief that intruders were not wel come—that they should be long gone. He strode back and
forth to test hisleg. Some of the stiffness held, but he could move, if limpingly. Naill broke a piece of
bread in haf and shared it with her.

"Back to theriver now," he began. Y es, back to theriver, then west to the sea. They must find those
otherswho had set the trgps. Then they would know—as they must—the purpose behind dl this.

"Back to Himmer's garth.”

At firg Naill was so intent on planning his westward journey that those words did not register in his
mind. When they did, he stared at her. "In the Forest's name—why?"

"Samera," Ashlareplied asif that made everything clear.

"Samera—thelittle girl?" Understanding was till beyond him.

"Samera—sheismy sister. When they took meto the forest to die—as they thought, asinner
judged—she came with food and water. They would beat her for it if they discovered. Perhaps sheis
now sick, too. | must know, do you not seethat? | cannot leave Sameral The new wife—sheisthe
keeper of the House Rule now. Me she hated, and to Samera she was unkind dways, for we are
children of thefirst wife. While | wasthere | could stand between her and Samera. But now—now
Sameraisaone, and sheistoo young to be aone!"

"To Samerayou are now amongter. It was she who put those hunters on our trail.” Naill spokethe
truth brutaly, because it wasthe truth.

"That may be so. But gtill—I cannot leave Sameral™ And he knew she was set in her stubbornness.
"Thereisno need for you to go back with me," she continued. "'l can hidein theforest, try to reach her
by night."



" She would not come with you. She would be afraid.”
" She would know me, and knowing me, she would not fear.”

"And how would you get into the garth yard at night, find achild kept indoors? The
hounds—watchers—they will be aert now for anyone coming from the forest.”

"I know only that | cannot leave Samera—she will belost without me."

"Listen—I amtelling you thetruth, Illylle. We are no longer of the same breed asyour sister. Y ou will
not know her asyou did; shewill not know you." Naill spoke out of the wisdom he had gathered upon
hisreturn to Kosburg's. Thisgirl would fed the same revulsion.

"Inthis| am ill Ashla not lllylle. | go for Samera”

Naill set histeeth as he remade and shouldered asmaller pack. "Then, let usgo."
"For you thereisno need,” shetold him quickly.

"Thereis aneed—we go together or not at al."

TWELVE

FIRE HUNT

"Tdl me—why do you do this?' Simin the forest dress, Ashlawas dmost one with the twilight
shadows as she hdted briefly between two drooping-branched trees. So much had she bent to Naill's
will that they had gone west for a space instead of directly south, that they might approach the Himmer
garth from that direction, thus taking what precautions they could againgt any sentries dong the Fringe.

"Why do you seek Samera?' Naill countered.
"Sheismy sgter. For her | am responsible.”
"You arelft, | am Ift—in that much we are now kin."

"Not blood kin," she protested. ™Y ou can go on to the sea, find those others who you spoke of. This
isno work of yours."

"Can|?' Naill asked deliberately. "Am | surethere are others of the Iftin after al? What proof have
I? Some tracks, too loosaly set to be sure of more than that something walked erect through sand and on
earth; asgna on acliff dready burned to ash when | reached it; sight of alog floating outto sea. . . . No,
| have seen no Iftin—I have only guessed and pieced together astory, and what | guessed may be very
wrong."

He heard her bregath catch, saw her head turn toward him.

"But there have been others with the Green Sick—others|eft such aswe."

"How many?" he pressed.

Ashlashook her head. "I do not know. Theillness was a punishment sent to sinners. No garth wished
to publish the guilt of its people doud. Wewould hear whispers of this one and that struck down. But of



my own knowledge | do not know of more than five."

"Fve—from thisdidrict done?'

"From the south Fringe line—and that wasin five years."

"A steady drain—but why?' He repeated the old question. "1 wonder. . . . How many in all the years
snce afirg off-world landing was made here? And are all thosenow . . . Iftin?”’

"You arefreeto search and see,” Ashlapointed out swiftly.

"l am not free. | stay with the It | have found. But in return | ask one promise.”

Her chinlifted. "With Samerathere, | promise nothing!”

"Thenjust listen. If you find that what you wish isimpossible—that you cannot reach her, or that she
will not come—thenwill you go without lingering?

"Y ou are s0 very sure shewill not comewith me. Why?"

"l cannot make you understand with words—you will seefor yourself.”

"Shewill come—if | can reach her!" Ashlas confidence was unshaken. "The dusk isnow full. May
we not go now?'

Hoorurr had vanished when they had taken the road to the Mirror two days earlier. Naill wished for
the quarrin now. With the bird scouting before them, an invasion of the garth would not have seemed
quite so foolhardy. But lacking Hoorurr, they must depend upon their own eyes, ears, noses.

He had earlier forced one concession from Ashla; that she would follow his ordersin the woods until
they reached thefidlds. And the girl kept that promise faithfully, obeying his commands and copying as
well as she could hiswoodscraft. There was no moon showing tonight, and the softness of coming rain
wasaganintheair.

"The cold may closein early thisyear," Ashlaobserved asthey crouched together in athicket. "When
there are many severe rainstorms earlier, that is s0."

"How early can it come?"

"Perhaps within twenty days now, adeetstorm, after that others, eechworse. . . ."

Naill shelved that future worry for the action at hand. "Listen!" His hand on her shoulder wasasignd
for quiet. Theyap of ahound . . . they heard it clearly.

"From the garth," she whispered.

Naill'stension did not ease. One dog might be at the homestead; that did not mean that others were
not patrolling the fields, accompanying ahuman guard. He said as much.

"No. To thosethe forest at night isaplace of terrors. And Himmer is a cautious man; hewill havedl
in the holding, the gates barred.”

"But you plan to enter there.” Naill thrust homethefolly of her proposed move.

For thefirst time since she had made her decision at the foot of the Mirror stairway, Ashlas
resolution showed asmall crack. "Bt . . . | must." What began hesitantly ended in the firmness of avow.

"Wherein the house would Samerabe?' Naill recaled his own expedition at Kosburg's when he had
looked upon beings with whom he no longer had any common ground.

"All thelittle girls—they deep together in theloft. It hastwo windows." Ashlasat back on her hedls,
plainly attempting to visudize what she described. "Ah—" Sheturned to him eagerly. "First thereisthe
covered shed where there are two phas colts. And from the roof of that, it would be easy to reach the
window. Then | can call Samera—"

"Andif she seesyou?'

After amoment of silence her answer came, asmal ragged note disturbing her former confidence.

"Y ou mean—she will fear me—cry out as she did at the hut? But perhapsit was you she feared then.
Me—I am Ashlawho loves her! Shewould not fear me! And dso, it isdark in the loft; they have no light



there. She will hear my voice, and of that she will not be afraid.”

Perhaps there was some logic in that argument. And—short of dragging Ashlaaway bodily, which he
could not do—there was nothing left but to yield to her desire and do the best he could to take dl
precautions possible.

They circled farther to the south in order to move into the wind. There was only one wan light
showing at the garth now—the night lantern in the yard. Asfar asthey could judge, the inhabitants of the
household were safe abed. The field crossings were made in rushes that took them from the shadow
safety of onewall to the next. Then they were close to the stake barrier about the buildings.

Naill's nose wrinkled againsgt the smell of the garth and its people. Just as the human scent of
Kosburg'slarger holding had awakened revolt in him, so did the odor of this place. And thistime the
impact of his olfactory senses was even sharper. He heard asmall gasp from his companion, saw her run
her hand vigoroudly under her nose.

"That"—Naill tried to drive the truth home—"isthe amdll of off-worlderd"
"But we—we are—" She was shaken, bewildered.

"We are of the Iftin, who do not kill trees or live encased in dead things! Now do you begin to
believe that we are we—and they are they?"

"Sameracan belike usalso!" she said obstinately. But Naill thought that she eyed the bulk of the
buildings before her a new way—certainly not as one returning to afamiliar place.

The phas shed was set againgt the stake wall, or they would never have made the entry. A running
leap took Naill within grasping distance of the top. Once up, he lowered his sword belt to ad Ashlas
climb. Below them they could hear the tir of the animds, asnorting from one of the beasts. Ashlalay flat
on theroof and crooned softly, asoothing rise and fall of small notes. The snorting stopped.

"They will be quiet,” shewhispered. "I fed them their mash, they know my voice. And—thereisthe
loft window!™

Still on her hands and knees, she scuttled across the shed roof and crouched benegth the opening.
Then she arose dowly to look insgde. Her survey took so long that Naill wondered if the dark baffled her
sght, better than human though it was. Then, even as she had quieted the phas colts, so she signaled
again—asmall hissing of whisper, the separate words of which did not even reach asfar as his own post.
Three times she spoke. Naill caught a glimpse of movement within. The windowpane swung out and a
child stood there, her armsreaching for Ashla.

Only, when Ashlas hands went out in return, the child shrank back and Naill heard her frightened
cry.
"No—no—not Ashla—ademon! A demon isherel” Her screamswere aswild asthey had beenin

theforest clearing. Naill moved, crossing the roof with awild thing'slegp to catch a Ashla, force her
back with him to thewall drop.

"Over!" Hethrew rather than let her climb, following in an instant. There were other soundsin the
garth. Just as his expedition to Kosburg's had aroused that other holding, so were Sameras screams
doing here—and now the hounds bay drowned out her cries.

"Run!" Naill caught Ashlas hand, and they were well on their way acrossthefirst field before he was
conscious that she was not dragging back, that her flight was as quick and sure ashis. But she was
sobbing as shefled.

"Not—not—" Shefought to get out words Naill believed he already knew. "Not Ashla," she choked
out. "Never Ashlaagain!™

His own revolt against Terrankind had been complete, but he had had no ties with anyone at
Kosburg's beyond akind of passive companionship. How much harder this must be for someone who
had to learn that even close blood ties no longer held between settler-born and Iftin. Would the shock be
asgreat thistime asit had been when she had faced lllylle in the forest pool ?



The main thing was to get away, back into the shelter of the woods. The garthmen might bring the
hounds out in thefields, patrol for the rest of the night in the open, but that they would venture far into the
forest he doubted. And he intended to be as far to the westward as possible before the coming of dawn.

"Y ou poke thetruth," Ashlasaid as Naill swung her down agully, pushed her dong that cut. "That
was Samera and we—we were no longer sisters. She—she feared me, and when | looked upon her, it
was asif shewere someone | had known long ago but for whom | no longer felt in my heart. Why?'

"Ask that of those who set the treasure traps,” Naill retorted. "1 do not know why they must have
their changdings—but changdlings we are now. We have no longer any contact with off-worlders.”

"It was so with you?'

"Yes. | tried to go back to Kosburg's when | recovered from the fever, after | was changed. When |
saw them.. . . | knew there was no going back."

"No going back," she repested forlornly. "But where do we go?"

"West—to the sea.”

"Perhapsthat isas good aplace asany," she agreed mechanicaly. And she did not spesk again as
they plunged deeper into the wood.

They kept on past the dawn, since the day was cloudy. Though no rain fdl, yet therewasamist in
the air and thisturned chill, so they were glad of the hooded cloaks. Wearing these, they melted so into
the generd green-slver-brown of the forest, Naill thought any trailer without hounds would pass them
directly without noticing.

The river had taken a bend to the north, and they had not yet reached its bank when Naill learned he
had underestimated the enemy to an extent that might mean their deaths. A flyer's hum grew loud and
with it the crackle of unleashed energy. Risng smoke and fumes marked the begat of aflamer whip
wielded from on high! The pilot was cruising hardly above treetop leve, using a portable flamer on the
shorter forest growth of the river bottoms.

In spite of the dampness of the mist, the recent rains, no vegetation could resist that. And afire so
begun would burn until astorm of hurricane proportions would be required to quench it. No longer
depending upon their own hunting methods, the garthmen must have appedled to the port officids for ad.
If he and Ashlacould be thus herded into the open by theriver, they would be easy prey.

The ruthlessness of that flame lash was enough to panic afugitive. Naill forced hisfear under control.

"What isit?" Thegirl's attention was for the way they had come, the smoke, the sound of crashing
trees asthe ray ripped the wild.

"They have aflyer and are using aflamer fromit." Naill reported the truth.

"Hyer ... flamer..." Shewasbewildered. "But those are Worldly weapons—no garthman would
usethem.”

"No—so they must have called the port officids."

"How could they? The Bdievers do not allow com unitsin any garth—those dso are Worldly.”
"Then the port police were aready out—for some reason.”

There had been that other flyer hunting over the river when he had first made hisway to Iftcan. But

that was days ago. Why would they il be patrolling the wild? Hoorurr had been wing-shot by a hunting
party in theforest. Had that party failed to return? Such amishap could explain some of this.

Nor did it matter how they had come; the fact that they were methodically lashing the forest with their
destructive weapon was the danger. And about the Iftin fugitives other creatures were taking flight. A
small pack of borfunds burst through brush, running beside Naill and Ashlafor severd feet before they
plunged again into athicket. Birds fluttered from tree to tree, and other things swung or winged from
branches, moving north before thefire.

"What—" Ashla halted, stripped off the cloak to roll it over one shoulder so it would not impede her



flight. "The river—we head for the water?"

Naill longed to agree that that was their salvation. But he could not be sure—not with the flyer above.
Oddly, he never thought of attempting communication with the pilot of that craft. The mutua repudiation
between changeling and settler had been so complete that he had no hope of any understanding from the
off-world officials of the port. Theriver it would haveto be.

They madefor that, pushing their weary bodiesto the limit of physical endurance. Luckily, the flyer
pilot was engrossed in laying a crisscross pattern of fire. Ashlastumbled, nearly went down, her breeth
coming in huge, tearing gasps.

"Can—not—" she choked out.

"Can!" Naill cried with a confidence he did not fed. His ankle was paining again. But ahead wasthe
river. As he pulled her to her feet, he held her so and demanded: "Can you swim?"

She shook her head. A shaggy animd hardly smdler than a phas lumbered past them, its heavy
shoulder fur actualy brushing againgt Naill'sarm. The man began to run again, pulling the girl with him, in
the wake of the animal, which blasted an open path straight through the underbrush.

Somehow they made a bank ten feet or so above the waterline. The shaggy animal had gone over, to
half wade, haf swim into the deeper part of the stream where other life splashed. All were heading
downriver inawild and voca mixture of lifeformsNaill found largely strange. The forest for miles must
have emptied its population into the dubious safety of that strip of water.

"Wecan't gointhere" Ashlaclung to Naill, watching the struggle below with wide and terrified eyes.

Naill glanced acrosstheriver. The murk that hung over the waste was there stronger, thicker. Init he
could see gleams of red he was sure marked flames. Evenif they could win over there, passing among
the battling animals, they would not be able to go ashore. In the water, achance—over there, no.

"We haveto!" he shouted in her ear, propelling her to the rim of the drop. "There—" he pointed to a
piece of driftwood bobbing between two rocks, at any moment ready to be plucked out of its half
mooring. "Get your arms over that. It will keep your head above water."

But they were to have no timefor a careful descent of the bank, a chance to choose the method of
their water entry. A garble from behind, the whiff of an only too familiar odor—Nail whirled haf around,
his outflung arms striking Ashlafull in the back, to send her over thelip of the drop.

Inthe dark of the trap pit he had seen akacrok asit normaly appeared to its victims. Here Nalill
faced a hdf-grown specimen of the same horrible species running in the open. The slky hair growth oniits
back shell was scorched away; it must have lingered in its den until the last possible moment, perhaps
having had to break through aflamewall to escape. The pain of those burns must feed its natura ferocity
into madness.

Naill used hiscloak asaflail, beating at the head of the creature. The cloth was torn from his hold,
and he ssumbled back, over the cliff. He had one moment of knowing that he wasfaling.

Then helanded in apocket of sandy gravel, hisleft arm under him, with enough force to drive the
breath out of hislungsin an explosive puff, and he lay there dazed. From the ground above sounded a
snarl spiraling up into yowl. Sand and soil Sifted over the edge, but the kalcrok did not legp after him.

Shaken and weak, Naill got to one knee. Ashla. . . where was Ashla? A barrier of rocks rose
between him and the small cove where that floating length of drift had lain. He thought hisforearm must
be broken. But he crawled sidewise dong the sonesto look for the girl.

There was a place of disturbed earth, marks|eading to the lapping water. But those could have dso
been made by one of the animals. And the drift piece still bobbed by the water-washed rocks. No sign of
her! Suppose she had hit her head, did helplessy oninto the stream?

Naill crept to the water's edge, but before he had a chance to look, a mass of reddish fur, torn and
running with abrighter red from gaping wounds, rolled down from above. A fanged jowl dropped to emit
one of those snarling yowls as the creature hit water, floundered, and then was washed on to sway limply



againg the very piece of drift which wasto have supported Ashla

Therewas just enough strength left in Naill to make him crawl on, away from that small cove. The
dim hope that the girl might have gone so, instead of into the water, kept him going. Then came the sound
of amotor hum. A remnant of self-preservation flattened him down on the earth. Naill lay there,
whimpering alittle asthe waves of pain flowed from hisarm, pulsed through his body—until he hardly
cared that at any moment the flamer ray could hiss acrosshim.

Inside him grew afull and sullen hatred for that off-worlder flyer—for al the specieswho killed trees,
burned the land. These—these were of the Larsh breed! Should he live, by some miracle, should he
come out of thisfire hunt—then there would be aharrowing of these new Larsh, such a sword-feasting
asthe ancients had never seen! Hewas Ayyar and thiswas Iftin land—while ill helived, it was|ftin!

Pain. ... Theflamer? No, that would have finished him. And the flyer had passed over. For thissmall
gpace—thisvery smal space of time—an Ift had won, if the mere preserving of one'slifewasavictory.

THIRTEEN

THAT WHICH ABIDES—

"AyyyyaasariT—"

His cheek scraped gravel as his head moved. Why was he so aware of that small discomfort amidst
the haze of pain that wrapped him in? The kal crok—he had fought a ka crok, won free of its pit. No, that
was wrong; he had faced another kalcrok on ariverbank and had falen. . .

"Ayyyyaarrr!"

Againg hiswill his eyes opened. There were smoke wreaths over him, the choking fumes making him
cough. That coughing wrenched his body, bringing gasps of pain. Heat came with the smoke; scorching
fingersof it reaching him. Water . . . therewaswater . . .

Naill began to crawl until the one hand he could use plunged into that water. Then, without knowing
just how, herolled into the stream, floundering, his head under so that he choked again.

"Ayya!"

Something pulled a him. Naill tried to fight away from that clutch, which wastorture asit tightened
on hisarm.

"No!" He thought he shrieked that protest.

Water. . . . Nalll wasin the water, but his head was above it, resting on a support that moved, spun,
pulled him with it first in one direction and then another. But the haze had cleared some from his head; he
was ableto look about him with a measure of comprehension.

Hisinjured arm lay dong awater-worn log; his right one dangled acrossit into the water on the other
Sde o that his head and shoulders were above the surface of the river. And when with infinite [abor he
was able to turn his head, he saw he was not done. Green-skinned face, the eyes very large, and bright,



pointed ears above a hairless head.

"Ayyar?' She made of hisname aquestion. But asyet Naill could not answer; he could only lie quiet,
letting her will and the river's current decide hisfuture. That somehow he had found Ashla, that they were
in theriver—that Naill knew. The rest did not matter now.

There were other creaturesin that waterway. A dripping head arose beside Ashlasfor aspace; a
clawed paw stroveto cling equa with her hands. Then both vanished again without Naill'sredly knowing
what manner of anima had gtriven to share their very frail hold on the future,

"Ayyar—push!" Her voice roused him again.

Smoke—or dusk? Theriver was dim. Before them loomed aland tongue sprouting rocks and tangles
of brush. On that were beached other fugitives above the water. Some still squatted above the waterline,
others moved inland. The bottom rose abruptly under Naill, and his knees scraped on that undersurface,
jarring hisarm so that he cried out.

They crawled up among those other refugees from the fire. There were many rocks here arching high,
and they squeezed into a pocket between two such. Naill collapsed; only the boulder backing his
shoulders held him up.

"Your arm—" Ashlabent over him. "Let me see”

Red hot agony was alance reaching up into his shoulder, down into his chest. He tried to evade that
torture, but her body was braced againgt his, her two hands cupping his chin, holding his head steedy as
she spoke dowly, striving to gain and hold his attention, to reach his thinking mind.

"The boneisbroken. | shal try to set it. Brace yourself so—and so. . . ."

Her hands were on him, shifting him alittle, hisright hand put againgt arock, padm flat. Dimly Naill
understood, tried to do as she wanted. Then—pain to which what he had earlier felt was nothing at all!
He swirled away wrapped in that pain, losing the rocks, the stable earth under him—everything!

Therewas aweight across his body, athrobbing in hisarm. Naill raised his head. Light—growing
light. . . . Hiseyes squinted and then he forced the lids further up. The weight on his chest was hisleft arm
splinted and bound. And the light wasthat of day.

"llyllel™ She had been with him in theriver; that held through the haze and pain. And now shedid
down aboulder at hiscall. In one hand she carried aleaf-twist container from which water splashed. As
she held thet to hismouth, Naill drank thirgtily.

"Can youwak?' Her hands were under his shoulders, trying to raise him. She spoke brusquely, her
guestion ademand.

"Thereisneed?’ Naill was dert enough now to measure what might trigger her concern.
"Thereisneed.”

Hewas on hisfeet, alittle lightheaded, but ready to move. Matter-of-factly Ashlacameto him, drew
his right arm across her shoulders, and started him aong between the rocks.

They appeared to have come ashore in a barren waste. No green showed, and the rocks glittered in
the growing light. They would have to find arefuge from the sun or be blinded until evening. But where?

"Where do we go?' Naill asked her, hoping for some concrete answer.

"Up." Her reply was ambiguous. But climb they did, and that was a chancy business, though they
went dowly and the terrain was rough and broken enough to provide akind of naturd stair in places.

They finished that climb on aheight facing broken lands riven by crevices out of which curled, as
might tongues of green smoke, twisted spires of vegetation, more gray than green, Naill'seyestold him.
And there was no promise here of awelcoming forest. Suddenly Naill stiffened againgt the girl's steadying
am.

"Which sde of theriver?' He asked that with more emphasis than he had used before.

"Thenorth."



"Thisisthewaste." He did not need any confirmation from Ashla. The very fed of the place caught at
him as might a breath of corruption out of along-sedled kacrok pit. All he could see were rocks and
those ravines choked with ill-shaped growth. Y et—as he had before on the road to the Mirror—he
sensed alurking, ascouting—a spying. Not on his part, or Ashlas—but something . . . out there. . .

"Thisisawaste," she repeated dmost stolidly. "But the sun isrising. We cannot return to theriver.
And twice the port flyer has cruised overhead."

There were strong arguments for going to ground here, yet till they were weak onesin the face of
what Naill felt as helooked out over this barren country and remembered Hoorurr's warning. They had
gone undetected, unharmed, to the Mirror, and returned. But al through the latter part of that journey,
Naill had known with a strange certainty that safety lay only on the ancient road between those two walls,
wallsthat had been erected with a purpose of defense. . . against what? And that road had been so very
old—could the menaceit had been walled to resst il exist?

"Thereisno choice," Ashlacontinued, and Naill could fed atremor in her arm about his shoulders.
"We need not go fa—and you have your sword."

Naill saw now that the belt of that weapon weighed down her shoulder. Where she had found it, or
how she had kept it through their river journey, he did not know. But he believed that in thistime and
place that Iftin-forged weapon was small protection indeed.

However, they had no choice. Perhaps he could make the shade of the nearest of those knife-dashed
crevices, go to ground under its growth to wait out the day. But that was the best he could do.

"Get me over there." He pointed to the nearest cut. " Then you go, keep close to the water and head
asfar west asyou can before true sunrise. | do not know how far this extends—and you may be ableto
get out in an hour'strave.”

She made no answer as she steered him ahead. What he suggested had only a small chance of
success, but it was better, far better, than for her to remain here,

When Ashladid speak, it wasto point out the easiest way down into the ravine, to warn against
rough footing. And Naill wastoo engaged with battling through brush to argue with her. The stuff was
brittle, oddly desiccated, asif, in spite of its appearance of life and growth, it was really dead and only
preserved a semblance of what it had once been in truth.

There was an acrid smell to the snapped branches, crushed leaves, not the wholesome aroma of the
forest country. Asthey neared the bottom of the cut, Naill saw pale, unwholesome plants close to ground
leve, puffy thingswith fleshy, tightly curled leaves.

"Here" Ashlasteered him right and halted. Part of atreetrunk still possessing alook of thetrue
forest protruded from the wall of the gully, its heart long since decayed and eaten away, but its outer shell
making akind of wooden cave, which, to Naill, offered more naturd roofing than the ill-living vegetation
about it.

But when he put out his hand to that old bark surface, he touched not the substance of long-dead
wood, but the hardness of rock. The tree was petrified.

"Thiswill serveme," hetold the girl quickly. ™Y ou must go, before the sun climbs.”

She had eased him down under the curve of the stone bark. Now she settled hersdlf beside him
composedly.

"We go together—if at dl.”

Naill was dert to that hint of foreboding.

“If adl?

All a once Ashlabent her head, covered her face with both hands. He was sure she was not
weeping—not with running tears. But there was akind of despair in the line of those hunched shoulders,
that gesture with her hands, that held ahint of fear. Only for amoment did she St so, and then her head
came up, her hands dropped to lie on her knees. But her eyes remained closed.



"If—if it were only given meto remember—to know!" She cried out, not to him, Naill believed, but
to the very circumstances of their being. "lllylle knew—so much she knew—but Ashladoes not. And
sometimes | cannot reach [llylle through Ashlal Naill, what do you know of Ayyar, truly know?' Her
eyes opened, held hiswith afierceintengity asif his answer was now the most important thing in the
world, could lead to some salvation for both of them.

And it sparked in him aneed to search hisown mind for Ayyar and what Ayyar of the Iftin had
known.

" think"—he spoke dowly, wanting to be very sure of every limited fact, if fact could be the term for
arecollection; he did know—"he was awarrior—and he was Lord of Ky-Kyc. But the meaning of that |
do not remember. He was a Captain of the First Ring at Iftcan, and he battled there when the Larsh
overran the Towers. He was a hunter and one who roved much in theforest. That isall | am sure of.
Sometimes| pick afruit, crossatrail, see or hear some animal or bird—and know what Ayyar knew of
them. But of Ayyar | know very little."

"Enough knowledge to keep you divein theforest, and alittle, very little, more than that,” she
summed up.

Naill straightened. That—that made sensein anew way!

"Perhapsthat was dl Ayyar was meant to give mel" he burst out. "Enough forest lore to keep me
aivel And dl the rest—all that about thefal of Iftcan was something that was meant to be forgotten but
was not!"

"If one has arecorder and must leave amessage in a hurry"—Ashla caught up the tossed ball of his
idea—"and the message liesin the middle of another report, then one could mark it, but still part of the
report would intrude upon it.”

"A recorder?' Naill was surprised that she would choose such an example to illuminate her meaning.
"But were recorders used by the Believers?!

"No. But when my mother had a blood affliction and the Speaker could not pray it away, her
father—Bors Ke nkind—came and took her to the port to see the off-world medico. | went with her, for
she was unable to care for hersdlf. But it was too |ate—had we gone earlier she might have been saved.”
Ashlawas quiet for amoment and then went on. "It wasthere | saw recorders and many other things. . .
things to make one think—and wonder. Many times have | remembered and thought on what | saw
there. But suppose thisforest lore wasimportant for surviva—so you were given part of an Ayyar
memory . . . and other parts of that memory aso clung.”

"What about Illylle? Does she dso furnish you with such aid?’

"Y es—knowledge of animals, foestodread . . . of certain plantsto eat, to usein heding"—Ashla
frowned—"and some that may be wegpons. But—IIlylle was once a person of power. She knew of the
Mirror, and she had aright to stand above it and evoke—evoke what lieswithin itswaters. | think she
was in some manner a Speaker of her people, one with weapons and tools not to be seen or felt. And it
isinthisplacethat | sense that the mogt, because | want to hold those wegpons.”

"Againg what?' Nalll demanded.

Her frown grew. "I do not know!" Her hands went again to her head. "It islocked in here, | know it
isl And it isvery important that | remember what Illylle knew. Thereis danger here—worse danger than
the flamer, or the hounds and the garth hunters. It has rested along time—or dept—or waited with
patience. . . and now—" Dropping her hands, she faced Naill with adawning horror far back in her
eyes, and her voice sank to the faintest thread as she finished that warning. "It would—feed.”

Naill found himsdf listening, not with just hisears, but with dl of him—asthe hunted listen for the
snuffling of ahound. Y et he knew that no animal, no man, threstened them. It was something older, far
more powerful, far more complex than any life form he had known before. Wasit dready out there,
teasing them? Or had it not yet awvakened, become aware that what it so long had hungered for was now
within reach?



"The White Forest!" llylle spoke now, and Ayyar's fear flared at that name. "Thisisthe Fringe of the
White Forest!"

"Iftin sword, Iftin hand,

Iftin heart, Iftin kind.

Forged in dark, cooled by moon,

Borne by warrior who will stand

When Ring breaks and tree tower falls—
Iftin sword—Iftin brand!"

Hisvoicetrailed into slence from therich swing of that chant, a chant that carried in its cadence the
march of feet, the clash of swords, the purr of tree drums.

"Iftin sword!" she echoed, and with a swift movement drew the blade he had found at Iftsga. "
'Forged in dark, cooled by moon!" If it were so—if it were only so!"

"That was part of Ayyar memory,” Naill told her. "Do you know its meaning?'

"A litle—only alittle. It isa prophecy, apromise—madeto an Iftin hero in the Blue Leaf day. And it
wasfulfilled. But that wasin the Blue Leaf, and our leaf is Gray and withered." She turned the blade over
and over in her hands, studying it closely. "Thiswas akey a the Guard Way—we saw that, both of us.
Perhapsit is more than akey. Perhapsit isthe blade of Kymon, or akin to that blade. If so, it hasa
power initsown substance. lllylle, 1llylle—let me know morel" That last wasacry that was closeto a
sob.

Naill took the sword from her. True—he had watched that green spark flare on the tip of the blade
and the symbol glow in reply on the keystone of the arch. But in his hand he could see no morethan a
finely made weapon.

"What did Kymon do? Was he the hero of the prophecy?’

"Yes. .. it wassolong ago—dim in memory. He dared the White Forest and won the Peace of the
Iftcan, so that those of his blood could tower the Great Trees. And that which nourished the White
Forest was bound by the Oath of Forgetting and Side-sitting. Then the Blue Leaf became the Green, and
dtill the Oath held between Iftin and That Which Abode Apart. But when the Green Leaf was at its
faling, the Iftin were fewer and That Which Abode stirred. The Oath was called aloud before Iftcan, so
that the waste dared not advance. Only the Larsh—who had not sworn the Oath, because in the day of
its uttering they could not mouth words—answered That Which Abode and cameinto Its light. And o
they were established as a nation and grew the greater asthe Iftin grew less.

"When the Gray Leaf budded, once more That Which Abode stirred and the Towers of Iftcan were
shaken. The Oath was spoken and the Burning Light could not pass. But the Larsh, who had not given
the Oath, became Its hands, Its wesgpons, and the Larsh were many, the Iftin so few, sovery few ... "
Her hands were up before her, dightly cupped, fingers gpart. Almost, Naill could see her try to hold
water that trickled away to be swalowed up by thirsty earth. And in him Ayyar responded with avast
surge of anger and despair.

"Then came the end of Iftcan and the end of the Iftin. There was no more Oath-binding and That
Which Abode was freed to do as It willed with Its servants—the Larsh.”

"And thisisthe memory of Illylle?' Naill asked softly.

"Thisisthe remembering of Ilylle, though it comesto me dimly as one seesthrough hot bars of
sunlight. Now—the Larsh. . . . Isthisthe Day of the Larsh, the Night of the Iftin having passed?’

"| think that perhapsthe Day of the Larsh has aso passed away. Thereisno tale of them since the
first off-world ship put down on Janus a hundred planet years ago.”

"The Larsh may be gone, but that which sent them has not! Old powerslinger inthisland!" Her voice



grew stronger. "This may not be the blade that was forged by Kymon, carried by him into the great
Sword-feagting of the White Forest. But within meisthe knowledge that it hasits power, and'—she
paused, then nodded, asif she had been reassured by some voice or thought Naill could not share—"that
you have apart in what isto come, apart of purpose. Now—it iswell into day, and day isthe time of
That Which Abode. We must have rest. Give me the sword, Ayyar-Naill, and do you deep, for in me
thereisadtir, and perhaps| can remember more—wheressif | deep, | may lose—"

Her certainty was such that he could not protest. As Naill settled himsalf on the ground, the
disconnected story she had told held in his mind—Kymon, a hero who had forced the Oath upon the
Enemy, so that the trees of Iftcan could harbor his people, and the ages that that Oath had held back a
burning, pitilesswhitelight, until the Iftin grew too few—too few and too thin of blood-line, too burdened
with ancient memory to maintain their fortress and their lives againgt the battering waves of Larsh,
new-come from the beast and daring in their youthful ignorance, their fostered hate, to destroy that which
they could never build, slamp out what they did not understand. Y es, Ayyar memory told him, she had
thetruth of that . . . lllylle-Ashla, Mirror Watcher that was.

FOURTEEN

CAPTURED

The bared blade lay across hisknee, his good hand resting ready on itshilt. Naill sat quietly. Outside
the vegetation-filled cut, the land was baking hot under ablazing sun. But here, within thetrunk of the
petrified tree, he could see. And aways there was hearing to depend upon for warning. Ashladept now,
curled on her side, droplets of sweat gathering on her forehead. For if the eye-blinding glare of the
sunlight did not reach here, the heet it generated did.

He had nothing to do but listen and stare out at the stretch of gully. Where the sun reached in
splotches, the thick, fleshy growths opened, flattened out their leaves, ate. Naill watched insects, smdll
creeping things, blunder onto those leaves, stick fast, be dowly absorbed into the unwholesome surfaces.
Thiswasaplace diento maninitsvery nature.

The country of the forest had been closed to the settlers, feared and hated by them, but hometo the
Iftin. Thiswasaland closed to dl life, save that which had been conquered—or had bargained and
accepted the Enemy'sterms. To Naill'seyesit was dead or dying. But that was not the truth. No, thelife
of thewaste was merdly frighteningly different.

Ayyar had given him hunter's ears, aforester's sxth sense. Now Naill was conscious of a tir, akind
of awareness. Then he caught aclicking, regular—faint at first, then louder, then fainter again. Asif
something had passed adong the upper rim of the gully, something that had no reason to dink, or
cregp—something patrolling on sentry go.

Perhaps he was dlowing hisimagination too freerein. Y et Naill's senseswere as certain of that asif
he actudly watched the thing pass there. The fugitives were to be kept in the pocket until—? That "until*



might mean many things—an attack in force, abreak on their part, the coming of higher authority.

Ayyar memory supplied Naill with no picture to match that clicking pace. It waslouder again, coming
now from the other lip of the ravine. Either the sentry was making acircuit of the gully—or there were
two of them.

The wise thing might be to break cover while there was only one sentry—or pair of sentries. But
neither of the fugitives dared try that. They would be blinded by the sun, unableto ether fight or run.
Some flying thing was gliding down to skim just above the growth inthe gully.

Hoorurr? Naill, for an ingtant of time, held avery forlorn scrap of hope and so wastricked into a haf
betraya. He tried thought-contact with that flyer. And in return met aforce so outsde his comprehension
that it was amonstrous blow, hurling him back againgt the curve of the tree-trunk wall. Not aflying thing,
he thought groggily, but an intelligence, and entity using asmaller and weaker thing to discover—him!

"No!" Perhaps Naill screamed that; he could not tell—perhaps he only resisted that invasion, with
mind alone. But he was no longer in the tree. He was out in a space he could not have described in any
words he knew—confronting abeing, or an intelligence, that had no form, only force and dien purpose, a
being to which he and his kind were an enigmato be discarded because they did not fit the pattern the
being crested.

And it wasthe very fact of that aienness that was Naill's shield of defense now. For he sensed that
there was something in him that baffled the enemy, struck into the very heart of that overwheiming
confidence.

"Ky-Kyc!" The old battle cry was on Naill'slips.

“Nall!"

His head was againgt the petrified wood. Ashlas hands rested on his shoulders. Her eyesheld to his
asif by the power of that intent gaze a one she had pulled him back from the place where he had faced
the Enemy.

"It dird It knows!" Her features were set, stern. For along moment her gaze continued to hold hisas
if shethus searched into his mind, seeking some thought, some feeling that should not be within him. Then
her head moved inasmdl nod.

"The old truth stands! That may kill, but it cannot break us—even when oneis Naill-Ayyar instead of
true Ayya."

And he answered strangely, out of thought that was not yet clear. " Perhaps because of Naill-Ayyar,
not in spite of Naill."

She caught his confused meaning. "If so—that iswell. Madeto lose old knowledge, we should gain
some measure of return. But now . . . that knows of ud™

Naill edged dlong the trunk'sinterior. He did not know whether he could sight either of those
sentries—that which dlicked, or that which flew. Ashlalifted ahand in warning, pointing up.

The winged scout or spy was still above and now it gave voice. Not with the carrying hoot or
beak-snapping of the quarrin, but in along, shuddering wail, more suitable for sormy skiesand high
winds than for the sunlight of open day. And—across a piece of open sky—Naill saw it fly. Saw—uwhat?
Hewas not sure. The light was too strong for his eyes. And that thing could amost be adrift of cloud. He
only knew it was glittering white and itsform hard to distinguish.

"Notabird. .. | think." He qudified hisfirst guess.

"It isaWatcher and a Seeker . .. " Ashlabrushed the back of her hand across her forehead.
"Always only bits of what should be known. Initsdf it isnot to be feared—only that it isan extension of
That Other. ..."

"Listen!" Naill shaped the word with hislips, afraid that even athreat of whisper could reach the

sentry. The clicking—from the opposite side of the gully. . . . He eyed the brush about the mouth of the
tree trunk, measured the distances and the height of the growths, before he began to tug at the lashing



that fastened hisinjured arm across his chest.

Ashlawould have protested, but he signed what he would try and she loosened the tough ties of
grass, leaving hisarm free. Naill began to squirm afew inches at atime into the open, out of the
protecting hollow of the tree.

No clicking now—the sentry had passed, was at the farther end of the gully. But Naill had
discovered his spy post, was belly-flat a a point from which he could see asmall portion of therim. And
now—that click was returning. Sowly Naill pulled down astraggling branch to form a screen between
him and the patroller. With his green skin, his clothing meant to be camouflage in the forest, he believed
he did not have to fear detection from above aslong as he remained quiet.

It cameinto view and Naill stared unbelievingly. Thiswas no monster from Janusan past, no dien
nightmare. It was something he had seen before—many times! And yet, when hisfirst bewilderment had
vanished, he was conscious of smdl details that were wrong. Before he could count to ten the sentry had
vanished past Naill'svison point.

A space-suited off-worlder—walking with the jerky gait of anyone enclosed in the cumbersome
covering, the clicking sound coming from the magnetic plates set in the boot soles—an off-worlder in the
common rig from any star ship. And yet there were differences about that suit. The whole thing was
heavier, with more bulk. And the helmet had the Fors-Genild hump at the back of the neck. The
Fors-Genild had been replaced years ago. Nalill tried to remember back to the days when he had had
freerange of hisfather's ship. They had had Hammackers on every suit. Why, you only saw the
Fors-Genilds now in museum collections of outmoded equipment. That suit could be ahundred years
old!

He had to be sure—know that this was not some halucination induced by the sun and his own faulty
day-sight. Naill remained where he was, listening eagerly for the return click of those boots on therock,
thinking furioudy. Why would the patroller be wearing a pace suit on aplanet where al conditions were
favorablefor hislife form—because that was the suit of a Terran, or Terran-descended, explorer.

Click—click. . . . Naill raised his head asfar as he could without moving out from behind his brush
screen. Fors-Genild dl right! And now that his attention was drawn to that anachronism, he spotted
others. The suit was old! No modern planet hopper, no matter how out of funds, would entrust hislifeto
asuit from that far in the past. Why, he would not be able to serviceit, perhaps not even be able to
operate some of its archaic equipment.

Whichmeant...?

Chilled ingdein spite of the hest that reached him, Naill waited until those clicks grew fainter and
then wriggled back into the tree trunk.

"What isit?" Ashlaasked.

Naill hesitated. Oddly enough, he could accept in part that flying thing which wasthetool of a
reaching aien intelligence. He could accept his own physica change, the presence of Ayyar memory to
share hismind, better than he could accept the fact that a hundred-year-old space suit was methodicaly
tramping about the edge of agully in thiswastedland. Was it because the powers of the Iftin were dien
and o could be accepted as a bdieving child could accept the wonders of an old tale—while science
was represented by that marching suit—an object which was concrete and did not deal with memories or
emotions but with stark fact—and here that fact was.. . . wrong?

The suit marched—but what marched insdeit? Naill had not been able from where he lay to
digtinguish any features behind the faceplate of the helmet. All at once he had an odd and completely
disturbing vision of an unoccupied suit, animated by what could not be seen or fdlt, but which obeyed as
the flying thing had obeyed.

"What isit?' Ashlacrept to hisside, her hand on his good shoulder. "What did you see?"

"A space suit—marching.”" Naill supplied the truth.



"A space auit. . . . Who?"
Naill shook hishead. "What?' he corrected. "It isan old suit, very old.”
"Old? They reported once that a hunting party from the port had beenlogt. . . ."

"Old. No hunter would wear a space suit, no crewman would have to wear one on Janus. Thisisan
Arth planet, entirely suitable for Terran-descended lifeforms.”

"] do not understand.”

"l do—in part,” Naill told her. "That which ishere. . . has another servant—once off-world, but now
his...orits"

"Intwo hoursthe sun will be gone." Ashlalooked out of the tree trunk, measuring the planet shadows
asthey lay on the ground. "In the dusk we shdl be the favored ones. That suit—it will be clumsy. What
wearsit cannot move fast across broken ground.”

"True." Naill had aready made that deduction. But he knew something else—that there was an arms
belt about that stalking figure. If not ablagter, it wore tools that could be used as weapons. And hetold
her so.

"Itisvery old. Would the chargesin the seamer, in the coilcut, till be active?!
Again Naill was surprised by her familiarity with off-world machines and toals.

"| was at the port for adouble handful of days after my mother died. There was much to see—to
keep one from thinking," she said, answering his unspoken question. "There was no one there to say such
learning wasevil."

"Y ou hed dwaysthisliking for worldly knowledge?'

"After the port—yes. Just as | wanted to know more of the forest—not to destroy, as was garth
way, but to know it asit is, free and tall and beautiful. Before | waslllylle | had such longings. But that
has nothing to do with this space suit and what it may do. | do not believe we can outwait it here.”

"No." Naill had dready determined that. "Our water is gone, and food. We move with darkness.
And perhapswe can do it in thisfashion. The gully islong and narrow, running roughly northeast by
southwest—or so | remember it when we camein, though | was not too clearheaded.” He made a
guestion of that and she closed her eyes, asif better to visuaize the territory.

"You areright. And the other end is very narrow—Ilike asword blade pointed s0." She sketched
with her fingers.

"If that narrow end can be climbed, it isour best try for away out. The suit marches a aregular
pace. We must cregp under cover down the ravine as soon as the dusk is heavy enough, wait for it to be
at thisend, and then make our break to the west, using every shadow we can for cover.”

"There are many chancesin that.”
"Wetake them, or it here until we die or they dig us out like Jamob ratsl™ Naill snapped.

To hissurprise Ashlalaughed softly. "Ho, warrior, | do not question the rightness of your plan—for
to my mind dsoit isthe only one. But have we the fleetness of foot, the skill in hide-and-seek to bring us
out of here?'

"That we shdl see" For dl hishopes, that statement did not sound as hearty ashe wished. And as
the long minutes crawled by while they waited for the coming of dusk, Naill experienced first acrowding
impatience, and then agrowing sense of the utter folly of what they must attempt. By counting his pulse
beats he could gauge the pace of the space-suited sentry, judge how long it took the patroller to make
the circuit of their ravine. Ashlalay down again, her head pillowed on her arm. Naill wondered, with a
small amazement, if she were ableto deep now.

The sunshine could not last forever. Shadows grew, met, spun webs acrossthe valley. And till the
click-click of that patrol sounded regularly. At length Naill gave the girl asmdl shake so shelooked up at
him.



"We go. But keep down, well under the bushes. And do not touch any plantsif you can help.”

"Y ou mean the eaters. Yes, | have seen what they do. But they are closing with the dark. Take care
of your am. Shdl | re-ding it for you?"

"No, it isbetter at my sideif we must crawl. Now—keep behind me and do not move the brush if
you can helpit.”

It was one of those periods when every minute spun into an hour of listening, of movement kept
agonizingly to aminimum. Naill longed to get to hisfeet, to run for the sword-point end of thevalley in
leaping bounds, yet he must make alizard's 9y passage. They cowered together, halfway down the
length of their way, asthe suit samped by above. And again when only a quarter of their journey till lay
ahead, asit passed on the other side.

Then they reached the point, facing anarrow crevice. Ten feet above—maybe alittle more—the
open rock of the waste plain would lie open. To get Straight back to the river would mean passing the
patroller in the open, and that Naill dared not try unless he was I eft no other choice.

"Now!" He started up the crevice, praying no dide would start from the clutch of hisfingers, thedig
of hisbooted toes. He pulled himself up, supported and steadied by the girl below. Then helay across
the rim and reached down with hisgood arm to assist her inturn.

They could see the sentry dmost hafway down theright side of itsreturn journey.

"Totheleft!" Thankfully Naill sghted an inky blot of shadow cast by astanding spar of rock.

It was the sword that betrayed them. Naill had set it back into the sheath before he climbed. But
now, as he moved, weapon and scabbard scraped the stone and the noise was loud.

"Quick!" Ashlacaught a him, pulled him on. "Oh, please—quick!"

Somehow they made it, to sprawl into that patch of dark. But the regular click-click of the space
boots had become a rat-tat. Then—silence. Was the patroller readying one of the weapon tools from its
suit belt? Would alash of flame, meant to sedl abreak of ship skin, cut across their rock as aherdsman
would use a stock whip to snap straying animals back to the herd?

"Ayya—behind you!"

Naill twisted about.

No space suit marched from that Side. These were pallid, legping, moving things—resembling the
hounds of the garths and yet unlike. For the hounds were animals, and their kind had long been
subservient and known by mankind. While these were of another breed, outside dl natural lavsNalll
understood.

"TheLarsh wytes!"

Now Ayyar remembered—remembered such packs, hunting among the trees of Iftcan. That had
been an ill hunting but one he had faced, sword ready, as he did now.

A narrow head with eyesthat were sparks of sun, blasting yellow, snapped at him and he swung at it,
to cleave skull, tumble the pack leader back among its fellows. There was no time to choose his next kil
for bared teeth were reaching for histhroat. Naill stabbed upwards, saw another of the wytesfall.

"Behind me!" heordered Ashla

"Not so! 1, too, hunt wytesthisnight!" he heard her cry in return. He saw her use the long hunting
knifeto cover them from arush on the | ft.

Thelr surprise attack acostly failure, the pack withdrew alittle. One at the rear raised its head to
voice along howl. From the dark sky came an answer . . . the cry of the flying thing which had earlier
hung above the gully. And then, while the wytes held them fast to their rock spire, the suited sentry strode
into view.

They were strange partners, the wytes and the metal-enclosed unknown. But the wytes accepted the
suited figure astheir leader, drawing asideto let it pass. It stalked into a space directly before the



fugitives and stood there. Naill tried desperately to see the face behind the helmet plate. The once-clear
surface of that section was fogged, webbed by a maze of fine cracks and lines, completely masking its
wearer.

"Watch—oh, weatch!"

But no warning could have saved them, Naill knew. The early suit might be clumsy according to
modern standards. But it had been of the best engineering and design of itstime, equipped for dangerous
and demanding duty. Once that small object now spinning at them had been set and dispatched on its
arc, nothing short of ablaster would deter it from completing its misson.

They were not going to be flamed out of existence. They wereto be the helpless captives of what
wore that suit, hid behind the cracked faceplate—or its master!

FIFTEEN

THE WHITE FOREST

A shalow bowl of valley stretched on down and away from where they had paused. And the
reaching moonlight made ashimmering maze of glinting, prismatic light there. Naill shidded hiseyeswith
hisgood hand. Ashlasfingers closed on hisarm.

"The White Fores. . . ." Her voice was emotionless, drained, and not, he thought, by the fatigue of
their journey over the broken plain of the waste.

Since that tractor beam generator had circled them back at the edge of thisforbidden territory, they
had marched straight on northward into the unknown, their space-suited captor in the lead, the pack of
wytes padding at a distance but covering the rear—aweird assortment of travelers.

The beam had kept them docile enough, made them move in answer to the projected command of
whatever lurked within the suit. And there had been no answer to all their attempts to communicate with
that. Wastheir god thisforest?

For forest it was, if onejudged that term applied to growthsthat arose verticdly into the air from
grounded roots, spread branches, grouped closdly together. But thiswas aforest of branching, glittering
crystals. No leavesrustled here, no color save the rainbow flickers that twinkled and sparkled in the
maoonlight. It was asif ice had chosen to reproduce trees and had succeeded in part.

The beam pulled them on, downd ope, into that place of cold and deadly beauty. Because deadly it
was. Ayyar memory in Naill brought fear, the terror known when aman faces something far greater than
himsalf as an enemy—not persondly, but to al his species. As early men of the Terran breed had feared
the dark and what might walk in that blacknesstheir eyes could not pierce, so did the Iftin-born hold an
age-old averson to stark light and what could dwell comfortably initsglare. But Naill and Ashlahad no
choice—there was no breaking that invisible pull between them and the space suit stalking forward,
towing them as aman might tow arecacitrant hound.



Asthey were drawn over thelip, down into that place of white light, the wytes no longer dogged
them. Perhapsthey, too, found this aplace of terror.

Naill's boots crunched on a surface that gave in brittle fashion beneath hisweight. He glanced down,
saw that therewas atrail of broken crystals powdered into sparkling dust. The ponderous footfalls of the
suited guard were clearly marked, lying over other tracks—perhaps many of them.

Now there was another sound or sounds—atinkling, coming from the growths or pillars making up
theforest. Asthey drew closer, Naill could see that those horizontaly branching shafts stood tdl, not with
the overwhelming height of the tree towers of Iftcan, but tall indeed compared to his own inches.

"The White Forest," Ashlarepested. "Tdl it grows, straight it stands.” Her voice held the queer
singing note which Naill had come to associate with Illylle spesking through changeling lips. "But it isnot
rel—it doesnot live. . . . Therefore—it isnot!"

What she meant he did not understand, but oddly enough her denia of what they could both see was
alift to hisspirits.

"Built—grown by awill," she continued. "It livesby awill, it will die by awill. But thiswill cannot
make another Iftcan, no matter how it tries”

They had passed under the wide, stiffly held branches of thefirst "tree," and her words returned as
faint, whispering echoes. The chiming tinkle grew stronger, a hiss of answering anger.

Ashlalaughed. Her hand lifted to point adim green finger at the next tree.

"Grow leaves—but you cannot! Nourish life—but you cannot! Shade the traveler—but you cannot!
Feed with your fruits—but you cannot! Bend to the storm—abut you cannot! Forest which isno true
forest—beware thelife, the storm, that which you havenot . . ." Her voice sank again, and once more
her hand reached for and clasped Naill's.

"Why did | say that?' she asked. "If | could only hold the old knowledge in my head asyou hold the
sword in your hand—then perhaps together we might follow the path of Kymon and—and . . . " She
shook her head. "Even the manner of the triumph of Kymon islost to me now. Only, | tdll you,
Naill-Ayyar, that had we the old knowledge we could fight. Thereis a secret that dips through my
memory when | would haveit forth. . . . Alwaysit isjust gone from me. Thisisaplace of Power, but not
the Power of Iftcan—and therefore one Power might be ranged against the other, had we only the
proper key."

The hissing tinkle of the forest waxed stronger, making an odd rustling which |gpped them about. But
there was no change in the pace of the suit, drawing them after it in the grip of the ray-hold.

Thefaint path, which had wound down the dope, now led in acurling curve among the boles of the
crystd trees, while the moonlight reflected and re-reflected on glittering nobs and surfaces confused and
bewildered. If the lesser light of the moon proved so formidable, what would sunlight make of this
mirror-trunked forest?

There was no evidence of any native life. As Ashla had accused, thiswas a dead place, dead without
ever having hdd life asthey knew it.

"Does llylle remember this?' Naill gppeded to thegirl by hisside.

"A little—far too little."

"Any ideawhere we may be going?' he perdsted.

"No—savethat it will be aplace wherethereis peril, for thisisthe opposite of that which dwellsin
the Mirror—it balances this against that as aharvest is weighed on the Speaker's scaes.”

The ground still doped down. Naill had not been able to judge during their short hat on the rim of the
valley how large aterritory the crystal structures covered. Perhaps whatever controlled the space-suited
sentry, the wytes—the flying thing—Ilay in the very heart of thisland.

Naill'smouth was dry; hisankle ached dully asdid hisarm. And he knew that Ashlamust be as
hungry, tired, and thirsty as he was. Food, water, achance to rest—they needed those badly, might need



them more before thisjourney cameto an end.

Above their headsthe crystal branches wove a crisscross net shutting out the night sky. They were
capped over by anicy cover. Could they someway mark atrail againgt apossible retreat?

Naill was shocked out of that speculation by Ashlasfingers biting deep into hisflesh in aconvulsive
grip. Startled, he looked around, but her eyes were not for him. Her gaze was fixed on atree ahead and
to the | eft.

"Look!" The merest whisper directed him.

Naill obeyed. By sometrick of the reflecting surfacesthere wasamirror of sorts. And pictured oniit .

At first he thought that greenish figure was himsdf—or Ashla Then he knew that a such an angle
their own reflection would be impossible. No—that was an Ift, but a stranger! Who? And where?

They were pulled ahead two steps and that shadow image was gone, vanished asif it had never been
at dl. But they were left with the knowledge that they were not donein this glittering prison.

If what or whoever walked in the space suit had seen that momentary reflection, there was no hint of
it, no pause in the steady paceit set. Almost Naill could persuade himsdlf that he had seen nothing either,
but Ashlahddtoitsredity.

"An Ift—oneof us" shetold him softly. "Another prisoner.”
"How can you be sure of that?"
"Because—an Ift in the White Forest could only be a prisoner. To usthis placeis death!™

Their captor crunched on, and the invisible tow cord on which he held both of them continued its
unrelenting pull. The ground now leveled out. They must be a the foot of the valey wall, closeto its heart
and whatever secret it did hold. Here the crystal trees stood very tall, approaching the lower "towers' of
Iftcan in size. And for much of their length their trunks were unbroken by branches. Those bare limbs
exiged closeto their crowns, forming aroof overhead, but leaving much space undernesth.

Abruptly the prisoners were at the head of a stairway, much like the stairs that had led up to the
mountai n-cupped Mirror, but which here reached downward into a second valey or crevice bitten
sharply into the earth, asif some giant warrior had struck with asword blade to divide afurrow in soft
andyielding soil. Yet herewasno soil . . . the ground itself had aglassy glaze that struck back at their
eyeswith punishing light.

Naill surveyed that stair with foreboding. The acute angle of descent would tax astrong man. He
doubted if the two of them could make it now. For thefirst time sinceit had taken them captive and
turned to march into this wilderness, the space-suited leader made amove other than just waking. Its
meta-mittened handsroseto chest levd. It lazily cast from it another beam disk.

Ashla screamed and Naill shouted. They were whipped after that spinning disk, their feet skidding
and dipping on the dick surface of that glassy verge, pulled on out into the air above the crevice—with
no hope of escape.

But aswift plungeto ghastly oblivion did not follow as Naill expected. Though their feet had |ft the
surface of the ground and they lay extended forward on what he would swear was air done, they were
not falling—they were floating, as aman might in thefreefal of a spaceship, descending into the gulf, thet
was true, but not at a speed to crush them when they met the surface below.

The wallsrising about them were cream-white, smooth save for that ribbon of stairway. Naill spun his
body around with memories of how it had once been on board ship. However, when he tried to move
closer to Adhla, or "swim' toward the wall stairway, he was till under inhibiting control.

Ashlawas quiet after her first scream of fear, but Naill could hear her bregthing heavily, see that her
eyes were wide open, her features setting in amask of naked terror. She had had no defense against the
strangeness of this, no memory of freefal in spaceto sustain her.

"This—is—free—fdl—as—on—a—ship," Naill got out. His outflung hand closed about her wridt,



so that their bodies drew alittle closer together. "Thisis controlled—yperhaps by the beam disk."

It was where they were going, not how, that mattered now. Below them, al he could seewas a
murky billowing, darker than the walls, asif some fire seamed or smoked there. Y et there was no
warmthinthear. Asthefirst streamers of that murk engulfed them, Naill felt no change in temperature.
Hisinitid nightmare faded; they were not being wafted down into afurnace.

Themurk grew thicker. He kept hishold on Ashla Close asthey now were, it was difficult to
digtinguish her features. They were as blind here as they would have been in broad sunlight, if for a
different reason. How long had they fallen? Naill had tried to keep count of the stepsin that stair but
knew that he had missed out long since. And till they continued to float down. Then, breaking through
the fog, came more formations of crystal. Unlike the trees of the upper forest, these gppeared in clusters
of roughly geometric shape—they could be towers, ramparts, the bulk of aien buildings—while through
them ran smdll pulsing lines of light, to no pattern Naill could perceive, save that they formed veinsin the
surfaces, asthe veins carrying the blood to serve his own body.

Therewas abright flash of light at their feet while they were till above the surface of the ground.
Whatever sustained them vanished in that wink, and they fell in arush, landing in an angle between two of
the now towering crysdlinewdls.

Naill sat up, pulling Ashlawith him. Thetinkling bell which had become apart of the world snce they
had entered the White Forest was silenced. They had ceased to noteit conscioudy whilethey heard it,
but the quiet that followed was so completeit awed them both.

"What isthis place?' Ashlaheld tight to Naill, did not try to move.

"Illylle does not know?" He appedled for some scrap of memory to aid them now.

She shook her head. "lllylle degps—or isgone." There was adesolation of lonelinessin her answer.

Nalill strove to make his own contact. There was no touching any point of Ayyar memory. They were
totally on their own, intruders, prisonersin an aien place. But that fact was no reason to St and await

trouble! One could choose a battlefield. And he had an ideathat when the beam control had hit ground, it
had broken, that they were now free of its bounds.

"Come!" He pulled her to her feet. Hisleft armin its splintswas il fastened to his sde as he had had
her do before they set out. Hewould leave it so. At least he could use hisright, and the sword he had
sheathed after their capture by the ray had been Ieft him by the space-suited enemy. What defense that
blade could be againgt the intelligence responsible for their present plight Naill did not know. But the hilt
felt good to his hand when his palm closed abouit it.

"Where would you go?" Ashlaasked.

Her question was ajust one. Thefog swirled about the crystal walls, leaked through aperturesin
them. There was no vishility for more than afew yardsin any direction. On the other hand every ingtinct
in Naill warred againgt remaining where the disk had landed them. If the fog was a hindrance it might also
be ahelp, giving them cover. He said as much.

"Which way, then?' Ashladid not protest, but turned as she stood, studying the hardly visble
landscape.

"Aswe fell—that stairway was over there." Naill pointed. "Perhaps we can reach itsfoot.”

"And isthere aso achance of finding food"—her tongue ran over her dry, cracking lips—"and
weter?'

"I do not know."

"Thereisthis, we were brought here carefully. Had our deaths been planned, what need to spare us
that fal?' Ashlagpoke dowly asif reasoning it out in her own mind. "So—"

"So—somewhere hereisfood and water? Y ou may be right, but the price of wasting timein ablind
search. . ."

"While onelives, thereisdways achance. If we climb the gair, we only come out in the forest once



agan. .. tofind that suited thing waiting—or the sun up! And the sun shining in therel™

Shedid not need to daborate. To climb into sunlight blazing on those crysta treeswould be climbing
into sure death for Iftin bodies—even if they could drag their way up that long stairway.

"Which way, then?' Naill asked in turn.

"Thisisatime when perhaps we must depend upon chance." Ashla stooped to pick up an object she

tossed from hand to hand. "Thisiswhat brought us here—let us seeif, by the whims of chance, it can
take us even farther!" She shut her eyes and turned rapidly around before she threw the disk from her.

Therewas afaint tinkle and they both saw the disk rebound from awall to lieon the earth in an
opening. It was anillogical and recklessway to decide their next move, but Naill accepted it. Together
they went through the doorway.

It was a gate rather than a doorway, for the space beyond was as open to the air overhead as that
where they had landed. Thiswasacorridor of sorts running straight ahead. Walls of crystdl stood higher
than their heads, haf curtained by the migt.

"Ligten!" Perhaps sometrick of those crystalline walls carried and magnified that sound. Ashlawas
dready hurrying toward that unmistakable murmur of water.

They sped down that halway, and the sound of the water grew stronger as they stumbled eagerly
along. There was another doorway, and they came through it to a space Naill believed to be truly open,
though he could seelittle of itsarea. Ashlasprang on.

"Thisway! Over herel”

What they came upon was no naturd river asthey had known before. Water flowed there right
enough, but it swirled at arace through atrough of crystal.

"Wait—!" A remnant of Ayyar's hunter's caution made Naill cal out.

Shedid not listen to him. Falling to her knees, Ashla plunged both handsinto the flood. She might

have been testing the validity of what her eyes reported. Then, the water running down her arms, she
made acup of her fingers and drank.

It might be the wildest kind of fally to trust the wholesomeness of what they found there. But Naill's
resi stance was swept away. He followed her example, and the moisture on hisskin, theliquid he
gplashed one-handed into his dry mouth, smelled no different, tasted no different, from any that he had
drunk from forest springs and pools. It was cold, clear—Ilike new life flowing into hiswhole body.

"Y ou see'—Ashlasmiled—"in this much, chance favored us. We have found water."

Naill sat back on hisheds, hisfirst craving satisfied. "We may have found more than water." Now his
witswere working again, weighing every smdl point that might operatein their favor.

"How?'
"Thewater comes—and it goes. . ."
"Y ou mean—follow this stream to its source or itsend? Y es, that is good—very good!”

"The water makes agood guide, a better one than any other we have seen here. And we have no
means of carrying adrinking supply if we do leaveit." He had been forced to abandon the remains of his
pack, with itswater bottle and food, back by theriver.

"Guide and sugtainer dl in one. But which way do we go—upsiream or down?"'

Naill could see smdl differencein choice. Either way could serve their purpose. But before he could
say that, Ashlagave alittle cry and leaned out over the trough, her hand flashing down into the water,
coming up with something initsgrasp.

What she held was a fussan pod, empty of seed, but still fresh.

"Upstream! This came from upstream. Where there is one there may be more!”

Naill's hopes arose with hers. He got tiffly to hisfeet, favoring hisaching arm. "Upstream it is—let us
gol"



SIXTEEN

IFTIN PRISON

"| thought"—Ashlas tongue caressed her lips—"that | would long for nothing as much as | wished for
water. But now | find hunger can also be apain. And one cannot eat crystal. Isthere no end to this
stream or this place?"

"It looks asif we are coming to something now.” Naill had been striving to pierce thefoggy mist, and
the vague outline he had seen through its swirls gppeared to remain firm in spite of the coming and going
of that tenuous curtain.

What lay before them wasawadll of crystd, stretching, asfar asthey could tell, clear acrossthe
valey. And the water guide which had led them there poured in arush through a conduit in that wall far
too small to provide an entrance to whatever space lay beyond. Ashla dropped down limply.

"I cannot go back. | am sorry, but | cannot go back.” She said that Smply, her sober tone underlining
her surrender to thislast blow.

"Not back!" Naill went directly to thewall. The crysta was not smooth but studded with
irregularities, pocked with hollows. This could be climbed—not by a one-handed man, perhaps, but
Ashlamight doit. "Not back," hereiterated firmly, "but over! Thisisasrough asaladder.”

She was drawn by his confidence to gpproach the wall. Then she glanced at him.

"And you? Do you sprout wings to bear you over?'

"No—but thereisthis." Naill undung the sword shoulder belt. "If you get to the top, hook this about
one of those large projections. Then | will have ahand hold to bring meup in turn.”

Ashlaregarded first the wal and then Naill doubtfully. He strove to bresk through her hesitancy.

"We must do it now, while we still have ameasure of strength in us. Or do you wish to remain here
bewailing our fate until hunger isafinish?'

To hissurprise Ashlasmiled at that, ajoyless grimace stretching her gaunt face.

"Asyou point out, warrior, struggle is aways better than surrender. | shal climb.”

Privately Naill was not sure that even with the aid of the belt he could makeit. But thiswastheir only
chance. Judging by his own swimming head and weakened body, he was certain she was right; they
could not now retrace their road down the valey.

Ashlaclimbed dowly and with caution, testing each hold before she entrusted her full weight toiit. It
seemed to Nalill that the minutes of that climb lengthened into hours. Then her head and shoulders topped
the edge of the wall and she was able to see over. Secondslater, her face alight and eager, she looked
down at him.

"Wewereright! Hereistrue forest! We wereright!"

Her report provided him with alast spurt of strength, enough to give him the necessary energy to



reach the perch on which she now clung, her hands and the dangling belt at his service. Then they
steadied one another asthey gazed out over asection of welcoming gray-green, full of beckoning
shadows. Thiswas not Iftcan—it was not even the forest upon which the settlers preyed—but it was far
closer to it than any land they had seen since they had entered the waste by theriver.

Naill was not whally conscious of anything save that green. Then the sudden rigidity of Ashlas body
againgt his own broke his absorption.

The girl's head stretched forward on her shoulders. Her pointed ears flared wide from her skull, and
her eyeswerefixed in aprobing stare on the forest before them.

"What isit?" Naill'sfirst surge of rdlief was erased by athrust of darm. He heard nothing, saw not
even aleaf tremblein that waiting woodland. "Tdl me—what isit?’

But he wastoo late. Ashlahad aready moved, swinging over the barrier on the far side, descending
by a series of reckless holds and half fallsthat frightened him. Then, without asingle backward
glance—asif he had ceased to exist for her—sheran on acrossthe small strip of powdered crysta sand
to the trees and disappeared among them asif a green mouth had gulped her in.

"Aghla Illylle" Naill's voice rang hollowly, alonesome sound deadened and swallowed into athin
echo by some sonic property of this place. He dared not move asfast as she had. His descent was dow
and clumsy, but at last he did reach the ground.

From thislevel the greenery ahead had a solid, forbidding look. Naill studied what he could see of it.
Here, too, the migtstrailed, one moment hiding, the next revealing asection. But thiswas true forest
growth, he thought. And—Ashlahad aready gone that way. He strode over the small traces|eft by her
running feet on the sand.

Outwardly thiswas the same forest asthat beyond the crystal growth to the east. His ears now
picked up the small muted sounds of insects and other life within its hold. Muted—that wasit! This place
was shadowed, reduced, in afashion Naill could not define, from the life of the other woods he had
walked.

His hunter's eyesfollowed the Signs of Ashla's headlong passage—snapped twigs, torn leaves, the
print of her bootsin the soil. She must have burst on asif striving to reach some goa with no care for any
obstacles in between. Why? Just another of those endless questions that were a part of thisworld.

Naill used the sword to beat and cut himself passage in the same direction the girl had taken. Then
the point of that blade struck into the open, and he followed it—into aclearing.

Two—three—four of them, counting the one who faced Ashla. Four green-skinned,
large-eared—changelings? Or Iftin of the true blood? They were dl men, clad in ragged remains of the
same forest dress as Naill had found in Iftsiga. Two of them wore shoulder-belted swords like hisown.
One had awooden spear headed with acrystal point. Naill took that in, in aquick evaluation of the
company.

Then the man before Ashladrew hisfull regard and, studying him, Naill forgot theret.

The stranger was perhaps by an inch or so the tallest of the group, but he was not otherwise
physically outstanding. It was. . . Naill tried to be objective, tried to understand why, when looking at
thisragged, quiet man, he was moved to respect, ready to surrender some of his independence and will.
Therewas only amoment of such desire before Naill fought it down.

"Who are you?' The man spoke and Naill was about to reply when he redized the question was not
addressed to him but to Ashla.

"lllylle—and you are Jarvas." She spoke with conviction, amost impatiently as onewho found such a
guestion stupid and unnecessary.

The man's hand came up in agesture of warning, asif to ward off her words. "I am Peate Sissons.”
"You are Jarvas—Mirrormaster!”
He moved then, swiftly. His hand clapped over her mouth, hisright arm crushed her into captivity.



Naill legped out with ready sword.

Ashlafought wildly against her captor's hold, usdless asthat was. They staggered together and Naill
hesitated, afraid to strike Ashla. That hesitation was his own undoing. Hisingtinct warned afraction of a
second too late. The wooden butt of the spear struck against the side of his head, sending him down.

Cool ... green. ... Helay on mossin Iftcan, and above him boughs made the autumn wind sing.
Tonight there would be the Festival of Leaf Farewd |l and he would go into the Court of the Maidensfor
the choogaing.

Maidens—one maiden . . . athin face, wan, dwaysalittle tired and sad, Ashla—no, Illylle!
[llylle—Asghla, name baanced name. Ashlawaslllylle, lllylle Ashla

"So—itisthus, little Sgter. Here we are as we were—and so we must remain until we win forth.”

Words out of the air. Naill made no sense of them. But he heard in answer, "1 am Ashla—of the
gaths, then.”

"You are Ashlaaways—here. Do not forget it. And | am Pate, and thisisMonro, and Derek, and
Torry. And your impetuous young friend is Naill. We are off-worlders and settlers—no more, never any
more than that."

"But we are not. Just alook at uswould sedl that truth.”

"We aretotdly dien to this Power. It isthe mind, the memory that mind holds, not the physical form
that mattersto it. Now It is doubtful, ftill uncertain concerning our identity. Once It learnsthe truth—"

"l understand.”

Naill knew that he did not. But he forced open his eyes, turned his head. Helay on amat of leaves
under arough lean-to, looking out at asmall fire around which sat the four men and Ashla. Theman
beside her turned his head, his eyesfound Naill. He arose lithely and came to kneel beside the other.

"How do you fed ?"

"Who areyou?' Naill countered.

"I am Pate Sissons—Firgt-In Scout of Survey. And"—his hand gestured to the company by the
fire—"that isHaf Monro, astropilot of the Thorstone.”

Digtant memory gtirred in Naill. Thorstone—along-lost cruiser by that name. . . what was the
sory?

"Derek Vergersof Verders Garth, and Ladim Torry, medico of the Karbon Combine.”

Karbon Combine? But the Karbon people had been off Janusfor amost afull generation! Y et the
outwardly green-skinned 1ft whom Sissions had so introduced appeared to be aman ill in hisfirgt youth.
Firg-In Scout, astropilot, garthman, Karbon medico—a wide range of occupations on Janus, covering
perhapsthe full length of time the planet had been known to Survey.

"You ared|"—Naill broke out the word he had first heard back at Kosburg's—"changelingd”

Sissions big-eared head siwung dowly from left to right in agesture of negation made more
impressive by the very length of that movement.

"We are off-worlders—from different times and worlds—who came to Janus for different reasons.
That iswhat we are—and will be—here. And you are?’

"Naill Renfro—bought laborer."
"Good enough. Continue to remember that, Naill Renfro, and we shdl dedl easily together. Sorry we
had to knock you out—there was not time to reason with you."

"Whereisthis place? And how did you get here?' Naill pulled himself up to rest on the ebow of his
right arm. His head was thick and ached dully, but he was not so dimwitted now as not to redlize that
there was amethod in Sissions speech, that he had been warned against some very red danger.

"Asto this place—well, it isaprison of sorts." Sissons sat down cross-legged. "We are not sure
ourselves asto the reason for our detention here. Except that it means trouble. How did we get here?



Well, we camein various ways at different times. Monro and | were hunting afriend who had comein
thisdirection and vanished. We were picked up—"

"By an animated space suit?' Nalill cut in.

"By awalking space suit,” Sissons agreed. "We found Torry here dready—he wasfirst in residence.

They caught him near the river where he tried to take a shortcut west. And Derek—Derek came later
with acompanion who choseto leave.”

"You can leave?' Naill demanded in surprise.
"Y ou can leave, provided you are intent upon committing suicide. An agile man with agrest amount

of determination and no sense can climb to the White Forest. Whether he can get through there . . ."
Sissions shrugged.

"So you just st around and wait for what is going to happen?' Naill's amazement grew. Hiswhole
reading of this man suggested that such a spineless course was S0 dien to his nature that Naill could not
believe Sssonswasin earnest.

"Sowewait," Sissons assured him. "We wait, and we remember who and what we are.”

Again that inflection of warning. Naill sat dl theway up. They were watching him with akind of
detached ingpection, asif waiting for him to make some move by which they would then be influenced
into an important judgment and gppraisd.

"How long do wewait?"

"We do not know. Perhaps until the opposition moves so we can learn who—or what—It redly is.
Or until we find our own solution. Now—" Sissons picked up asmall bowl, handed it to Naill. Through

the substance of the container he felt the warmth of the contents. Eagerly he savored and then gulped the
gew.

"Light coming." Torry stood up, the crystal-pointed spear in his hand. "Best back to the burrow.” He
cameto Naill and together with Sissons assisted him to hisfest.

"Where arewe going?'

"Out of the sun," the former medico told him shortly. "In the day period here were as good as blind.
To be caught in the openisbad.”

"To be caught in the White Forest in the sun,” Sissions added, "that's the end. And we've not been
ableto work out any way of crossing that in one night'stime. That isthe lock on our prison cdll, Renfro.”

Naill could seetheright in that reasoning. The crystal forest in the moonlight had been hard enough to
face. Itsbrilliance under direct sunshine would burn out their night-oriented sight.

"There was one of our kind up there when we came in—we saw hisreflection on atreg” he
reported.

"Halsfad!" Derek pushed closer. "Where? How near the edge of the forest was he? Pate—maybe he
was able to makeit after al!"

"We could not tell," Naill replied. "The reflections must be deceiving.”

Sissons agreed. "Could have been from any direction. And even if he reached the edge of the forest
before sunup—what then?'

What then indeed? The miles of baked and empty rockland ahead with no shelter—Naill though of
that. Y es, it made an effective prison for al of them. And desperate flight was not the answer; he
understood Sissions the better now.

"Home." Monro had been in advance. Now he stood before adark hole, folding back acurtain
woven of plaited leaves. Ashlacrept after him, and they followed one by one until they were dl within the
shelter.

Its skeleton was atree with huge exposed roots, roots that extended out of the bole well above their
heads as might branches, but running down to the earth, rather than horizontaly, so that the center trunk



appeared to be supported by afringe of props. In and out through that grid of exposed roots leaves had
been woven, lengths of dried vine, and pieces of bark, to form astructure with the living tree asits center.

Ashlawent directly to that trunk and set both of her pdmsflat against its bark.

"Iftinwdl, Iftin roof,
Wood lives, wood—"

Even as he had jumped her in the clearing, so was Sissons upon her again, his hand across her lips
with theforce of adap.

Sheraised hersfrom the tree to twist and tear at hisfingers until she had freed her mouth.

"Y ou have forgotten too much!" That was llylle speaking now with al the force of command she had
shown at those times when the Iftin took precedence over the Terran in her. "Thisis Iftscar—from the
true seed. It will not betray us. Though why it should grow in the White Land . . . ah!" She nodded, not at
them, but at some thought or memory. "When Kymon journeyed forth, with him went a pouch blessed by
the Counters of the Seed, and they gave him of their powers. So—herefdl anut of Iftscar, and through
thelong time of the True Leavesit has grown. Look into your memory, Jarvas, Mirrormaster that
was—you have been too timid by half!"

Sheturned in hishold, her hands now rising to cup over hiseyes. At firs Sissons moved under her
touch asif to push her away. Then he stiffened, straightened, and dowly—very dowly—hisown hands
went out to rest againgt the tree trunk as hers had done before him. Ashla stepped aside and left him so.

"Iftscar!” Sheflung up her amsin agesture of welcome. "We shdlter here. In the Leaf of the Gray
we clamwhat you haveto give us"

"Pate—Pate!" Monro would have dropped hand on Sissions shoulder, but the girl fended him off.

"Let be! Hetakes the strength he should have drunk long ago. He forgot when he should have
remembered! Let be—you have not the Seeing!"

Sissons handsfdl from the tree trunk. He turned, his eyeswide. Then he blinked and came back
from someimmessurable distance.

It wasto Ashlahe spoke: "1 am indeed afool. There may yet be akey we have not tried, already set
inour hands."

"If you had not the right memory then you were wise not to hunt lost keys. Isit not with dl of you as
itiswith Naill and with me—that you possess only parts of memories, but not the full recall of your Iftin
sHves?'

"Yes"

"And so you fear—and wisaly—what you do not control nor know. | believe, Mirrormaster, that
such cautionisnot folly but wisdom.”

"Perhaps two memories knitted well together may supply uswith the key to this prison!" Sissonsheld
out both handsto her, and hersfell palm down on his.

Naill watched them with astrange lost feding. Ayyar—who had been Ayyar after al? A fighting man
who at the last testing had gone down to defeat. A warrior who dared not use the Mirror of Thanth, but
had fled fromits chalenge. And Naill Renfro—a dave laborer from the Dipple. Neither part of him had
been aman of victory or strength—perhapsthe wholewasless. . .

"Many memories'—Ashla's eyes went from man to man—"but maybe too different. To weavea
power there must be unity. We can but try, you who were Jarvas."

"What's going on?" Monro demanded sharply.

"We may have been too cautious.” Sissonswas again the off-worlder in speech and idiom. "Thistree
house gives usimmunity to certain forces here. Now"—nhis glance caught them, held them,



demanded—"we shdl try pooling our Iftin memories, and from such a harvest perhaps we can glean what
we need—to tip the scales of fortune on our side.”

"But you said—" Derek began and frowned at Ashla. " She appears able to change your mind quickly
enough.”

"We have never been able to decide whether we have these Iftin memories by plan—or by chance.
Perhaps well never know the truth of that. But today—for the first time—two of uswho had certain
powersin our Iftin identities have met. If we can join those powers, draw other knowledge from the rest
of you'—Sissions head was high, his eagernesswasin hisvoice, mirrored on hisface—"this can lead us
to freedom! We can only try—but are you willing to join?"

There was ahesitancy, but one by one they gave their assent.

SEVENTEEN

LOST SHIP

Naill's back was againgt one of the roots of the trees which formed the refuge. He nursed his splinted
arm across his knee. And thought.

They had carried out Ashlas suggestion, pooled their Iftin memories, only to discover that those
memories were so diverse that they had little common meeting ground. Their Ift persondities gppeared to
have come not only from various places but also from eraswell separated in time. So they had found no
key to their prison.

One would need the protection of a space suit to travel the White Forest and its surrounding waste
by day. And they could not hope to make that journey in asingle night starting from this site.

Space auit . . . Naill battened down dl Iftin memories and stroveto recall those of Naill Renfro—a
very young Naill Renfro. He had been what—six? seven? eight?—when the Lydian Lady had been
caught in the orbital battle about Calors. Spaceborn and bred, he redlized that planet time did not count
much in hisearly days. And what did he know of space suits?

He had had one, made to his Sze, and he could remember how the ingtruction in its use had come by
hypodeep. Twice he had worn it, going out with hisfather on one heat-baked, desert planet, and again
when taken on atour of the outer hull of the ship as part of his spacetraining and discipline. Yes, he
could recdl that without difficulty—everything about the suit, its handling, servicing and equipment.

The point was that now there was a suit out there, mobile, in use—in use by something non-Terran,
which might make dl the difference. Evenif they could not take that suit—and capture what used it—a
suit meant aship somewhere. And Naill was certain that no off-worlder had deliberately wandered far
from aship in that cumbersomerig, not al the way from the present spaceport—that was certain.

Item two was that thiswaste and what governed it was unknown at the port. And he had heard
nothing concerning it from the settlers. None of those prisoners here had been taken until they crossed



into the waste. Whatever ruled here did not venture forth to seek prey; it waited for it to come within
short reach.

Therefore—the space suit meant a ship not too far away. And to Naill a ship meant a possible supply
of weapons, ahope of defense and offense. Let Ashlaand Sissonstry to use Iftin methods against the
enemy—that never-defined enemy! There might be another way atogether!

However, if there was, surely the men here had dready searched for it. Sissonsclamed to bea
Firg-In Scout. Those explorers of Survey were noted for their flexible thinking, ability to improvise and
experiment. And Monro was an astro-navigator whose attention would be centered on ships. They could
not or would not have overlooked the connection between space suit and ship here.

Y et the thought of those two—suit and ship—continued to work in hismind. Naill brought up dl the
old arguments—that such aship, did it exist nearby, could long ago have been stripped. The suit wasan
old modd, very old.

"How'sthearm?' Naill was shaken out of histhoughtsas Torry knelt beside him. "Any pain?'

"An ache now and then." Nalll realized that he had not falt much discomfort for sometime now. The
arm, stiffly bound and splinted, was a cumbersome nuisance, but otherwiseit did not bother him too
much.

"Let metakealook. You know—we al heal more quickly since we changed our skins. Were
tougher in many ways. | wish I knew more about what happenedto us. . . ."

"Y ou'refrom the port, aren't you?' Naill asked. "How did you get the Green Sick?"

"The same way we were dl suckered in—because | was curious. | went out on afield trip—trying to
pick up some native plants to study. | found one of the treasure caches, came down sick before | could
rgoin my party. Asfar as| knew, | might have something highly contagious—so | kept clear. Thenit was
too late—I was changed and | didn't want to go back."

"What's the purpose of the caches, the changes?' Naill watched the other skillfully unwrap and
ungplint hisarm.

"Any pain?' Fingersran dong his skin, exerting pressure.

"No."

"I'd say that had knitted true. Favor it abit, but you can leave off the rest of this. The purpose of the
caches? Just what you've seen—to gain recruits.”

"For whom and what?'

"None of usredly know; we have only agenerd idea. Sissonswasthefirst capture. And he's helped
with the recruiting ever snce. We have acompulsion at certain times of the year to set those traps, we
can't help oursalves. Asfar as we can make out, there was a civilization native to Janus along time ago.
They worked with nature, did not seek to oppose or control her. No machinesfor them. Therecame a
time when that race went into decline—findly they were overrun and wiped out.”

"By theLarsh!" Naill cutin. "l remember!"

"Do you? Derek does too, but Pate and | and Monro don't—were al from an earlier period.
Anyway, after thefal of Iftcan there could only have been ahandful of survivors. But that handful
appears to have numbered among them some of their scientists. They must have devel oped the treasure
chests then, planted afew to wait. They certainly had hope, or trust, or some inkling that another race
would arise here, or come from space, to trigger those ingtallations. Anyone who does handle cache
things—with liking—assumes the persondity and body changes connected with that particular cache. To
thisday we don't know how they work. But there has to be some bond of sympathy between the finder
and one of the objectsincluded in that collection.”

"But if Pate Sissonswasthe First-In Scout of Survey, then he must have landed here—" Naill stared
a Torry.

"About ahundred and twenty planet years ago?' Torry nodded. "Y es."



"But hes—he'sayoung man!" Naill countered.

"We have no idea of the life gpan of the origind Iftin, or what happened to our bodies during the
Green Sick. Asfar aswe can tell, after the change thereis very little aging for us. | have been thisway for
nearly seventy-five planet years. But our numbers grow very dowly, since not al caches are found—and
some take no captives.”

Naill tried to digest the thought of agel essness. He was not unaware that some dien races had
achieved life spansfar beyond that of the Terran breed. But how could such achange be wrought in a

Terran body?

"The caches can attract only certain types,” Torry continued. "And the method of selection and
control of such captivesis another secret we have not broken. We number now only afew morethan a
hundred—just thirty of them women. Five children have been born—and they are Iftin from the
beginning. Also—they have no memories. Still we are bound to set the traps. Sissonsand | were hereon
such amission when we were taken prisoner.”

"You do not livein Iftcan?'

"We have abase there. That iswhere Pate found thefirst treasure which started us al dong this
road. But our new home iswest, overseas. Until we learn more, we can only have patience and do what
we can to re-establish our kind."

"Until?" Naill asked.

"Until we are again anation. Y ou know the First Lawv—aworld having an intelligent native population
and acivilization can be given achoice: to join the Federation or warn off al contact. In time we shall
have Janus—we grow more Iftin with the years. And the off-worlders cannot hold this planet against our
will."

"But the settlers—"

"Are not natives. They would change Janus, alter it to an off-world pattern, narrow, arid, and
sultifying. They are dowly shrinking in numbers as more and more of them come over to us. Thisworld
does not welcome them, and those it can welcome speedily find a cache and join our ranks—as you
came, and Ashla. What part of the treasure lured you so that you had to handle it, wanted to possess it
for yoursdf?'

"Thetube," Nall replied ingtantly. "1t was the color—those patterns. . . . Something pulled me—I
cannot explain.”

"For meit wasthefigurine Torry smiled. "I held it in my hand for hoursthe night | found it. Those
who cannot resist become one with us. And in each, an Ift of old sharesand moves. | am Torry but | am
aso Kelemark of Iftlanser. | was atender of young growth and one learned in herbs and plant lore.”

"Did none of you ever try to go back to the port—to the settlement?

"Didyou?'

"Y es. But that was a garth; they have asuperdtitious fear of the forest, of everything coming out of it.
And the Green Sick to them is punishment for sin. Naturadly they hunted me."

"But you, yoursdf, when you went there—did you want to stay? Were those humans your people?’

"No."

"We bdievethat this, too, was apart of the plan, that in becoming Iftin we were dso implanted with
arevulson againgt our former kind. Thus, if the purpose of the planners wasto rebuild their race,
independent and truly Iftin once more, they deemed we must be apart from the species we once were.
None of us can now force oursalves to return to the port—to any off-world holding. And the longer we
areintheforest, the stronger that repulsion is. We are meant to recruit from them but not mingle with
them.”

"And this'—Naill'shand indicated their present Stuation—"what hasthisto do with it?'



"We don't know—more than we have learned from bits and pieces of memories. Y our Ashla seems
to know much more than the rest of us. She has taken on the Ift portion of some priestess or seeress of
the last days. Thereisaforce here—long hostile to the Iftin. It isstirring again becausethelftin aso are
reviving through us. Asto what It is—or why It keeps us here'—Torry spread his hands—"we are not
surea dl."

"The space suit?'
Torry wassilent for amoment. "Y our guessisas good as mine. | will say thismuch. | do not think
any normal man wearsthat thing—though it is off-world and of atype | have worn mysdf."

"What are the boundaries of thisplace?' Naill wanted to know.

"We have along narrow strip of forest, running for agood space north and south. There's that wall
you came over, and beyond it dl crystaline growth. We've explored in there at night. But we found
nothing save the stairway and those walls and corridors none of which follows any pattern or sensewe
can determine.”

"And that isdl? Then whereisthis Thing in control 7'

"We haven't been ableto locate It. Asfar aswe can discover, the crystal growth smply runs on and
on. And we dared not follow it too far for fear of being caught out therein the day. Our night sight is
limiting."

"So you've just accepted imprisonment, then?' Naill was once more amazed at what seemed alack
of enterprise on the part of the captives.

Torry smiled, agrim curve of lip. "We appear quite spineless, don't we, Renfro? But not quite. The
way out is not dways the most open. Asyou will seein due course."

"Ayya—" Ashlacameinto the tree house carrying aholder improvised from aleaf. She showed him
its contents. "' Sa-san berries. Ripe sa-san berriesherel™ She shook three of the plump, red-black fruit,
each as big as his thumb, into his hand. " There was avoice once in the Wind Forest." Her eyeswere
dreaming as she remembered. "Ah—how swest itsflowers smelled in New Lesf time!™

"lllylle" Torry sad, "you remember agreat ded, do you not?"

"Much, much, but till not enough!™ Her dreaminess faded, shelooked alittlelogt. "'l
thought—believed—that together we could break through, find what we lost. There was Jarvas, who had
been Mirrormaster . . ." Her lost expression degpened. "But he was not enough Jarvas, he was too much
Pate Sissons—and so we could not do it. And the rest of you—all different—different times, different
powers. Perhapsit isthe Turning of the Leaveswhich has madeit s0."

"The Turning of the Leaves, Illylle?" Sissons had followed her insde, and had taken one of her hands
inhis. "What isthat?'

Therewas asmdl pucker set by impatience on her forehead. "There was the Blue Leaf when the
world was young and the Iftin were strong in their might. Then did Kymon cometo this place and strive
with That Which Abides, and the Oath was taken between Power and Power. None of us here were of
that Leaf time—those mighty ones must have gone long, long ago, too far to be recalled. There came
after the Green Leaf and of that Leaf were you, Jarvas, though you seem to remember it not. And then
therewas alessening and atria of the Oath. But till the Word held; though it was stretched thinner with
time, it was dill atie.

"Third wasthe Gray Leaf, and that was the time of ending in which Illylle dwelt and hewho ishere as
Derek but was then L okatath, a Sea L ord, and Ayyar—who was Captain at the Firgt Ring of Iftcan. And
that was adark, dark time, for the people were few and they were tired with many years—and the
children of the race were fewer yet. Then the Larsh, who had not said the Oath, gathered and marched.
At last the end came, and the Leavesfell. Thus we came together—not of one age or life—and united we
cannot raise the Power as | had hoped.”

These men were dl older than he, Nalill reflected, and, asllylles memories seemed to imply, they



had once been of consequencein Iftcan. He was Naill Renfro, aworldless wanderer, lately adave
|aborer. But a certain defiance rising in him made him spesk now: "There is more than one heritage of
power—" Hewasthat far when he paused, alittle shaken because they were dl staring at him now. "We
have a double heritage." He pushed on quickly. "And there is the space suit, made by our own kind. The
auit could only come from a ship—no matter what wearsit now—and the ship was aso ours.”

Pate Sissons amiled. "All very true. Torry, how isthat arm of his? Is he ready for ajourney?'
"If he takes reasonable care. Healing was quick, as usud."

"Then | think it istime we move." He glanced up at the tree bole around which this hut was fashioned.
"Iftscar may be anaura insulation againgt arousing that." His hand pointed to the strip of forest outside.
"Only tonight thereisadtirring—I fed it. That may not know any more about us, but It senses
something. It is uneasy—awake—"

"Yed" lllylleinterrupted. "That isthetruth! It stirs—and It knows Its power and how to useit!”

Whatever she and Pate Sissionswere able to pick out of the air was not discernible to the rest, but
their ancerity in believing it existed could not be denied.

"Wewere very closeto breskthrough last time," Monro observed. "And it isyet early evening—we
have the whole night before us."

They were gathering up the few furnishings of the tree housg, filling skin bottles with water, making
small packs of dried berries and nuts. It would seem they did not intend to return. Naill accepted one of
the packs, dung it across his shoulder, but asked no questions. He judged that they were about to carry
out some long-projected plan, as the amount of their food supplies, the extrawater containers, meant a
journey of some duration.

Sissonsled theline of march with Ashlabehind him. She was seldom far from the man she had
named Jarvas and claimed as "Mirrormaster.” Then came Derek, Torry and Naill, while Monro brought
up the rear. Their weapons were three swords and two spears. Something in Naill questioned the
assurance with which Sissons pushed aheed.

Shade of trees gave way to apatch of open, and there the wall of the valley was not glassily coated
but rose as a stark white rock broken by afault from which the stream ran. Sissions splashed into the
water which rose to his knees, stooped head and shoulders to pass into the cave from which it flowed.
And in turn they copied hismove.

The stream bed offered smooth footing but the current was fast, pushing against them. They were not
long in the water, but climbed to aledge to crawl on hands and knees along awet surface. Asthey drew
away from the entrance, even their night sight did not serve them well and Naill marveled that the others
had ever found this path.

Theledge brought them at last well above the waterline, and finadly Torry drew Naill to hisfest,
keeping one hand on his shoulder to steady and guide him. Then they were out in awide space where
therewasadim gray light. Two sides of that area were coated with the dick crystal; the rest of the
walling was rough stone, wrenched and broken as by some explosion or settling of the earth in aquake.

Light filtered through from well above their heads where on one of the crystaline wallswas anarrow
dit, coated with trangparent materia. To reach that dit aledge had been chipped adong the nearest stretch
of rock wall. But still a space remained to be bridged between that ledge and the dlit.

Sissions climbed with the ease of one who had done it many times before. At the highest point of the
ledge he dipped afiber band about hiswaist, dropped loops of cording over points of rock, and leaned
back againgt that frail support. Hisam wasto the left and out, at aheight above his own shoulder, an
awkward angle at which to work. Histool was one of the swords. With swing curtailed by his position,
he aimed the point of the sword into the lower end of the dit, picking time and time again at the same
portion of sealing materid. Four swings. . . five. . . afull dozen and herested.

"Any luck?' Monro cdled. "Want one of usto spell you?'



"Therewasagive on that last punch. Let metry just once more.”

His muscles moved visibly under the rags of the forest jerkin. The sword point thudded home with an
effort Naill himsdlf could somehow fed. And—went through!

The crackle of the breaking was loud. They could see anet of cracks spread across the surface.
Someone gave acry of triumph. Sissions struck again and there was no more resstance. A rain of
splinters cascaded down, and wind—clear wind—whistled through the opened window.

"Rope!" Sissons demand was curt. Derek was aready climbing with aheavy coil of vinefiber
wreathed about his shoulder.

They were along time making that fadt, testing its securing over and over again. Then Sissons
unlinked his support belt, to resnap it to the rope. He gave asmall jump, and his hands closed on the
lower rim of the dit. Inamoment he was up in it, perched on the edge looking out.

"How isit?' Monro cdled.

"Asfar as| can see clear—and"—Sissons head turned as he looked Straight down at Naill—"your
ship'swaiting out there, Renfro.”

He dropped forward, out of their sight while the rope was payed out between Derek and Monro.
The former astronavigator followed, then Torry—Ashla—Naill—with Derek steadying the rope and
seeing them dl through the dit before him.

Therock wall through which the window broke was part of aridge for another valey. But the land
below was not crowded with crystal growths—it was bare sand and rock. In that sand a ship rested,
sraight and tall. Whoever had piloted her in for that landing had made it a perfect three-point one, and
she had stood undisturbed ever since, by all outward signs.

Her hatch was open and the entrance ramp was run out. Therewas atall drift of sand about the foot
of that ramp, and the scorch of her set-down was no longer visible on the ground about her fins.

They advanced on the old ship cautioudy. Naill gathered that they had spied upon her from the
window ditsover aperiod of severa work nights. Shewas a Class-C Rover Five. Rover Fivel That
made her at least ahundred years old. She might have passed through many ownerships and, while she
might have been considered too old to work on the inner lanes, she was still spaceworthy for the frontier.
Perhaps she had been a Free Trader. There was no service indggnia symbol on her hull, and she wastoo
small for atrangport or regular freighter.

"Dead." Monro stood at the foot of the ramp.
"Maybe s0," Sissions agreed. "But was she stripped? If not—"

If not, more suits—supplies of akind that would take them across the waste, weapons better than
the swords and spears. Monro was on hisway up the ladder, the others strung out behind him. Did it hit
them al at once—or were some more immune than others?

Ashlacried out and stopped, clinging to the handrail with agrip that made her knucklesinto pale
knobs. Shewavered, dmogt fell. A moment later Sissions echoed her wordless protest with a spoken
"No!"

It beat againgt them all. The revulson Naill had known at Kosburg's was here a hundredfold the
gtronger. To advance wasto fight againgt his churning insdesfor every inch. Distaste—no; thiswas a
horror of disgudt!

They swayed, held to therail. Ashlawent down, edging past Derek, past Torry, on her hands and
knees. Monro kept hisfeet but he was swaying as he turned to descend. Sissions stumbled behind. Naill
gripped the support so tightly with hisgood hand that the metd bit into hisflesh. Hewasfirst in line now
and he held there, facing the open door of the space lock.

His body fighting hiswill, he began to pull himsdf along—naot down but up!



EIGHTEEN

JUDGMENT DELIVERED

Hewas Naill Renfro. Therewas no Ayyar, no Iftin, in him! Hewas Naill Renfro, and thiswas only a
gpaceship—like hisfather's.

Suit racks—empty. Naill steadied himsalf against the corridor wall with one hand. Dust was soft
under his skin boots. The smell of age—of emptiness. . . . Hewas Naill Renfro exploring an old ship.
So—no suits. But there could be other things here adapted to their needs. He pulled himself on, keeping
his thoughts rigidly fixed on those needs and his human off-world past.

Arms cabinet—also empty. A second disappointment. This spacer appeared to be stripped of
everything that could serve survivors. Perhaps the landing had been an emergency one and the crew had
departed with their equipment, never to return.

No wegpons—no suits. Naill leaned his head againgt the wall and tried to think clearly, to remember
the stores on the Lydian Lady and where they had been. It was astruggle to do that with the awful
horror of this place tearing at hismind, churning in his ssomach, rising in asour taste at the back of his
throdt.

Where now? He shuffled on. There was one more—just one more place to check. Naill was sure he
did not have the strength to venture any farther into the spacecraft, to climb to another level. Here! He
lunged and his good hand pressed on the pand of the compartment he sought. Here were the tools, the
supplies of outer-skin repairs. Theinner layout of the ships had not changed so much over the yearsthat
they were not arranged in the same generd pattern. He forced the panel open.

Hiscry of triumph echoed hollowly down the passageway. Then he had them in hishand, the
protective goggles to be worn while using awelding beam. Their key to freedom? Holding those tight to
his chest, Naill wavered down the passage, came into the open and descended the ramp.

"Wha—?" Sissonsmet him,

"Ligten . .." Naill had the dim beginnings of aplan. He waved the goggles at the former Survey man.
"With these on, the sun can't be too bad."

"One pair only—there are six of us." Torry joined them.

"One man leading, wearing these," Naill explained. "The rest of us blindfolded, linked together, by
ropeif need be. We could take turns with the goggles.”

Sissons had those now. "It might work! How about it, Ladim?"

The former medico took them in turn, snapped the protective lenses over his eyes and looked about
him.

"Can't be sure, of course, until wetry. Used at short intervals, taking turns as Renfro suggests. . .
well, we may never have a better chance. Though how far we have to travel west before we find any
decent cover—"



"Not west!" That was so emphatic that they al turned to face the girl. She had been sitting on the
ground at the foot of the ramp, but now she stood erect.

"Westward That will bewatching . . . waiting. . . . Once It knows we have escaped—"

"South to theriver, then?' Derek asked uncertainly. The girl appeared so sure of what she was saying
that it impressed dl of them.

"No!" Her answer was as determined as before. "East!"

"Back to Iftcan?' began Monro.

Naill had been studying Ashla. She was gripped by that half-fey mood he had seen her display so
many times during their flight together. Just as he had pulled on his human heritage to dare the ship, S0
was she now pulling hersdlf into her Iftin persondlity.

"Not Iftcan." Her head moved dowly from sideto side. "The day of Iftcan isdone. That forest was

withered and will leaf no more. We must go to the Mirror. Thisislaid upon us," she cried out fiercely,
directly at Sissons. "Wemust go to Thanth!"

"l say get out of here and head west!" Derek protested.

"She'sright about onething,” Torry cut in. "They—whoever or whatever controls this place—would
expect usto do just that—west with no long way around. It might just be smarter to circle around by
garting east, then south to theriver.”

"Wego to Thanth!" Illylle repeated. And now Sissions added hiswill to hers. But not too completely:
"Eadt ... for now."

They pointed eastward from the forgotten ship, hastening to make the most of the remaining hours of
darkness. The valley wherein the old spacecraft had set down ended in acliff up which they climbed,
coming out on awaste of crushed crystal sand, facing, some yards away, the White Forest where
moonlight flickered and sparked.

"No trail through that," Monro pointed out. "How will we know we're going straight and keeping
east?'

"Those branches'—Sissonsindicated the nearest "tree’—"are dl right-angled and they grow inan
established pattern. See this one and that? We keep our eye on the third branch up on every second tree.
Let's get through this before sunup if we can.”

It was astrange way to trace a path through the crystalline wilderness, but the Survey Scout, trained
to note just such oddities, wasright. The third branch on every second tree pointed in the same
direction—along glittering finger to the east. And they took turnswatching for it, the rest shielding their
eyes againg too much of the reflection and glitter.

Naill wasin the lead on histurn as pathfinder when he saw mirrored on atrunk of aneighboring tree
adark patch which came into better perspective and stopped him short. In spite of the distortions of that
reflected image, there could be no mistaking the space suit.

The fugitives clustered together, to stare at the broken vision on the surface of the pillar. How far
away it might be they had no idea.

lllylle spokefird. "It isnot moving.”

"No. Could bethat it iswaiting for usto walk right up and get caught again,” Monro commented.

"I think not." Sissons head had turned from right to | eft and back again. He had glanced from the
image on the tree to the other growths about them. "1t is behind us and perhapsto theright. And it is not
movinga al."

Torry gave agrunt. "Close to dawn now, | judge. That thing may believe theré's no need for hurry,
that it can round us up quickly enough when the sun rises. I'd say we'd best make tracks and fast.”

Torry's suggestion was accepted. They did hurry their pace as best they could. And when they |eft
the reflection of that space suit behind, it did not show again, though they kept watch for it. So the



medico's guess could be right—the guardian of the White Forest saw no reason to hurry in pursuit.

When the fugitives paused again, it wasto make their fina preparations againgt the sun. Torry argued
that because of histraining and ability to judge properly the efficiency of the goggles, he must havefirst
chance as guide. The rest tore strips from their clothing and adjusted blindfolds which were as
light-reducing asthey could make them, after linking themsel ves together with the fiber rope.

Their advance dowed to hardly more than a crawl with Torry supplying arunning description of the
ground ahead, warning of missteps and obstructions. In spite of that there were fals, bumps, painful
meetings with crystal growths. It was a desperate try, and only the heartening assurances from Torry that
they were making progress kept them toit.

"Sun'shit thetrees" he reported laconically sometime later.

They were dl aware now of the heat of those rays on their bodies, of ameasure of light working
through their blindfolds.

"What results with the goggles?’ Sissons asked hoarsdly.

"No worse than moonlight—yet," Torry reported.

So they were working thisfar. But suppose that the wyte pack waited ahead? They could not fight
those blindfolded. And that suit—was it tramping stolidly aong behind them, ready to gather themin as
easly asit had netted Ashlaand Nalill back on the borders of the waste?

"Ah..." Torry broke off his stream of directionswith asmdl cry. Naill tensed and then relaxed as
the other added, "End of thewood . . . open beyond. And—I'm ready for relief.”

They had drawn lots before they had started and were linked on the rope in the order of thoselots.
Naill's hands went out readily, felt the gogglesfal into them as Torry pulled hiswaiting blindfold down
over hisown eyes. Adjusting the lenses and pushing up his blinder was an awkward process, but afew
moments later Naill blinked out into a bright morning which the treated goggles turned into a bearable
blaze.

He hurried to help Torry and the others on the rope and then faced into the open country. It was
barren rock and sand—the sand running in sweeps asif it were the water of dry rivers. And one of those
sandy streams, while thick to plod through, ran east to give them smoother footing. Naill plowed toward
that, towing hisline of followers.

How far were they now from the valey of the ship? Naill had no idea of how much ground they had
covered. He glanced back at intervas, each time expecting to see the suited sentry emerge from the
blinding glitter of the White Forest, just as he listened for the snarling cry of the wyte pack.

The river of sand, which had seemed a good road away from the Forest, did not serve them long, for
it took asharp turn to the north, and Naill was faced with the fact that they must somehow make their
way up dong aridge. They rested, drinking sparingly of their water, eating nuts and dried berries.

"No reason to think it was going to be easy," Monro commented. "My turn to take over now.
Maybe—if we went up one a atime—me helping—"

Naill's hands were fumbling with the goggles when he saw Ashlamove.

"Wait!" Her word was an order. She was facing toward the Forest, which was now but a glittering
spot behind them.

"lt—gtird 1t knows! Now It wonders. . . soon It will movel" Her handswerefists. Naill could see
only her lips, tight and compressed below the edge of her blindfold.

Sssonswason hisfedt, too. "lllylleisright. Pursuit will come.”

"We can't run and we can't fly. Looks asif we've had it,” Monro commented.

"No!" The protest came from the girl. "Now!" Shewhirled about to Naill asif she could seehim
through her blindfold. "Thisismy timeto lead!"

"Not your turn—"



"Thisisnot amatter of turns—or of anything but the knowing. And | have the knowing, | tell you!
Thisisthetime."

Sissions spoke. "Give her the goggles.” Thetone of that order overruled Naill'srise of protest.

His own blindfold was in place again when she spoke. "I am ready. Now we link hands—we do not
hold the rope."

Her own fingerstightened about his. He reached out hisleft arm with caution, groped for Monro's
hand. Then. ..

Naill had no wordsto actualy describe what was happening, and Ayyar recognized it only dimly asa
flow of the Power. But it was asif he could see—not physicaly but mentaly—that through him flowed an
awareness of his surroundings which was coming not by the way of his own senses, but from the girl, to
pass aong that line of men hand-clasped together.

So linked, they began a scramble up and out of the sand river and across the ridge beyond. Naill
could sense, too, the strain and drive that worked in Ashla. Y et she kept going and they followed, at a
better pace than they had held since sunup.

"It haslearned." Her voice was low and hoarse. "Now It will truly move Its servants gather."
And Nalll heerd—asif from very far off—the soullesswail of awyte.

"Will with me!" That came asapleafrom her. "Iftin warriors, Mirrormaster, SeaLord—once you al
stood blade and power againgt That Which Abides. Now will with my will, fight with those willsasyou
did with your bladesin aleaf time now gone!"

Naill could not guess what response she aroused from the others. But in him there was aglow of
anger and aboveit awild, fierce determination to stand against the Enemy. He shouted along-forgotten
battle cry and did not know he mouthed it, for now he was not hand-linked to a company of fugitives, he
was marching with hismen, going to the First Ring of Iftcan. And in him pride and belief were no longer
dim but fiery bright and clear asthe green spark that had tipped his blade to open the Guard Way of the
Mirror.

Iftcan and hisvison of the waste melted into one, fitting together so that green growth merged with
rock, fertile forest soil with sand. And he was Ayyar as Ayyar had been in the greatest day of hislife.

"TheMirror Ring—oh, my brothers—thereisthe Mirror Ring!" Illyllés voice cut through Naill's
dream, and the vision she now saw fitted over the vision of Iftcan's Tree Towers—gray mountain with
over it apatch of cloud growing and spreading to cut away the glare of the sun. They weredl running,
gpeeding across ground they did not see with their eyes.

Then—the Enemy struck! Hest—light—something akin to lightning cracked in their faces. That
brooding fear Naill had felt waiting beyond the walls encasing the Mirror Road took on body—strength.
Thewailing of the wyteswas no longer distant. And his long-ago battleground became here and now.

Why hedid it he could not have answered sensibly, but he flung back his head, raised hisfaceto a
sky from which, through the fold of cloth, came asearing, baking hest. Then Naill called—not only with
voice, but with mind, with every part of him. And the shrill "hooooorrruuuur” of that cal carried, echoed
and re-echoed.

"On—on!" That wasllyll€'s demand. Somehow she was keeping therm moving, summoning up their
will, their strength, projecting for them the road they must take.

Therewasaroll of sound—amuittering aong the distant reaches of the sky. A puff of wind blew in
their faces, swirling up sand and grit to score the skin. But it was not the furnace blast of the waste; it was
cool, carrying with it the smell of theforest.

And with the wind rode other things—feathered things—hooting, protesting, yet coming. Whedling,
dipping above those who ran, the quarrin kind had answered Naill's summoning—not only Hoorurr, but
perhapsdl of his species till holding to the shadows and glades of Iftcan. The fugitives could not see
them, but they felt the impact of the quarrin thoughts, heard through the wind the sound of their wings.



Threetimesthe birds circled the runners, and then they dropped behind to where the wytes howled on a
fresh and open trail.

The heat about them was the heat of anger. It had been so long since That Which Abode had roused
to full participation in any strugglethat It was duggish, unable to summon quickly old strengths and
powers. That was what saved them. For had It struck earlier with the pressure It could exert, they would
have been slamped to nothingnessin the dust of the waste.

"On—up!" lllylles battle cry was ahacking sob. Naill's hand dropped hers; flung out hisright arm
and closed it about her waist. She was stumbling, hardly able to keep her feet. But before them wasthe
barrier wall of the Mirror Road, and they had met it where the rocks were as high as his head.

"Herel" Hedrew dl the runnerstogether with acal ashe hdd up thegirl, fet her wrigglein hishold.
Then shewas out of hisgrasp, gone—and out of hismind in the same move. A curtain had falen
between them.

"Over thid" Naill pictured in his own mind for the others the barrier about the road as he had seen it
days ago. He stood with his hand on the rock wall, drawing each in turn to it, starting them to climb.

Thewytes cried very closely now, their hunting bays broken by snaps, snarls—asif they fought. Naill
guessed that the quarrin harassed that portion of the enemy forces.

Theinvisble power wasthe worst. Naill was thrust back and back—pulled from the roadway which
he knew meant safety. Another step and hewould belogt in hisblindness. The hesat bit into hisbrain,
gpread ablasting numbness down nerve and muscle.

Out of somewhere came arope; a noose settled about his shoulders, jerked tight about hisarms,
tight enough to wring agasp of pain from him. Now the pull wasin the opposite direction. Naill stumbled
and spun, breathless, only half conscious of the Struggle.

"Dark the seed, green the Leaf—
Iftin power, Iftin belief . . ."

Had he said that, thought it? Had it come from him at al? A second in which to wonder, amoment of
release from pressure growing intolerable, then with a bruising crash hisbody brought up against the rock
wall of the road. He climbed—to fall into a swift stream of cool air and the welcoming hands of his
companions.

Theroll of thunder grew into amighty beat of sound. Naill dragged off his blindfold and followed the
others asthey ran along the road. Above them was agray ribbon of cloud, the edge of a mighty sunshade
which gretched from the east asif it had its birth in the Sky above dying Iftcan.

There stood the gate of the Guard Way. No sword had been drawn to open it thistime, but the
symbol on the keystone glowed green. The stairs—they took those stairs fill at a breakneck pace,
hating only when they reached the shelf overhanging the Mirror.

A storm was coming, such astorm as had beaten the forest when Naill sheltered in Iftsga. No wind
reached into the basin which held the Mirror, yet the water was troubled. It moved in ripples around and
around, risng with eech gir of that circling.

Forces were gathering: forces such as Naill Renfro had never known—forces Ayyar held in awe.

[llylle moved alittle away from the rest. She had swept off the goggles, stood watching the circling of
the water.

"There has been aseeding. Thereis now agrowing—soon will come the Leafing. But without the
seeds, there will beno Leaf! If aLeaf iswilled—protect the seeds and the growing. Give usnow Y our
judging. Shdl the seeds endure until the Leafing?"

Wasthat an invocation of something—something utterly opposed to that which they fled—something
that wasthe very life of Janus? Naill believed it to be so. And they stood to witness the answer to her



appedl.

Up and up the water raced about the sides of the Mirror frame. It lapped against the edge of the
ledge on which they stood, yet none of them retreated. Naill felt no fear. Once more he seemed on the
edge of agreat discovery. The time might not yet be fully ripe, but someday it would—and he was a part
of it!

Thefirst of those waves touched the peaks that cradled the Mirror—touched, |apped, spilled over.
Faster and faster the water swirled. 1t was now ribboned and laced with green foam, spun by the speed
of itsboiling. Over through a dozen—two dozen—channds poured that flood, fountaining out into the
waste beyond the boundaries of the Mirror frame. The wind howled, the clouds broke, pouring down a
second kind of flood.

Under that deluge the fugitives gasped and redled, but they did not seek shelter. It was a growing
rain, aran to encourage sprouting seeds—new life.

Lightning . . . lasheswerelaid in whip lines across the sky to the west. There was an answering blast
there—awhite glare flaring Skyward asif to dry the cloudsinstantly of their water burden. A terrible
consuming anger stroveto strike them, even thisfar away, asawave of expanding energy. Thentherain
closed down. The Mirror continued to pour its substance out and down to water the desert plain.

How long did that continue—the Mirror spilling, the clouds emptying rain? A few hours—aday?
Naill could not havetold. He was only aware that in time there was an end to that fury. Clouds parted.
Stars shone serenein the sky. Still they were together on the ledge above anow quiet Mirror. And they
were awed and small before apower far greater than they could imagine.

"We have much to learn." Jarvas who had been Pate Sissions spokefirst.

"We have much to do." That was Torry, again Kelemark.

"It has not conquered—thistime." Naill-Ayyar's hand was on his sword as he faced west.

He who had once been Monro and was now wholly Rizak smiled. "Nothing is ever too easy, if itis
worth the winning—and the holding.”

But Illylle smiled and hummed gently.

Naill-Ayyar knew that song; the words to fit the tune dropped into his mind one by one. It was very
old—older than Iftcan, that song—for Iftcan's Tree Towers had been evoked and nourished from
saplings by its singing. That wasthe Song of the First Planting.

"There shdl be again acity.” She broke the song to prophesy what they dl knew in their heartswould
cometo pass. "And it shall rise where there was desolation. And the Oath shd | be spoken once again.
For the Iftin are replanted and the Nation shal grow—though the seeds were not of thisworld. There has
been ajudging and ajudgment. We shdl see a Fourth Leaf comeinto full greatness. But dl growthiis
dow, and theway of the gardener is never without battle against destruction from without." She began to
sng again—the song which was only for the Mistresses of the Planting. They listened to her amost
greedily.

She walked ahead, began to descend the Sairway leading to the plain and the night. Behind they
followed eegerly.



Victory on Janus

A winter sun was sullen red over Janus. Its bleak rayslit up the Forest that was being destroyed.
Hame hit, grinding machines tore life from soil-deep roots. Quivering branches clicked together a
warning that reached into Iftcan-of-the-trees, the city that once had been.

And in the heart of amighty tree, Iftsga, thelast of the Great Crownsthat still leafed and had sap
blood, the in-dwellersit sheltered stirred from the depths of hibernation.

Larsh! Out of memory nearly asold asIftsgaitsaf came that name. Degth by the beast men. Out,
brothers, defend Iftcan with sword and heart! Face the Larsh—

Ayyar struggled wildly with the covering over him, forced open unwilling eyes. It was dark herein the
core of the giant tree. The summer festoons of lorgas, the light-larvae, weremissing. Like dl elsethey
dept, snug in the crevices of the sheltering bark. But it was no longer quiet. About him likeawall wasa
trembling, athrobbing. And though Ayyar could not truly remember having heard it before, he recognized
the alarm of the Forest Citaddl.

"Awakel Danger comes!" Every throb of that great pulse beat through him. But it was so hard to
move. Thelethargy that had gripped him and hiskin in thefdl, that had brought them to shelter and deep,
had not lifted gradually as nature intended. Ayyar was not yet ready to face the new life of spring.
Painfully he crawled from his nest of mats.

"Jarvas? Rizak?' Hisvoice was hoarse and rusty as he called to those sharing this chamber. The
force of thewarning grew stronger, urging him to—flight!

Flight—not baitle— That from Iftsga, the stronghold that even the ancient Enemy could not reduce?
Had the great tree not been seeded in the legendary time of the Blue Leaf, been grown to shelter therace
of Iftinin the day of the Green, and of the Gray of the last disaster, outlasting the wrath of the Larsh,
preserved to help awaken the Iftin anew? Thiswas Iftsga, the Eternal—yet the warning was—

"Heel Fled"

Ayyar crept to the nearest wall of the tree, put his shaking hands on that living surface. Now it was
warm benegth his cold flesh, asif itslife arose to fever pitch.

"Jarvas?' He clawed hisway up, swaying. There was movement in the other two bed places.
"The Larsh?' That question from the gloom on hisright.
"Not so. Remember, the day of the Larshispast.”

Once again hismemory had to be welded—for he bore the memories of two different men, asdid al
those now within Iftsga In an earlier time, he had been Naill Renfro, an off-world |abor dave. Ayyar's
lipsdrew into asnarl in reaction to that memory. AsNaill he had found atreasure within the woodland.
And because he had dug it up, the dreaded Green Sick had struck him down.



From that terrible iliness he had emerged as an Ift, green-skinned, hairless, forest-attuned, provided
with the tattered memory of Ayyar, Captain of the Outer Guard in the last days of Iftcan. And as
Ayyar-Naill he had found otherslike himsdf—Ashlaof Himmer's garth or settlement, who becamelllylle,
one-time priestess of the Mirror, Jarvas-Pate, Lokatath-Derek, Rizak-Monro, Kelemark-Torry.

Over the South Seawere Hill otherswho had earlier undergone the same change. But they were such
avery few, for not dl off-worlders were to be drawn into the net of the buried treasures set by thefirst
Iftin-kind at their dying; only those who had the right temperament. And none of the changelingswere
truly whole. In them was an uneasy balance; one past set againgt the other. So was he now sometimes
Ayyar, sometimes Naill, though for longer periods now Naill dept and he could draw upon the
knowledge of Ayyar.

"Thereisdesth abroad.” Ayyar spoke now. "Thewarning—"

"True. And the time of deep not yet done.”" Jarvas answered him. "But we must have the awakening
draught—"

In the gloom Jarvas crawled on hands and knees to the opposite wal, his hands fumbling with what
was st into the living fabric of the tree.

"Ah—Iftsgadeniesusnot!" His cry was one of wonder and hope.

Ayyar lurched across the chamber. Jarvas drank from the spout set in thewall, not waiting for acup,
but catching the sweep sap in hishands, sucking it avidly from his pams. Ayyar followed hisexample.

The chill in him vanished, warmth sped along his veins, spread through his body. He could move
eadly, and hismind cleared.

"What isit?" Rizak crept up to drink in turn.

"Death—death to Iftsgal” Jarvasstood tdl. "Listen!”

The murmur, the crackle of branch againgt branch, was astruggle of the ancient tree to communicate
with the Iftins—or the haf-Iftins—now withiniit.

Jarvas swung around. "From the east it comes!”

Tothe east lay the clearings of the garths, the settlements that were black death blotsin the Forest.
There, too, were the buildings of the port where off-world spacers set down.

"Why—what?' Rizak turned, refreshed from his sap drink. "They do not clear land in winter, and this
isnhot yet soring.”

"We shall find the answer only by seeking it," Jarvasreplied. "Iftsgawould not wake us, except in
extremity. Thisis grave danger—"

"The others—" Ayyar went to the ladder which led both down and up in the center of the chamber,
linking dl levels of the tree tower.

"Jarvas? Ayyar?' A soft cal from below, even as he set foot on the ladder rungs. Helooked down
into aface turned up to his.

"Hagte, oh, make haste!" 1llyllésvoice arose. "We must hastel™ She moved before him, descending
to yet another level where many small chests ood stacked againgt thewalls.

There were the others, Kelemark and Lokatath, pulling at those boxes, moving in frantic haste to
drag them to the ladder which led on down, degp into the earth and root chambers of Iftsiga.

"The seedd” Illyllelifted one of the chests. "We must save the seedd!”

With her words a sharp urgency struck Ayyar also. Every one of those chests contained seed for the
regrowth of the Iftin. In them were the treasure trgps to draw new changdingsinto their company. Should
anything destroy these cheststheir dream of anew nation would die. Y es, above all, the seeds must be
saved.

"Where?'

His night-oriented sight had grown keen since the sap-drink, and he could read the sorrow on llyll€'s



face.
"Into the root chambers—"

Dreadful indeed must be the peril! To use the root chambers meant that Iftsiga had no hope of
surviva. How could lllylle be sure—yet she was.

"The seeds—" She turned to summon Jarvas and Rizak now on the ladder.
Jarvas nodded decisively. "Theroot chambers.” He did not ask, he ordered.

So they toiled, using their new-born strength, stripping Iftsigaof the meaning it had held asthe Citadel
during ages more than Ift or man could reckon, carrying those precious chests, each with adeeping
memory and Ift persondity, to the farthest limit of thelong roots and, in doing so, killing the tree that had
been the refuge and shelter of their race. And ever, asthey worked so feverishly, the warnings
hel ghtened; the need for speed envel oped them, so that they ran, pushed, carried as they cleared one
chamber, two, three, afourth—

Then they were done, and Jarvas and Illylle, working together, seded the cramped ways through
which they had crawled and pushed their burdens, using the substance of the tree, with earth and certain
words to bind with power.

Then they came up into the entrance chamber from which they could emerge upon alimb and let
down aladder to the ground. There they gathered supplies to make packs. Jarvas took command.

"Iftagadies, by what meanswe shdl learn. But initsdying, may it dso fight against those who
destroy it. Thus—"

Heand lllylle went, one to each wall, laying their hands againgt the tree's now shuddering surface, to
speak A most asone:

"Let your spirit not depart gladly, Great One,
But harshly to those who come.

Of dl the days, may this be the worst

For thosewho ill useyou.

Diein battle; make of your branches swords,
Of your twigs needlesto tear,

Of your sap poison to burn,

Of your trunk acrushing weight.

Die asyou have lived, Ift-friend, Ift-protector,
That your seedlings may spring anew.
Thisbe our promisg, Iftsga—

Y our seed shdl sprout with ours.

Ift-blood, sap-blood, shall be as one.

Ift to tree, treeto Ift!"

Around them the tree swayed; a sound came from trunk and branch that was not a groan but rather
the growl of beast aroused.

Then Jarvas gave his orders. "We must know the enemy, whence he comes, what he strivesto do
here. Scouts to east and north! And you, Sower of the Seed"—to Illylle he gave the old title—"to that
whichisour help, to the Mirror, that mayhap you can cal upon what liesthere to our aid—"

She shook her head dowly. "Oncel did so, yes, but twice perhaps nat. Illylleisnot wholly lllylle. |
have too many memories not rooted in Ift. But what | can do, | shall. And"—she faced them—"brothers,
let not death choose you. IlI-faced may be our stars, but still are we the new seeds, do not forget that!"

It was night, the time of the Iftin, asthey came into the open. Around them was aflow of movement.
Peecfrens did swiftly aong branches, legping in bounds from one limb to another, their fur slver inthe



moonlight. Borfunds grunted and snorted below. Flying things sought the air. All the Forest dwellerswere
on the move. Mogt of them had roused from hibernation, but they were dert. None of them need Iftin
fear. But other things, deadly enemies, might also be on the move.

"Hooo-ruurrru—"

It was awelcome cry that was aso aquerulous complaint. A large bird settled beside the Iftin,
turning itstufted head to survey them deepily, sullenly. The quarrin was an old hunting companion. Ayyar
opened hismind to its thoughts.

"Bresk—tear—Xill!" Red savagery answered him.

"Who?'

"Thingsthat crawl! Hunt the false oned Kill, kill, dwayskill!"

"Why—?

The quarrin hissed, was gone on wide-spread wings.

"Thingsthat crawl," Rizak repeated. "Earth-grubbers?' Out of his off-world past he made tentative
identification.

Machines could dter the face of any planet, given the time and the determination of human will. But
such machines were few on Janus. Thisworld of trees had been settled by the Sky Lovers, adour
religious sect who worked with their hands and with the aid of animals, refusing to allow machines
anywhere but at the port site. Earth-grubbers were not for Janus. Unless, since the Iftin had sought their
winter deep, some powerful change had been wrought in the world they wished to reclaim astheir own.

"The port lies northeast,” Kelemark said. "But why would they be using machines? The forcesthere
keep within their own boundaries. And—in the winter—the Settlers would not be hunting 'mongters.™

No, the Settlers on the garths would not stir after those they called "mongters’ and who enticed
huntersinto the Forest.

"The garthmen would not use machines." Lokatath spoke positively. He had been one of them before
the Green Sick change.

"Guessing will not provide uswith thetruth,” Ayyar-Naill returned. He had been asoldier; hisanswer
was action.

"Do not play your lifetoo boldly,” Illylle caled after him.

He amiled at her. "1 have been knocking on the door of death since | first walked thisworld. But | do
not throw aside asword when | go to face the kalcrok," he said, naming the most fearsome of the Forest
enemies,

"Split up," Jarvas said as they moved through the frosted vegetation. "Then return to the Way to the
Mirror. | think that isour safeguard.”

They became a part of the Forest, each to find his own path north and east. Fewer animals passed
now; some moving duggishly asif their awaking from hibernation had been so recent they had not had a
chanceto drink sap.

Ayyar's nogtrils expanded, cataloguing scents, wary for the stink of kalcrok. There was the stench of
man to beware of dso—for man to an Iftin was an offense, carrying with him the smdl| of the death he
dedlt to Forest life—and perhaps they must now quest also for the odor of machines.

Kacrok he did not scent. But man—yes—there wasthe taint of man on the air, to be easly trailed.
He passed two of the Great Crowns, but these were bone-white, long since dead—probably from the
time the Larsh stormed Iftcan. Ayyar had been one of the defenders, but no small spark of memory
remained past hisfirg sanding to ams. Had that first Ayyar "died" during that attack? They had no
knowledge of how the personalities they now wore had been set within the treasure traps and then
transferred by the Green Sick to off-world men and women. But Ayyar had been a captain of the city
guard in the old days and now it would seem that Ayyar-Naill must play the samerole.



The smell of man now mingled with an even worse stench as a pre-dawn wind puffed about him. It
was the smdll of burning, such asthe garthmen did to clear their lands.

Dawn was near. Ayyar reached into an inner pocket of his green-brown-silver tunic. Kelemark, who
had once been the medico known as Torry Ladion, had devised adaytime aid for light-dazzled Iftin eyes,
goggles made of severd layers of dried leaves. So equipped they could travel in al but the brightest
sunlight.

That thick stench of burning could mask the odor of men. He must now depend upon sight. Around
him the saplings, the brush, were |eafless. Patches of blue-tinted snow lay in shadows. The air warmed as
tendrils of smoke wove ribbons of mist from smoldering mats of blackened fibers. He looked through a
shriveled screen into widespread desolation and again hislipswere asnarl.

When they had gone to deep, the river had divided the remnants of Iftcan from theland of the garths.
But now burnt paths stretched well back into the Forest. Each ran spear straight from a hest beam. This
was no garth work, but that of machines. Why? The officias at the port had no reason to clear land, in
fact they were forbidden to.

Ayyar flitted a ong the edge of the ash-powdered strip, now and then covering nose and mouth with
his hand as he passed some noisome pocket. The beaming had not been at random, but laid down with
definite purpose. It was plainly meant as an assault against the whole of the Forest.

He now fronted open charred ground on which stood amachine, adark box squatting sullenly on
treads to take it across rough and broken ground. Farther off was an earth-grubber, its snout at present
raised and motionless, but behind it lay soil, gouged and ravaged.

Dawn was very bright to Iftin eyes. Even with the goggles on Ayyar squinted. Beyond the machines
was a hemisphere, asif the tortured soil had breathed forth a stained, dun-colored bubble. A camp!

Again thiswas no garthman's shdlter, but the kind the port men brought with them. Ayyar caled upon
Naill memory as he searched for any officid symbal that might identify the camp.

After the discovery of Janusthe planet had been given to the Karbon Combine for exploitation,
amost ahundred years ago. But they had done little with it. Then agaactic struggle, which had torn gpart
old aliances, devastated worlds, and made of Naill Renfro one of the homelesswanderers, had given the
Sky Loversachanceto buy out the Karbon interest, since the Combine had gone bankrupt. The war
had given a death blow to many thrusts of space expansion and cut back for atime mankind's outward
flow. Janus, with itswide, thickly forested continents, its narrow sess, itslack of any outstanding natural
riches, had been easily relinquished to those who wanted it as ahomeland.

Onceit was assigned to the garthdwellers, off-world powers would have no reason to meddie with
the planet. Their jurisdiction extended no farther than the port. Y et now they were carryingona
systematic battle againgt the Forest.

Therewas no symbol on the bubble-tent, or on the other two smaller ones nearer theriver. Ayyar
settled himself to wait and watch. He knew the danger of over-confidence; yet he was sure that no man
inthat camp, or any garth of the tree-hating Settlers, could match an Ift in woodcraft. The dogs of the
garths were to be feared, but here he did not smell dog.

The light grew stronger. He glanced back now and then at the Forest. The dead Great Crowns were
bones. Around their huge trunks, roots spread out in high buttresses, taller by far than hishead, dark
caverns between their walls. In the old days one beat upon those, and the call would be repeated, so that
in moments signalsran from one end of Iftcan to the other. But if one sounded such an alarm today, who
was to answer? Unless troubled ghosts would gather, unable to defend their graves. Scraps of Ayyar
memory dtirred.

"Take into your hand a dead warrior's sword and beware, lest his spirit come to claim it—and you!"

Naill had such asword. It lay smooth and straight against him now, its hilt ready to his hand, its
baldric across his shoulder. Naill had taken the sword, so hewas Ayyar, to be clamed by Ayyar's
battles.



There was movement at the nearer of the bubble shelters. A man came out. It was no garthman—he
wore no brush of beard, nor their sad-dull, coarse clothing. He had on the uniform of port security. Then
thiswas an officia expedition. What had happened during Iftin dumber?

Ayyar measured by eye the distance to the machines, to the camp. The ground was far too clear to
risk any advance on his part. And that physica and menta change that had so forcibly dtered Naill into
Ayyar had dso planted deep in him arevulson toward hisformer species. Even to plan close contact
with them made him giddy with waves of sckness,

Y et the only means of learning the truth wasto get within listening distance of those men. And once
they manned the machines he would not dare to linger—there was too good a chance of being caught by
the sweep of aheat beam.

More men came out of the deeping quarters. Two wore guards uniforms, the others the clothing of
port workmen. But, Ayyar noted, they al went armed. Not with the stunnersthat were the usual planet
s de wegpons—but with blasters, only issued on inhabited worlds under the most imperiled conditions!
That was another reason to keep well out of range. Iftin swords were not equd to blasters.

The men went into another bubble—mess, probably. Then Ayyar heard the hum of aflitter. He froze
under his change-color cloak. It was coming from the port and would set down not too far from his place
of concedment.

Two men dropped from its cabin door. They walked, not to the camp, but to the beamer, one of
them sighting along the dead pathsit had cleared.

"—take us monthsto char this off. Thereis awhole continent to clear!"

Hewho did the sighting glanced over his shoulder. "We cannot wait for off-world help. Y ou saw the
Smatchz garth. And that was the third. Aslong asthey have these forestsfor cover, we cannot track
them.”

"But what arethey?'

The other shrugged. "Ask me after we catch one. Asfar astheir word is concerned they are green
devils. I"—he hestated, running one hand aong the ray tube dmost caressingly—"was on Fenrisand
Lanthor during the war—and the Smatchz garth was worse than anything there. We face the hardest kind
of war, hit and run attacks where the enemy has dl the advantage. The only way to drive those green
demons out isto blast away their cover!”

"Well, the sooner wegettoitthen. . ."

They turned back to the camp. Ayyar watched them stop alittle way from the shelters. Therewasa
shimmer in the air; they stepped forward, once more the shimmer—~but it was behind them. A forcefied!
The camp was ringed by aforcefield! Which meant that those inside that barrier were guarded against
some grestly feared danger.

Green demons from the forest? Ayyar glanced down at his own dender hand, &t its green flesh.
Could they have meant Iftin? No, that could not be. The only Iftin, except for those wintering acrossthe
South Sea, were those who had sheltered in Iftsiga. The "green demons' could not be Iftin—but then
who or what?



For the Iftin there was an older, greater-to-be-feared Enemy than any from garth or port, That
Which Abides. Of old the Larsh had been Its army, issuing forth from the noisome Waste. Y et in that
same grim desert stood an Ift refuge, the sanctuary of the Mirror of Thanth. Now under the sun, That's
weapon, Ayyar entered the time-worn road leading to the crater-cradle Mirror.

Could they summon again the Power of Thanth? [llylle and Jarvas had called up that force months
ago, to battle by storm and flood the servants of That, pinning the Enemy back into Its own place. And
the flood that had spilled over the rock lips of the Mirror has washed across part of the waste, cleansing
much of it from evil.

So much the Mirror had done for them. What more it might accomplish they did not know. Could it
be used againgt off-world men and machines, bound by no natural law of Janus? To each planet itsown
mysteries, powers that were tools or weapons for its natives, but that had no meaning for invaders from
other stars. To the ftin, the Mirror and that which acted through it were things of mgesty and force. To
othersthis might only be alake of water in abasin of rock.

"Ayya—"
Heraised his head, for his eyes had been on the age-worn pavement under foot.
"Kelemark," he acknowledged. So he was not the first here.
AsAyyar, Kelemark wore cloak and pack and carried sword. But over hisarm lay alength of cloth,
gtained and torn. From it came asmél| that wrinkled Ayyar's nose.

It wasasmell, not of man, nor the taint of machine—this was something else—ingdious. So, having
oncefilled his nogtrils, the smell remained to poison each following breath. Y et otherwise that rag
appeared a portion of Iftin cloak, for it was green-brown-silver, each color flowing into the other.

"What—7?" Ayyar pointed to it.

"I found it caught on athorn bush." Keemark stretched out hisarm. Suddenly the rag writhed,
twisted asif it had life. With astartled exclamation Kelemark threw it from him. Now the odor was
stronger, and they both moved back, standing ingtinctively on guard.

Ayyar's sword was out, though he did not remember drawing it. He held the blade, not with its point
to aninvisblefoe, but gripping it just below the hilt, danted skyward.

"Iftin sword, Iftin brand—
Light falls, Iftin gand.

Cool of dark, fire of noon—
Green of treg, evil'sdoom!"

From his mixed memory came those words, as did the movements of his sword, back and forth, up
and down. He was no Mirrormaster, nor Sower, nor Tender, nor Guardian—but awarrior. However,



there were ancient safeguards againgt That asal men knew.

Now the sword he held blazed and dripped green fire, and those dropl ets ran a ong the ground to
encircletherag. Y et thefire did not destroy; it only enwalled. He heard a cry from the stairway that led
to the Mirror, the thud of running fest.

[llylle camein haste, and with her, Jarvas. But when they saw what lay upon the pavement, fire
imprisoned, they halted.

"Who found this and where?' Jarvas asked.

"It was caught in athorn bush near the burning,” Kelemark answered. "' thought—I feared it was of
ours. Then, when | picked it forth, I knew it was not, but that it was important.”

[llylle dropped to her knees, staring at the rag. From her belt pouch she brought awhite diver of
wood as long as her first finger. Though water had ofttimes washed thisway, yet ill were there pockets
of sand, and one of these was nearby. She pointed the end of her diver to that which lay within thering of
fire; then she touched that same end to the sand.

Her hold was|oose, merely designed to keep the diver erect. Now it moved, marking the sand. And
the symbol that appeared there was a tree with three large leaves—Ift! But the diver was not yet done,
for it jerked between Illylle's supporting fingers, scoring out the leavesit had just drawn, atering them into
angular bare branches.

Ayyar studied the marks. Those sharp branches, he had seen their like before.

"I ft—not—Ift—but of the Enemy!" Jarvas hadf whispered. "What isthe meaning of this?’

Helooked to Illylle who studied the drawing on the sand. She shook her head.

"This'—she pointed to the rag—"has the semblance of Ift. Yet it is of the White Forest! | do not
understand.” She dropped the diver and put her hand to her head. "So little can | remember! If we were
of the true blood, more would be clear. But of this| am sure, what liesthere iswholly evil and aweaving
of deception.”

Jarvas turned to the men. "What did you learn?"

Kdemark reported first. "They are on thisside of theriver, first burning and then grubbing. They are
determined to erase the Fores—to kill it and itslife.”

"Thereisacamp of port men," Ayyar added. "And—" he repested the conversation he had
overheard.

"Green demonsraiding garthd " Jarvas broke in. "But—we are the mongters their ignorance has
feared for years. And we of Iftsgaare the only onesthis side of the South Sea.”

"Thereisoneway to learn more—" lllylle arose. "I shdl water-question the Mirror. But"—she
looked to Kelemark—"do you remain here, for until you are purified you may not gpproach Thanth."

She put no prohibition on Ayyar, so hefollowed as she and Jarvas climbed the stairway that led to
the ledge above the silent, brooding lake in the crater cup, the repository or focus of a power they did
not understand.

Once morelllylle went to her knees on the edge of that ledge, stretching out her arms over the water.

"Blessing upon the water which isof life," she said and then fdll silent. She stooped to wet afinger tip,
and this sheraised to her lips that her words might give them the needed answer, her mind now opento
the Mirror. When she spoke, she did not look at her companions but across the lake, and upon her was
the aura of onewho isavessd of power.

"Ift isnot Ift. Evil wears the semblance of right. One defest in battle does not end awar. The seed is
endangered before the sowing—"

To Ayyar it made little sense. But he saw that Jarvas, perhaps by the power of interlocking thought
the Mirrormasters once had, gained knowledge, his expression now being grimly dark. He put forth his
hand to lay on Illyll€'s head. She blinked as an avareness of self flowed in.



"Come!" Jarvas brought them back to the walled road. Now Rizak and L okatath were also there.

"Jarvas, thereare Iftin—" Lokatath began.

"Not Iftin, truelftin!” lllylle cried. "They may wesar Iftin shapes, but they do thewill of the White
Forest, not the Green!™

Jarvas nodded. "It is s0. That has not been defeated, only awakened. It has set the off-worlders
agang usin thismanner.”

"They have overrun garths" Lokatath reported. "I hid in theriver rocks and heard those at the camp
speak of it. They have dain and destroyed, these false Iftin, in a manner to arouse garthmen and port
againg them, so that old differences are forgotten and al off-worlders unite to wipe out the Forest and
any Iftin found there—without mercy."

"The Forest isvery large," began lllylle. Then shelooked to Jarvas. "' Can they redly do thisthing?'

"There are few of them here now," he replied soberly. "But they must dready have summoned
off-planet help. Y es, they can do this, if such aid comes.

Ayyar'shand fel to hissword hilt. "If That usesthem, as It used the Larsh—"
"Yes" Jarvas agreed. "It was after my time that the Larsh became the weapons of That. My memory

isof the Green Leaf, not the Gray. Now, it seems It would use these off-worlders in the same fashion,
perhaps to the same victorious end.”

"l wonder"—Ayyar put into words his thoughts—"does That aways have to use others astools?
There was the space suit that herded Ilylle and me into captivity—we never discovered what woreit.
Wasit not the same when That took you prisoner before us? Those wytes, Its hounds, hunted us, and
wefelt the drawing of Its power when we escaped to the Mirror. In Ayyar's day the Larsh were sent to
pull down Iftcan. Now the off-worlders are provoked into serving Its purpose. But never does That
ventureforth Itsalf. Why? What do you remember from the Oath of Kymon?'

"Asto the nature of That?' Kelemark asked. "That isathought, Jarvas. If It is so strong, why—7?"

"Kymon went into the White Forest and strove with That and forced upon It the Oath, which held
during the Blue Leaf and the Green, to be broken in the Gray." 1llylle repeated well-known history.

"And the nature of That which hefound in the White Forest?" Ayyar perssted.

She shook her head. "Jarvas?' she appealed in turn.

"Nothing," hereplied. "It usesmenta control; we dl know that. Beyond—" He shrugged. "Now,
goparently, It dso has|ftin, or beings resembling Iftin, fighting for It. Those Iftin we must seek.”

"Our noses should lead us." Rizak nodded to the rag.

"Meanwhile, the Forest dies” Illylle pointed out. "What has been our hope? To raise up anew
nation, then seek our freedom from an off-world colony under the law. If they continue to destroy our
home, there will be no chance for us ever to treat with them."

"Sheisright," Rizak agreed. "We have to make them understand what is redlly going on before they
reach apoint of no return for any of us!"

"And just how will you do this?' chalenged L okatath.

"By capturing one of thefaseIftin," Ayyar sad, "and proving the difference.”

They stared at him, and then Jarvas laughed shortly. "Simple, yet perhaps the best solution. So now
we go ahunting for the Enemy, and | think that means prowling dong theriver.”

"Can you foresee their trail there?' Kelemark asked Illylle.

"Not in this. While they move, they are encased in their master's protection, and | have not the skill to
break that. We must do this by eye, nose, and ear.”

It was decided to follow the shore south from the entrance to the Mirror, along the river. Night would
favor them most, since Iftin senseswere nocturna and aready the day was far sped. Thus, wrapped in
cloaks, they lay againgt the road wall and dept.



Swiftly at dusk they sped aong their chosen route. Winter-dried reeds, far higher than their heads,
made a small woodland. But these beds they skirted. The changein temperature from day to night, as
always, adtered odors. Some were sharper; others faded. There were sounds; the scratching which was
an earth-lizard dragging ariver worm back and forth across grave, the calls of hunterswinged and
four-footed. Oncethey crouched in silence, waiting while one of the great carnivores swung its muzzle
under thewater at the river's edge, champing jaws meanwhile, to wash out its mouth after feeding. And
the fresh blood smell of that medl reached them.

But no unusua scent tainted the air. Theland the Mirror had cleansed was now behind them, and the
darkness of the true Waste lay to their right. In the north the sky was bright.

"Now they beam at night." L okatath stated the obvious.
"They grow impatient or more afraid,” Kelemark replied.

Weas Iftsgadready burning? Ayyar wondered. And what of the seed chests? Would their hiding
place among the roots of the Citadel be degp enough to protect them from the earth-tearing snout of the
grubber?

Water vapor clung to theriver at this point. And here they picked up thetrail they sought. Lokatath
gpat, and Ayyar tasted bitter moisture gathering in his own mouth. The stench from the rag had been bad,
but thiswasinfinitely worse. Drawn into one's nogtrils, it seemed to fill one'slungswith alingering,
loathsome residue,

"Fresh?" Rizak commented.
"Yes, and leading over river to the garths.”

Ice-rimmed logs and rocks, their surfacesjust above the winter-shrunken stream, made a bridge of
sorts. Thelftin used it.

"Ah—" The soft exclamation from lllylle drew Ayyar's attention. She was frowning, her head turning
from right to left and then back again, as one who tried to discover some half-forgotten landmarks.

"Whet isit?"

"Thisway, doesit not lead to Himmer's?"

West and south— Y es, not far from here he, newly It himself, had seen the transformation of Ashla
Himmer into Illylle, had aided her through the worst of that discovery that she was now dien to her kind.
Though she had not believed—not at firs—that she was alien. She had ingsted upon returning to her
garth, to seek out the younger sister she cherished. Only when the repulsion each felt now for the other
had been made plain had she been convinced that kin of Ashlawere not of 1llylles. Y et perhaps now a
fant gir of that old affection worked in her.

Over theriver thetrall did not run straight. It was dmost asif that which they hunted had quested,
like ahound seeking aquarry of itsown. Then, far away, sounded the barking of garth dogs. From
Himmer's? Ayyar could not be sure. But he hoped it lay more to the west.

Now thetrail straightened, and they fell into ahaf run naturd to Iftin. A woodland engulfed them
though thiswas not the Forest. Yet it was good, like unto adrink of cool water in the day's hest, to have
trees close about them—Dbare of leaf, winter-ravaged as those were.

Thiswas aforest aready emptied of many of itsinhabitants for garth clearings had gnawed at it
steadily to north and east. And the creatures that were wary and shy had long since departed. Not all,
however. Some till holed up in tree or ground burrows. Now these dept through the dead season.

Strong was the scent and louder the clamor of the dogs. At least those sentines must long ago have
aroused their masters. Remembering the fate of other garths, they would be doubly dert. Armed with
blagters, they should be able to turn back an attack.

The Iftin party must take care. It would do no good to be caught in some fight and mistaken for the
Enemy. Ayyar caught Jarvas sharp hand orders, dividing them into two parties, right and Ieft. It wasright
Ayyar turned, Illylle besde him, Rizak alittle behind.



They detoured about the clutching, dangerous branches of alarge thorn tree. Now the scent was not
S0 strong. Ayyar sniffed another odor, the death that surrounded each garth where tree, bush, al green
lifedied in ragged cuttings gouged out of the true beauty of Janus. And he knew again hatred for those
who thusdew.

Wasthis Himmer's garth? He asked Illylle. Shelooked about her. But now she shook her head.
"Thisistoo far east. Perhapsitis Tolferg's." But was she sure or only wished it s0?

It seemed to Ayyar that the barking had lessened. Fewer hounds giving tongue? Now, flickering light
among the trees—torches?

They dackened pace and kept to cover until they looked through a screen of withered brush, out
over raw land where huge sstumps stood, charred from the dogged burning of fires kept going for weeks,
even months.

Thelight came from torches blazing on astockade wall. Behind that was the garth building. Severa
of the torches had been pitched down to set fire to dried material heaped in the open, so that the stretch
of cleared land was as light as the besieged could make it, though every haf-burned sump provided a
pool of shadow. With their hind-quarters pressed against the now barred gate of the garth enclosure
stood four hounds, showing their fangsto the night. They had not cometo that stand easily. Wounds bled
on their flanks and shoulders, and another dog lay struggling to win to itsfeet but unable to do so.

Between the edge of the wood and the gate lay at least Sx more of those vicious four-footed guards.
It looked asif they had been loosed to buy time for their masters.

"Totheright, besde the forked ssump,” Illylle whispered.
Theblack clot of stump had been fire-hollowed into an unusual shape, its center portion burnt away,

but the two outer rimsrising in projections, giving the remaining stub the gppearance of an anima heed,
ears up, dert to any sound.

Between those ears was movement, arounded shadow arising for an instant. From the rear the
skulker looked Ift, cloak spread out in the concealing sweep Ayyar used upon need. The head
turned—Ift! lllyllesfingerstightened on Ayyar's arm. The counterfeit could not be detected, at least not
here and now. Rizak whispered.

"Could That have captured some of the old true race, made them Its servants?"

"Who knows? But thisis of the Enemy." Of that Ayyar was sure. "How many?'

He searched the ground with hunter's eyes and used his nose to locate five more before him. Since
they were certainly not al bunched here, perhaps double or triple that number might be abroad.

[llylle drew asharp breeth. "They wait—for what?"

A scream answered her, such acry as only extreme fear and pain might tear from a human throat.
Out of the brush to their right stumbled aweaving figure, rags of clothing till about it, but not enough to
concedl that it was awoman. Shrieking, she staggered on between the hidden attackers who made no
moveto pull her down.

"Sheisther key to the gate," Rizak said.

Would it have worked? Perhaps, had not the hounds moved. Two of them sprang, amost as
one—not at the cregping shadows, but for the woman. Their fangs ended her screams as she was borne
to the ground. Then the hounds howled as ray beams from the stockade crisped them. Their masters
must have believed them mad.

One of thefdse Iftin gprang into the open, caught an outflung arm of the woman, hurled the body
back into the shadow of astump wheretwo of hisfelows pounced upon it and dragged it away with
them.

"Aloft—over there!" Rizak's head was up.
One of the port flitterswasin the night sky, and from it lashes of fire beat the ground.



"Back!" Ayyar pulled at Illylle. They ran from the deeth that would spare nothing in the ignited
woodland.

"Down river—south—" panted Rizak momentslater. He wasright. The rock and sand there would
not burn; they might find shelter if they could reach it. Asyet the beams struck only about the garth
clearing—but they would work out from there.

In this much they were favored, the trees took long to ignite. It was only when the flame lash touched
the lower growth that danger spread.

They heard soundsin the brush, the flight of other things. Then two figures burst into aglade on the
left—false Iftin, one wearing the rags of asmoldering cloak about his shoulders, asif hefelt no heat or
pain from that burning garment. They were heading for theriver, too.

Were those the only survivors among the attackers? Some must have been caught in thefirst lashing
of theflitter, Ayyar was sure.

"We—can—not—make—it—" Rizak coughed through the smoke.
"Totheright!" A momentary glimpse had suggested sdvation to Ayyar.

One of thetrees, dmost the size of a Great Crown, had fallen here ages past. Its roots pointed to the
sky on one side of adeep pit. From that hole came asmel Ayyar knew of old, kalcrok. He had been
web-captive in just such aburrow. But this scent was old. The burrow could not have been used lately.
Perhaps the absence of large game, driven away from the garth, had led to its abandonment.

"In!" Hefollowed hisown order, pulled Illyllewith him, to land on amat of evil-smelling debris, Rizak
diding down behind.

What Ayyar sought lay directly before him, the entrance to the inner burrow. The webs about the

walswere only tatters. Thiswas safely deserted and could save them. He scrambled forward into the
heart of the kalcrok nest hole.

It was atight fit asthey wedged into that runway in the deep earth. Somewhere dong wasaside
chamber wherein the once owner had had its nest. This should house them from the fury of the flames.
When they lay together in that evil-sméling hole, Ayyar's heart till pounded heavily.

"Jarvas, Kelemark, Lokatath—" he heard Illylle whigper.

Y es, what of the others? Had they found the small measure of safety offered by theriver lands? But
Rizak wasthinking aheed.

"Burnt-over, thisland will be bare for any searching. If they loosehounds. . . "

"These burrows have more than one door." Ayyar could speak from hisfearsome earlier experience.
"And they run straight. The other door will open nearer theriver."

"Rizak, when will the brethren now over the South Seareturn?’ 1lylle asked.



"Weroused early. They should come with the true spring.”

"To find the country arrayed against them.”

"They do not come openly ever," he defended their fellow changelings, the ones who were moved by
implanted ingtinct to invade the Forest, set the treasure traps and wait thereafter to find and aid the new
Iftin who emerged from the Green Sick astheir kindred.

"But neither have they yet faced such danger asthis" Ayyar pointed out. "They may return to find no
Forest and dl off-worlders hunting them down. That planswdll, striking in winter when we do not move."

"l cannot believe," Illylles head lay on her arm, her mouth in these close quarters so near to his cheek
that Ayyar felt the warmth of her breath with every word she spoke, "that the Mirror failed usl We saw
the flooding and the storm and what struck the Waste. That could not have escaped—"

"But we do not know the nature of That," Ayyar interrupted. "It may be that danger arouses It to
greater strength and efforts, to the summoning of more servants and warriors. With the Larsh It brought
down Iftcan. Now with these off-worlders It will hammer the remains of that city into black ash. Thereis
only oneway to face It—"

"Y es—ded with those at the port, see that they know the truth!™

Ayyar could fed the shiver run through Illylle. His own body reacted thus aswell. To go among the
unchanged, to speak to them face to face, to be so close—that was an ordedl that perhaps none of them
could stand up to, physicaly or emaotionaly. If there were some other way, onethat did not include a
meeting—a communication, until that could be used at long distance.

It would seem that Rizak's thoughts marched with hisfor now the other asked lllylle:

"These garthmen, they mount coms to keep in touch with the port, do they not?!

"No, that isworldly.” Theformer garth girl made swift answer. "Only &t the port will you find such

"Or perhapsin that camp,” Ayyar amended.

Again Rizak picked up histhought. "Any camp would be well-guarded. They would expect attack in
retdiation for the Forest spoilage.”

Ayyar's memory of the port was such asmall one. He had landed there but had till been groggy
from the deep frozen deep of alabor transport. All he could recall was standing in the line of human
wares while that bearded giant Kosberg looked them over critically to make his choice. Then he had
hel ped to transfer bundles of bark from the carts of his new master to aloading platform. He had never
seen Janus port again.

"Y ou know the port?' he asked Rizak.

"The port? No, | did not planet there. | crawled out of alifeboat that downed in the Forest, sent from
the space ship Thor stone as she passed through this solar system. The plague had hit us, but we kept
going, hunting help. When we reached here | was barely living. They threw usin lifeboatsto get rid of us.
| landed with a party of dead, but | lived. Then | found one of the treasures—and became Ift. So | do
not know Janus port at al.”

"L okatath was agarthman.” Ayyar ran down theligt. "But Kelemark, he was amedico there"

"But back in the days of the Karbon Combine," Rizak reminded him. "A lot can change in more than
fifty years. And Jarvas was a Firgt-in Scout before the port was established at dl.”

"But | wastherefor four hands of days," Illylle said. "And that was only asmall tale of seasons ago. |
know the port. Isitin your mind, Ayyar, to go there?"

"To go therefor acom. If we can get even atravel-talker we are that much closer to
communication.”

"The port," Rizak repested, "I do not know. But your thought of acom to talk to them isgood. Only
we must first get out of this burrow. Let us put our mindsto that.”



And he wasright, for there was atime during which Ayyar feared they had chosen their grave rather
than arefuge. They found breathing hard as the flames outside fed on oxygen, and they lgpsed into a
comatose condition near to what they had known during hibernation. But when they stirred again there
was moreair, though it carried the reek of smoke.

[llylle was coughing, and Ayyar felt the choking fumes biting his nose and throat. They had better
move, unlessit meant going into the fire. He rasped out as much and pushed into the passage.

“Ligen!"
But he did not need Rizak's cry. It was raining beyond. He had not expected such aheavy

downpour. Perhaps the season was later than they had thought. The floor of the burrow was wet with a
seepage of water. It must be pooling in the old trap pit. Ayyar crawled on, the othersfollowing.

A smoking mass of half-consumed vegetation had falen across the outlet. Hethrugt at it with his
sword and made them an exit. Although it was now day, the clouds were so massed that they emerged
into twilight and around them the storm best icily. The beam mounted on the flitter had accounted for the
underbrush and the crowns of the trees, but the greet trunks, charred and blistered, yet stood. Among
these they made their way to the river bank..

It was between two rocks at the improvised log and rock bridge that they came upon abody. A
white arm outflung, the flaccid hand turned up asif to cup some of the flooding rain, waswhat Ayyar saw
first. Heturned quickly.

"No!" With one hand hetried to fend off [llylle, but she had aready seen it and pushed past him to
look down a what lay beyond.

Horror faded, she leaned closer as Ayyar and Rizak joined her. There was a human face, with no
expression now, but rather a queer blankness that Ayyar did not associate with the peace of death. There
could have been no peace, however, for the throat and upper breast had been shredded away by the
hounds, and that attack had uncovered metal, wires, and broken bits of cogs.

"Robot!" Naill memory supplied the proper word.

Rizak hunkered down, ran exploring fingersaong thearm. "More—fed thid"

With distaste Ayyar followed hisexample. The"flesh” was cold, rain wet. But itstexture, to his
inexpert touch, felt the same asif it had been part of area body. Y et theripsin it were not bloody, and
there was no denying that metal lay benesth.

"A madething!" lllylle gave verdict. "But unless one knew—"

"Their key." Rizak nodded. "Send her in screaming and garth gates would open. Only thistime,
something went wrong. Those hounds knew, poor brutes, and died proving it. The false Iftin must have
dragged her thisfar because she was important to their plans. Then, for some reason they had to
abandon her. Which may be the worst mistake they have ever made!”

"How?" lllylle wanted to know.

"We needed some proof. Well, we may not have afdse Ift, but we do have something here to make
any off-worlder think. Thisisunlike any robot | ever saw, but it isarobot. Now, suppose we put her out
in plain sght. Intimethey will send a snoop scouter over here, perhaps more than one. Let them find her
and begin to wonder!"

Hewasright, Ayyar knew. Give the port authorities amystery such asthis, and they would be more
amenableto belief in adifference between Ift and false Ift.

"Thosefdse Iftin—are they asthis?' Illylle wondered.
"Perhaps. But—who made this and where?"

Ilylleleaned till farther over the battered robot, drawing deep breaths. "Thereis no need to ask,
brother. The stench of evil has not been washed away by therain. This, too, is of the White Forest."

"I do not see how it can be," Ayyar protested. What did he know of the Enemy? He had been once



taken prisoner by awalking space suit of antique design which had herded him and Illylle through the
Crystd Forest to imprisonment at the depths of a chasm. But—this roboat, it could only be the work of a
high technology of atype of civilization he could not equate with Janus & all.

"Do you not see," Illylle demanded of him now, "we know so little of That. Remember the space ship
that sat on the desert sands— Perhapsthere are other shipslost in the Waste, things from which That
may usea will!"

Possible of course. But there was no use wasting time in speculation now. Ayyar helped Rizak free
the robot woman from between the rocks, stretch out the body face up in the open to be clearly seen. If
Rizak wasright concerning the coming of a scout snooper, this ought to be in port hands soon.
Meanwhile, they must get back acrosstheriver and find the rest of their own party.

"Let ustrust that they madeit across." Rizak glanced back in the direction they had taken when they
had reached the other bank of the river. "With thiswesther that dam-bridge will not last long.”

"Where do welook for them? At the Mirror?"

"No." It was only afeding, but the belief that it wasright made Ayyar put force into hisanswer. "To
the south.”

The narrow sealay south, and somehow its dune-hilled shore promised safety. To the port men the
Forest would be the proper place to hunt their demon fugitives. Perhaps the others agreed with him, for
they did not dispute.

Here where there were no trees, the brush and rocky outcrops must provide them with cover, and
they kept to what was offered, listening ways for any sound of aflitter. They had worked their way well
downstream from the crossing when they heard ahum and lay flat among the stones. "Hovering," Rizak
murmured. "1 think they have sghted our lady."

"Ahh—"

To ther night-oriented eyesthat flash of flame was dmogt blinding. Thosein the flitter werelaying
about with abeam, making sure that the body was not bait in atrap, or, if S0, that the would-be trappers
were taken care of before they landed.

"Move"

With the flitter so occupied, they must put more space between themselves and it. Ayyar trotted
around ashdf of rock to halt and look down. Thisgravel held no tracks, but just asthe stink of the false
Iftin was to be easily scented, so did his nogtrils now inform him that those of the true blood had passed
thisway, and avery short time ago. Some of their party, if not al, had aso won to thisside of theriver
and were heading seaward.

When they werewd | away from the vicinity of theflitter, Ayyar whistled. To earsnot trained in Iftin
cals, the noteswere asong of ariver bird. And he continued to whistle so at intervas until he was
answered. Thereplying trill took them into amaze of shrub, winter-thinned but till walled into thickets.
And here, in awide nest of marsh grasses and cut reeds, which had once been thelair of afinkang, they
found Jarvas and Kelemark.

"There—someoneis hurt!"

Thethird formin Ift clothing lay to one Side, and Ayyar started forward. That could only be
Lokatath. But why should he be tossed so—and there was something strange about his body— It took
Ayyar aminute of sharp study to see that that strangeness was due to the fact that the supine form lacked
haf askull!

Rizak strode forward to gaze down. " So we have another machine!™ His mouth puckered wryly asif
he wished to spit upon the body.
"Another one? Then you have also found one of these things?" Jarvas demanded.

"A woman—fashioned to resemble a garth dweller. She must have been used to open the gates, but
the hounds finished her. Or did you not see?'



"We saw. What did you do with her?

Rizak smiled. "Weleft her where she has dready been found. To give the off-worlders something to
think about." He went down on one knee to ingpect the Iftin robot the closer. "Clever! Mesting thisone
faceto face, | would say hewas|Ift. Until | saw this—" He jerked athumb at the broken head and the
mass of melted wires and other materid it contained.

"No, you would not!" Illylle corrected him sharply. "Thisisevil! Y our nosewould tdll you that.”

"But off-worlders do not have such noses,” Jarvas reminded her. "And thefase Ift could seem trueto
those not of our kind. Clever indeed, with adevil's cleverness. In thisfashion That has set abarrier
between us and any garthman or off-worlder."

Rizak agreed. "But Ayyar suggests we try contact by com—"

"Com!" Kelemark siwvung around to look at the younger Ift. " And where will we find one of those?"

"At the port,” Ayyar returned. "All we need is a hand-talker—get one of those and—" He spoketo

Jarvas. "Y ou were aFirgt-in Scout, you know the official codes. Suppose you broadcast, would they not
hear you out? Redlly ligen?’

"They might. If we had acom. But to pick one up at the port—" Jarvas stopped. His expression
changed from one of irritetion at stupidity to thoughtfulness.

"WhereisLokatath?' lllylle asked. "Did he—was he lost?"

Kedemark shook his head. "No. He has gone to the signa rocks on the coast. There must be a
beacon set there to warn the brothren.”

She amiled. "Wise, very wise. But we cannot look forward now to an early planting—and perhaps
they will not come soon.”

"That isit. We do not know how early we have been awakened. So we dare take no chance.”

Jarvas seated himsdlf cross-legged in the deserted nest and brushed aside the fabric of its stuff at one
edge, clearing asmall space of ground. On it helaid out small pebbles.

"Thisisthe port—am | right, Kelemark?'

The former medico looked over his shoulder. "I have not seen it for many years—"

"But lllylle has," interrupted Ayyar. " She went there not many seasons ago for medical aid when her
mother wasdying. Illylle?!

"Yes." Shesat down in turn to face Jarvas across the cleared space. "Here iswhere the shipsland
and of those there are never many. Once each tenth of ayear agovernment cruiser comesin. Between
times, at the harvest season—the traders.”

"Do not forget,” Rizak warned, "that by now they may have beamed acall for off-planet help.”

"Concerning that we shall have to take our chances,” returned Jarvas. "So—the shipsland to the
west. What else?"

"Here'—she put down alarger sone—"isthe building that houses the customs and the other
government offices. Next isthe hospita, then the barracks of the police, beyond—the quarters of those
otherswho work there. Here are the sheds for the storing of the lattamus bark waiting to be
shipped—that isdl. Oh, yes, another building here to house and store the working machines.”

"That isfarther north, and now it must be empty,” commented Ayyar.

"North," Jarvas sudied the plan. "They are blagting into Iftcan from thisdirection.” A sweep of his
hand indicated east. "And they patrol aong the river. To the northwest is the untouched Waste and That
'sstronghold. Also we are haunted by time.”

"Thegarthsmugt dl be derted.” Illylle rested her chin upon an upheld fist, her ebow based on her
knee. "Perhaps they have offered the safety of the port to any of the garthmen who care to come there.”

"And would any?' asked Ayyar.



"I do not know. All their beliefs are againgt it, but perhapsin great extremity some would. Himmer's
lieshere—" she gestured to the north and east of their present camp.

They waited for her to continue, aware some purpose moved in her mind.

"Himmer's| know. Also, | know the anima s there. Himmer has two phas broken to ride. They will
come to the call—so mounted . . ."

"Too wild achance." Jarvas denied her plan. "Every garth will be sanding dert for attack—they
would have hounds out."

"How did the garth that was attacked cdl theflitter?' Ayyar asked suddenly. "Theflyer camein
ready to blast—they must have been ready for trouble.”

"Maybe the garths have coms now, because of this" mused Rizak.

"Andif they have—" began Ayyar.

"No—trying to get to one of those, undetected, would be like walking bare-handed into a kalcrok
web, expecting to talk that double mouth out of fanging onel" Kelemark protested.

"Thereisthe scout flitter—and that—" Rizak nodded to the robot Ift. "Plant that out in the open as
we did the other. Let them seeit.”

"They will take good care to flamelash dl around before they ground, and everyonein the crew will
be wearing ablaster," Kelemark pointed out.

But lllylle looked thoughtful. " Suppose we have away to defeat such caution?”
"How?" Ayyar wanted to know.
ll% ba.k_ll

Old lore was what she called upon now, the Forest learning. Bark stripped from asmall, red-brown
tree with leaves so tiny that even in thefull life of summer it never looked to be more than autumn-bare,
pounded and fed into afire, made a smoke which stupefied and bewildered. 1t had been used to finish off
kalcroks, when those monsters could be kept from retreating into the deep corridors of their dens.

"They will expect onetrap, give them adifferent one—" she began when Ayyar picked up her idea
and elaborated uponiit.

"Pick aplacethat is open but that has brush around it at alittle distance. They will fire that before
they land. The sal bark will bein that brush. If we have any luck, we can then use the com of theflitter or
the persond travel-talk of one of its crew.”

"And the sal fumes, thefire, how do we oursalveswalk through those?" Rizak asked dryly.

"Wefind aplace closeto theriver," Kelemark chimed in. "One of ustakesto the water and waits.
The s smokewill not last long—we shal not be able to find too much of the bark—if we are lucky
enough to discover any."

Jarvas laughed shortly. "Asbizarre ascheme as| have ever heard—but—"

"Y ou are forgetting something. Are you now more men than Iftin?" lllylle frowned at them. "Men must
depend upon what their two hands hold, their eyes see, their ears hear. There are other powers that can
root in those senses and by belief grow beyond the visible and the touchable. | have lost much, but oncell
was a Chooser of Seed and a Sower, and from such planting there was growth beyond the normal. It
was our gift and we used it well then, aswe must do now!"

A little of the awe that had touched Ayyar a the Mirror of Thanth when thisdim girl had called upon
powerstruly beyond mortal sight and sound again shadowed hismind. 1llylle seemed so sure of what she
said that her confidence carried over to the others.

The search for sal bark sent them out among the rocks, though not into the fringes of the Waste. For
athing of such virtue could not be found in that garden of al ill. Kelemark wasright; any harvest would
be a scanty one. Ayyar had perhaps two handfuls, taken from one small seedling, when he returned.
[lylle herself had done best, for she had made abag of part of her cloak, and it was a quarter filled with



the aromatic twigs.

Jarvas vanished up river in search of aproper place to set out the bait and the rest worked with care,
using one of their cloaks to keep off the rain which was now adrizzle, asthey shredded each tiny piece
of precious bark into one pile. When they had done, Illylle ran her hands back and forth throughiit,
crooning in awhisper. Ayyar did not strive to distinguish her words, for this he knew was agrowing
chant. Not the chant, of course; that was too sacred for any such use, but ill one to send virtue into
their smdl pileof <.

Rizak shared out supplies, mainly the flat nut-meet bread from the Iftsgastores. The refreshing sap
which had awakened them had sustained them for long, but now they must turn to redl food.

"With the night our chance passesfor now." Kelemark leaned back against arock.
"Thereisaways another sunsat.” Illylle shook bits of bark from her fingers.

Y es, thought Ayyar, there was dways another sunset. Y et time did not linger for the good of any
man—or for Ift—or for That which moved back there in the Waste, the thing they had gone into winter
deep believing muzzled, defeated— Defeated? It would seem that they had witnessed only asmal
opening skirmish in that spectacular meeting of powers when the Mirror had overflowed itsbasin, not a
find battle. And That had resources beyond any they had dreamed.

The knowledge that had gone into the making of the fase Ift—that was not born of the haf mysticd,
other-worldly influence Ayyar thought pertained to the redlm of That Which Abides. It wasfar closer
akin to off-world technology.

What had Illylle said—other ships planeting mayhap, out in the Waste, their cargoes open for That's
use? The woman robot, yes, that could have come from such a ship. Not the Iftin, however. Those were
of Janus. Someone or something had fashioned those to be used for this purpose—to set dl Iftin apart as
outlaws and the hunted. Was this off-world—not part of That at all? No—they knew the stench of old,
and it clung to the false ones.

They must learn what their half memories continued to deny them—the nature of That Which Abides.
If It was not a power beyond description, like unto that which arose from the Mirror, then It must be
force of another kind. But they must know!

Ayyar turned his head, looking westward to the Waste. They had seen, other than the fase Iftin
attack, no sgn of any movement out of there. The flying thing which had once spied upon him and Illylle,
the walking space suit—none of those had appeared. This strip dong the river was normal healthy
ground. But—there was the White Forest, and the chasm, and somewhere the true lurking place of That.

Jarvas did between two rocks, joining them after awhistle announced his coming.

"Thereisagood place not too far away. Also, theflitter continuesto patrol. But we must wait until
mic-morn—"

"Morning!" Rizak grunted. "Very wel, wewait."

It was difficult to reverse the natural order of things, to deep through the cool of early morn until

dawn and wait for the deadening sun and the light of full day. But they had to adapt to man'stime again if
they would accomplish their purpose.

Ayyar took thelast turn at guard, watching westward. Nothing stirred there. In the Forest there
would have been life which he could understand, with which he fdlt kinship, which would bolster the
spirit. There, there was nothing—save the fedling that storm gathered. Not agae of wind and rain and
massed cloud, but another kind. And they must be prepared to face it as best they could. From it there
would be no shelter, no hiding place.



AY

Gullies of sand, hardened by winter frost, ran between rocks as might rivers of water. And the
water—Ayyar looked at it with little favor. Therewasiceinit. At least the rain had stopped and the
clearing sky gave promise of abright day—far too bright for Iftin tastes. In the dawn, till comforting to
their eyes, they were setting their trap.

The robot body was placed to sprawl convincingly haf across arock. Its protective camouflage
cloak was ripped away, the form could be plainly seen. Around it were winter-dried brush and reeds,
and into thisthey wovetheir sd, putting the larger amount to the north from which the wind blew.

Jarvas made alast adjustment to the bait and stepped back. They had drawn lots for the one who
must lie in the water to spring the trap, and Ayyar did not know whether to be glad or sorry that the
banded stone had been his portion.

Now, stripped of cloak, pack, everything save his clothing and his sword, he lay at the water's edge,
ready to take to the stream when and if they heard the coming of a scout flitter. So loosely woven atrap,
yet it was the best they could devise.

Ayyar put out ahand the let the chill of theriver flow acrossit as he cupped his pam and brought it
up, spilling drops. Illylle was not the only one to remember old invocations. Once Ayyar of Ky-Kyc had
held a curioudy marked cup and poured its contents thus upon the earth and spoken such words as
Naill-Ayyar whispered now:

"Asthus| pour thiswater by my strength and will, so may my enemy be poured, to lie heplessand
spent upon the earth!”

That prayer had not influenced the Larsh, nor would it probably be any more effective against
off-worlder, garthman, or That. But man—or Ift—needs must cling to some belief or hope in something
greater than himsdlf a such an hour.

He clipped the leaf goggles down over hiseyes. They had been right in their fears; the day would be
bright. And there was some taste of pring intheair, asif the heavy beat of rain had unlatched the prison
door for another season.

Spring in Iftcan! Ayyar caught at scraps of memory dim and faded, yet his blood ran quicker, like the
sap rising joyfully through the Great Crownsand al that grew in the Forest, as he remembered this small
picture and that. Spring was for seeding, not for degth. Y et death had been forced upon Ayyar once
before and now faced him again. He had his hand and asword in it—that was the way for Ift to ever
front the Enemy!

There was a buzz—davez, his mind identified—very early for that insect to seek theriver. Helay
very dill. If onedid not move, the stinging blood-sucker would not attack.

Then came a sound greeter than any insect buzz—the flitter! He did not need Jarvas warning whistle
to send him into the water between a storm-battered tree and rocks. The hum grew louder.
Now—surely they would sight the robot! And if the woman thing found earlier had aroused interest—

Yes! Ayyar sank beneath the water asthe hiss of aflame beam lashed across the water-logged tree,



swept the rocks, onto the brush screen now between him and the robot. The wind and the height of the
riverbank should keep the sl fumes away from him, but it was a chancy thing.

With awhisper of displaced air, they were landing. Now he must angle around arock and crouch
again. Ayyar jerked and amost cried out—he had forgotten the davez, and the pain of the sting was
sharp. He struck at his shoulder, flattening the insect feeding greedily, and then was ashamed at hislack
of control. What if that movement had betrayed him to those in the flitter?

"Over there—cover mel"

Thewordsin Basic sounded odd, asif in aforeign tongue once well known but just dightly
remembered. Ayyar pulled himself between two rocks. Above, the smoke swirled. Would enough of it
reach the men—one climbing out, the other till in the small cabin? Ayyar watched the off-worlder stride
confidently to the robot and put out a hand to settle on its hunched shoulder. Then he coughed, shook his
head vigoroudy, and fanned smoke away from hisface. He tugged one-handedly at the false Ift before,
with amutter of exasperation, he holstered his blaster and used a double grip to work loose the leg
Jarvas and Kelemark had spent so much time wedging tight.

"Another robot," he called back over his shoulder. "It seemsto be caught fast—" He staggered
againg the rock. Then he turned and took a step or two toward the flyer before he dumped to the
ground.

"Rashon!” The hail from theflitter brought his head up, but he could only crawl, and before he
reached the cabin door, he lay face down and till.

"Reghon!”

A hand holding ablaster swung into Ayyar's line of vision. Sa smoke had knocked out one of them,
but hisfdlow had been in the cabin. Had enough of the fumes entered there? The off-worlder emerged
crouching, hiseyes darting from sde to Sde, surveying the smoking brush wall. Hooking one hand in the
fabric of hisfellow'stunic, he tried to drag Rashon back to the cabin. But the fact that his comrade was a
larger and heavier man made that difficult. However, he made avdiant try, refusing to put up hiswesapon.

Wind drove smoke about him. Ayyar heard a desperate burst of coughing. Then the would-be
rescuer haf fdl, half flung himsdlf at the cabin door, to fal acrossthe entrance.

Ayyar whistled. They had no idea how long the narcotic effects of the smoke would last. Thushe
must search at once for what was needed, and the others were prepared to pull him out if he too
succumbed. With awet-deeved arm held across nogtrils and mouth, Ayyar approached theflitter. It
would seem that that last burst of smoke was the end product of the burning s, for Ayyar could smell
nothing now but the brush &fire.

Heforced himsdf to theflitter, revulsion for the off-world machine weakening him. Therewasacom
unit in there, right enough, but it was built in. Perhaps Jarvas could command his antipathy long enough to
use the broadcaster for asingle message. But on the other hand, either man might wear atravel-talk.

The shrinking in him was worse pain than any davez sting, but Ayyar dared not surrender toit.
Putting out his quivering hands, he turned over the man lying in the cabin doorway. What he wanted was
fastened to one outflung wrist. Shuddering, Ayyar fumbled with the sedl-catch, jerked free the strap, and
brought away the call disk. It was as though he held unmentionable foulness againgt his|ft flesh. So
greatly had the change conditioned him against those who had once been his own kind that he could
hardly continueto grasp that smdl round of metd, the strap still warm from the arm againgt which it had
been locked.

But grimly holding on, he plunged down the riverbank to the place beyond the smoldering fire, where
the others waited. He dropped the com on arock, unable any longer to stand its touch, and then tramped
away some paces to retch and retch again.

When, swesting and shivering, he returned, only Jarvas and the girl were there. Jarvas, beads of
moisture gathering on his hairless head, was examining the com.



"Whereare—?" Ayyar began hoarsdly.

[llylle nodded to the now amost dead fire. "They send the off-worlders back to port. Rizak setsthe
autometic return. They will carry with them thefdse Ift.”

"But why—?"

"He says'—she nodded to Jarvas who was till rapt in concentration over the com—"their safe return
there shdl prove our good will. They will now believe morein his messageif they receiveit.”

They saw theflitter rise, swing about, head in the direction of the port. Then the other two Iftin came
unsteadily to join them. Rizak sank down, his head thrown back, his eyes closed, his mouth hanging open
alittle, his chest heaving. To have entered the cabin and set the controls must have taken a strength of will
such as Ayyar was sure he did not possess. Why had the change set in dl of them such aterrible aversion
to those who had once been blood, flesh, and bone kin to them? Jarvas had said it must be a safety
measure provided by those master Iftin biologists—to keep the new race gpart until they werein such
numbers they could not be reabsorbed by their own kind. But the master biologists had not foreseen this
present difficulty. How could Iftin ded with those who made them physicaly ill to approach, mentaly
disturbed? Perhgps dl their communication could come only through such adevice as Jarvas struggled
now to make operative.

"Canit beused?' lllylle dared to ask.

Jarvas face was drawn, wasted. He kept his place near the rock by manifest effort.

"We can only try," he mumbled. The cover of the com had been raised. Instead of spegking into its
tiny mike, Jarvas held two twigs together just above its surface. Now he clicked those together in a
pattern of sound that meant nothing to Ayyar.

Twice helooked up, histwigs slent, alost, wondering expresson momentarily crossing hisface, asif
some supposedly well-rooted memory had failed him. Then he went on, less confidently, but with dogged
purpose. It wasin mid-click that he was interrupted by the com itself. The voice wasthin, metdlic:

"Vorcors! Vorcorsl What are you doing?' There was a peremptory sharpness, ademand for the
truth and that speedily.

Once more, and more dowly, Jarvas clicked.

"Vorcorsl What in the name of the Seventh Serpent?' Then there was complete quiet, save for
Jarvas clicking out of acode once dmost better known to him than the name of Pate Sissions, how long
ago, how far away? And Pate Sissonswas no Ift.

"They ought to betaping it," Kelemark remarked. "Once let them decode it—"

"If they can." Rizak's answer was ahaf whisper. He pointed to Jarvas. The clicking grew ever
dower, the moments of puzzlement longer, closer together. It was asif the longer he Stroveto use his
off-world memory, the more difficult it became.

At last he turned to them with awry grimace. "That ismy best, | am afraid. One more run through.
And let ustrust | did not do aspoorly as| fear!”

Hereadied histwigs, but that metalic voice came from the com:

"Y ou—whoever you are—we have afix on you!"

Rizak glanced up and over his shoulder asif hefeared to see a scout aready hovering to descend.
"Why should they warn us?' Ayyar wondered.

"Perhaps,” Illylle answered him, "because Jarvasis not asinept as he fears. Perhaps dready they
have read or found someone who knows his code. Shall we wait to meet them?'

Jarvas shook his head. "Not now, not until we know more. However—" The twigs he had used for
message sending he now put to another use. Wet and dipped in the ash of the burned bushes, they
provided him with clumsy writing materids. And around the com on the rock he put some symbols, not in
any off-world writing Ayyar knew but in one that must have potent meaning, or at least Jarvas believed



S0 enough to take pains over the inscription.

They headed south, their cloaks and packs weighing on them. Ayyar had lost dl the strength he had
gained from drinking Iftsgas sap. His head whirled giddily at intervas, and he wondered how long he
could keep the pace Kelemark set. Somewhere before them was the sea, but still the Waste brooded on
their right hand. And in it things stirred; he was as sure of that asif he could see them.

A small copse provided them with a bresthing space. Even so limited a siretch of woodland was
refreshing. Ayyar rested on the dried leaves of other seasons, but he dared not close his eyes. Sleep was
too close, waighting hiseyelids, dowing hisbody.

"What will they do?Will they come?" Illylle questioned.

"I do not know." Jarvas twisted a scrap of moss he had picked up absently. "1 do not doubt they had
thefix. And they must believe in the code, or they would have attacked without warning. In ashort time
theflitter will come home with the crew safe, plusthe robot. That should prove our good will. When they
come, they will read what | wrote about the com. Even in acentury, the scout recognition symbols
cannot have atered too much. They may then send amessage off-world, to trace one Pate Sissons.”

"But dl that will take much timel" protested lllylle.

"Yes. And timewe may not have. But just now | see no better way. Do any of you?"

Even lllylle was forced to concede he wasright. But Ayyar noted that she turned her head now and
then, to stare out over the Waste. He wondered if she also had that sensation of awatcher there, biding
time for apurpose that in the end would do them no good.

Though they listened, there was no sound on the com of any flitter homing. Ayyar could not deny his
disappointment, though he knew that it was foolish to hope for such aquick reply. As Jarvas had pointed
out—the port authorities must be checking and rechecking.

Thelftin did not go any farther than the edge of the dune land. And it was there that L okatath came
to them. A raw and bleeding scratch crossed one cheek, asif some branch had laid whip to him, and he
breathed with the heavy gasps of one who had gone a distance at a speed he had to drive himself to hold.

"They mugter!" He pulled himsdlf to adiding stop by holding to abush.

"The off-worlders?'

L okatath shook his head in answer to Jarvas question. "Those—from there—" He pointed with his
chinto the west.

"The wytes are out coursing the Waste. And they hunt with the false Iftin—who move toward the
river!”

"How many?'

Lokatath shrugged. "Who can tell? They weave in and out, and it would seem that the ground itself
sometimes moves to hide them or to confuse—"

"Asit can,” agreed lllylle. "That has many strange powers. But why do they movein the day—7?"

"Becausetimeisour enemy; can you think of abetter reason?" Rizak wanted to know. "That is
aware that we are here somewhere, that we were unable to follow the brothren overseaslast fdl. So It
has launched this attack. Thuswhen our kin do return, they must land in the thick of it, perhapsto be
burned down before they know the why or even that they have any enemied!”

"And what of our com messages?" It was Ayyar following the old pattern of marshaling histhoughts
aoud. "If those from the port find the fal se Iftin waiting there when they come, they will deemit atrap.”

"Yes" Jarvas acknowledged. " Therefore—we must discover wherefore this horde moves and if they
planto leavethe Waste." He balled hisright hand into afist and ground it into the palm of theleft. "If only
our memorieswere sharper! | had thought Its servants did not venture beyond the Waste—yet thefase
Iftin crossed theriver.”

"Never forget the Larsh. They moved at That'swill beyond the barriers of the Oath. What seemsto



bind the master does not prevent the servant from carrying out orders,” lllyllereplied.

"One of my last clear Ayyar memoriesisthat of ditting awyte at the very foot of a Great Crown. Y et
in an earlier day such would not even bay at the distant shadow of Iftcan,” added Ayyar. "l say again,
what of any who are drawn to the com? Trap of our setting it will not be, unless unwittingly, but trap it
may well provel”

"Therefore’—Jarvas got to hisfest—"trap it must not be! If we losethis chanceto tel them thetruth,
we might aswell flee before the wind like leaves, with no hope of a seeding. So—now we must spread
oursalves. lllylle, you most of al have need to fear attention from That. What would It not giveto have
even amemory-crippled Sower within Its hold. Therefore—back to the seashore for you."

"And for the same reason"—she rose to front the standing Jarvas—"must you be careful, Jarvas. Oh,
yes, you remember less of the Words and the Gift even than do I, but once you had them. And who
knows whether That might not have Its own ways to awaken more memory than you wish. Therefore,
run not into anet.”

He smiled, but grimly. "Perhaps | alone have other memories to convince those from the port of who
and what we are. Therefore, | have no choice but to return to our ordained meeting and there do the best
| can. Now—" He faced therest of them. "Rizak will come with me. And Kelemark, do you go seaward
with lllylle. For you twain"—helooked now to Ayyar and L okatath—"scouting—one north, one along
theriver. Decide which between you."

"And west?' Lokatath asked.

"West we shdl leave, for now. To track the enemy on hisown ground isarisk we are not yet driven
to taking. It is more necessary to see what garthmen and port force are about.”

They stripped off their packs but kept their cloaks for cover. Illylle and Kelemark, loaded with the
supplies, started south, the rest, north.

"Smell it, brothers?' Lokatath's nostrils were wide, his head up, as he tested the air from the west.

"Yes, false Ift—and others—" Ayyar made identification.

"I will take crossriver if you agree," Lokatath said. "That land isknown to me." Out of the garths as
he was, the choice was sensible.

So once more Ayyar trotted north. At first he would share the trail with Jarvas and Rizak. Then he
would be on his own with perhaps the remains of Iftcan ashisfina godl.

The sun was high and bright. Even wearing the leaf goggles, they suffered. But they saw nothing
move, save now and then abird intheair, an animd or stream dweller going about its business. Burnt
lengths of wood drifted down the current, bringing the rank desth stench with them. Ayyar did not doubt
that those destroying the Forest were still about that murderous business. And could the Iftin hope to
prevail in any argument againgt the hatred and hysteria of the garthmen? Or the determination of those
from the port?

"Hitter! Northeast—"

As onethey took to such cover asthe ground afforded at Rizak's warning. The hum they could hear,
but it was a second or two before they saw the machine against the too-bright sky.

"Too late! We cannot get there before they ground—" Jarvas muttered.

"In more ways than one, too late!" Ayyar added. From the Waste came ashrill yapping that roughed
his skin, brought hand to sword hilt, and blade half out of its sheath before he was conscious of that
move. "Thewytes are coursing.”

Garthmen had their hounds, so did That. But the wytes were not any hound such as honest flesh
would own. Once beforein thistime he had faced them asthey bayed at Illylle and him in the Enemy's
seared land. They could be killed or sent to what they knew as death, but only one by one, whereas they
hunted and dew as a pack.

"They dosein—" hecried.



"Seeking— Ah, look you!" Rizak's cry was even louder. Theflitter was larger than the scout they had
grounded to gain acom. It was coming fast. But from somewhere deep in the heart of the Waste, there
flashed a searing beam to mest it, envelop it with incandescence.

All three of the Iftin fell upon their knees, their handsto their eyes, blinded for amoment. Ayyar
knew astab of fear. Were they to be blinded in truth? Painful tearstrickled from beneath the lids he kept
tightly closed. All he could see wasred, blood red, filling the world.

"Isit—isit gone?' Out of the red world he heard Rizak ask that. Againgt hiswill he opened his eyes.
Red, morered. But through it dimly he could distinguish rock and brush. He was not blind!

The hum of theflitter he no longer heard. The machine must have flamed into nothingnessin that
beam. But now he was dragged to one side asahand fell heavily on his shoulder and gripped him tightly.

"lt—itisdill flying—anding—!"

Blurred as his sight now was, Ayyar could see that Jarvas was right. There was theflitter, no longer
conceded by adazzle of light, descending asif normaly piloted. Y et the hum of motor was gone. And
now the shrilling of the wytes arose to a scream that hurt his ears, to add to the pain of his outraged eyes.
That pain acted as a spur. He got to hisfeet and started to run, though he staggered from side to side,
toward the place where the flitter would ground. Behind him he heard the others coming, at intervals
during that awful baying.

Why he was so bound and what he would do there, Ayyar had no idea. But that he must do this, he
knew. And he swayed out into the open asthe flitter touched down, without thinking for the moment that
he might well be running into the fire of blasters. Only, as some measure of sense came back to him, he
stopped. There was no opening of the cabin door.

"Dead?' Rizak asked from hisright.

"Perhaps." Jarvas advanced to the flyer, walking in an odd, tiff-legged fashion, hisbody rebelling
againg the orders of hismind.

But before he could set hand to the flitter, the cabin door did back and aman crawled into the open
on hands and knees, falling the few feet to the ground. Scrabbling for leverage, he then advanced, till on
hands and knees and crept back to the side of the flyer where he pulled himsalf up. He wore the tunic of
the port security police, and officer's star on the shoulder, and he stared straight before him asif he were
asblind as Ayyar had been moments earlier.

A second man emerged in the same helpless fashion. This one was older, and he had acivilian'stunic.
He sprawled forward, lying face down, moaning alittle, providing astumbling block for the third man,
thisyoung onein apilot'suniform.

"In shock, | think." Rizak supplied one explanation. "Ligten!"

A wyte bay, very loud and clear. To the hunters from the Waste these off-worlders would prove
easy prey. Jarvas clutched the arm of the pilot.

"Get them—we must take them away before—" he ordered in gasps.

To touch—to hold and support one of those men—he could not! Every atom in Ayyar screamed
that. But he must! He had to! They could not be left for the wytes.

He stooped and caught at the outflung hand of the elder man, pulling a him. To hissurprisethe
off-worlder arose, asif he needed only Ayyar'stug to bring him to obedience. He got to hisfeet and
alowed the Ift to lead him back among the rocks where they had asmall, avery smal chance a defense.
And as easily, the other two came with Jarvas and Rizak. But they continued to stare straight ahead, no
changein their blank faces, asif they were now the robots.

Once among the rocks the Iftin set the off-worlders at the back of that small space and faced
outward, their swords drawn and ready.



V

They had chosen, to the best of their ability, that temporary fortress, and, it would seem, with luck
they had chosen well. The off-worlders were backed by rocks, and nothing could come at them from
that side, while—before the sword-armed I ftin—the passage was narrow. Not more than two of the
wytes could storm them at atime. There could be no pack maneuver there to drag them down.
Only—perhaps servants of another speciesfollowed. Would it be this day that the true Iftin faced the
fdse?

Ayyar listened until it seemed to him that his whole body was one giant ear. For along moment now
the wyte had not given tongue. He could hear the murmur of theriver, other sounds al norma. Why were
the Enemy running mute?

Then he drew a sharp breath. From here they could see theflitter. Something dim, white, narrow of
head, long and bony of leg, pattered into the open and rounded the flyer to sniff at the open cabin door,
thrusting its head and shouldersinto the interior in search. The wyte withdrew to nose the ground over
which the off-worlders had sscumbled. Now it swung around to stare at the rocks and sighted the waiting
Iftin. Its jaws opened; athin, pale tongue showed. The creature flung back its head, voiced one of the
dhrill howlsthat hurt Iftin eers and rang ingde Iftin minds.

So having summoned, it trotted forward to hunker down well beyond the range of any prudent
sword. A movement beside Ayyar caught his eye. Rizak fumbled at the belt of the off-worlder he had
guided. His hand moved jerkily, force of will tensing hisbody until hisfingers closed about the butt of the
blaster holstered there. With strained, clumsy movements, he brought that hand around, as though the
light weapon in hisgrip was an amogt intolerable weight. The barrel rested on arock top, pointing at the
wyte. Rizak fired.

Fire sped to dazzle and hurt their eyes, their goggles notwithstanding. Therewas no cry from the
wyte—the beam had been too swift. It left degth behind in atwisted thing resembling the gnarled roots of
along dead tree. Ayyar rubbed his smarting eyes, goggles pushed up. As he snapped them back into
place he waited, tense, for some answer to the summons the wyte had voiced. Rizak had finished off the
pack scout, but it was only one of many. And could blasters ded aswell with robot Iftin?

"Riversde—to the south—" Jarvas ordered suddenly.

Ayyar was dismayed. To leave this shdlter, small asit was, for the open wasrank folly.
But—perhaps to wait for untold odds could be stupid too.

"Come!" Jarvas poke in Basic to the off-worlder of the police. He raised the other'slimp arm,
placed its hand upon his own shoulder. But now Ayyar saw the eyesin that dack face move, fasten on
Jarvas. And surely there was dawning intelligence—awarenessin them!

With each of them guiding one of the off-worlders, the Iftin went down dope to the ice-packed
grave of the water's edge.

"Look!" Ayyar whirled, knocking his charge back and down. But Rizak needed no warning. He
sprayed the beam of the blaster, and the things that had moved in upon them from the south twisted in its



flame. Wytes—three of them—running mute.

"What—what— Who—are—you?"

The voice speaking halting Basic dartled Ayyar. He had come, even in that short time, to think of the
off-worlders as semi-inanimate, without any claim to asharein this, mere burdensfor the Iftin. Now he
looked at the man he had knocked to the ground. He was older than the flyer and his face was no longer
blank. He raised a hand, reaching for aweapon; Jarvas spokefirst.

"Get on your fest, if you can. Herethey come again!”

No warning bay from the wyte, nothing but aflicker of movement from among the rocks. Rizak cried
out. In hisforearm hung the quivering shaft of an arrow. He dropped the blaster, and in the same second
Ayyar sooped to scoop it up. He rayed a green-clad figure standing among the rocks, but it did not fall,
though the beam crisped away its clothing.

"Thehead!" Jarvas shouted. "Aim for the head!"

Aim? It was hard to hold thisalien weapon at al. It shook and wavered. He rested the barrel on his
forearm to steady it, shivering at its touch. But the second sweep of that beam went in across the head of
the archer. The fase Ift did not stagger, but it began to run back and forth with small jerky steps—until its
erratic course brought it to the top of asmall cliff and it crashed over and down, to be hidden from their
sight. Another arrow clattered againgt the stone at Ayyar's shoulder. There was no going south into that.

"Back—upstream—"

The off-worlder who had spoken got to his feet and obeyed Jarvas order asif he were one of them.
He had his blaster out and accounted for the second silent rush of wytes asthey flowed down upon the
party. Ayyar's hand shook so he could not aim properly, only sent abeam spraying across the rocks.

Then, as suddenly asthe attack had lipped toward them, it was finished. Nothing stirred among the
rocks, and even that heaviness of spirit that had been a cloak about those who served That lifted from
them, though whether this could be depended upon asasigna of the Enemy'sretreat Ayyar could not be
aure.

"Who areyou?' Again came that demand from the off-worlder. His blaster was now covering the
three of them.

"We are Iftin—of the Forest," Jarvasreplied.
"More robots—" The pilot's hand struck the blaster from Ayyar'shold.

"Not s0. Y our robots are out there." Jarvas pointed to the west. Y ou have just seen them and their
houndsin action. We l&ft you one of them to let you know the truth—"

"Asif webdieveyou—"

"Hanford" Thethird of theflitter crew—he of the police—cut in sharply. "Who sgnaed thus—" He
repested a stream of numerals.

"Two, seven, nineg," Jarvas added. "Pate Sissons, First-in Scout.”
"Whereishe?' the pilot demanded.

"Heiswith us; he sent that message," Jarvas said. "We are not the robots, nor do we have any
dliancewith That which controlsthem. They are being used to createll feding between us and you
off-worlders.”

The man who had halted Hanfors outburst lowered his blaster an inch or so. He looked to the ol dest
of their number inquiringly and the other spoke:

"Y ou brought us down—to tdl usthis?'
"No. That brought you down, to be an easy kill for Its servants.”
"Andjust whet is That?'

"| can give you no answer. Only It isapower which has existed for ages, which has dways stood as
an enemy to my people, and which moves againgt us now through you."



"Through us?'

"Y ou fire the Forest, grub out its roots—why?"

Hanfors snorted. "Why? To uncover the burrows of the vermin who raid the garths—you—you Iftin,
if that iswhat you cal yourselves."

"Welftin have not raided you."

"We havethese now, at any ratel” Hanfors spoke to the others. "We can take them in and get the
redl truth—with a snooper. | will set the flitter on ready; you bring them up—"

He holstered hisblaster and ran up dope to the machine.

"Those swords,” the older man said. " Suppose you drop them now.”

Rizak supported hiswounded arm with his other hand. There was a dark patch growing around the
arrow shaft. Jarvas unbuckled his shoulder belt, dropped the sheathed blade on the ground as he asked:

"Will you let me seeto hiswound?*

"All right. But disarm him firg!"

Rizak's sword followed Jarvas. Then Jarvas laid hand on the protruding shaft.

"You!" The off-worlder pilot looked to Ayyar. "Put yours down, aso.”

But as Ayyar raised unwilling handsto put off hiswegpon, therewas acal from theflitter. Hanfors
came out of the cabin and down dope with greater speed than he had gone up.

"The controls are dead. We cannot raise her."

"Send inacal—" suggested the older man.

Hanfors was aready shaking his head. "Everything is dead, no motor, no com—nothing—"

"Canyou repair it?"

"Repair what? Hanfors demanded. " There is nothing wrong that one can see”

"Nothing wrong except that it will not work," commented the third man. "If that is so, we are al o of f
the port beam, and they will comelooking for us."

"Just when, Steffney? And"—the older man glanced to where Jarvas was dedling with Rizak's
wound, snapping the shaft to draw through the point—"we cannot believe that thisisa particularly heathy
spot in which to be grounded. | would suggest we start north. The clearing squad working on this side of
the river must have put acom-find on us aswe went over. They will belooking for usfirst. Also"—he
tapped onefinger againg his blaster—"we have these. It would seem that the wegpons mustered against
us'—he looked pointedly at the swords, the broken arrow—"are less efficacious. And we now possess
three hostages."

"Three prisoners. Y ou, drop that sword!" Steffney ordered Ayyar. "Wewill not have too far to
march, anditisdl dong theriver, ar.”

The older man looked upstream and then glanced &t the remains of the wytes. Asif he could redlly
read hismind, Ayyar knew what the other was thinking. Asthey glided overhead, swinging well above
the Forest, where men of his species were triumphantly wreaking their will, over the Waste that had no
meaning for an off-worlder, this country held no fear. To be set afoot here, after abrush with strange
enemies, that was another matter altogether. The Waste spread wide; the Forest was no longer just a
nuisance to be swept from aman's path; man himself was reduced in size and power. To tramp north
through awilderness, guarding three prisoners, not sure of what might lurk behind or of anything sein
thewild countryside, that was an undertaking this port officid for onedid not relish.

"Thisisnot empty land. That and what and who serve It are on the move." Jarvas must have read the
same thoughts and was prepared to build upon them as an aid to some mutual understanding.

"We have you. They will not attack us—" Hanfors grinned.
"Will they not? And from whence came that arrow?' Ayyar asked. "Did our own comrades shoot at



us?If so, to what purpose?’

The older man smiled dightly. "Do you know, those are questions to be answered. Of course, you
may have been sent here to bring us down, stage afake rescue, and so win our confidence.”

"Thereisone answer. Look at the one he did shoot,” Steffney interrupted. "If it is arobot—then why
would he worry about blasting it? They could sacrifice arobot to make the story good. And that nick in
the arm, that is nothing to how! about. Y ou may beright, Inspector Brash!™

Jarvas shrugged. "Thereis no opening mindswillfully closed. Only this| tell you, we are no hostage
for anything out there. To them we are the enemy, and you cannot use usfor shidds.”

"Maybe not. But we shdl find other usesfor you,” Steffney declared. "Now let usbe on our
way—march!"

Ayyar reluctantly shed his sword, watched Hanfors gather up al three sheathed blades and ding their
baldrics across one shoulder. At an impatient motion of the blaster in Steffney's hand they began to walk
north aong theriver. Now and then afaint breath of burning wood came to them, marking the death of
the Forest.

They had not gone out of sight of the flitter before Ayyar knew theat the attention of That in the Wagte
was again turned upon them. But they heard no more baying of wytes nor saw any movement there. The
off-worlders might not be scouts or woodsmen, but they went warily enough and did not relax caution.

Jarvas was nearest to theriver, Rizak next to him, while Ayyar was the closest to their guards.
Ayyar's mind began to play with the possibilitiesin that line up. Suppose he were to sumble, tangle with
Steffney. Could Jarvas use that momentary confusion to get to the water? And would theriver protect
him from blaster fire? No, there was Hanfors moving up to the right, only a step or so behind Jarvas.
Rizak must have been more badly hurt than they first guessed, for now and then he staggered, lurched
over againg Jarvas, though he made no complaint. If they only had achanceto plan—!

How far were they from the devastation about the Forest? It must be more than a day'sjourney
away on foot. And with the coming of night the Iftin would have the advantage of clearer Sght. But
would That let them travel without another attack? It was watching, and not far from here was the road
to the Mirror—

No! Assharp asany order shouted aloud, that denial shot through his mind. One does not lead the
enemy into the fastness of one's strength. The Mirror had served them againgt That, but it would not
open its protection to them if they came with off-worlders. It was asif the revulsion they themselvesfelt
againg their one-time kin was multiplied athousand timesin protes.

It was sunset now, and the dow pace Jarvas, now supporting Rizak, held grew even dower, in spite
of the urging of the off-worldersto hurry. Brash took the lead, but suddenly he paused and |ooked west.

"Hear that?'

Weasit sound or something more subtle? Ayyar had that second or two of warning, perhaps because
he had oncefaced itslike. A shadow intheair, winged. One of That's messengers. Asit flapped lower,
Brash shook his head violently, hishandsto hisears. And behind, Ayyar heard Hanfors cry out.

Hethrew himself back, crashing againgt the pilot, bringing them both to earth. Hetried to hold onto
the other in spite of the revulsion that sapped his strength. Perhaps his head came in contact with one of
the rocks, perhaps the other landed ablow. But anight no Iftin eyes could pierce swallowed him up.

Waking came piecemedl. He was being dragged aong, and he was sick, very sick! Did hecry out in
protest or only think he so cried? In either case, his plaint did no good. He continued to be pulled
forward. He fought againgt his sickness, trying to stabilize his private world so that he might learn what
had happened.

At last he made avast effort and opened his eyes. He hung between Hanfors and Steffney; before
him moved Brash. About them wasawelird interplay of light and shadow, which he could not understand
but which made him giddy and light of head.



Jarvas? Rizak? He could not see them. Had they indeed escaped into the river? Or had blasters cut
them down? He still marched dong theriver, but as his head cleared alittle, Ayyar saw the differencein
the off-worlders. Although they moved easily, they had an odd look. No longer did Brash glance to right
or |eft, displaying the caution he had shown. Rather did he walk with disregard for the ground underfoot,
with agraghtforward Sare, asif dl that mattered was some waiting godl.

That last moment before the mdee—Ayyar could remember it dl now: the coming of the flying thing
which was an extenson of That's eyes, as he had learned when Illylle and he had encountered it. And as
it had then, so did it now strike amental bolt, probing at the party of Iftin and off-worlders. With Ift it
could not prevail, but with the men from the port? They moved asif under command—That's!

There was no pause for rest. They might have been tireless robots as they kept to the steady pace.
Ayyar did not strugglein their grasp. It was dl he could do to control hisaversion to that hold and keep
hismind steedy.

There was no howling of wytes but asound dien to this side of the river, the rumbling clank of heavy
machinery. And asif that had some particular meaning for those he traveled with, they hated, but to no
gpoken order, standing to face north whence that sound came. It grew sharper, stronger.

Some of it came from upstream, yes. But there were other sounds across the river, among which
werefaint cries, surely from human throats. Through the thin woodland there came the crackling of small
trees and brush going down before the not-to-be-withstood force of a machine's advance. What pushed
its nose through into the open was no flamer or grubber, as Ayyar had expected, but something that had
no placein thiswilderness, asif one of the space ships had fallen over to creep reptile-like across the
land.

Thiswas aloader, combining inits body, force enough to pull aheavy-laden truck, with the crane
mast and other fittings to transfer those burdensinto waiting cargo ships. The mast was now tilted askew,
half ripped from its moorings, ragged banners of broken branches and winter dried vine caught up and
wreathed around it. The same woodland debris was caught in every crevice of the machine asit ground
forward, breaking through the edge ice dong theriver, advancing asif the force of the current, under
which it shuddered and shook, meant nothing beside the necessity for crawling through that flood to
reach the other shore.

It was pushed downstream by the current, yet it continued to fight doggedly to reach their bank,
though now it traveled a an angle which, if the machine did finally manageto breast the full force of the
river, would bring it out not far from them. Ayyar watched, hardly believing that truth of what hiseyes
reported. The blind determination of the loader was amazing. There was no driver in the small upper
cabin which had been bashed and twisted, perhaps by the fall of some tree with which the machine had
argued passage. It was asif theloader itself wasimbued with brainlesslife!

The clamor from upstream on their own bank grew louder asthe loader continued its fight for river
passage. There, too, vegetation was being crushed. Findly they caught sght of the flamer, itsnozzle
covered with the same debris the loader bore, not belching flames but pointing with adightly crooked
finger obliquely toward the Waste.

Cleaned by the stream of most of its ragged covering, the loader's treads caught on some underwater
sand bar and it splashed up the bank. All the time, the off-worlderswith Ayyar stood, staring straight
ahead. Whether they watched at all he could not be sure. But they showed no surprise or darm at the
coming of the machines.

The flamer blanked into the open, turned to point to the Waste, began a ponderous march westward.
After it, ground-esting prongs erect, athird machine, the grubber, came into view from the forest clearing
and turned in the same direction. The loader made heavy business of bringing up therear.

From over theriver the shouting that followed in the wake of the loader wasloud. Blazing, waving
torches showed there. Then Brash cameto life, as did the two men supporting Ayyar, moving away from
the stream, up dopein the wake of the three machines ill grinding into the Waste. They did not turn their



heads to look as the torches reached the water's edge, but Ayyar strove to do so.

Hedid not believe that the garthmen with their night limited sight could see the four men from that
distance. The Settlers did no more than move up and down on the bank. There was alarge party of
them, and Ayyar saw the light shine on metal. Gleaming scythes, axes, and thelong knivesused in
clearing brush could also be weapons in the hands of desperate and determined men.

Perhapstheir party was sighted as they reached the top of therise, passing in the rutted track left by
the loader, for the shouting grew louder. But Ayyar, unable to turn in the merciless grip that held him
prisoner, could no longer see what happened behind them.

However, now they were no longer aone, for, amidst the wreckage strewing the path that the
machines had broken, came other men, walking with the same unseeing tread of his captors, staring
before them. All wore port clothing and plainly were now controlled by some influence that did not claim
him.

Ayyar stiffened, drove his booted feet as deeply as he could into the rutted track, stroveto twist free
from the grip that dragged him on. He might have been struggling aoneto delay the loader. Therewas no
loosing of that hold. They continued to compe him forward.

Was That summoning an army obedient to Its will?

Criesfrom theriver! Ayyar could not seeif the garthmen had conquered their hesitation or were dso
caught in That's net. He could only fight for his own freedom as best he could, digging in hisfeet,
struggling, usaless though his resistance seemed to be.

Two of the company that had followed the clearing machines caught up with Ayyar's party. Neither
group looked at their new companions nor gave any sign they knew the others existed. Both the
newcomerswore uniforms of the police. They were armed with blasters, but those were holstered, asif
here and now there was nothing to fear. And their calm march had aquelling effect on Ayyar, asif he
were being borne dong in acompany of men who were both invincible and deathless.

They cameto the edge of agully into which the loader had plunged and was now making violent
effortsto get up. Hanfors and Steffney turned sharply to the left, bearing Ayyar with them. The other men
headed for the stalled machine, put their shouldersto it, lending their strength to freeit, though their
efforts made no difference to the wallowing of the loader. Now came others, first port men, al blank of
face, dl going directly to the machinesaid. After them, four, five, of the bearded, dully clad garthmen, dl
wet with river water, dripping asif they had swum the flood.

Without aword exchanged between them and the men from the port, they joined in the task of
griving to free the loader. Groaning, scraping with its treaders, the machine struggled. Then those treads
caught—it heaved, gained a space, another, pulled over the top, leaving behind it men who had fallen and
lay panting and spent but who struggled to their feet to walk blankly onward in itswake.

VI

Behind those who freed the machine came Ayyar, between histwo guards, gtill at that mechanicd,



unvarying pace. They were now at thetail of the motley mob heading into the heart of the Waste. Ayyar
saw to the north the shadowed rise of the mount that was the frame of the Mirror. But it might aswell
hang like amoon out in spacefor dl it would serve him now.

The way was rough, the soil soft so that the machines crawled through it dowly, leaving deep ruts.
Thiswaswhere the Mirror flood had cleansed and swegpt free the land. But it was desert till, though the
evil growth that had once formed leprous patches had withered into dried skeletons.

Onand on. Now and again the flying thing that was the projection of That swooped over the
graggling line of men and machines. If thewytes or fase Iftin also roved thisland they did not show
themsdves

Ayyar no longer struggled. Better to conserve his energy for any chance fortune might bring. But his
mind was clearer, more dert, and he studied both the land and the men about him carefully.

It must be near midnight. The moon looked oddly pale and far away. To off-world eyestheterrain
must be very shadowed. But it would seem that the purpose that united his captors made them also
imperviousto day or night. Now and then aman did sprawl forward in the ruts, only to regain hisfeet
and go on, with no sign that he was aware of histumble.

Suppose one—or both—of his captors should so lose their balance? Could he guide them into any
pitfal? Ayyar began to search the ground ahead for any promising hole or unevenness. Experiments
taught him that he could not vary their progress route by much in spite of any struggle on his part. But
perhaps only ahandsbreadth right or left might serve his purpose.

Then came another halt; men tramped around the machine just ahead, asif derted by some signd.
Ayyar caught sght of the grubber in much the same difficulty in soft ground as the loader had been
earlier. The strange army gathered about it, lending their strength to aid the trapped machine. Ayyar
caught hisbreath in agasp of horror.

One of those pushing it had fallen under the treads of the grubber. Not one of his companions, even
those nearest, made an effort to pull him out of danger. Instead, the machine lurched on and over him
with crushing force. Then only did the men stand aside, their hands hanging idly by their sides, their faces
blank, their eyes fixed on some point ahead invisbleto Ayyar, while the grubber ground on. When the
loader, too, had passed, they took up the march once again.

There had been no cry from the man who had so gone to hisdegath. If the false Iftin were robots, then
these were now even more dien for they had once been men and now were—what?

Ayyar'srevulson for the off-worldersincreased a hundred-fold. Had the Larsh been so? He strove
to make memory obey hiswill as he had so many timesin the past. In this company it would seem that
Naill was growing more clear, Ayyar less. Helooked upon these men and machines as Naill would
consder them.

Psycho-locked! That came out of Naill memory—and just what did it mean? There were drugs, it
was rumored, that could turn aliving body into amindless robot-like thing. They deadened brain and
personality so completely that the thing left had even to be ordered to eet, to carry out the other
processes necessary to keep the body alive and serviceable to the master. But these men could not have
been drugged, at least not those with him.

Left, right, left, right— Suddenly Ayyar redized that hisfeet were moving intimewith dl the others.
This...was...right. .. thiswas meant—Iet go—be one—with them—uwith 1t—

With Larsh declared another memory struggling in hismind. Not one of the Iftin-kind; they did not
sharemindswith Larsh!

Naill—Ayyar—he was torn between the two who were onein him. Naill who would be united with
this plodding company, Ayyar who felt toward such companions only disgust and fear. To be Naill now
was defeat. He must cling to Ayyar asaman in aspring-flooded river would cling to afloating log. He
was Ayyar, Ayyar of Ky-Kyc, once Captain of the First Ring, who had dwelt in Iftcan. That
city—Iftaga—



Closeto drowning, he clung to the thought of Iftsiga, its centuries-withstanding strength, its hedling, its
shdltering. Iftsga's sap had fed him only afew days ago. He was one with the Great Crowns, the Forest,
not with these who would and did despoil that besuty.

As one who stumbles through smoke murk into clear air, so did Ayyar emerge, by strength of will,
from Naill who would betray him into the hands of That. He dared delay no longer, for every moment of
time he marched with this company locked him more securdly to the purpose that animated them.

Ddiberately he moved his feet to break step. He did not try again to weaken their hold upon his
body, but once more he set to studying the ground ahead. He decided upon one of the dried skeleton
bushes—for lack of anything better. Half of it had been driven into the soil by the track of the loader. But
to theleft of that rut projected astub of the center stem that looked asif it might hook aman at shinlevel.
Exerting pressure dowly, Ayyar began to move his captorsinch by wearying inch into the position where
the stub could trip Hanfors.

So smadl athing on which to build any hope! But he had not fought their grip for awhile. They might
have relaxed alittle when they no longer had to brace themselves to defeat his pulll.

So—just alittle more— Ah, it looked asif he had planned better than he knew. Hanforswas walking
in the depression of the |eft loader track, Steffney, on the other Side, in the matching rut. Thisleft Ayyar a
little above them on the uncut ground in the middle, making their hold on him harder to maintain. He
waited to seeif they would adjust that to defeat his purpose, but they did not. Now if Hanforswould only
trip on the broken bush— Ayyar made ready to take any advantage.

Three steps—two— Now!

The broken stub caught Hanfors on his shin. Fortune favored Ayyar, for the stub was stoutly enough
bedded not to yield. The man staggered, tumbled forward, and at the same moment Ayyar jerked back
withdl hismight.

He broke the hold the young pilot had on him. Steffney il kept hislock grip on theright, but Ayyar
swung around, struck the other's undefended face as hard as he could. Steffney went down in turn, and
Ayyar staggered back astep or two. Then he turned and ran, expecting any moment to hear them
pounding after him. But perhaps the fall and the blow had dowed their reflexes, for after afew tense
moments, he knew that they were not following.

Which way? Toward the river where the garthmen had gathered on the opposite shore? North to the
Mirror? Or south to the sea? At least in the south were those of his own kind, and perhaps Jarvas and
Rizak had escaped there dso.

Ayyar had covered perhaps athird of the way back, angling southward, when movement before him
sent him into cover. Hetried to see or scent what waited there. Did the false Iftin and the wytes now
patrol the shore? There was no baying.

"No!" He cried that doud. Another company of marchers from the world beyond the Waste.
Garthmen these were, carrying axes, any sharp-edged tool that could serve as aweapon. But they
moved with the same thudding lock-step as had the earlier group. And with them—Iftin! False Iftin
herding captives?

Then Ayyar caught sight of the face of the nearest guard—Jarvas! Was he caught by that
compulsion? Had he reverted to Pate Sissions, and so was susceptible to whatever influence stirred al
the rest of them? Beyond him was L okatath who should have been scouting beyond the river. Jarvaswas
the nearer.

Ayyar skulked closeto that line of marchers, crouched behind atangle of dead and dried brush.
Then he legped, his hands closing on thetdler Ift, bringing the other down under hisweight on the
ground. If Jarvas had been under the influence of That, it was now broken. He heaved under Ayyar,
caught him in an immobilizing infighting hold that was of Pate's knowledge, not Jarvas. Then ther faces
were near together, and Jarvas ditted eyes widened.

Heloosed his captive and sat up, Ayyar beside him. Coming at aswift stride was Lokatath. They



weretruly Iftin then, not controlled. Ayyar said as much in hisjoy, and Jarvas nodded.
"What compels them does not affect us—"

"Unless" corrected Lokatath, "we alow ourselves to remember that we were once asthey. But what
happens anyway? These—they were on the track of araiding party—suddenly they became asyou see
them—marching asif to order, swimming the river with only the purpose of reaching thisshorein their
minds— What would That do?'

"Marshd anamy, | think." Swiftly Ayyar told what he himself had witnessed.
"Machines, men—?" wondered L okatath.

"It has given up more subtle tectics such asthe false Iftin and now It movesto open warfare—"
Jarvas got to hisfeet, sood looking after the marching garthmen. "It isgathering dl the servants and
tools It can garner—to prepare—"

"For what? To root out the Forest tree by tree?" Ayyar asked. "Already those from the port and the
garthswere doing that for It. To fight us? We are but six on this side of the ocean. It need not forge an
axeto destroy ablade of grass. Why then?"

"Yes, why?" Jarvas gazed now not after the marchers, but north to that shadow of the Mirror's
setting. "There is another power, another opponent It would consider far more worthy of Its full attention
than us. Months ago that power struck, and perhaps that blow—or blows—was what aroused in turn
this desperate need for retaiation. No, | do not think that these march against us, nor against the Forest
any longer. Just as That once sent the Larsh to defeat Iftcan, so now It will send what tools It may gather
to defeat the centrd point of al that opposes It here—the Mirror of Thanth!”

Ayyar memory quailed from even consdering such sacrilege. Always there had been the power
invested in the Mirror or focused by it. And by that power had seed grown, Iftin-kind lived, Iftcan tossed
great branchesto greet seasons winds throughout centuries of life. And, likewise by the will of That, had
death and decay and desert crept, always threatening that life, ever held at bay. Now when they were so
few, and That so strong because of the many It could summon to Its banner, there was a chance that the
fina overturn of al was before them. And even to think of that sent aman's brain close to the edge of
madness.

Words out of the long past were on histongue now. He had no sword any longer, but his hand went
up asif it held such a blade—point out.

"Thisislftin answer then—any tribute will be bought at sword point.”

He heard a high excited laugh from Lokatath. "Well said, brother! It is better to die fighting than to
giveover-lordssduteto That!"

"Better ill," Jarvas cut in gernly, "to live and ask what our swords can do for Thanth. We go
crippled into any battle, for we have not the powers nor the knowledge of those we replace, while That
has dl memories opento It. But whatever we can do, we shdl. And in this hour we must not be divided.
Rizak ishiding by the river; hiswound is not such that he cannot join with us. But lllylle, abovedl, we
must havewith ug"

"My journey that," claimed Lokatath. "Though"—he glanced at the sky—"day comesand itis That's
time. | will not risk too great speed.”

"You must not!" Jarvas agreed. "It isin my mind that That will take no chances, even though the
weight of advantageisnow Its. Forget not that the false Iftin till prowl, and the wytes. Also perhaps
That pulls more Settlers. Run a broken course through thisland of danger.”

"Perhapstwo of us—" began Ayyar.

"Not so! We must not separate too widdly. For you and me and Rizak, the Mirror and the burden of
waiting there."

They did not seek the river end of that road which led to the Mirror, but struck directly cross
country, passing from the shriveled part of the Waste at a steady lope into that part where clean greenery



had begun to find root, though this was now winter dried. The wall of theway, which grew tdler the
nearer one drew to the Mirror stair, was about shoulder high at the place they elected to crossit. Once
that had been an effective barrier between the brooding menace of the Waste and the sanctuary of the
road. For Ayyar, now, there was a difference on this side of that barrier. In the dot of the road he had
had no sense of peace, nor of refuge, rather of withdrawal asif some hunter was hiding to watch and
wait.

Jarvas made no move to gpproach the sairsthat led to the Mirror, nor did they urge himto it. They
were three, having brought in Rizak on their way. Over the arch which led to the steps glowed the
symbols Ayyar had seen there months ago when a spark from hisIftin sword had turned some unseen
key to bid them enter.

Then that symbol had been green; now it was darker in shade, and it pulsated asif behind it some
energy flowed and ebbed or built by degrees. They watched it; but none spoke.

If their question had been, "What was That?' now it could aso be, "What movesthe Mirror or uses
it to communicate a Iftin cal?' Ayyar decided. And he knew the wariness of one who crouchesin open
ground between two hostile forces, so far beyond his own puny strength that he could not even guess at
any bondslaid upon them.

Jarvas sat crossdegged in theroad, his eyesfixed. Ayyar guessed that he was now fighting for
memory, to be dl Jarvas, to know what that Jarvas who had been Mirrormaster had known.
Mirrormaster? Not truly, no Ift could master that which reached through Thanth.

Rizak leaned againgt one of the wall stones, nursing his hurt arm across his chest, hiseyes closed. But
Ayyar—his restlessness was such that he prowled along the wall, first east and then west, looking out
into the Waste. Dawn was coming fast and the heat of day was Its own time. What wasthat in the
graying sky?

No winged follower of That—rather aflitter from the base port flying straight out westward. Was
That summoning al machines? Or did some foolish off-worlder come scouting here? The course would
bring the flyer directly over the Mirror. Ayyar's hand half raised in an ingtinctive warn-off gesture. But
even as he moved, the flitter veered sharply, swooped asif control was momentarily lost, then rose again
to make a sharp-angled flight to avoid the mount and its crater.

Once past the Mirror, the flyer followed the route of the vanished army. There were no other signs of
life outsde their refuge. But the rising sun sought out glittering spots here and there to the west—too far
for Ayyar to make out their nature but brilliant enough to hurt his eyes. So as he made his voluntary
sentry-go, he watched only the space beyond the walls of the road.

How long it was before Jarvas stirred, glanced at histwo companions asif he saw them, instead of
looking into an inner well holding only thought, Ayyar did not know. The sun waswell up and they were
hungry. But their supplies aswell astheir wegponswere gone. Ayyar was thinking of that losswhen
Jarvas asked a question:

"Anything out there?'

"No."

"Consolidation of forces" Rizak, whom Ayyar had believed adeep, spoke without opening his eyes.
"And what do we do—march in to face what waits there?"

"If necessary, yes." And they could not dispute Jarvas answer, for they knew it wastrue. Therewas
no turning back now; perhaps there never had been a chance to since each of them in hisown time had
reached out his hand to take up that portion of the "treasure” that had made him achangding. Thiswas
anold, old strugglefor the Iftin-kind, and they were Iftin now.

"Seepif youcan," Javassad to Ayyar. "Thewatch ismine.”

Though the sun glared, the road still held shadows aong itswalls, and they were shelter. Thankfully
Ayyar lay in one such dusky pool, closed his eyes. Sumber came, though he had not thought it would.



Of what had he dreamed? Of something that might answer al their questions, that he was sure of
when ahand shook him into reluctant wakefulness. But that answer was gone with the opening of his
eyesto the refreshing dusk of evening. On the arch the symbol still burned, but steadily now, asif the
gathered energy was complete. And there was such an atmosphere of expectancy that he looked about
him, seeking to see what or who had been added to their company.

It was Rizak who had roused him. Of Jarvas there was no sign, but the other answered Ayyar's
unvoiced question.

"He has gone—up there."
Ayyar stood to follow, but Rizak shook his head. "For us not yet."

L ooking upon the symbal, Ayyar knew he spoke the truth. For them the summons had not yet
sounded.

"Bluetheleaf, srong thetree,
Deep theroot, high the branch,
Sweet the earth, lying free.
Gather dark—"

With the words Ayyar's hands moved as one who wished to finger acurtain, draw it asde—

"Gather dark, hold the night,
Stars hang, the moon is bright.
Bluetheledf, lifereturns.

In the end, sword never fails—"

But that song was not true. Swords had failed once; they could again. And swords against blaster
were no match at dl. Naill thoughts troubled Ayyar's mind. From behind him came other words:

"Bluetheledf, riseand grow,
Deep strike old roots to reach.
Star shine, moon glow—

Ift seed—"

Rizak stopped. "Itisgone," he added a moment later. "With so much else, dl the wise words, the
power songs. In bits and patches they come to mind and then they are naught. If we could sing together
thetale of the sword of Kymon, well might we guess the nature of That and how Kymon forced upon It
the restraining Oath. But we cannot.”

Why did they speculate now on wisdom that might or might not be hidden in an ancient hero tale,
Ayyar wondered. Of courseit could well be that Kymon had once walked this very path of Thanth. Or
was he alegend who had never lived? No, old songs would not help them now, nor tatters of memory.
Y et ill in hismind rang the words that did have meaning for al 1ft born or changeling made:

"Bluetheledf, life returns—"

For blue had been the leaf in the golden age when the city of Iftcan had been root-set and the Ift,
measters of Janus.

The night was long as they watched and waited, knew hunger and thirst and must set asde asbest



they could such demands of their bodies. They watched the Waste where nothing tirred, and listened,
awayslistened for anything that passed outside the road.

Even with dawn Jarvas did not return from the Mirror. But Ayyar found adepression in the rock
where drops of dew gathered, and those they licked to dull their thirst. He remembered more and more
therich, life-restoring sweetness of the sgp in Iftsigas walls and wondered how much longer they could
deny the needs of their bodies.

It was deep in the second night that they heard sounds from the east. Ayyar armed himsdlf with a
stone, the best weapon chance now granted him, only to drop it again at afamiliar soft whistle. Three
came dong the road. By some great good fortune L okatath had bettered the time alowed for hismission.
[llylle and Kelemark, each carrying asmall pack, ran beside him, straight for those who waited in the
glow of that purplish symbol and what lay behind it for good or ill.

VI

For thefourth timein hislife asareborn Ift, Ayyar sood on that ledge overhanging the Mirror of
Thanth. Each time the lake had been different—thefirst time when he and Illylle had comethat way it had
awed him, making him wish to creep quietly away, lest he disturb the meditation of something far greater
than hisimagination, human or Ift, could encompass. Then, the second time, when they had dl fled to
Thanth asthey would to the last refuge left on ahostile world, it had been acup of risng power, again
awing them, yet with that which had sustained them through the fury that followed.

Thistime he might be looking down, not at aflood of water, silent, untroubled, fathomless, but rather
into amist that writhed and billowed and was, he was sure, a substance not of Janus nor any world his
kind knew. And there was no welcome, no security, only restless tossing and—not fear, no—but an
uneasiness, atensing, asif before battle.

Even Illyllewho had climbed here light of foot, as one who expected communication, halted
self-conscioudy and stood at aloss with the rest. Jarvas had not turned his head to greet them as they
advanced on the ledge. He stood there, statue still, hisarms at his sdes, his whole stance that of one who
waited, and waited, and waited—

It was lllylle who moved first, joining Jarvas. Perhaps she did remember more, perhaps shewas
daring to improvise now because of their need. Both thoughts cameto Ayyar as sheraised her arms, held
out her hands, pams up, as one who asksams.

Words she chanted. Some he knew, others were of the Hidden Speech, soundsto evoke answers
from powers beyond their ken.

Up from the Mirror came amist, not asurging asit had been when the water overflowed. It formed a
tongue to lick down the presumptuous, to wipe out those who would demand an answer. All fear Ayyar
held in memory from both hislives was as nothing to what he knew now. For the fear one holdsfor an
enemy is naught to the fear which comes when that which one believesto be a strong protector turns
againg one, and thereisno refuge | eft.



Y et none of them broke and fled that ledge as the tongue of fear swept closer to them. And now
Jarvas chanted a0, asif Illylleéswords had unlocked his own past priesthood.

Thetongue did not lick them from the one as Ayyar thought it might. It curled higher intheair,
menaced—nbut it did not strike. And then Illylle moved her hands as one who sows seed, and the tongue
began to swing in the same way, following her gestures. While from Ayyar fear passed, leaving only awe.
They were accepted. In the midst of agreat and abiding anger such as his kind could not measure, the
force that found focus in Thanth recognized and accepted them.

Thetongue of mist withdrew, and they were alone. But achill which was not of winter was about
them. Shivering, Illylle spoke though she did not look to them, staring instead into the Mirror.

"l have ssid—we are ready. Now we must wait to see what task shall belaid upon us.”

What istime? In the life of men anumbering of sunrises and sunsets, of days, years, seasons,
plantings and reapings. Man makestimes, dividing it into narrower and narrower portions as he needsiit
for living which becomes more and more complex in its demands. Naill Renfro was space born; thustime
had not laid so tight abond upon him as upon most other men. And when he had become Ayyar he had
walked into atime that was reckoned by seasons, by growth and winter degp. Now he was caught up in
another timein which hisbody was nothing, in which hewas only to wait. And how long wasthistime he
could not afterwards have told, nor did he remember it clearly.

There came amoment when the mist below lay quiet, collgpsed into water. But now the water was
not asmooth, set mirror. Through it ran ripples of blue and green which thinned and paled into silver, and
these formed lines and patterns which were not norma for any water, if the Mirror of Thanth was, or had
ever been, mere water.

[llylle and Jarvas chanted together—the girl's lighter voice rising, the man's making alower, stronger
note, yet both fitting, one to the other. And again the words were not to be trandated but were meant to
be soundsin which the meaning lay only inthe mel ody.

The slver lines moved back and forth, tracing the fantastic pictures one could dmost understand, but

never entirely. Now the whole of the flood |apped higher about the walls of the crater, asit had on the
day when it had spilled over to cleanse the wilderness about and to challenge That with storm and flood.

From it arose another tongue, this not of mist but of substance, lifting higher and higher into the air as
it circled the wall, thinner and thinner, until it could have been avine of the Forest. And into that writhing,
curling vine of water poured dl the slver, so that it was alight throughout its length, although the gleaming
brilliance of it did not strike harshly on Iftin eyes.

It gpproached in its round the ledge on which the Iftin stood, and itstip was star bright, curling down
over their heads. It quivered, swinging back and forth, lingered for amoment above eachin turn,
sometimes for only a second, sometimeslonger. Twicedid it so quest, and then it struck at [llylle. Down
over her head and body ran the coruscating silver, beading shoulders, limbs—

Then it raised again, and once more swung out over the rest of their smal company,
seeking—seeking—

Ayyar darted. He was the target thistime. He did not fedl the touch of the water asit chose him,
rather atingling through flesh and bone and blood, asif the silver flood had entered into him. Then that
was gone, as was the tongueitself, falen back into the Mirror.

And the turbulence of the Mirror died away so that they looked down into acam surface. Ayyar
knew that what had dwelt there for a space had now withdrawn into the place which was its own, and
that a door between was closed.

But the reason for what had just passed was what he must know. He looked down at hisarms, his
shoulders, his body where that river of slver had run. He was warm, and the hunger, the thirst he had
known, was gone. Instead he was dive as he had been after his draught of sap, filled with energy, with
the need for action. But what action? In the answer to that lay the importance of al that had happened
here.



[llylle turned away from the edge of the ledge and cameto him.

"Thus hasit been ordained. Asit waswith Kymon, the Oath Giver, soisit now with us. We go to
where That abides, that we may be the vessd's through which what liesin Thanth may |oose wrath upon
the Enemy.”

And the choice had not been hisat al, was Ayyar'sfirst thought. No, that was not the truth either. By
coming here he had indeed offered himself for battle. Now he could not protest when he had been
accepted. But why? He was no Mirrormaster; he was only awarrior who had once fought in alost cause
againg this same Enemy. But—Kymon also had been awarrio—if Kymon ever truly was, ingdethe
wrapping of legend and hero worship. And there was no denying that the choice had been made.

Heturned to lllylle. "We go now—7?"

"Now."

"Takethis" Kelemark drew off hisbaldric, pushed it and the sheathed sword it supported into
Ayyar's hands. It would seem the others accepted the fact of their out-faring.

Jarvas drew his cloak closer about his shoulders. "What can be done hereis done. We must not
linger."

"Then where?' asked lllylle.

"To the bay at the shore, if fortune alows usto win there. If the brothren come overseas we shall
meet them." He paused and looked for atime-stretching moment into her eyes and then into Ayyar's.

"I know not what you face, savethat it is peril indeed. And one which none can share with you, no
matter how much they wish it. What good fortune may come from willing and from our desires shdll
march to your right and lft, but whether that can arm or defend you"—he shrugged. "Can any man tell?
This has been laid upon you to do—the best with it—and you!"

They crossed into the Waste where the road wallswere waist high. Day sky was above but there
were clouds; by so much did the wegther favor them. But—where were they to go? Venture without plan
into That's stronghold?

"Wherewe go, that | can guess,” Ayyar said. "But what we do there, that is another thing.”

"We shall know that aso when the hour iscome,” shereplied.

Her confidence grated againgt hisdoubt. "To run blindly into That's hold isto perhaps throw away
every defense we have.”

[lylle looked a him over her shoulder. "Defense? Isit 'once awarrior, dwaysawarrior,” Captain of
the Firgt Ring of Iftcan that was? There may be other ways of fighting than with blade—"

"Yes," hetold her grimly, "with blaster and flamer! Have you forgotten what army has drawn ahead
of usinto thisland? Y ou say we are weaponsin ourselves, carrying in us some potent force to meet that
which the Enemy can muster. But it isin my mind that we must do as the songs says Kymon did, win
directly to That, face to face. And in so doing we must pass any defenses It has set. Do you not
remember how it was when that space suit took us so easily prisoner? And that may be the least of the
dangers now ranged againgt us.”

"So, what then is your answer? We have no time to creep and lurk, seeking out some unknown safe
path—"

"Canwenot? | say we haveto or be finished before we arefairly begun. Thisisno Forest hunt, this
isinaland the Enemy has made. Thereis one way—" He had been thinking, fast, clearly, more clearly, it
seemed, than he had for sometime.

"And what way isthat?' she demanded. Already she had pulled well ahead of him on into the Waste,
her impatience a goad.

"Does not the Enemy have the fase Iftin? Are they not to the eye even aswe?’

He had caught her attention. She looked back at him, afrown on her face.



"ThefdseIftin—but how—?"

"They are sent out to raid from whatever camp That keeps. They come and go—if we cantrack a
returning pack, join it as sragglers—"

"They do not live aswe, cannot That detect the difference?"

"We must take our chances. But they are no more, and they may be less than the perils we may
encounter going blindly. Thereis no reason not to try this."

"And where will you find them?'

"They have been raiding acrosstheriver. Lokatath was with those who pursued them, garthmen
caught in turn by the compelling of That. Therefore, if we strike southwest we may crosstheir trail.”

Her frown degpened. "It is not good to waste time for something so uncertain.”

"For usdl thefutureis uncertain. But, in this, accept warrior wisdom, Sower of the Seed. One does
not run blindly into akalcrok's den because of aneed for haste. And to my mind it is better to enter into
That'scity by our will, rather than Its, if that may be."

Sheyidded to hisarguments, but reluctantly, and they went south, still also to the west. The day
remained overcagt, clouds serving them by so much. Ayyar remembered those glittering points he had
sghted from the road, but they came upon nothing that could have given off those flashes. Findly they
crossed the deep-rutted tracks which were the trail of That's captives.

Ayyar watched the sky, fearing to sight one of the flying servants. But so far they appeared to move
through adeserted land. At last he asked:

"Do you know what we must do when, or if, we reach That?'

"Thisonly do | know, that we arein the service of the Mirror. It is my hope that when we reach that
last moment we shdl be moved in a pattern that will serve for good.”

Tradition granted Kymon more knowledge of his battle. If he had been merely atool to carry one
force to face another, legend did not say it. But legends were the shadows, not the mirrors of truth. And
it might well have been that the hero of the White Forest had walked even asthey, uncertain and
unenlightened.

Ayyar's nogtrilstook in anew scent. Ah, in so much he had guessed rightly. False Iftin had passed.
With wytes or done? The answer to that might make awide difference to any would-betrailer.

"They—" lllyll€s voice was a half-whisper. Ayyar nodded, sgnaed her to sllence.

A little more to the west—yes, the scent grew stronger, dmost athick reek! But which way had they
gone—eastward-traveling raiders would not serve their purpose. He did cautiously around arocky
outcrop, saw narrow boot printsin the soil—west! Again he signed to Illylle and looked ahead with a
scout's eye.

Here the Waste was cut by gullies, with curioudy shaped stone outcrops on guard along their rims or
at their mouths. 1t would seem that time and weather erosion aone could not have sculptured those
grotesgue boulders, that some purposeful hand had pointed up the suggestion of ademonic face or beast.
Thiswas aland that had nothing in common with the Forest. It might have been on another planet
atogether.

The soil underfoot was not quite sand, but it was barren of plants save for where, here and there,
some bunch of long dead roots protruded from the side of asmdll risein away that made them seem to
be clutching, misshapen tentacles. And here and there, uncovered by the wind, were patches of ground
very hard and dark, so encrusted that a stone falling upon them gave forth ametallic ring. Ayyar was
reminded of the scars|eft by thruster blast on space fields. But these patches were too small, too
scattered, to be the marks of some ancient port, whatever strange activity they stood monument to.

A red thing with ascaled body surveyed them with bubble eyes set high on its narrow head and then

skittered away between two stones. Ayyar watched it go suspiciously. He feared that dl life here could in
some way report to the ruler of the Waste, make known the passing of any who were not servants of



That. But on the other hand birds, beasts and scaled things had shared the Forest yet been apart from
Iftcan and those who dwelt there.

"Itisawild thing only." [llylle must have guessed histhought.
"How can you be so sure?’

"Do not those who serve That give off the shadow of their master? Though it iswell to suspect al
within thisland. | wonder—"

"Concerning what?'

"What do you propose to do when we see this quarry we now trail ? False Iftin certainly will not
accept us. And they will—"

Ayyar swept her back, holding her haf imprisoned against the gully sde with hisbody as he listened,
sniffed the air. The reek of fase Iftin was suddenly so nose-filling asto make him gag. They must be very
close to those they sought, and he had better have a quick and efficacious answer to the question lllylle
proposed. She squirmed around to face in the same direction, her body rigid against his. Then she spoke
inthethinnest of whispers:

"Just beyond that projection—"

Thewall of the gully thrust out herein asharp promontory. Behind that was an excellent Stefor an
ambush. Ayyar searched the face of the wall against which they stood. One of the bunches of dried roots
stuck out there within grasping distance; with such aid he might be able to climb above. He pointed to the
crest and lllylle's eyes narrowed as she measured the distance in turn. It al depended upon his ability to
make that climb undetected. To spread himsdlf againgt the wall as a clear target was not good to think
about.

[llylle drew her sword. She gestured for Ayyar to stay where he was, but she need not have made
that warning signa for surprise kept him till. Along the blade of the Iftin wegpon, seemingly coming from
the hand curled about its hilt, ran a series of sparkling ripples, slver asthe questing finger of Thanth. Now
the girl swung the weapon back and forth, itstip up-pointed. She did not turn her eyesfrom the sword,
but her lips shaped aword:

Go!"

Ayyar jumped and his hand closed about the roots. They held againgt the pull of hisweight. Then his
other hand dug deep into the soil, and he climbed. Belly down he crawled dong therim. Illylle leaned
forward. Now and then her sword dropped its shimmering point, and to his eyesit appeared that she had
to make agresat effort to force it up again. What she did he could not guess, but at least he had won to
this advantage without being atarget for attack.

Now he could see the other side of the buttress. Green, hairless head, tall pointed ears, Iftin cloak
outspread—and in its hands no sword—but a barreled object not unlike a blaster. And with, Ayyar did
not in the least doubt, perhaps the same force as that off-world weapon.

The cresture's head was held high, though it was not searching with its eyesthe rim of the cut. Instead
that head was shaking dowly from sideto side, even aslllylle wove her blade. And its eyes stared
blankly at the stone againgt which it crouched.

Ayyar freed his own sword, though what effect that might have against the metal under the robot's
concedling "flesh”" he did not know. Only, the moment the hilt wasin his hand, the slver ripple he had
seen on lllylle's blade dripped from his own fingers. Not memory, but some command deep within
launched him into action. He raised the sword so that its point was amed at the fase Ift's head. Ripples
gpread down and down until it would seem that what made them must drip onto that green covered skull
below. And with the ripples there was a drawing within him, afeding that some inner strength of hisown
went surging aong that conducting blade.

Thefdselft jerked, raised high upon itstoes, and then fdl forward, itslimbsloose. On the ground it
continued to jerk at intervals but it made no moveto rise. Ayyar dammed his sword back into the shegth,



alittle afraid of the weakening ebb.

Inalast spasm the ft raised alittle from the ground, fell heavily back. Ayyar did down not too far
from it. When it no longer moved, he approached it cautioudy. The barreled weapon had been released
fromitsgrip during that last convulsion and he stooped, would have picked it up, when Illyll€'s order
came,

"No!"
She came dowly, one hand against the gully wall to support her. Now she added:

"Y ou bear within you one power. Dare you deny that after this? Y ou cannot take to yoursdlf the
weapon of another!”

There was something in what she said. He picked up a stone and brought it down on the weapon,
smashing it to hits. It broke brittly which he had not foreseen. He then looked to the false Ift, bringing a
larger rock to batter the head of that inert creasture. The substance of which the skull was formed split.
Inside were fused wires, dagged metd. Ayyar squatted on his hedlsto study the wreckage. Energy, some
type of energy, had dripped from the sword in his hand to accomplish this Y et with that stored within
him he had fdt noiill, suffered nothing.

"Do you not yet understand?' 11lylle demanded. "Y ou are the vessdl to carry aforce. But it must not
be wasted. Now where do we go from here?"

"The same road—with care.”
"It would seem we are going to be favored—unless they can sniff usout in turn. Look you above.”

Those clouds that had kept the sun from troubling them were massing ever darker. Whether the
turbulence coming was born from some machinations of the Mirror or not, they did not know, but that it
promised them a concealing cloak was plain.

For a space they traveled the upper ridges of the gullies, crawling serpentwise when they would have
been plain againgt the sky. If other false Iftin or their master had any knowledge of the finish of the one
they had accounted for, they did not show it. But Ayyar waswilling to proceed upon the assumption that
that might betrue.

Above thethird valey they so avoided, they came upon thefirst sSign that other protection againgt Iftin
had been set up in the Waste. Only the dimming of the storm clouds saved them. Once they had been led
captive through the White Forest—where trees of crystal mimicked therich growth of truelife—a
dazzling reflection of the true world. Herewasraised apillar of that same crysta, mounted on a
headland—to blind Iftin eyeswith sun-reflected brilliance. Ayyar warily circled around it, being thus
forced to lower levels. The chill of the storm was changing scents. He was not sure they could depend
any longer upon their nosesfor warning.

Then thefury of the breaking storm drove them to any cover they could quickly find. Darkness Ift
could face, but not such tearing winds, such buffeting of hail, such numbing dest.

Together they crouched in acrevice, their cloaks drawn up so they might pull the corners over their
heads, hiding their eyes aslightning leaped across awild and riven sky. And to the wrath of the storm
there seemed no end. Whether it was loosed by one power or the other, it had about it that which Ayyar
deemed unnaturd.

lllylle stirred. Her lips were very closeto hisear, but he could hardly hear her words as she said:
"Thiswill hidedl trails—"

She was right. Perhaps when they could go on they must smply head west and—

She garted; her arm dug into hisside. But Ayyar had seen it aso, illumined by aflash of lightning.

It had not been there when they had taken refuge, that he could swear to. Y et now it stood on the
western wall asif asfixed asthe crystd pillar.

Man—no. Nor Ift. But it had four limbs and it stood erect upon two of them. Memory stirred within



him. Once he had known or seen its like. Where—and when?

VIII

It continued to stand there, facing eadt, if such athing had afaceto turn east, west, any direction.
Danger might liein awaking Naill memory conscioudy, but Ayyar wasforced to that in order to learn the
nature of the Enemy. Hetold Illylle his plan and what might come of it.

"But that—I have Ashla's memory, and nothing such asthat walksthroughiit!”

"Garth memories do not know off-world well," he pointed out. "For years| wasin the Dipple on
Korwar. Prison though that was, still we had contact with haf the gdaxy. Korwar isapleasure plant,
save for those condemned to be planetless and o to live within the waste hegp of the Dipple. Now and
then | had aday's|abor at the port and we saw there many strange things. And this—thismovesdeepin
my memory. What we can learn now, anything we may learn, must be to our advantage. But if awaking
Naill bringsmeinto atrap set for off-worlders, then do you be ready for it—"

She smiled. "I do not truly believe that one who has been washed in the substance of Thanth can be
S0 taken. But, | shdll be ready—for what, Ayyar? To thrust asword through you?"

He gazed at her with full soberness. "If | were to become such as those who marched through
here—then, yes, | would welcome such degth at the hands of afriend.”

[llylles smile vanished. "Y ou do not jest. Do you wish to have me swear?'

"Thereisno need. Only, if | strive to move from here, then do what you must to stop me, at any

Hefixed his gaze upon that thing. There appeared no division between head and body, if head and
body were termswhich could be applied to arectangular box supported on two stilt legs, two arms or
like appendages dangling by itsside. It was difficult for even his night-oriented eyesto seeit clearly for
the storm distorted it. A box on legs. Now that he studied it, he could also make out aseries of smal
gparks of light set in arow across the section comparable to the breast. Also, he was very sure, it was
metal, or metal encased. And he had seen itslike. Where, when?

Naill Renfro—deliberately he set about recdling Naill Renfro— What were Naill'sfirst memories, so
deeply buried that they must be mined with effort bit by bit?

Hisfather's ship—he made himsdf visuaize t, cabin and corridor, hisown smdl cubicle which was
the only true home he had ever known. Captain Duan Renfro, Free Trader, and Mdani, the wife he had
brought from awarm, smiling planet of shallow seas, many idands, endless, gentle summer. Theworlds
they had visited—then the end with their spacer caught in abattle that was none of their war—Mal ani
and Naill in the escape boat—picked up and brought to Korwar—and the endless gray life-in-death of
the Dipple, the dumping place for those displaced by the war with no worldsto return to.

The ship—resolutely Naill-Ayyar turned memory back to the ship, combing it by recall. Nothing like
that thing above had been in the ship. Then, on some world where they had gone trading. But that was



hopel ess. Hisfaded mental pictures of those were past disentangling now. So—the Dipplewas dll that
was | ft.

Not in the collection of barracks itself—then in the city—or the port. He settled for the port. There
had been wide landing aprons on which set down fleets of very differing spacers—traders bringing
luxuries from a thousand worlds, passenger liners, private yachts of rulers and the wealthy. They redled
through his mind until— He caught upon one of these fragmentary memories, stroveto pin it down. Yes

A long bank of computers—he had seen that in the heart of aliner. The ship had been put in
quarantine because of anew illness detected aboard. But laborers from the Dipple, hungry for the work,
had been sent through a bl ocked-off passage to bring out some highly important sealed cargo. He had
looked into the computer room as he passed, and just such arobot had stood there. It was a service
type, meant to deal with computer repair—more than that he did not know.

What was it doing here? The best thing to do would be to follow it—for it must return soon. Hewas
needed—it was most necessary to join the others. What was he doing here in the storm and rain when he
was needed, greatly needed? He must be going—

"Ayyar!" A hold on him kept him from rising, from going as he should go. Angrily he strove to break
that grip. Hewas Naill Renfro and he had that which he must do—now!

L ook, the robot was turning—Ileaving— Unless he followed he would belost! He would never find
the others, be one with them as he should be!

"Ayya!"

Desperately he pulled againgt the hold. Then something flashed before his eyes, its brightness
blinding, searing. Now hewasin the dark where there was no Naill—nothing—

"Ayyar!" Very faint and far away that caling. Why should he answer it? To make any effort wastoo
much to demand of him.

"Ayya!"

The calling would not et him be, pursued him, herded him up, out once moreinto theworld. Very
reluctantly he opened his eyesto look into a green-skinned face, into danting eyes that held concern.
Maani?No, lllyllel Sowly, painfully hismind matched anameto that face.

That wasllylle and he was Ayya—Ayyar of the Iftin. And they werein ashelter between therocks
of the Enemy's Waste while about them the storm raged and from above—

He struggled to sit up though the girl's hands on his shoulders pinned him back with al the strength
she could mugter.

"Itisdl right. | am Ayyar—"

She must have read the truth in his eyesfor she released him so that he could move, ook to where
the robot had rested. It was gone and he was not surprised. Had it been spying upon them? What was its
function in the Enemy's service, for that it belonged in theranks of That he did not doubt.

"It went—that way." Illylle pointed west. "Do you know now—wheat it is?"

"Vey little. | saw itslike once—long ago and on another planet—in the computer cabin of aliner. It
issomeform of servicerobot, thoughitsreal function | do not know."

"But what doesit here?"

"Be sure, nothing to our advantage.”

AsNaill he had thought to use the thing asaguide. As Ayyar he must also do that, and the prospect
of such ajourney was not easy to think about.

"Comel" At least the storm was dackening, and hefelt they dared not lose track of the robot.

They scrambled out of the crevice, winding their cloaks about their heads and shoulders. Riversran

down the gullies, but the robot kept to the heights, moving asif it were programmed for some
independent activity.



Perhaps more than one spacecraft had in the past landed in the Waste to be used by That. They had
found one on their first escape, an older type of trader like those Naill had known. But what if there had
been more complex vessdls, even aliner?

Therewasacracklein theair, ablinding burst of light. Illylle cried out, sumbled against her
companion. Ayyar rubbed his eyes, striving to wipe away blindness, unable to go on in ablack world.
Through his body ran again a hot tingling such as he had fet when the tongue from the Mirror had
touched him.

Half blind, Ayyar supported the girl, peering about him. There was continued brightness from behind;
he dared not turn to face it. Some ingtinct for preservation sent him staggering to arock outcrop,
dragging lllyllewith him.

"What wasit?| am blind! Blind!" Her assurance was gone; she clung to him with both hands, her
shivering body pressed closeto hisfor comfort.

"That may be temporary,” hetold her. "Close your eyes, wait. | do not know what it was, but thereis
now abright light behind us. If we go forward we must keep to cover.”

"Blind | cannot go,” lllylle said. "If you can see you must leave me—you must!”

"1, too, cannot see—very much,” which was not atogether alie. Thisweskness of their Iftin bodies
might defeat them yet. "We must wait, hope it will pass.”

During that waiting, lllylles hold on hisarm wastight and painful. She said nothing after her outburst,
and hedid not dareto ask if she had any glimmer of returning sight. His own was clearing, but very
dowly. And over such broken ground they dared not venture, not when they must go with two kinds of
caution, against amisstep, and in fear of being sighted by some guard of the Enemy.

The storm cleared. Whether it was dtill night or day Ayyar could not have told. But around the rock
againg which they crouched till streamed the light from the east, making afan that was shadowed by
bresk of gully, rise of rock. Seeing that Ayyar knew that his sight had cleared. He spoke softly to lllylle:

"What can you see now?"

Her eyes had been closed. Now she opened them, blinked, and her fingers dug into hisflesh.
"Some—alittle—but dl isblurred. Ayyar, what if—?"

"If you can see some, then it isclearing,” he hastened to assure her, hoping he spoke the truth. "Do
you see enough for usto go on?'

If 1lyllé's sght cleared no more, then he must find a better hiding place for them both and soon. Who
knew what might roam thisland? A cave, aplace in some gully where one man with asword could bar
the entrance—that was what they needed. Y et he dared not go to seek it. They must stay together.

"Guide me." She spoke with determination, her will plainly in control. "Guide meand let usgo.”

So began the worst of their journey, taken with many pauses as from the shadow of each bit of cover
Ayyar studied the way ahead for the quickest and easiest route to another. Long since, he had
surrendered his hope of tracing the robot. Their only direction was west, and they took it in aweaving

pattern, zigzag.

"Any better?' he asked a what might be their tenth halt.

"Only alittle, avery little"

He hoped she spoke the truth, was not saying that for his encouragement. So far, he had found them
no place for arefuge. They rounded awall of rock and Ayyar saw glitter ahead. It was not asbrilliant as

the beam at their back, but it warned them of danger. He put on hisleaf goggles, helped Illylleto don
hers. That reduced the glitter, but Illylle sumbled even more.

"What can it be?" she asked.
"Thereis one thing—the White Forest."
The crystd trees, certainly those would pick up light from the east, produce just such points of glitter.



And the White Forest, if it did not guard the heart of That'sdomain, must lievery closeto it. Could they
penetrate the Forest without aguide? They had come out of it once because the alignment of the
branches, dways straight-angled from the prism trunks, had given them acheck upon their direction. But
into it they had gone as prisoners guided by the walking space suiit.

"Thereisthewood—" lllylle said longingly.
Y es, the wood, that spot of green life that lay in the Enemy's own country, that had kept divethelftin

captives. But that lay at the bottom of a chasm and down the stairway which led to it— Ayyar knew that
they could never descend that steep way now.

Come—

Heled her on. The glitter became moreintense, but still there was something odd about it. The trees
Ayyar remembered had stood tall and straight. Thislight lay closeto ground level. And when their painful
crawl brought them till closer, he saw what did face them—atruly insurmountable barrier. For thosetall
trees were now broken shards, splintered and riven, covering the ground in hegps to cut to rags anything
venturing in among their ruins. So must the fury of the Mirror have wrought when it had unleashed that
storm months ago. And That had either not been able to, or had not wished to—repair the wreckage.

"All broken—" lllylle looked at what |lay before them. "We—there is no way through that!"

"None." So much they had |ost when the robot outdistanced them. There was nothing left for them to
do but cast along the edge of the shattered Forest seeking some refuge. L et the sun rise, strike those
pieces—they could not face such reflected light, even if their lives depended upon it. Which well they
might.

North or south? North lay the Mirror and the way they had once fled this place. South was unknown
land. And was That watching? South Ayyar turned now, guiding lllylle, searching for any hint of refuge.
They could not hope for clouds and storm a second day .

"Ayyar!" Thegirl's head was up; she was sniffing.

But what scented the air was not the stench of fase Iftin, nor of any of the creatures of That. It was
cool and clean, and it spoke of real growth and life. But here—in this desert—?

"That way!" She swung her head to the lft. "Oh, hurry! Hurry!"

But before them lay the murderous shards of crystdl, and Ayyar held her back. He was not sure he
could pick afree path through without knowing how far they must travel, nor what lay beyond.

"Thisway isdangerous—" he began.
"Thatitisnot!" shereturned emphaticdly. "We mug find—"

To take that way demanded such an agony of concentration from Ayyar that he held to his strength
of purpose only by gresat effort. 1llylle came behind him, heeding his words asto where to set her feet.
Time and time again he had to set asde, with infinite care againg ditting his hands, ajagged splinter too
largeto avoid. Y et to encourage them always was that scent of free earth and growing things.

"Growing things?' wondered one part of Ayyar's mind. Thiswaswinter; there should be no green
here—anywhere. Another trap of That with bait no Ift could resist once he had journeyed through the
Waste? No, that was one thing which That could not produce by Its will—acounterfet of truelifered
enough to deceive the Forest dwellers.

Therewasalighting of the sky, or wasit intensified radiance from the east? In ether caseit turned
the crystd into afire about them. Illylles hold upon him tightened again, and Ayyar knew without any
voiced complaint that her eyes suffered from the glare. How much longer—?

The shards vanished, pulverized in two beaten tracks, ground down to pave aroadway. Ayyar was
tempted to turn into that road, to follow it. But the scent lay ahead. He looked up and down that road.
Onit nothing moved—yet—

"On!" lllylle pulled & him. "Let usgo—"



They crossed that open space and then passed, while Ayyar closed the way behind them with chunks
of crystal. Wytes hunted by scent, but other patrolling sentries here might only scout by eye. Luckily, on
this side of the besten road the wreckage of the Forest was thinner.

Then there was a dip in the ground, and they looked down into greenery. lllylle loosened her grip on
Ayyar—held out her hands.

"Tel metrue" shewhigpered, "oh, tel me true—are those trees?’

They were not Forest giants. In fact they were far removed from the growth of Iftcan. But that they
were trees and bore leavesin winter, he could not deny, though why they grew in the midst of territory
which belonged to That, he could not guess.

[lylle turned her head. Her leaf goggles effectively masked her eyes and the greater portion of her
face, but her mouth smiled as he had not seenit do in days.

"Do you not understand? That could not grow Its own works without the force of true growth
somewhere to draw upon. There must ways be a seed, even if what isdrawn out of it isunnaturd. This
is the seed from which the Enemy's White Forest grew, the energy on which it fed when it was smdl. But
because that was false, it died when the Wrath of Thanth touched it. But the true seed was nourished, not
daininthat hour. Nor, having once used it so, could That destroy it.”

Where she got that knowledge Ayyar did not know, nor even if it was true, though he knew that she
believed it s0. However, there was no denying this refuge of green in the midst of adesert of death, and
they needed it asaman dying of hunger and thirst needs food and drink. So, with only the remnants of
caution acting as a brake upon their need and their eagerness, they went down to be swallowed up in the
shade of leaf and bough. Illylle dropped, to lie upon her back, her arms outspread, her fingers digging
deep into therich earth asif they were now rootlets to sustain and feed her.

Food—drink— Ayyar leaned his back againgt atree trunk, and nothing he could now remember had
ever felt as good as the toughness of that rough bark. He had known the need for neither since he had | eft
the Mirror, nor did he now. The scent, the sounds, the fedl of the wood were enough to renew his
grength, his confidence—

"That road"—he began thinking a oud—"that must be the way the off-worlders and the machines
passed. But any Ift on it—unless afalse one—"

"Ahhhh—" She 9ghed. "Hereit isdifficult to think. One must give onesdf up to feding, just to
bang—'

Ayyar was tempted even as she, but that inheritance from the Ayyar who had been Captain of the
First Ring, awarrior in adesperate lost war, was his conscience now. They could believe welcome of
thiswood, surrender themselvesto its healing, and be lost to the mission that had brought them here. No,
somehow the road must provide them— Ayyar's thoughts hesitated, changed direction. Thiswasasafe
placein which he could leavelllylle! He did not know how far her eyes had recovered, but he suspected
that now he must act without any responsbility for another. If he scouted aong the road, he must do it
aone, fortified by the belief that she was sife.

How to tell her? She was moving, bracing hersdf up on her arms. Some of the contentment was gone
from her face, ashadow velled the brightness.

"How well can you see?'

She sat upright; her hands came dowly, plainly unwillingly, to the leaf goggles. She took them off,
turned her head from | eft to right, her lower lip caught childishly between her teeth.

“Itisdim, ill dim."
"Then you shdll stay here for the present—"
"But we were both chosen to carry—"

"I do not say," he compromised, "that in the end we shdl not both go. But first | must scout the road
d‘]ea[‘ n



"In the day? Even my poor eyes can mark that.” She pointed to a sun finger cregping into their green
nest. "With the broken Forest to make the glare a hundredfold worse?"

"Besurel will not movein fally. I would but seethe road and if aught travelsit by day. If | find the
sun too great atorment, | shall return.”

He put on his goggles and reclimbed the hill from the clean green into the hard glare of the Waste.
The sun was up above the horizon, but as yet it did not pierce too keenly into the places where he crept,
careful of every move, lest he cut hand, foot, or body on the jagged bits of the ruined trees.

He heard crunching sounds and pushed forward, lying in asmal space between two piles of rubble.
And he had been not amoment too soon in his coming, for there wastravel on the road. Ayyar was past
surprise a anything he saw here. Also this newcomer he knew of old. A space suit, itsface plate fogged
so0 that none knew what was within, or if anything was, sumped stolidly dong headed east.

Ayyar lay very dill. Once before, that thing or itstwin had found and taken them captive, using the
off-world weagpons clamped to its belt. Wasit coming to round them up a second time? He waited
fataigticaly to seeit turn asde from the road, come clumping to his hiding place. So surewas hethat this
would happen that he blinked after it in disbdlief asit continued along the track.

Then to his amazement, a second such apparition appeared. Space suit? He thought so. But the
proportions of this had never been designed to fit aform of humanoid build. It was short, squat,
abnormally broad across the shoulders, and it possessed four walking appendages, but no arms at all,
unless the coiled tubing about its middle section represented those. The whole helmet must once have
been aclear bubble, but, like the face plate of the other suit, it was now misted to hide what might be
ingde

With the same unvarying stride it followed behind its companion eastward.

Although Ayyar lay there until the reflection from the crystals warned him of the danger of remaining
in the open, he saw no sign of any human from the port or the garths, nor any of the falseIftin. But he
counted four more of the ambulating space suits. Two were old style from ships of human occupancy.
There had been another of the four-legged type and one of till another sort. This moved on small tracks,
asmight amachine. An ovoid body poised above that means of progress. Smal openingslike miniature
portholesringed it around, but all those were closed. From the top projected two antennae which might
once have been limber and moving, but which now hung limp, bobbing against the outer shell of the
ovoid.

All of thisweird company headed east, two at atime, with an interval between each pair. Ayyar
suspected that they were on patrol, but whether thiswas aregular form of sentry-go, he did not know.
With thisthe full sum of hisinformation, he returned to the restful green of the refuge and reported what
he had seento lllylle. She listened eagerly.

"These strange suits, you have not seen their like before?!

Ayyar laughed. "Even when | was Naill Renfro | did not know al there was to be known about the
gpace lanes. The human suits are old, of atype long since discarded. It may bethat the dien ones are the
same”

"And thoseinthem?"

Ayyar hesitated. "Somehow | cannot think that they hold life—aswe know it."

"That ismy thought also. Listen." She put her hand over his on the ground. "In the space of time |
have been here a one—there has come a message for me. Not in words, no, nor even in clear thoughts.
But thisisa place of power, and we carry the fruits of power within us. | believe now that if we open our
mindswe may learn more of what has been striving to resch me—"

"That?" Hewas dert, remembering only too well what happened when Naill memory opened the
doorsto suggestion.

She shook her head vehemently. "Never That! Not here. But we were sent as tools and perhaps that



which has entered into uswill now work to open Illylle memory, Ayyar memory, when we have o great
aneed for more and more of those."

Hewas gill wary, yet her earnestnessinfluenced him, and at last he agreed to try.

| X

They lay on ground, which was not the seared covering of the Waste, but dark and rich, welcoming
to seed. And as|lllylle had done earlier, they dug their fingers deep into that soil asif striving to root
themselves, to be a part of what grew here. Ayyar till feared to open hismind. To do sowasto loosea
door through which That might attack. Still, in this green place, it was hard to think that could be so.

Iftsga—none of the saplings growing here were of the stock of the Great Crowns. No, if what Illylle
thought was true, and thiswas the germ from which That derived power to grow the White Forest, then
none of that seed would root here. But in that other Forest place, deep in the stronghold of That where
they had been prisoner, they had found one of the old stock.

Iftsga, Iftcan—the home Forest—his mind kept returning to the green there. Spring, and the rise of
renewing sap—the awakening of Iftin bodies. Summer, with the long beautiful nightsfor hunting, for
living. Fall, with the last securing of the Crowns, the coming of the need for deep. Winter, when oné's
body was cradled safe within one of the Great Crowns, one's mind traveling—traveling through dreams.

Where had dreamsled during the bodies dumber? Memories—so faint they were only wisps, which,
when he strove to catch them, meted. Winte—winter dumber, one learned then—much—much—

Such as—

One of those wisps of memory became solid. He could read it asif he watched a story tape. Yes,
one could learn so. Asthirgtily as he had drunk Iftsigals sap, so did Ayyar now hold to that memory. This
and this—but could they do it? He was no Mirrormaster. What power had heto call upon?

Through the maze of dream memory, his body answered that doubting thought with awarm surge of
life, ademanding of something within him for freedom of action. Ayyar opened his eyes upon the here
and now, the green roof of boughs over his head. The need for action still spurred him. Beside him llylle
dtirred, gazed into hisface.

"Now we know," she said softly. "Now we know—"

"One of the space suits—" His mind was dready weighing possihilities.

She frowned. "They are dlien. Can they hold what we must send?

"Where will we find abetter key now?1 do not think there is another. We can only try that firds—"

"Y ou shdl bethe oneto go."

He accepted that readily. Ayyar the warrior, not 1llylle the priestess. Hislife force could
accommodate the energy that would burn her out if she strove to use the tool they must put hand to—her
degradation would be so much the greater. Y et also with him, through him, would go that part of Illylle
that the wave from Thanth had bestowed, so their double share of energy would march to confront That.



Asyet hewas not sure just how that could be done. Only his own part was clear in hismind from
that strange communication with the dreams of the far past. Now—for one of the space suits—a
humanoid one.

Would they return from their patrol soon? And how could he capture one? The fase Ift had been
destroyed by the energy transmitted in sword touch. Could one of the marching suits be so deactivated?
And dared he waste power s0?

"The power—" Heturned to lllylle. "If | must use some of it to capture asuit, will | then bethe
weaker?'

"For agpace, yes. Were we not both so when we took the 1ft? But it renewsits flow again. | do not
think that we would have been sent on such amission without that assurance.”

"And you?'
"When the time comesthat | must givedl | hold of Thanth's touch unto you, then | shall be asone
adeep. So we must search out abed wherein | may rest until you return for my awakening.” She spoke

with such serene confidence that he wondered. For to him it did not seem that even victory would bring
about hisreturn. Y et he did not voice that doubt.

"We do not have much time," she continued. "If the suits do not return, then we must hunt another

key—

To spy upon the road meant going once more into the sun and glare, but he had no choice. Ayyar
hoped the goggles would shild his eyes enough so he could see, when the time for action came. How
did one bring down awalking space suit? With alump of the crystal? No, in the sun he could not be sure
of hisaim or even if such ablow would toppleit. And what if the suit was occupied? By—what?

He could only et inspiration guide him at the proper moment, Ayyar decided. Illylle said no more, but
she watched him climb from the pool of green into the desert of the Waste. He wriggled back to the spot
where he had lain before and covered his eyes. Listen—his ears must do duty until the very last moment,
and the suits had made noise enough before.

The hesat of the sun was a burden on him, pressing his body to earth. From moment to moment he
feared he could not stand it, that he must return to that dit filled with green or die. Still he listened and
fought hismisery of body and the nagging thought that thiswas usdless, that only failure waited him.

Hisearsdid not betray him. There came asteady crunch-crunch. Shading hiseyes Ayyar looked to
the east. One of the roll-footed suits was returning, and after it, severa feet to the rear, aonce human
covering.

Wait—if they came back in the same order asthey had gone, he wanted the last in line—the one that
had led before. To take that might not aert the rest of the squad.

Number three was coming, one of the four-legged trampers. Again a human, then afour-legged—
Ayyar waited, sword drawn and ready. One after another they rolled or stamped by. Now! Thiswasthe
last if the count remained the same.

He crouched for aleap. The space suit was passing—now!

Ayyar gained the rutted road in one bound. His sword swung up and out so that itstip touched the
helmet on the space suit. There were sparks and the suit halted while its unheeding companions marched
or rolled on.

The Ift waited for any sign that they knew of the loss of their rear guard, or for ahostile move from
the suit. But the rest continued on and the suit was statue still. When the others were out of sight in aroad
dip, Ayyar sheathed his sword and caught the suit by the shoulder. At histouchiit fell, gartling himinto a
sdewise legp in wary defense. Asit lay Hill inthe road he returned to drag it back to their green
hideaway.

To touch the meta made him sick, and he doubted whether he could ever force himsdlf to do what
must be done. But he could see no other way. The inert suit fell from his hands at therim of the valey and



rolled down, breaking branches as it bounced and flopped from side to side. Heavy asit was, he thought
it did not cloak any body.

Ayyar cameto whereit lay and sraightened it out on the ground. Although it was archaic in style,
much older and more clumsy than those of the Renfro ship, the generd shape was the same, and he was
able to master the old sedling locks.

The fogged hdmet came off. From the hollow within issued asmall puff of vapor. Ayyar dropped the
helmet as he choked and coughed. It was a sharp, metdlic smell, combined with acrid, nose-tickling
ozone.

Painly the suit did not cover any living, or onceliving, thing. Seeing that, alittle of the lurking
nightmare, which had aways been in hismind since he had seen the first of these ayear ago, vanished.

Ayyar set the helmet to one side and opened the rest of the protective covering. In that portion where
the chest of the origina wearer would have been there was a small box suspended by wire—almost,
Ayyar thought abit wildly, asif the suit had been equipped with amechanica heart.

Thiswas scorched and blackened and from it came small trails of smoke. Not wanting to touch it,
Ayyar used broken branchesto lever and break the wires, wrench it free. Still holding the box between
branches, he hurled it out of the valley.

For the rest the suit was empty. Illylle pulled handfuls of leaves from bushes and saplings, selecting
certain ones. With pads of thesein her hands she came to the emptied suit and held them out to Ayyar.

"Rub theseontheingde," she suggested. "They will cleanseit, perhaps make it easier to wear.”

The leaves she had chosen were aromatic, good to smell. And he obeyed her with awill, making sure
thewhole interior was S0 treated. The mass|eft green sains on the lining, but he could no longer smell the
taint of off-world when he had finished.

He guessed that the suit would fit him well enough, though he was more dender than its one-time
owner. Towak planet sdeinits bulky weight was another matter, it would make him dow and clumsy.
He only hoped that that awkwardness would not betray him to those or That which had set the
unmanned suit on patrol.

Now—what about sight? The face plate of the helmet was fogged and he could not go blindly.
Picking up the hdmet Ayyar used leavesto rub the eye space. And, to his satisfaction was able to clean
away some of the mist. He would have limited sight, but no worse, he believed, than through the goggles

a midday.
No longer dared he delay. Heturned to lllylle.
"It isready now."
"Then, before you put it on—come—"

Sheled him back through the wood to the opposite wall of the narrow valey. "There—" She
pointed.

"There" was ahollow recessin thewall. And at hand was a pile of stones, newly gathered, to judge
by the broken moss and earth stains on them.

"When we are done with what we must do, then wall me up so that | may deep undisturbed until you
come to wake me."

"Andif | do not—?" It wastimeto say that.

"Wedid not ever believe that thiswas alight task, laid upon us for pleasure or our profit. We do
what must be done, that the Seed be not destroyed, and that that which raised us from the dust of
centuriesto walk again be served. Isthat not s0?"

He bowed hishead, for thiswastruth. "That iss0."
"Then"—she drew a deep breath—"give me your hands—and wait."
Hishandsin hers, lllylle stood with her back to thewall of the valey, snging—not loudly, rather asa



murmur. And the words were not for him, but for aloosing, a surrender, aresignation of her will and
drength.

Along her head, her shoulders, her body, into her arms, came asilvery flowing, as what the touch of
Thanth had placed in her she now passed to him. From her handsinto his came that tingling, spreading on
into hisbody. So did they stand until the last of the ripples was gone from her. Now her eyeswere
closed, her face pale and haggard, and she swayed, faling forward againgt him.

Ayyar took up her light body; it felt very fragilein hisarms. Gently helaid her in the hollow, wrapping
both their cloaks about her. Swiftly then he built up thewall of stones, wiping away dl the signs of
disturbance that he could, lest they guide some hostile eyesto the deeper.

Having done thus, Ayyar went back to the suit and began to clothe himsdlf iniit. 1llylle had been
right—the scent of the leaves with which he had scrubbed the interior made him able to stand wearingit,
though it till took al his courage to fasten down the helmet, encasing him so snugly in the Enemy's
covering.

To move so hindered was hard for his|ft body, used to the loose and supple clothing of the forest
hunter. He took up his sword and managed to fasten the scabbard to the waist belt. He trusted that this
might be thought atrophy of some victory and not areason for suspicion. Thisdone, he climbed
awkwardly out of the valley and tramped to the road. He would lag far behind the rest of the patrol, but
there was nothing he could do to remedy that.

It was good to reach the better footing of the broken track, for walking in the suit was atiring
process. Luckily he was able to see enough to avoid the pitfalls of theruts.

Theroad descended in aseries of dipsasif it ran down agiant staircase of wide ledges. And on
either side, the shards of the shattered White Forest covered the ground. Ayyar began to watch for the
great chasm that had been the end of their journey on that former occasion.

But thetrail he followed, when it did come to the edge of that break, turned south and ran along the
rim. Migts curling below hid from his eyesthe strange place of crystd walsthrough which heand Illylle
had once sought a path, or anything el se that might lie in those depths.

Now the path descended again, a a gentle incline to the left of the wall of the chasm, which rose
higher and higher asabarrier. And along it were patches of that same crysta that had formed the trees of
the White Forest—these protruding asif they were like unto the shelf fungi one saw in the Forest.

On one of theselay something dark, and Ayyar moved closer. A man from the garths by his bush of
beard, his clothing—though that was rent into tattered rags—rested there. He was curled upon himself,
his head turned away, and Ayyar thought that he was dead. He hated by the quiet stranger to look over
the way that still lay ahead. There was avaley—wide. And from its floor were raised mounds which
differed sharply in color from the red-ydlow of the sandy soil on which they were based. They were
black, adull, lusterless black. And they had been shaped by design, not nature, in sharply geometric
forms. From this place he could see them in part. From the sky above they must be very plain indeed.
The labor that had gone into their making must have been enormous.

Among those mounds things moved, perhaps the men from the port and the garths, or other space
suitsanimated by thewill of That, but they seemed to do so aimlesdy and without purpose. Machines
did likewise. He saw the grubber rumble aong amound foot, dwarfed by that rise of earth.

What this place was or its use, he did not know, unlessit was merely a keepsafe for the servants of
That until they were wanted. Perhaps as one among many he would not be detected. But he must find a
way to That, wherever It might dwell, and to that he had no clue at dl. If it meant searching through all
the Waste and every wonder in it, then that he must do. He went on down into the place of mounds.

If this could be so clearly sghted from aoft, he wondered as he trudged adong, why had none of the
early explorers of Janus mentioned it? Why had it not shown up on any of the survey visa-tapes made
before the planet was open to settlement? Such signs of a native intelligence would have kept the planet
off thefirst auction held by Survey when the Combine had acquired rights here amost a hundred year



ago. Thetrees of Iftcan could easily have remained a secret to explorers, asthey had, but surely not this!

The closer Ayyar cameto the plain of the mounds, the more he wondered at them. Asfar ashe
could detect, they were not buildings—but solid piles of earth. The burid places of somelong vanished
race? Iftin memory peopled Janus with naught besidestheir own kind, That, and the Larsh. And the
Larsh were beast-men, only just emerging from the animal in thefind days of Iftcan. Though perhapsthe
Larsh had athousand years or more after their find victory to risein civilization under the domination of
That. Maybe these monuments were raised in honor of their ancestors or the power that had led them
againg the Forest.

L oose sand rose about the boots of the suit as he came out into the valley floor. His pace was now a
shuffling crawl for it waslabor to plow through this. Ayyar stopped short as aman approached. The
other wore the tunic of one of the port security police, and in histanned face his eyes were set, staring
dully ahead as he walked, shifting and skidding in the sand unceasingly, asif he were amechanical toy set
to go and then forgotten, to walk so until he ran down into degth.

All the others Ayyar could sight near enough to see clearly were like thisman. They twisted and
turned, went thisway and that, with no reason, merely keeping on their feet and moving. He looked
about for the animated space uits, but there were none about. Nor in this sand were there any tracks he
could follow. Perhapsto circle the walls of the valley— In that way he could keep out of the path of the
restlesswalkers.

Those wallswere perpendicular, and on their surfaces the protruding crystals formed irregular
gplotches. Twice as Ayyar went on hisdow survey of thewall, he sighted other men lying till, usudly
falen faceforward, arms outstretched asif they had collapsed, never to stir again. And both timesthese
were garthmen, not from the port. Ever back and forth, into the shadows of the mounds and out again,
walked those others without rest. And the machines crawled and rolled in the same aimless fashion.

Ayyar plodded on, the suit heavy on him, every movement demanding more and more effort. But he
feared to stop among that ever-moving company, lest that halt dert any watcher. Only fatigue drove him
at last to that danger and he rested, back against the wall, studying what he could see of the valley.

The sun marked afternoon. Ayyar longed for the coming of night. Nowherein that crowd did he note
any fase Iftin. Perhaps both they and the space suits had their own place. Doggedly he began to march
agan.

There was something odd upon the top of amound he now neared. He strove to raise his head within
the lock of the helmet, straining to see better. That was aflitter resting there. At least it did not buzz about
asdid therest.

Change came suddenly. Had he not paused from sheer fatigue, Ayyar would have had no warning at
al. So closethat he might have reached out ahand to lay on his shoulder, a garthman stalked <tiff-legged.
Now he halted, onefoot till readied for the next step. For amoment he stood thus, then toppled to the
ground. And he was not the only one. They were dl going down, faling where they stood, some skidding
forward as momentum carried them aong. Ayyar was now the only one on hisfeet on the plain where
activity had ceased in an ingtant.

He sensed what— A searching thought? Questing for him? Or just for anything foreign to the valley?
Apprehension made him do the only thing he could, dampen his thoughts, blank out Ayyar as best he
could. Perhaps normaly he could not have accomplished that; perhaps it was due to the virtue that had
flowed out of the Mirror that he was saved. He was conscious of a hovering, seeking thing, asif he could
actually see some great hand, with crooked fingers ready to grab, high over his head.

Moments passed; the shadows of the mounds spread larger and darker, swallowing up many of
those who lay upon the sand. Still that thought sought, hunted— And never dared Ayyar believe that truly
he could escape that hunt.

Then, as swiftly asit had come, it was gone. Y et none of the captives rose again or moved, and the
plain was degathly ill. Dared he go on? Or would the very fact that he moved reveal him? He could not



look in another direction without turning hiswhole body. Must he play statue here for perhaps hours? But
with the night, surely with the night, he might draw the dark about him as acloak and dareto wak again!

Ayyar did not have to wait for the night. From between two mounds came a couple of space suits,
one human, one of the four-legged type. They hated now and then by some of the supinefigures, though
asfar as Ayyar could seethey did nothing else but stand so. Findly the humanoid figure stooped and
picked up one of the limp men, held him on hisfeet, until the rope-like gppendages of the other suit
flicked forth and steadied him. Together they marched toward the end of the valey, holding the helpless
body between them. And, daringly, Ayyar plowed through the sand to follow.

The man they carried wore a uniform tunic with officer'singgniaon the collar. Perhgps That had
drawn al the port personnd to It, had the off-world force inits entirety here. The two space suitsturned
to theleft, putting one of the smaller mounds between them and Ayyar. He kept on along thewall of the
vdley, griving to hurry alittle to catch up with them when they cameto the end of that mound. Only
when he reached that spot, no space suits with prisoners were to be seen!

Ayyar waited, but they did not appear. Now he ventured away from the wall, shuffled through the
sand to the side of the mound and edged a ong that, thinking that when the others came into sight he
would fdl in behind them. Still they did not come.

The mound ended, and he turned its point and looked back along the other side to where the others
must be, fearing that they might have taken off in another direction while the pile of earth had been
between them.

Therewas nothing there—nothing at al! The suits and their prisoner might have been wholly illusion.
With the mound wall now on hisleft, Ayyar started down the side that had been the path of those others.
Severd of the garthmen and two from the port lay pronein the sand with no sgnsof life. But Ayyar
thought he could make out, some distance away, adragging path, grooving the sand, perhaps cut by the
feet and legs of aman half carried, haf pulled.

He cameto the end of that indentation, for end it was, midpoint of the mound wall. Either they had
flown from here or smply disgppeared. For loss of anything better to search, Ayyar lifted hisarm inthe
gtiff deeve of the space suit and thumped a mittened hand against the earth of the mound. A clod was
didodged and fell, showing plainly against the lighter sand. Now he saw other such clods about the end
of thetrall.

Had they climbed? Swinging around to face the Sde of the mound, he inched dong, squinting through
the dim face plate at the earth. Only such a close inspection showed him the hollow, nearly at eyeleve.
Heraised hishand and st it into that.

Under hisfeet the sand stirred. He was moving down! Already he was knee deep, his hand pulled
from that hole, sand pouring in about him as he sank. Waist deep, and now the sand was stopped. There
was aridge rising above to hold back that dry flood. Under the sand on which he stood was solid
footing, and that platform, or whatever it was, was descending smoothly asif through a shaft.

There was no way of escape. In the clumsy suit he could not hope to climb out quickly enough. He
was as much of a prisoner now as the man he had seen dragged to this place.



X

Hewas not redly in ashaft, Ayyar decided, for he could see no walls. And the sense of insecurity
that that discovery gave him kept him very still on what he hoped was the center of the platform. It was
dark here, even for Iftin eyes. And he could not lift his head, imprisoned in the helmet, to see the outer
world above.

At last the carrier touched bottom, but for along moment Ayyar made no move, dmost hoping it
would ascend. When it did not, he did hisright foot forward carefully, not raising his boot from the
flooring. Sand from the surface grated under hisweight, then hisfoot met another leve, thefloor of this
burrow.

Ayyar took achance, freed the helmet catch so he could push that back to hang between his
shoulders. His head was free, his sight no longer dimmed by the plate. Now he could strain back, see
that oblong of light above. It looked very far away, and now, though he flung the weight of hisbody to
stop it, the platform, showering sand from its surface, begantorise.

Hisweight made no difference. Ayyar rolled off the un-railed surface. He ssumbled back to avoid the
flood of sand and bleakly watched the platform go. However, he could see alittle more now that he was
not prisoned in the helmet. He looked about swiftly before the source of light above was sedled by the
platform.

Wallsfaced him fore and aft within touching distance were he to extend hisarms. Right and left was
darkness. Which way should he go to trail those who had preceded him? Two choices—with no clueto
influence him one way or the other. He became aware of akind of humming in thewalls. This place had
life, and awareness that was surely not the emission of any human or Ift mind.

Above, the opening closed, leaving him in the dark, but that blackness did not last. To human eyes,
Ayyar decided, it might still betotally lacking in light, but he picked up athrobbing dong thewals. If
darkness had shades, then he saw one passing over another, blacker. Energy—could one see energy?
He breathed in. Theair carried faint, strange odors. But—yes, his guide—the scent of man! Could he
depend upon his nose to track the off-worlder and his captors?

Ayyar garted down theleft-hand path, sniffing. That odor held, though it grew no stronger. Under his
boots sand crunched and shifted. Within afew feet he traveled on smooth surface with now and then a
ringing sound, in spite of his effortsto move quietly. The shadow pattern on the wal did not change. If he
had set off any darms by venturing into this place he had no warning of that.

There were no breaksin the walls. Looking back ashort timelater, Ayyar could not be sure where
he had entered. If thiswas atrap, then he was surely and firmly taken. He was conscious that not only his
nose, hisears, and his eyeswere on guard, but also that inside him some other unnamable sense now did
sentry-go, waiting for what he could not put into words. It too quested, waiting for—what?

On and on—only his nose continued to tell him that he was not on afdsetrail. Waking was easier
with no sand to impede. And acompulsion grew to hurry asfast asthose weights on his feet would let
him. Ayyar fought that, determined to use ahunter's, a scout's caution.



He had begun to think the passage had no end when he saw the faint gleam beyond. Findly he came
to around plug door, intended to sed off the passage, but now swinging gar. It wasfamiliar enough to
give him pause. Thiswasthe kind of barrier one found guarding an air lock on aspacecraft. Ayyar
carefully put out hishand. It gave eadily to hisdight pull. He flattened himself aswell as he could against
thewall of the passage while he sent the door flying open against the opposte wall.

Light—thin, grayish, but till light. Hewaited dertly. Thiswasfar too much likeatrgp. Man or
machine or whatever prowled these ways could be in ambush there. But they could not disguise what
betrayed them to his nose, and he sniffed.

Acrid fumes—faint—linked unto that which had arisen from this suit when hefirst opened it. And
other things, among them 4till the smdll of man. But none strong enough to warn.

Ayyar stepped over the raised threshold, looked about him warily. To Iftin eyesthislight was good.
He stood in a space that was perhaps as large as Iftsiga's spreading girth. The bole of that Giant Crown
had not been perfectly round, but thisareawas. Into it fed three other passages, or so he guessed by the
doors he saw. Therewas, in addition, a curling stairway, hardly more than aladder, made to rise about a
wide center pillar. Thistoo was familiar, of space ship design. Ayyar moved to the foot of that |adder,
raised hishead high, sniffing. Then he bent forward avkwardly to smell the steps.

The scent was there. But he eyed that rise dubioudy. Unhampered by his suit, he would have had no
fears about the climb. Within this casing, such movement was another matter. But to shuck the suit might
be far more dangerous. It might even be deadly dangerous to continue to go helmetless here. Only the
need for sight made him dareiit.

As he had foreseen, the climb was difficult, and he had to pull himself up and dong by grasping both
rals. Theladder was meta, a smooth surface on which his boots, unless planted very carefully, were
inclined to dip. Space suits were equipped with magnetic platesin the solesto counter just such peils,
but on his suit they were no longer in service.

He traveled through another tube now, thisrising straight up instead of running horizontaly as had the
first. Again there were no bresksin thewals, no landings giving on any level. Ayyar continued to climb,
pausing every few stepsto listen, sniff, await awarning from hisinner aert.

The light grew brighter as he advanced, near that of amoonlit night in the upper world. Ayyar
marveled a the wals, there were no signs of plate seams. The whole great tube might have been castina
sngle piece. Therewasachill here, an dienfed that triggered hisold revulson. Y et he was sure that the
technology Naill Renfro had once known had nothing in common with these burrows.

Therewas an end to the ladder stair at long last. He came into a second round area from which again
ran hallways. But none of these were doored by locks. Here he made the daunting discovery that he
could no longer depend upon his nose for guide. Too many odors, dl foul by Iftin standards, fought one
another. He could take any one of those passages and not be surethat it led him aright. Which way—"?

llTry_ll

Ayyar hdf crouched, hishand on the sword hilt which wasto him the natural weapon. Then he knew
that word had not been spoken in hisear asit had seemed for one wild instant, but rather had formed in
hismind.

That?

"Try—sword—" Again, and very faint, ashadow picture only, of athin face, an Iftin face—the eyes
closed in dumber—or something deeper than dumber—the cheeks alittle sunken—IIlylle! Not quite as
he had seen her lagt, but sill—lllylle.

Hedid not cry her name aloud, but he strove to make it carry along his reaching thought of her to
bring him assurance that it was she who had sought him thus.

"Try—the—sword—" The lips of that shadow facein hismind did move.
Ayyar drew the sword, swung to face the nearest hall. He did not know what he expected, but there



was nothing—just the sword pointing. Slowly he turned to the next, again nothing. But at the
third—ahhh—

Not the green light that had once dripped from it, no, thiswas a park only, flashing and goneagainin
an ingtant. Warning—or guide? He must believe the latter.

He passed at his suit-dictated shuffle into that passage, the sword, pointing now to thefloor, giving
him no further sign. Thiswas not around tube. The ceiling was higher. And now and then he saw
scratches on thewalls asif large, moving objects had forced their way dong with some difficulty.

"llylle?* Once more he mind-called.

"Watch—sword—" No longer her face, just those words, and with them a sense of danger, asif this
communication could awaken some peril. So he broke contact. Y et he was heartened; he no longer
walked so alonein this place.

The hum in thewallswas stronger. He could fed aso akind of pulsation intheair. The stink of
machines, astrong stench that gave him theimpression of age, of long entrenchment in this place was
heavy. There wasthe outline of adoor in the wal to hisleft and above it a shuttered dit. He paused to
look within.

Vast dusky things he could not identify—machines, he guessed. And from there the hum was amuted
roar—not truly of sound, but of vibration. It was hard to equate this place with the White Forest, with
That as he had thought of It—a power beyond such toys of men, as was the Mirror of Thanth, and what
reached through it, far beyond the knowledge of the Iftin who had followed another path of life
dtogether.

What was That? He was beginning to revise hisideas. Or was dl this merely used by the servants
here? Who had built dl this—and why?

After Ayyar |eft the place of machines, there were no more doors. But shortly he passed between
two crysta plates set facing each other. And his sword sparked.

Suspicion was triggered. He swung to the right, touched sword point to that sparkling pandl. A touch
only, not hard enough to mar it, or so he had thought. But from the point of that Iftin-forged blade, cracks
spread in aweb. The block became dull in an ingtant. At once Ayyar turned and served the other pandl in
the same fashion. If that had been some warning or control, as he suspected, then it would not operate
again. But had the warning of his coming aready flashed ahead? Perhaps he had thus offered achdlenge
to what dwelt here.

He watched for more of the pandls, intent upon breaking them before they could relay his advance.
There were two more such.

Perhaps he gained too much salf-confidence by his small successes. He was not prepared for what
followed when he paused to rest by that last pand. Suddenly he found himself walking, or rather the suit
waswaking, carrying himwith it. In spite of his struggles, his attemptsto throw himsdf out of stride, even
to the floor, it continued to carry him ahead.

By concentrating al hiswill on asinglebit of action, Ayyar was able to force the hand holding his
sword to return that weapon to its shesth. He was afraid that whatever now controlled the suit might
drop or throw away that blade—upon which he centered al his hopes of ever coming out of this place
aive. He had thought that the "heart”" he had removed from the suit had been its control. But it would
seem that the covering in which he was now a prisoner was still sengitive to outside command. It even
moved more quickly, with greater ease than he had been able to use. Ayyar was being transported, as
much a helpless captive asthat off-worlder he had seen brought into this maze.

The suit bore him steedlily past other doors, with only a short chance to look inside. More
machines—but these smaller—and dwaystotaly unfamiliar. Now, here was another of the curving stairs
and the suit confidently climbed.

[lylle, helonged to reach to her. Not that she could give him any answer to thislast disaster, but



because he needed, oh, how gresatly, some contact with reality. What was here was not life as he knew it,
rather something opposed to his speciesfor dl the ages.

Y et he dared not give his spirit that bolstering. How he knew that, he was not certain, only that it was
astrue asany oath laid upon him. His hands lay helplesswithin the gloves, reaching for fresh holdsto
draw him up each step his unwilling feet took. Up and up—where?

When he came out of that second stairway, he was not aone any longer. One of the ovoid space
suitsrolled dong. Ayyar waited for recognition, for the thing to make some move toward him. Not until it
had passed, was severa paces away, did Ayyar redize that it had not been sent to deal with him. But his
suit thrust him aonginitswake.

Hisinner sense was awarrior waiting battle, the kind of battle which isthe last Sand against the
assault of the enemy. Ayyar snarled. About him was a choking stench. Hisfear was cloaked and armed
with anger. Already he knew that it wasal of That.

Ahead another space suit came out of adoor, moved diagonaly down the corridor. Ayyar gasped as
he caught sight of what that metal monster carried. For dung acrossiits shoulder, arms and head swaying
lifdesdy back and forth, was the unclothed green body of an Ift!

lllylle How hed they—?

He could not hasten the pace of the suit to catch up with that other and its burden beforeit had
entered another door. But as he passed that opening in turn, Ayyar turned his head far enough in the
unyielding collar of the suit to look within. The green body lay on atable there, face up—not 1llylle!

Nor any onefrom their own smal band. Then he saw that dit at throat level, the metd armsrising up
and out of the table dab to work—false Ift!

Ayyar witnessed no morefor his suit went past, on down that hall which gave on many rooms, the
contents of which he saw but did not understand until &t last he came to one which the suit entered.
Ayyar shut hiseyes againgt dazzling light. He felt the suit move at its controlled march, then turn around,
take two steps back, cometo ahalt. Cautioudy Ayyar tried to move. He could wriggle alittle within that
shell, but that was dl. To raise hisarm wasimpossible. He was alocked-in prisoner as ably kept asif he
lay chanedinacel.

Through dit-open eyelids hetried to see what lay aout him. Thelight came from a series of reflecting
surfaces, but luckily the spot on which the suit had €l ected to take root was not facing any of those. By
turning his head Ayyar saw hewas onein aline of robots and suits. Next to him was one of the ovoids
onrollers, beyond that arepair robot such as he had seen at ports, but of adightly different pattern, and
fourthly another humanoid space suit. There were il others, but he could not see them clearly.

Theline of mirrors or reflecting surfaces was on the opposite wall to theright. And facing the
midpoint of that line was atilt-top table, now moved from the horizonta to the vertical. Strapped on that
table was the off-worlder from the sandy valley. His eyes were open, staring into the surface of the mirror
inwhich hewasreflected in every detail. But he was not struggling againgt the bonds that held him, and
Ayyar was not even sure he was dive. He could see no reassuring rise and fall of hischest.

There was only one table fixed so, only one man. But in the mirror to that captive'sright, there was
another reflection! It was as bright and clear asif the one who was so pictured still faced it.
Garthman—bushy beard, untrimmed hair, dun colored clothing—

Only no man himsdf!

Ayyar's suit began to move, pacing out from the wall. From that line a second humanoid suit
followed. Was he to stand before the mirror? He had to close his eyes; the glare was punishing. Y et there
did not seem to be any great amount of light esewhere in the room.

Hisarmswererased by the suit, the gloved fingersflexing and curling. They grasped small
projections, turned them, and his own fingersfelt the pressure of the grip. Ayyar stole alook benegath
near-closed eydids. The suit that held him prisoner and the other humanoid one were freeing from the



wall the mirror that bore the reflection of the garthman.

The pand was a head tdler than the suits and none too easy to unclasp. They worked dowly until
they could pull it from the frame, swing it horizonta between them. On the surface, the representation of
the garthman did not move. It could have been atri-dee picture of Naill Renfro's knowledge. The suits
persevered until they could carry it between them. Then they turned and walked from the room, paying
no attention to the off-worlder on the table.

The other suit wasin the lead and strode back down the corridor up which Ayyar had come only
minutes earlier. Not too far away it turned into another chamber where were a series of tables. Two were
occupied. On onelay an Ift body, but only in part. The hands were still blobs of jdly-like substance, the
head shaped but till featureless, thetal, pointed ears only flaps.

It rested on amirror surface such as the one the two suits carried between them. And on that
smooth, deek table, showing only in part, Ayyar caught aglimpse of apicture, asif thereflection werea
pattern to induce the growing of the thing resting onit.

On the second table was amass of quivering jelly spread out to hide whatever pattern lay below it,
and over that lights played in swift, sharp flashes or a steady glow, each touching but one portion at a
time.

All that was Ayyar, the Ift, shrank and rebelled against what lay in this chamber. His sckness of
mind, body, and soul was so gresat that he could have spewed forth even hisidentity if that were possible.
The stench of That here was more than he could bear, and afterwards he thought that he had lost
consciousness for a space.

The gloves were moving, and so perforce his hands, snapping up catches about the rim of an empty
table. Thusthe mirror they had brought was immobilized. When their task was completed, the suits
walked away, returning to the place of the mirror to take their sand again in the line of waiting servitors.
Ayyar's head cleared alittle, away from that foul place of unnatural growth. He swallowed the sourness
in hismouth by will. For the moment at least, he mastered his unsteady stomach. He must free himself
from the suit—but how?

He had cometo believe during this excursion that whoever, or whatever, moved the suit either did
not know he inhabited it or thought him so securely a captive that it did not care about his presence. If the
first guess was the truth, then he might have away to force escape, though afterwards he would have to
continue in these burrows without the smal protection the suit might afford.

But—to get out—?

The energy in hisbody, channeled into the sword, had incapacitated the suit the first time. But the
sword was in the sheath at his belt, and he could not raise his hand to free it. His hand— Ayyar stroveto
turn hiswrist within the glove. Since their return the glove had hung limp. The fingers did not answer to
the pressure of hisasthey once had, but by using dl the strength he could muster, Ayyar was able to
move the hand alittle until the fingers brushed the hilt of the sword.

So far—but no farther. The sword had to rest against his bare flesh before the energy would drain
intoit. Hisbare flesh—

Ayyar stopped struggling with those tiff fingers. The sword had conducted the energy—but did he
need that? He had that energy within him. For moments hefiercely willed to release that power through
any part of him that touched the suit. But with no resuilt.

The suit cameto life asit had before. Thistime asit stepped from line, afour-footed space suit
accompanied it. They headed for the table where the off-worlder faced hisreplicaon the mirror. And
once more Ayyar closed his eyes againg the glare. They loosed the clamps which held the silent captive.
Ayyar made agresat effort. And because the movement he planned was in tune and not in opposition with
the suit's ordered duty, he achieved his purpose. The Ift sword hilt caught in one of those clamps and was
drawn from its scabbard as the suit moved away.

Now—rhis onelone chance! The suit leaned forward to loose the clamps about the off-worlder's



ankles. Ayyar threw himsdf forward, over-balancing the shell that held him so it crashed to the floor. He
turned his head, and hislipsfelt the coolness of the sword hilt. Histeeth closed about it with afrantic grip.
Already the suit was moving ponderoudly to regain itsfeet. And, asit came up, the sword swung back,
with al the skill Ayyar could summon, to touch againgt its breest.

This—thiswasit! Ashe had striven to aim that energy along his hand and into the blade, now he
attempted to send it forth from his mouth. And there were silver ripples answering, flowing down to the
suit. Would it work?

The other suit was going about the business of freeing the prisoner from the table. But his had
stopped. Tentatively Ayyar raised his hand and was able to take the sword hilt from his mouth. He was
free from the will that had used the suit for a servant. But how long would that precious freedom lagt?
Once before he had thought the suit his, only to be trapped in it. He began to loosen the sedls.

Finally he stepped forth, and the suit, now an empty case, lay on the floor. While he had so [abored,
the four-footed suit had put off the final bonds of the captive, and had taken up the limp body to bear it
toward the door, leaving behind the mirror vividly imprinted with the reflection.

Ayyar caught up his sword, freed the baldric from the suit and hurried after, down the corridor but
now in the opposite direction. Should he short-circuit that suit, strive to free the man? But the off-worlder
had not moved; his eyes till stared as his head rested on the suit's back. To all appearances he was
dead.

The suit entered another chamber, and Ayyar paused on the threshold, staring at what stood within.
Row after row of tal cylinders—to hisright clear and empty. But others werefilled to the brimwith a
murky, pink fluid, then capped with heavy domes of dull red metd. In that liquid were half-seen solid
cores. The suit he had followed approached one of the empty cylinders. One of itswaist tentacles
snapped out, pressed a stud in the base of the upright column. The huge container swung out and down.
Into the waiting receptacle the suit did its burden. Oncefilled, the container returned to its origina
position. A cap was lowered from overhead and, from apipeinitscres, liquid trickled down torise
about the body.

Ayyar shrank to one side. The space suit had turned, was coming back to the door.

Xl

Could or did it see him? He had no chance againgt an attack with only a sword for defense. Then his
mind steadied. If the suit wasinhabited he might haveto fear it, but if it were empty the sword energy
ought to render it helpless. His confidence flooded back. But prudently he stepped to the left, out of its
direct path.

It did not pause or show any interest in him, but stamped on into the corridor, leaving Ayyar freeto
explore theroom. All the cylinders with liquid in them were so murky that he could only see shadowy
formsfloating within. But the number was astounding for the chamber was very large and thefilled
containers stood like aforest of evil trees. There were surely more here than the numbers of false Iftin



they had seen, unlessthose formed ared army. But these—if the patternsfor the false Iftin were bottled
here—who were they? Changdings caught in the net of That? Or—Ayyar's heart beat faster—were they
from the old days, captives taken by the Larsh? And if so—could they berestored to life again?

As he returned, he glanced at the container that had so recently been given an occupant. Thered
liquid flowed now about the chin of the motionless off-worlder, lapping againg hislips. In himwasno
ggnoaf life.

Wherewas That which controlled dl this? Ayyar had seen nothing moving except the suits. Should
he seek ahigher levd or alower? And where did these burrows lie—under the mounds or the rock walls
of thevdley diffs?

Heturned left as he came out, heading into the unknown, watching for any wall plates. Therewasa
pair farther on, and thistime he did not shatter them. Rather, he went to floor level, wriggling past on his
bdlly, risng only when hewaswell beyond their frames.

Sometime past, Ayyar had stopped depending upon his nose, for the mingling of what were, for him,
stenches blocked his ability to sdlect any to follow. But now he did smell something, and it waslikethe
clean blade of aknife cutting afoul kalcrok web.

For an Ift, you could not disguise the smell of growing things. He needed that ashe had needed it in
the valey where he had lft Illylle. So he followed that scent eagerly, yet not so headlong that hefalled to
take note of hisgoing and of any pitfal that might lie ahead.

No stairs—but adoping downward of the passage, and ever the scent of true life. But—thiswas
winter—and what he drew into wide nostrils was the odor of pring! Caution dampened hisfirst
excitement. It would seem that in That's domain even the seasons could be controlled.

He crawled past two more of the wall crystals and then was out in the open. From a point below
rose the heady fragrance of what might have been the Forest of Iftcan itself!

Thelight was slver moon radiance. Ayyar Sghed with relief and pleasure asit refreshed histired
eyes, just asthe scents restored his body. Slowly he relaxed, was content.

Content? Deep in hismind the dert sounded. Thiswas not Iftcan—thislay in the hollow of That's
hold! Be not fooled by an outer husk—any more than by the false Iftin. Had he not seen how onething
might be fashioned to resemble another?

Stll, what lay below beckoned him past any sdlf-control. Thiswas of hisknowledge, his natural
home. He began to descend anarrow path, so steep that he needed full attention for hisfooting. There
were trees below, a dense growth of them, their crowns making a green floor for the eyes. And Ayyar's
questioning nodtrils picked up no evil scent.

He dropped from the path and moss rose about his ankles, made a cushion for hisfeet. Among that
thick growth he saw here and there the night-closed bud of the tottlee, its blue so paeit wasasmal
ghogt of its daytime sdlf. And here and there, by thefoot of thewall, stood tall bargor lilies, light green
with the darker spots fading into the leaves. Odd—these seemed to have no detectable scent while the
night-blooming bargor of Iftcan could perfumetheair for awide area. So smdl athing—

Ayyar sood staring at the lilies. Then he reached down, touched afinger to one of those velvet
petds. It wasdive—red. Y e where was the scent? A small thing, but one that broke through his unity
with what grew about him. Now he studied what else was rooted there. The moss, yes, that wasredl.

And therewas asd bush. The moigturein itsthin leaves exuded at night to form luminous drops, tiny
water jewels. One by one, Ayyar catd ogued the plants, saplings, flowers, stroveto find them wanting in
some particular. Only thelilies—

No! Thefragrance of bargors, cloyingly sweet, risng about him in an ingtant, asif someone had
released it from ahidden fountain within the lily clumps. Released? Ayyar licked hislips. He thought of
the scentlesslilies, found them unnatural and so was led to examine more closdly the place wherein he
walked, and here was the scent coming asiif by order—only too late to alay suspicion.



He pulled one of the drop-hung leaves, crumpled it in hishand. It gave forth the proper aromatic
odor, felt completely norma. But now he did not believeinit or in thiswhole woodland. Thiswasatrap
of sorts.

Ayyar returned to the path down which he had come, fearing this place that had seemed to promise
what he needed most. The wall aong which that narrow footway had descended was bare. What had
seemed solid rock under his feet had vanished asif it had never been. So That must know hewas here.
But at least he was warned and derted—by so smdll athing as a scentlessflower.

He looked to the ground and the trees. Those were not tall though he might walk under their lowest
branches with good head room to spare. But to one knowing the Great Forest, this was awood
shrunken into aminiature. To off-world eyes the gloom under the massed |leaves would have been close
to total darkness, but to an Ift thiswas not unusual. He picked out the gleaming grainslying in clusters
aong trunk and branch—fjot eggs filled with the inner light that would aso grace those delicate insect
bodiesthat would issue from the tissue shells.

Where he now stood was the only open space. There was no way to skirt the wood by going along
thevaley wall on either side, and any retreat to the burrows was closed. Hisway must be forward unless
he proposed to remain in the moss-carpeted pocket forever. He had his Iftin senses and his sword—and
avery clever trgp to penetrate. With ashrug for dl folly, including hisown, Ayyar walked under the first
tree.

For dl his careful examination, he could see no discrepancies between thiswood and those natura to
Janus. Almogt, he began to suspect his own discovery concerning thelilies. He threaded his way between
trees and came to another opening, aglade where there was asmal pool, molten silver in the
moonlight—moonlight!

Ayyar stared up to the patch of open sky. Y es, there was the moon. But—he shivered. Just asthe
lilies had been awarning, so did that moon gppear not quite right. Though what was missing or had been
added, he could not have sworn to. The water of the pool invited, lured him with the promise of adeep
draught of clear, cold water. But that which had sustained him since he had been touched by Thanth
dulled that lure, made it easy for him to put asdethirst.

On arock by the pool rim a skeleton leg equipped with a hooked claw shot out, dipped into the
water, arose grasping a struggling, finned creature, and disappeared again. A fisher-tonk—normal again
inthisplace and hour. Ayyar listened to al the sounds. He identified hunters, both furred and festhered,
al save one—no quarrin sounded its mournful night cry here.

Quarrin and Ift, long partnersin the Great Forest—not as servant and master, but as equal s of
different, but intelligent species. And he had heard not quarrin call. Was he watched, traced through this
wood? Would they now produce aquarrin asthey had thelily fragrance when he had noted its absence?
But though he stood and listened, that mournful "hoo-ruurrru” did not sound.

He skirted the pool, reentered the wood, trying to fathom its purpose. So far he had not been
menaced by any danger, and there were some native to the Forest that could reasonably have been used
hereto imperil him had "they" wished to do s0. Who or what lay behind dl this—and dso why? In the
burrows, machinesdid That's bidding. Here the Forest grew in miniature, Ayyar firmly believed, to That
'swill. lllylle must have been wrong to believeit could not do so. He stiffened, legped ingtinctively to set
his back against atree trunk. Fragrance had come from lilies when he had noted itslack, but this was not
any perfume; it wasthat rankness that matched with fase Iftin.

Could it be that those robots must be nourished by awood of illusion asif they had that much kinship
with the onesthey imitated? He waited. There was no sound of footfall, but