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Exiles of the Starsby Andre Norton

Chapter One
KRIP VORLUND

There was an odd haze in the room, or was it my eyes?| cupped my hands over them for amoment as|
wondered, not only about trusting in my sight, but about this whole situation. For the haze might be the
visible emanation of that emotion anyone with the dightest esper talent could pick up clearly—the acrid
taste, touch, smell, of fear. Not our own fear, but that of the city which pulsed around us like the uneven
breething of agreet terrified animdl.

Sensing that, | wanted to run out of the room, the building, beyond the city wallsto such security asthe
Lydis had to offer, where the shell of the Free Trader which was my home could shut out that auraof a
fear fast approaching panic. Yet | sat where | was, forced my handsto lie quietly acrossmy kneesas|
watched those in the room with me, listened to the clicking speech of the men of Kartum on the planet
Thoth.

Therewerefour of them. Two were priests, both past middle life, both of high standing by the richness of
their deep-violet over-mantles, which they had not put aside even though the room was far too warm.
The dark skin of their faces, shaven heads, and gesturing hands was lightened with designsin ceremonid
ydlow paint. Each fingernail was covered with aclaw-shaped meta sheath set with tiny gems, which
winked and blinked even in this subdued lighting astheir fingers, flickering in and out, drew symbolsin the
ar asif they could not carry on any serious conversation without the constant invocation of their god.

Their companions were officias of the ruler of Kartum, as closeto him, they averred in the speech of
Thoth, asthe hairs of his ceremonia roya beard. They sat across the table from our captain, Urban Foss,
seemingly willing enough to et the priests do the talking. But their hands were never far from wegpon
butts, asif they expected at any moment to see the door burst open, the enemy in upon us.

There were three of usfrom the Lydis—Captain Foss, cargomagter Juhel Lidj, and me, Krip Vorlund,
the least of that company—~Free Traders, born to space and the freedom of the starwaysasareal our
kind. We have been roversfor so long that we have perhaps mutated into a new breed of humankind.

Nothing to us, these planet intrigues—not unless we were entrgpped in them. And that did not happen
often. Experience, agrim teacher, had made us very wary of the politics of the planet-born.

Three—no, we werefour. | dropped ahand now and my fingers touched astiff brush of upstanding hair.
| did not have to glance down to know what— who—sat up on her haunches beside my chair, fedling,
sensing even more strongly than | the unease of Spirit, the creeping menace which darkened about us.

Outwardly therewas aglassiaof Yiktor there, black-furred except for the tuft of coarse, stiffened
gray-white bristles on the crown of the head, with adender tail aslong again asthe body, and large paws
with sheathed, dagger-sharp claws. Y et gppearances were deceiving. For the anima body housed
another spirit. Thiswastruly Maglen—she once aMoon Singer of the Thassa—who had been given this



outer shape when her own body was broken and dying, then was condemned by her own peopleto its
wearing because she had broken their laws.

Yiktor of the three-ringed moon— What had happened there more than a planet-year ago was printed
on my mind so that no small detail could ever be forgotten. It was Maglen who had saved me—my lifeif
not my body, or the body | had worn when | landed there. That body was long since " dead"— spaced to
drift forever among the sars—unlessiit be drawn some day into the fiery embrace of a sun and
consumed.

| had had a second body, one which had run on four legs, hunted and killed, bayed at the moon
Sotrath—which left in my mind strange dreams of aworld which was dl scent and sounds such asmy
own species never knew. And now | wore athird covering, akin to thefirst and yet different, abody
which had another small residue of the dien to cregp dowly into my consciousness, so that at times even
theworld of the Lydis (which | had known from birth) seemed strange, alittle distorted. Yet | wasKrip
Vorlund in truth, no matter what outer covering I might wear (that now being the husk of Maguad of the
Thassa). Maglen had done this—the twice changing—and for that, despite her motives of good, not
ill—she went now four-footed, furred, in my company. Not that | regretted the last.

| had been first aman, then abarsk, and was now outwardly a Thassa; and parts of al mingled in me.
My fingers moved through Maden's iff crest as| listened, watched, sucked in air tainted not only with
queer odors peculiar to ahouse of Kartum but with the emotions of itsinhabitants. | had dways
possessed the talent of mind-seek. Many Traders developed that, so it was not uncommon. But | also
knew that in Maguad's body such a sense had been heightened, sharpened. That was why | was one of
this company at this hour, my superiors valuing my worth as an eper to judge those we must deal with.

And | knew that Maglen's even keener powers must also be a work, weighing, assaying. With our
combined report Foss would have much on which to base his decision. And that decision must come
very soon.

The Lydis had planeted four days ago with aroutine cargo of pulmn, apowder made from the kelp beds
of Hawaika. In ordinary timesthat powder would have been sold to the temples to become fud for their
ever-burning scented fires. The trade was not a fabuloudy handsome payload, but it made areasonable
profit. And there was to be picked up in return (if one got on the good side of the priests) the treasures of
Nod—or atrickle of them. Which in turn were worth very much indeed on any inner world.

Thoth, Ptah, Anubis, Sekhmet, Set; five planets with the sun Amen-Re to warm them. Of thefive, Set
wastoo closeto that sun to support life, Anubis a frozen waste without colonization. Which left Thoth,
Ptah, and Sekhmet. All those had been explored, two partly colonized, generations ago, by
Terran-descended settlers. Only those settlers had not been thefirst.

Our kind islate come to space; that we learned on our first gaactic voyaging. There have been races,
empires, which rosg, fell, and vanished long before our ancestors lifted their headsto wonder dimly at the
nature of the stars. Wherever we go we find traces of these other peoples—though there is much we do
not know, cannot learn. "Forerunners' we cal them, lumping them all together. Though more and more
we are coming to understand that there were many more than just one such galaxy-wide empire, one
snglerace voyaging in the past. But we have learned so little.

The system of Amen-Re turned out to be particularly rich in ancient remains. But it was not known yet
whether the civilization which had flourished here had been only system-wide, or perhaps an outpost of a
yet-unclassified galactic one. Mainly because the priests had very early taken upon themsdavesthe
guardianship of such "treasure.”



Each people had its gods, its controlling powers. Thereisan inner need in our speciesto acknowledge
something beyond oursaves, something greeter. In some civilizationsthere isa primitive retrogresson to
sacrifice—even of the worshipers own kind—and to religions of fear and darkness. Or belief can bethe
recognition of aspirit, without any formal protestation of rites. But on many worldsthe gods are strong
and their voices, the priedts, are consdered infdlible, above even the tempord rulers. So that Traders
walk softly and cautiously on any world where there are many temples and such a priesthood.

The system of Amen-Re had been colonized by shipsfrom Veda. And those had been filled with
refugees from a devastating religious war—the persecuted, fleeing. Thus ahierarchy had had control from
thefirg.

Luckily they were not rigidly fanatical toward the unknown. On some worlds the remnants of any native
former civilization were destroyed as devilish work. But in the case of Amen-Re some farsighted high
priest in the early days had had the wit to redlize that these remains were indeed treasure which could be
exploited. He had proclaimed al such finds the due of the god, to be kept in the temples.

When Traders began to call a Thoth (settlement on Ptah wastoo smal to induce visits), lesser finds were
offered in bargaining, and these became the reason for cargo exploitation. For there was no loca product
on Thoth worth the expense of off-world shipping.

It was the lesser hits, the crumbs, which were so offered. The bulk of the best was used to adorn the
temples. But those were enough to make the trip worthwhile for my people, if not for the great
companies and combines. Our cargo space was strictly limited; we lived on the fringe of the trade of the
galaxy, picking up those itemstoo small to entice the bigger dedlers.

So trade with Thoth had become routine. But ship timeis not planet time. Between one visit and the next
there may be avast change on any world, political or even physical. And when the Lydis had set down
thistime, she had found boiling around her the beginnings of chaos, unless there came some, sharp
change. Government, religion, do not exist in avacuum. Here government and religion—which had
aways had afirm aliance—were together under fire.

A haf year earlier there had arisen in the mountain country to the east of Kartum anew prophet. There
had been such before, but somehow the temples had managed either to discredit them or to absorb their
teachings without undue trouble. Thistime the priesthood found itself on the defensive. And, its
complacency well established by years of untroubled rule, it handled theinitid difficulty clumsly.

As sometimes happens, one mistake led to agreater, until now the government at Kartum wasvirtudly in
adate of siege. With the church under pressure, the tempora powers scented independence. The
well-established nobility wasloyd to the temple. After dl, their affairs were so intertwined that they could
not easily withdraw their support. But there are dways have-nots wanting to be haves—Ilesser nobility
and members of old families who resent not having more. And some of these made common cause with
therebels.

The spark which had st it off was the uncovering of a"treasure”’ place which held some mysterious
contagion swift to kill off thoseinvolved. Not only that, but the plague spread, bringing desth to others
who had not dedlt with the place at all. Then afanaticd hill priest-prophet began to preach that the
treasures were evil and should be destroyed.

Heled amob to blow up the infected site, then went on, hot with the thirst for destruction, to do the
sameto theloca temple which served as astorage place for the goods. The authorities moved in then,
and the contagion attacked the troops. This was accepted by the surviving rebels as avindication of their
beliefs. So the uprising spread, finding adherents who wanted nothing more than to upset the status quo.



Asisonly too common where there has been an untroubled rule, the authorities had not redlized the
seriousness of what they termed alocal outburst. There had been quite afew among the higher-placed
priests and nobleswho had been loath to move at once, wanting to conciliate the rebels. In fact there had
been too much talk and not enough action at just the wrong moment.

Now therewas afirg-class civil war in progress. And, asfar aswe were able to learn, the government
was shaky. Which was the reason for this secret meeting herein the house of aloca lordling. The Lydis
had come in with acargo now of little or no value. And while a Free Trader may make an un-paying
voyage once, a second such can put the ship in debt to the League.

To bewithout aship isdeath for my kind. We know no other life—planetside existenceis prison. And
even if we could scrape a berth on another Trader, that would mean starting from the bottom once again,
with little hope of ever climbing to freedom again. It would perhaps not be so hard on junior members of
the crew, such as mysdlf, who was only assstant cargomaster. But we had had to fight for even our lowly
berths. Asfor Captain Foss, the other officers—it would mean total defest.

Thus, though we had learned of the upsetting state of affairswithin ahaf hour after landing, we did not
space again. Aslong as there was the least hope of turning the voyage to some account we remained
finned down, even though we were sure there was presently no market for pulmn. Asametter of routine,
Fossand Lidj had contacted the temple. But instead of our arranging an open meeting with asupply
priest, they had summoned us here.

So great was their need that they wasted no timein formal greeting but came directly to the point. For it
seemed that after al we did have something to sell —safety. Not for the men who met us, nor even for
their superiors, but for the cream of the planet'streasure, which could be loaded on board the Lydis and
sent to protective custody elsewhere.

On Ptah the temple had established awell-based outpost, mainly because certain minerals were mined
there. And it had become a recognized custom for the hierarchy of the church to withdraw to Ptah at
timesfor periods of retreat, removed from the distractions of Thoth. It wasto that sanctuary that they
proposed now to send the pick of the temple holdings, and the Lydis was to transport them.

When Captain Foss asked why they did not use their own ore-trangport shipsfor the purpose (not that
he was averse to the chance to make thistrip pay), they had aquick answer. First, the ore shipswere
mainly robo-controlled, not prepared to carry acrew of more than one or two techs on board. They
could not risk sending the treasure in such, when tinkering with the controls might loseit forever.
Secondly, the Lydis, being a Free Trader, could be trusted. For such wasthe Traders reputation that all
knew, once under contract, we held by our word. To void such abond was unthinkable. The few, very
few, timesit had happened, the Leagueitsaf had meted out such punishment aswe did not care to
remember.

Therefore, they sad, if wetook contract they knew that their cargo would be ddlivered. And not only
one such cargo, but they would have at least two, maybe more. If the rebels did not invest the city (as
they now threatened) too soon, the priests would continue to send off their hoard as long asthey could.
But the cream of it all would be on thefirgt trip. And they would pay—uwhich was the subject of the
present meeting.

Not that we were having any wrangling. But no man becomes a Trader without a very shrewd idea of
how to judge hiswares or services. Thusto outbargain one of uswas virtually impossible. And, too, this
was a sdler's market, and we had amonopoly on what we had to offer.

There had been two serious defeats of the government forces within amatter of ten days. Though the



loyd army still stubbornly held the road to the city. there was no reason to believe that they could
continue to do so for long. So Foss and Lidj made the best of their advantage. There was aso the danger
of an uprisng in Kartum, asthree other cities had aready fallen to rebel sworking from within, inciting
mobs to violence and taking advantage of such outbursts. As one of the priests had said, it wasdmost as
if akind of raging insanity soread from man to man at thesetimes.

"Trouble—" | did not need that mind-alert from Madlen, for | could fed it aso, an ingathering of
darkness, asif any light was swallowed up by shadows. Whether the priests had any esper taents, | did
not know. Perhaps even this aura of panic could be induced by a gifted enemy at work. Though | did not
pick up any distinct trace of such interference.

| stirred; Lidj glanced & me, picked up my unspoken warning. Those of the Lydis had learned, even as|,
that snce my return to the ship in this Thassa body my esper powers were greater than they had once
been. In turn he nodded at the priests.

"Let it be so contracted." As cargomaster he had the final decision. For in such matters he could over rule
even the captain. Trade was hisduty, first and dways.

But if the priests were rdlieved, there was no lightening of the tension in that chamber. Maglen pressed
against my knee, but she did not mind-touch. Only | noted that her head tuft was no longer so erect. And
| remembered of old that the Sign of anger or darm with the glassawas aflattening of that tuft to lie
againg the skull. So | sent mind-seek swiftly to probe the atmosphere.

Straight mind-to-mind reading cannot be unlessit iswilled by both participants. But it is easy enough to
tunein on emotions, and | found (though at adistance which | could not measure) something which sent
my hand to the butt of my stunner, even as Madlen's crest had betrayed her own concern. Therewas
menace far more directed than the uneasinessin thisroom. But | could not read whether it was directed
againgt those who had summoned us, or against our own ship's party.

The priests|eft first with the nobles. They had guardsmen waiting without—which we had not. Foss
looked directly to me.

"Something isamiss, more than just the genera Stuation,” he commented.

"Thereistrouble waiting out there." | nodded to the door and what lay beyond. "Y es, more than what we
might ordinarily expect.”

Maelen reared, setting her forepaws against me, her head raised so that her golden eyes|ooked into
mine. Her thought was plainin my mind.

"Let megofirst. A scout is needed.”

| wasloath to agree. Here she was plainly aien and, as such, might not only attract unwelcome attention
but, in the trigger-set tension, even invite attack.

"Not s0." She had read my thought. "Y ou forget— it isnight. And I, being in this body, know how to use
the dark asafriend.”

So | opened the door and she dipped through. The hall without was not well lighted and | marveled a
how well she used the generd dusk as a cover, being gone before | was aware. Fossand Lidj joined me,
the captain saying, "Thereisavery wrong fed here. The sooner we raise ship, | am thinking, the better.
How long will loading take?"

Lidj shrugged. "That depends upon the bulk of the cargo. At any rate we can make dl ready to handle



it." He spokein code into hiswrist com, giving orders to dump the pulmn to make room. Therewasthis
much the priests had had to agree to—they must let us, at the other end of the voyage, take our
reckoning out of the treasure dready stored in the temple on Ptah. And a certain amount must bein
pieces of our own salection. Usually Traders had to accept discards without choice.

We headed for the street. By Foss's precaution our meeting had been held in ahouse close to the city
wall, so we need not venture far into Kartum. But I, for one, knew that | would not breathe redlly easily
again until my boot plates rang on the Lydis's entry ramp. The dusk which had hung a our coming had
thickened into night. But there was ill theroar of lifein the city.

Then—
" Warel" Maden'swarning was as sharp asavoca shout. "Make haste for the gates!”

She had sent with such power that even Foss had picked up her dert, and | did not need to pass her
message on. We started at atrot for the gate, Foss getting out our entry pass.

| noticed aflurry by that barrier aswe neared. Fighting. Above the hoarse shouting of the men milling in
combat came the crack of the native weapons. Luckily thiswas not a planet which dedt with lasersand
blasters. But they had solid-projectile wegpons which made adin. Our stunners could not kill, only
render unconscious. But we could die from one of those archaic armsin use ahead as quickly asfrom a
blagter.

Foss adjusted the beam button of his stunner; Lidj and | did likewise, dtering from narrow ray to wide
sweep. Such firing exhausted the charges quickly, but in such cases as thiswe had no choice. We must
clear apath ahead.

"Totheright—" Lidj did not redlly need that direction from Foss. He had aready moved into flank potion
ononesde, as| did on the other.

We hurried on, knowing that we must get closer for amost effective atack. Then | saw Maelen
hunkered in adoorway. Sheran to me, ready to join our final dash.

"NQN!"

Wefired together, sweeping dl the struggling company, friend and foe dike, if we did have friends among
those fighters. Men staggered and fell, and we began to run, leaping over the prone bodies sprawled
acrossthe gate opening. But the barrier itself was closed and wethrust againgt it in vain.

"Lever, in the gatehouse—" panted Foss.

Maelen streaked away. She might no longer have humanoid hands, but glassapaws are not to be
underestimated. And that she was able to make good use of those she demonstrated a moment later as
the side panels drew back to let uswriggle through.

Then weran asif the demon hosts of Nebu brayed at our hedls. For at any moment one of those
projectile wegpons might be aimed at us. I, for one, felt a strange sensation between my shoulder blades,
somehow anticipating such awound.

However, there came no such stroke of ill fortune, and we did reach the ramp and safety. So al four of
us, Madlen running with the greatest ease, pounded up into the Lydis. And we were hardly through the
hatch opening when we heard the grate of metd, knew that those on duty were sedling the ship.

Fossleaned againgt the wall by the ramp, thumbing anew charge into his stunner. It was plain that from



now on we must be prepared to defend ourselves, as much asif we were on an openly hostile world.
| looked to Madlen. "Did you warn of the fight at the gate?"

"Not so. There were those a-prowl who sought to capture you. They would prevent the treasure from
going hence. But they cametoo late. And | think that the gate fight, in amanner, spoiled their plans.”

Foss had not followed that, so | reported it to him.

Hewas grimly close-faced now. "If we areto raise that treasure—they will have to send it to us. No man
from here goes planetsde again!”

Chapter Two
KRIPVORLUND

"So, what do we do now? We're safe enough in the ship. But how long do we wait?* Manus Hunold, our
agtrogator, had triggered the visa-plate, and we who had crowded into the control cabin to watch by its
aid what happened without were intent on what it could show us.

Men streamed out onto the field, ringing in the Lydis—though they showed avery hedthy regard for her
blast-off rockets and kept a prudent distance from the lift areanear her fins. They were not of the
half-soldier, haf-police force who supported authority, though they were armed and even kept aragged
disciplinein their confrontation of the ship. However, how they could expect to come to any open quarrel
with usif we stayed ingide, | could not guess.

| had snapped mind-seek; there were too many waves of raw emotion circling out there. To tuneto any
point in that sea of violence wasto tax my power near to burn-out.

"They can't be stupid enough to believe they can overrun us—" That was Pawlin Shallard, our engineer.
"They'retoo far above the primitive to think that possble.”

"No." Lidj had hishead up, was watching the screen so intently he might be trying to pick out of that
crowd some certain face or figure. Hunold had set the screen on "circle” ashe might have done a afirst
set-down on an unexplored world, so that the scene shifted, alowing usadow survey about the landing
gte. "No, they won't rush us. They want something else. To prevent our cargo from coming. But these
are city men—I would not have believed the rebels had infiltrated in such numbers or so quickly—" He
broke off, frowning at the ever-changing picture.

"Wait!" Foss pushed a"hold" button and that dow revolution was halted.

What we saw now was the gate through which we had come only ashort time ago. Through it was
issuing awell-armed force in uniform, the first sign of adisciplined attack on therebels. Themeniniit
gpread out as skirmishersto form aloose cover for acart. On that was mounted along-snouted,
heavy-looking tube which men siwung down and around to face the mob between them and the ship. A
fringe of the rebels began to push away from the line of fire. But that great barrd swunginasmall arc, as
if warning of the swath it could cut through their ranks.

Men ran from the mass of those besieging us—first by ones and twos, and then by squads. We had no
idea of the more complex wegpons of Thoth, but it would seem that thiswas one the natives held in high
respect. The mob was not giving up entirely. But the ranks of the loya soldiery were being constantly
augmented from the city, pushing out and out, the mob retreating sullenly before them.



"Thisisit 1" Lidj madefor the ship ladder. "I'd say they are going to run the cargo out now. Do we open
toload?' Under norma circumstances the loading of the ship was his department. But with the safety of
the Lydis perhaps at stake, that decision passed automatically to Foss.

"Cover the hatches with stunners; open the upper first. Until we see how well they manage—" wasthe
captain's answer.

Minutes later we stood within the upper hatch. 1t was open and | had an unpleasantly naked feding as|
waited at my duty post, my calculator fastened to my wrist instead of lying in the pam of my hand,
leaving me free to use my wegpon. Thistime | had that set on narrow beam. Griss Sharvan, second
engineer, pressed into guard service and facing me on the other side of the cargo opening, kept his ready

on high-energy sporay.

The barreled weapon had been moved farther out, to free the city gate. But its snout still swung in ajerky
pattern, right to left and back again. There were no members of the maob left in front of uswithin the
now-narrowed field of our vision, except severa prone bodies, men who must have been picked off by
the skirmishers

Beyond, the gate had been opened to its furthest extent. And through that gap came thefirst of the
heavily loaded transports. The Thothians had motorized cars which burned liquid fuel. To us such seemed
duggish when compared to the solar-energized machines of the inner planets. But at least they were
better than the animd-drawn vehicles of truly primitive worlds. And now three of these trucks crawled
over thefield toward the Lydis.

A robed priest drove each, but there were guards aboard, on the alert, their heads protected by
grotesgue bowl-shaped helmets, their weagpons ready. Between those, we saw, asthefirst truck ground
nearer, more priests crouched behind what small protection the sides of the vehicles offered, their faces
livid. But they arose quickly asthetruck cameto ahalt under the swinging lines of our crane, and pawed
at the top boxes and bales of the cargo. It seemed that they were to shift that while the guards remained
on the defensive.

Thus began theloading of the Lydis. The priests were willing but awkward workers. So | swung out and
down with the crane to help below, trying not to think of the possibility of alucky shot from the mob. For
there was the crackle of firing now coming from adistance.

Up and down, in with the crane ropes, up—down. We had to use great care, for though al were well
muffled in wrappings, we knew that what we handled were irreplaceable treasures. The first truck,
emptied, drew to one sSde. But the men who had manned it remained, the prieststo help with theloading
of the next, the guards spreading out as had the skirmishers from the gate. | continued to supervisethe
loading, at the same time listing the number of each piece swung aoft, reciting it into my recorder. Lidj by
the hatch would be making a duplicate of my record, and together they would be officialy sealed in the
presence of the priests representatives when all was aboard.

Three trucks we emptied. The load of the fourth consisted of only four pieces—one extra-large, three
smdl. | sgnaded for double crane power, not quite sureif the biggest crate could be maneuvered through
the hatch. It was atight squeeze, but the men there managed it. When | saw it disappear | spoketo the
priest in charge.

"Any more?'
He shook his head as he still watched where that large crate had vanished. Then he looked to me.

"No more. But the High One will cometo take receipt for the shipment.”



"How soon?" | pressed. Still | did not use mind-touch. There was too much chance of being
overwhelmed by the raw emotion engendered on a battlefield. Of course the Lydis was such afort as
could not be stormed, but | knew the sooner we raised from Thoth the better.

"When he can." His answer was ambiguous enough to beirritating. Already he turned away, calling some
order in the native tongue.

| shrugged and swung up to the hatch. There was a stowage robo at work there. My superior leaned
againg thewall just insde, reading the did of hisrecorder. As| camein he pressed the "stop" button to
sed off hislig.

"They won't take receipt,” | reported. "They say that there isaHigh One coming to do that.”

Lidj grunted, so | went to see to the sedling of the holds. The large crate which had been the last was ill
in the claws of two robo haulers. And, strong asthose were, it was not easily moved. | watched them
center it in the smaller top hold, snap on thelocksto keep it in position during flight. That wasthe lagt,
and | could now dide the doors shut, imprint the seal which would protect the cargo until we planeted
once more. Of course Lidj would be along later to add histhumb signature to mine, and only when the
two of usreleased it could anything less than a destruct burner get it out.

| stopped in my cabin as| went doft. Maglen, aswas usud during cargo loading, lay on her own bunk
there. Her crested head rested on her two forepaws, which were folded under her muzzle as she
stretched out at her ease. But she was not degping. Her golden eyes were open. At a second glancel
recognized that fixity of stare—she was engaged in intense mind-seek, and | did not disturb her.
Whatever she so listened to was of absorbing interest.

As| was backing out, not wanting to trouble her, the rigid tension broke. Her head lifted alittle. But |
waited for her to communicatefird. /

"Thereis one who comes, but not he whom you expect.”
For | thought of the high priest coming for the receipt.

"Heisnot of the same mind asthose who hired our aid," she continued. "Rather is he of an opposite
will—"

"A rebd?'

"No. This one wears the same robe as the other temple men. But he does not share their wishes. He
thinksit ill done, closeto evil, to take these treasures from the sanctuary he serves. He believesthat in
retaiation hisgod will bring down ill upon dl who aid in such acrime, for suchit isto him. Heisnot one
who tempers bdlief because of a change in the winds of fortune. Now he comes, because he deemsit his
duty, to deliver the curse of hisgod. For he serves abeing who knows more of wrath than of love and
justice. He comesto curse us—"

"To curse only—or to fight?' | asked.

"Do you think of the one asless than the other! In some ways a curse can be a greater weapon, when it
isdelivered by abdiever.”

To say that | would scoff at that iswrong. Any far rover of the sky trails can tell you that thereis nothing
S0 strange that it cannot happen on one world or another. | have known curses to day—but only on one
condition, that he who is S0 cursed isaso abeliever. Perhaps the priests who had sent their treasure into
our holds might so be cursed, believe, and die. But for us of the Lydis it was a different matter. We are



not men of no belief. Each man has his own god or supreme power. Maglen hersdf had him she caled
Molaster, by whom and for whom she fashioned her way of life. But that we might be touched by some
god of Thoth I could not accept.

"Accept or not"—she had easily followed my thought—"believe or not, yet a curse, any curse, isaheavy
load to carry. For evil begets evil and dark clings to shadows. The curse of abeliever hasits own power.
Thismanissncerein what he believes and he has powers of hisown. Belief is power!”

"You cry awarning?" | was more serious now, for such from Maelen was not to be taken lightly.

"I do not know. Werel what | once was—" Her thoughts were suddenly closed to me. Never had |
heard her regret what she had |eft behind on Yiktor when her own body had taken fatal hurt and her
people, in addition, had set upon her the penance of perhaps yearsin the form she now wore. If she had
any times of longing or depression, she held them locked within her. And now this broken sentence
expressed a desire to hold again what she had had asaMoon Singer of the Thassa, as a man would
reach wistfully for aweapon he had lost.

| knew that her message must be passed on to the captain as soon as possible and | went up to the
control cabin. Foss sat watching the visa-plate, which at present showed the line of empty trucks on their
way back to Kartum. The snouted weapon still sat just outside the gate, its crew dert about it asif they
expected moretrouble.

"Hatch closed, cargo sealed,” | reported. Though that was only amatter of form. Lidj wasinthe
astrogator's seat, dumped alittle in the webbing, as he chewed thoughtfully on astick of restorative
do-go.

"Madlen says—" | began, not even sureif | had their full attention. But | continued with the report.

"Cursing now," Foss commented as | finished. "But why? We are supposed to be saving their treasures
for them, aren't we?'

"Schisminthetemple, yet," Lidj said in answer to the captain'sfirst question. "It would seem that this
High Priest has more than one complication to make life interesting for him. It israther to be wondered at
why this was not mentioned before we accepted contract.” His jaws clamped shut on the stick.

The visa-plate pictured new action for us. Though the trucks had gone through the gates, the guardsthere
made no moveto fal back. However, therewasa dtir at that barrier. Not more of the army, rather a
procession which might have been honoring some feast day of the god.

We could see plainly the dull purple of priestly robes, brightened by dashes of vivid crimson or angry
bursts of orange-yellow, asif flames sprouted here and there. We could not hear, but we could see the
large drums borne by men on the outer edges of that line of march, drums being vigoroudy beaten.

"We havethat on board which might be asfireto afuse,” Lidj remarked, till watching the screen,
chewing a hisdo-go. "The Throne of Qur."

| stared at him. One hears of legends. They are the foundation for much cardesstalk and speculation.
But to see—actually to lay hands on the fabric of one, that is another matter dtogether. That lagt, the
largest crate we had hoisted aboard—the Throne of Qur!

Who had been the first, the real owners of the treasures of Thoth? No one could set name to them now.
Oddly enough, though the remains found were obvioudy products of avery high civilization, there had
never been discovered any form of writing or record. We had no names for the kings, queens, nobles,



priests, who had left their possessions so. Thusthefinders, of necessity, had given the names of their own
to thefinds.

The Throne had been discovered dl done, waled away in asection by itsdlf at the end of ablind passage
in one of the early-located caches. The adventurer who had bossed the crew uncovering it had been not
anativeto Thoth, but an archaeologist (or so he claimed) from Phaphor. He had named his discovery for
adeity of hishomeworld. Not that that had brought him luck, perhaps the contrary. For such christening
had offended the priests. The adventurer had died, suddenly, and the Throne had been speedily claimed
by the temple, in spite of the fact that the priesthood had earlier sold excavation rights. For that find had
been made in the days before the complete monopoly of the priesthood had been enforced. To uncover
the Throne he had given hislife, as he must have known, for he had made avain attempt to resed that
Side passage, perhaps hoping to smuggle the Throne away. Only it was far too late for that as soon asit
was found.

The Throne had been fashioned for one of arace who had physically resembled us. The seat was
wrought of ared metd, surprisingly light in weight for its durability. Guarding thiswere two side pieces,
the tops of which furnished arms, and those reared as the heads of unknown creatures, al overlaid with
scaes of gold and burnished green, with eyes of milky white stones. But it was the flaring, towering back
which wasits chief marvel. For it seemed to be awide spread of feathers so ddicately fashioned of gold
and green that they might once have been red fronds. And thetip of each feather was widened to
enclose ablue-green gem, afull one hundred of themin al by count.

But the red peculiarity of the piece, apart from the skill and wonderful craftsmanship, was that those
blue-green stones and the milky ones set in the arms were, asfar as anyone had been able to discover,
not only not native to Thoth but unknown anywhere else. Nor were their like set into any other object so
far found on this planet.

Oncereveded, the Throne had been moved to the templein Icartum, where it formed one of themain
attractions. Since a close ingpection was alowed only after endlesswaiting and under strict supervision,
not much had since been learned of it—though images of it gppeared on every tape dealing with Thoth.

The procession by the gate moved out toward the Lydis. And those bright red and yellow touches were
now seen as wide scarves or shawls resting about the shoulders of the center core of marchers, strung
out behind asingle man. Hewastal, standing well above those immediately about him, and so gaunt that
the bones of hisface were dmost death's-head sharp. There was no softnessin that face, nothing but
deeply graven lineswhich spelled fanaticism. His mouth moved as though he were spesking, shouting, or
chanting aong with the drums which flanked him.

Hiseyes were fastened on the Lydis.

| was aware of movement beside me—Maelen was there, her head strained at an angle to watch the
screen. | stooped and picked her up that she might see more easily. Her body was more solid, heavier,
than it appeared.

"A man of peril, astrong believer," shetold me. "Though heisnot like our Old Ones—yet he could be,
were he properly schooled in the Way of Molaster. Save that such as he have not the open heart and
mind that are needful. He sees but one path and is prepared to give dl, even life, to achieve what he
wishes. Such men are dangerous—"

Lidj glanced over hisshoulder. Y ou areright, little one." He must have picked up her full mind-send. To
my shipmates Maglen was dl glassia, of course. Only Griss Sharvan had ever seen her in her Thassa
body, and even he now seemed unable to connect animal with woman. They knew shewas not in truth



as she seemed, but they could not hold that ever in mind.

The procession of priestsformed awedge, with their leader at its tip—a spear point aimed at the ship.
We dtill could not hear, but we saw the drummersrest their sticks. Y et the lips of thetdl priest il
moved and now aso his hands. For he stooped and caught up ahandful of the trampled, sandy soil. This
he spat upon, though he looked not at it, but ever to the ship.

Having spat, he rolled it back and forth between his pams. And now and then heraised it higher, seemed
to breathe into what he rolled and kneaded so.

"He curses," Maglen reported. "He calls upon his god to curse that which would take from Thoth the
treasures of the temple, and dl those who aid in the matter. And he swears that the treasure shall be
returned, though those who take it will then be dead and blasted—and for itsreturn he shal wait where
he now stands.”

The priest’'slips no longer moved. Two of hisfollowers pushed forward, one on either sde. They
whipped from benegath their cloaks two lengths of matting, and these they spread upon the ground one
over the other. When they had done, though he never looked once a them but only to the Lydis, the
priest knelt upon that carpet, his hands crossed upon his breast. Nor did he afterward stir, while his
followers, drumsand al, withdrew some paces.

Now from the gate came a small surface car which detoured around the kneeling priest in avery wide
swing. And it approached the Lydis.

"Our take-off authorization.” Lidj climbed from his seat. "I'll go get it—the sooner we lift the better.”

He put the uneaten portion of his do0-go back into its covering, stowed it in a seam pocket, and started
from the cabin. With take-off sure to follow soon, we all scattered, making for our posts, ready to strap
down. Maglen | aided into her upper berth, laced the protective webbing which she could not manage
with her paws, then dropped into my own place. As| lay waiting for the signd | thought of the kneeling
priest.

Unless we did make a second trip to pick up more cargo, he was going to have along wait. And what if
we did return, having made our first delivery to Ptah? Would such areturn prove him so wrong that he
would not only lose hisfollowers but be shaken in hisown belief?

"Let usreturn firs—" Maden'sthought came.

Thereisno betraying intonation in thoughts as there sometimesisin voices. Y et there was something—
Did sheredly bdieve someill luck would cometo us?

"The Scales of Molaster hang true and steady for those of good will. Any evil in this matter isnot of our
doing. Yet | do not like—"

Thesgnd for blagt-off cut acrossthat. She shut her mind as one might shut his mouth. We lay waiting for
the familiar discomfort asthe Lydis headed up and out—not to the stars thistime, but to the fourth planet
of the system, a pale crescent now showing in the western sky.

Since we did not go into hyper for such a short trip, we unstrapped as soon as we were on stable speed.
Also wewere now in freefal, acondition which is never comfortable—though we had been accustomed
to it practically from birth, Maglen did not likeit a al and preferred to spend such periodsin her takeoff
webhing. | saw that she was as comfortable as might be under the circumstances and then pulled my way
aongto Lidj'squarters.



But | found, to my amazement, that my superior was not aone. Though he had discarded the robe and
cape of hiscadling, the shaven head of the man lying on the cargomaster's own bunk was plainly that of a
priest. We had not been prepared for any passenger; at least | had not been informed of one. And it was
s0 seldom that a Free Trader carried any but amember of the crew that | looked quickly to Lidj for
enlightenment. The priest himsdlf lay limp, held by take-off webbing sill, gpopearing totaly unconscious.

Lidj waved me outside the cabin and followed. He pulled shut the diding pand to sed the cabin.

"A passenger—"

"He had orders we had to accept,” Lidj informed me. | could see he had little liking for the matter. "He
not only brought awarning, to rise as soon as we could, but authorization from the high priest for him to
See our cargo to its destination and take charge there. | do not know what pot has boiled over down
there—but our Thothian charterers wanted us away asfast as rockets could raise us. At least we can do
with one extra aboard, aslong as heis going no farther than Ptah.”

Chapter Three

MAELEN

| lay in my assigned resting placein this ship and fought once again my weary battle, that battlewhich |
could never share with another, not even with this outlander who had fought alike onein histime. | who
was once Maelen, Moon Singer, and (as | know now) far too arrogant in my pride of deed and word,
believing that | alone had an accounting with fate and that dl would go according to my desire.

Wl do we of the Thassa need to remember the Scales of Molaster, wherein the deeds of our bodies,
the thoughts of our minds, the wishes of our hearts, will be weighed againgt truth and right!

Because | had been so weighed and found wanting, now | went in other guise, that of my small comrade
Vors. And Vors had willingly given me her body when my own had failed me. So | must not belittle or
waste the great sacrifice she had made. Thus| willed myself to endure and endure and endure—to fight
this battle not once but again and again, and again and again.

| had chosen, asaMoon Singer who must learn to be one with other living things, to run the high places
of Yiktor inanima guise, and had so fulfilled my duty. Y et that had been aways with the comfortable
knowledge that my own body waited for my return, thet this exile was only for atime. While now—

Always, though, | was till Madlen—mysdf—me; yet dso there was an occupying part which il held
the essence of Vors. Much as| had loved and honored her for the great thing she had done for me, yet
aso | must struggle againgt the ingtincts of this body, to remain asmuch as| could only atemporary
in-dweller. And aways was the brooding shadow of a new fear—that there would be no escape ever,
that through the years V ors would become more and more, Madlen lessand less.

| longed to ask my companion—thisaien Krip Vorlund—whether such afear had ridden him when he
had run asabarsk. Yet | could not admit to any that | carried such unease in me. Though whether that
slence was born of some of my old pride and need to be mistress of the Situation, or whether it wasa
curb which was needful, | did not know. It remained that | must play my roleasbest | could. But dso |
welcomed those times when it was given me to play some necessary part in thelife of the Lydis, for then
it seemed that Maglen was wholly in command again. So it had been that during those last hours on
Thoth | had been able to forget mysdf and enter into the venture of the ship.

Yet | lay now and my thoughts were dark, for | remembered the priest who had ceremonioudy cursed



us. As| had told Krip, thereis power in the pure belief of such aman. Though he had used no wand or
saff to point us out to the Strengths of the Deep Dark, still he had called upon what he knew to
encompass us. And—I had not been able to reach his mind; there had been abarrier locking me out as
securely asif he had been an Old One.

Now | lay on the bunk, held snug by the webbing (for with all my shipboard life | have never been ableto
adjust well to freefdl) —I lay there and used mind-seek.

Those of the Lydis were asaways. | touched only lightly the surface of their thoughts. For to probe,
unlessthat is desperately needed, isaviolation to which no living being should subject another. But in my
seeking | came upon another mind and—

| swung my head around, reached with my teeth for the lacing which held me. Then sane reason took
control, and | sent acal to Krip. Hisreply wasinstant —he must have read my concern.

"What isit?"

"Thereisone on board from Thoth. He means usill!"

There was a pause and then his answer came clearly.

"I have him under my eyes now. Heis unconscious; he has been so since the ship lifted.”

"Hismind is awake—and busy! Krip, thisman, heis more than dl otherswe met on Thoth. Heis akin,
closdly akin, to the onewho cursed us. Watch him— watch him wel !

But even then | did not redize how different he was, this stranger, nor just how much we had to fear him.
For, aswith him who had cursed us, there was abarrier behind which he hid more than half histhoughts.
And though | could not read them, | did sense peril there.

"Do not doubt, he shal be watched."

It was asif the stranger had heard what had passed between us. Perhaps he did. For there followed a
swift subduing of the emanations of his mind. Though that could have come from a bodily weskness d so.
But | wason guard, asif intruth | walked asentry's beat in the belly of the Lydis.

Thereisno night or day, morn or evening, in aship. Which was something | had found hard to adjust to
when first | came on board. Just as the narrow spaces of the cabins, the corridors, were prison-like for
one who never had any home save the wagons of the Thassa, had aways lived by choice beyond
man-made walls. There was dways an acrid scent here. And sometimes the throbbing of the engines
which powered us from star to star seemed almost more than | could bear, so that my only escape was
into the past and my memories. No night or day, save those which the Traders arbitrarily set for
themselves, divided into orderly periods of degp and waking.

Oncethe ship wasin flight and set on course, there was little which had to be done to keep her so. Krip
had early shown methat her crew did not lack occupation, however. Some of them created with their
hands, making small things which amused them, or which they could add to their trade goods. Others
busied their minds, learning from their store of information tapes. So did they labor to keep the ship from
becoming their prison adso.

For Krip—wsdll, perhapsit wasfor him now asit wasfor me, and the body he wore influenced him a
little. Because he was outwardly Thassa, he asked of me my memories, wanting to learn al he could of
my people. And | shared with him fredly, save for such things which could not be spread before any
outlander. So we both escaped into aworld beyond the throbbing cabin walls.



Now alittle later he returned, ready for the deep period. Was there any changein what | had learned
about our passenger, he asked. Lidj had taken it upon himself, after my warning, to give the man acertain
drug which was meant to ease lift-off and which should keep him in dumber for much of our voyage.

No, no change, | answered. And so accustomed had | become to the ship's pattern that, |, too, felt the
need of deep.

| was sharply awakened from my rest, as sharply asif anoose of filan cord had closed about my body,
jerking me upright. | found mysdlf in truth fighting the webbing which held mefast to the bunk, even asmy
mind steadied.

For adazed moment or two, | could not guess what had so roused me. Then | knew that | no longer felt
the ever-present besat of the engine, but rather there was a break in the smooth rhythm. And only a
second later ashrill sound came from above my head, issuing from the intercom system of the ship—a
warning that al was not well with the Lydis.

Krip rolled out of the lower bunk. Since we werein freefal histoo-swift movement carried him againgt
the other wall with bruising force. | heard him give amuttered exclamation as he caught at awall rack and
clawed hisway back to where | lay. Holding on with one hand, he ripped loose my webbing.

Now that the first warning had awakened us, words came from the intercom, booming likeasignal of
doom.

"All off-duty personne, strgp down for orbiting!"

Krip paused, his hand still on my webbing, while| clung with my grest clawsto the bunk so | would not
float away, unable to govern my going. Then he responded to orders, pushing me back, making me
secure again before he returned to his own place.

"We cannot have reached Ptah!" | was still shaken from that sudden awakening.
"No—but the ship—"

He did not need to continue. Even |, who was no red star voyager, could fed the difference. There was
acatch in the rhythm of the engines.

| dared not use mind-touch, lest | disturb some brain needed to concentrate on the ship'swell-being. But
| tried mind-seek. Perhapsit wasingtinct which aimed that firgt at the stranger in our midst.

| have no ideawhether | cried out aloud. But instantly Krip answered me. And when heread my
discovery hisdarm was near fear.

| am—was—aMoon Singer. As such, | used the wand. | could beam-read. | have wrought the transfer
of bodies under the three rings of Sotrath. By the grace of Molaster | have done much with my talent. But
thisthat | now touched upon was new, dien, dark, and destructive beyond al my reckoning.

For there flowed from that priest as helay acurrent of pure power. And | could dip dongit, as| did,
drawing Krip'sthought with me, through the Lydis, down to something that |ay below those engines
which were her life—something in the cargo hold.

And that mind power released the force of what lay in hiding, which had been cunningly attuned to the
thought of one man alone. So that there now emanated from that hidden packet a more powerful force
than any thought, and a deadly one, acting upon the heart of the Lydis to dow the beat of her engines,

make them duggish. And in time it would bring about their failure.



| tried to dam that compelling force flowing from the mind of the priest. But it was asif the current of
energy were encased in the Rock of Tormora. It could be neither cut nor swayed from its purpose. Yet |
sensed that if it might be halted, then the packet would fail in turn. Learning that, Krip sent hisown

Messge:
"The man then, if not histhought—get to the man!™

Straightway | saw hewas right. Now | ceased my fight against that current and joined with Krip to seek
out Lidj, who should be nearest to the stranger. And so we warned the cargomaster, urging physical
action on his part.

It came! That current of feeding energy pulsed, lessened, surged again—then sparked weakly and was
gone. Thevibration in the ship steadied for perhaps four heartbegts. Thenit, too, flickered off. | could
fed through the Lydis the surge of will of thosein her, their fear and need to hold that engine steady.

Then camethe return of gravity. We were in orbit —but where and—

My glassia body was not fashioned to take such strains. Though | fought franticaly to retain
consciousness, | failed.

There was aflat-sweet taste in my mouth; moisture trickled from my muzzle. That part of me which was
Vors remembered blood. | ached painfully. When | forced open my eyes| could see only through amist.
But the roof of the cabin was steadily up and | was pulled to the bunk by agravity greater than that of
Thoth.

We had set down. Were we back on Thoth? | doubted it. Hooking my claws against the sides of the
bunk, | was able in spite of the webbing to wriggle closer to the edge, ook down to see how it had fared
with my cabinmate.

As he pushed himsdf up his eyes met mine. There was a sudden look of concern—
"Maden!" hesaiddoud. "You are hurt!"

| turned attention to my body. There were bruises, yes. And blood had issued from my nose and mouth
to bedaub my fur. Yet al hurtswere smal, and | reported it so.

Thus we planeted, not on Thoth, nor on Ptah, which had been our goal, but on Sekhmet. Strange names,
all these. Krip had long since told me that the early space explorers of his race were wont to give to suns
and their attendant worl ds the names of gods and goddesses known to the more primitive peoples of
their own historic past. And where those worlds had no native inhabitants to use arival name, those of
the Terran explorers were accepted.

These of the system of Amen-Re were so named from legend. And Krip had shown me the symbolson
the map edge to identify each. They had come from the very far past. Set, too fiery to support life, had
the picture of a saurian creature; Thoth, that of along-besaked bird. Ptah was human enough, but
Sekhmet was represented in that company by the furred head of a creature which Krip knew and had
seenin hisown lifetime and which hecdled a"cat.”

These cats had taken to space voyaging easily and had been common on shipsin the early days—though
now they were few. Only asmall number were carefully nurtured in the asteroid bases of the Traders. A
cat's head had Sekhmet, but the body of awoman. What powers the goddess had represented, Krip did
not know. Such lore was forgotten. But thisworld she had given her name to was not of good repute.

It had heavier gravity than Thoth or Ptah, and was so forbidding that, though there had been attemptsto



colonizeit, those had been given up. A few prospectors came now and then, but they had discovered
nothing which was not present aso on Ptah and much more easily obtained there. Somewhere on its land
mass was a Patrol beacon for the relaying of messages. But for therest it was | eft to its scooting winds,
itslowering skies, and what strange lifewas nativetoit.

Not only had we set down on this bleak world— which act was afeat of skill on the parts of our pilot
and engineer—but we were in amanner now prisoners here. For that energy which had played upon our
engines had done such damage as could not be repaired without supplies and tools which the Lydis did
not carry.

Asfor the priest, we had no answers out of him, for he was dead. Lidj, aroused by our warning, had
struck quickly. His blow, meant to knock the Thothian unconscious, had not done the harm; rather it was
asif the sudden cessation of the act of sabotage had recoiled, burning life out of him. So we did not
know the reason for the attack, save that it must have been aimed at keeping us from Ptah.

What was | eft to us now was to make secure our own safety. Somewhere hidden among these roughly
splintered hills (for thisland was al sharp peaks and valleys so deep and narrow that they might have
been cut into the planet by the sword of an angry giant) there was a Patrol beacon. To reach that and
broadcast for help was our only hope.

Withinthe shdll of the Lydis wasasmall two-man flitter, meant to be used for exploration. Thiswas
brought out, assembled for service. Over the broken terrain such atrip in search of abeacon which might
lie hdf the world away was a chancy undertaking. And though all the crew were ready to volunteer, it
was decided that they should draw lots for the search party.

Thisthey did, each man drawing from abowl into which they had dropped smal cubes bearing their rank
symbols. And chance so marked down our astrogator Manus Hunold and second engineer Griss
Sharvan.

They took from the stores, making packs of emergency rations and other needs. And the flitter was
checked and rechecked, taken up on two trid flights, before Captain Foss was assured it would do.

| had said that thiswas a planet of evil omen. Though | found nothing by mind-seek to indicate any
menace beyond that of the very rugged nature of the surface and the darkness of the landscape. Dark
that landscape was.

There are many barren stretches of waste on Yiktor. The high hill country, which isthe closest thing to
home territory the Thassanow hold, islargely what the lowland men term desert waste. Y et thereis
adwaysafeding of light, of freedom, therein.

But here the overpowering atmosphere was one of darkness. The rocky walls of the towering
escarpments were of ablack or very dark-gray stone. What scanty vegetation there was had a ghostly
wanness, being of apalid gray hue. Or elseit nearly matched the rocksin whose crevicesit grew, dusky
nodules so unpleasant to ook upon that to touch them would require agreat effort of will.

Even the sand which rose in dunes across this open space where Captain Foss had brought usin for a
masterly landing was more like the ashes of long-dead fires—so powdery and fine (save where our deter
rockets had fused it) that it held no footprint. Clouds of it were whirled into the air by the cold
winds—windswhich wailed and cried asthey cut through the tortured rock of the heights. It wasaland
which was an enemy to our kind and which made plain that hotility as the hours passed.

It was those winds which were the greatest source of concern for theflitter. If such gusts grew stronger,
thelight craft could not battle a passage over dangeroudy rough country.



Some rewiring and careful work on the com of the Lydis had brought avery weak suggestion of asignd.
So our com-tech Sanson Korde was certain that there was a beacon somewhere on the land where we
had set down. A very small piece of doubtful good fortune,

For me there was little enough to do. My paws were not designed to work on theflitter. So | set myself
another task, prowling around among those grim rocks, listening with every talent | had—of body and
mind—for aught which might live here and mean usill.

Sekhmet was not devoid of animd life. There were small scuttling insects, thingswhich hid in the breaks
between stones. But none of them thought, as we measure mind power. Of larger creatures| discovered
not atrace. Which did not mean that such could not exist somewhere, just that if they did they were
beyond the range of my present search.

Though | picked up no spark of intelligent life, there was something e se here which | could not
explain—asensation of ahovering just beyond my range of conscious search. It wasafeding | had never
known before save in one place, and there | had good reason to expect such. In the highest lands of
Yiktor the Thassa have their own places. Once, legend tells us, we were a settled people even asthe
lowlanders are today. We knew the confinement of cities, the rise of permanent walls ever about us.

Then there came atime when we made a choice which would change not only those dive to makeit then,
but the generations born to follow them—to turn aside from works made by hands to other powers,
invishble, immeasurable. And it was the choice of those faced by such asplitting of thelife road to take
that which favored mind over body. So gradudly it wasless and |ess needful for usto be rooted in one
place. Possessions had little meaning. If aman or woman had more than he needed he shared with the
lessfortunate.

We became rovers, more at home in the lands of the wilds than those which had held our forefathers
rooted. But till there were certain sacred siteswhich were very old, so old that their origina use had long
since vanished even from the ancient tales. And these we resorted to on occasions when therewas a
need that we gather for acentering of the power—for the raisng up of an Old One, or alike happening.

These sites have an atmosphere, an aura, which istheirs aone. So that they come alive while we abide
there, welcoming us with awarmth of spirit asrestoring as adraft of clear water isto aman who haslong
thirsted. And this feding—of vast antiquity and purpose—was something | well knew.

But here— Why did | have something of the same sensation—of an old, old thing with akernel of
meaning, ameaning | did not understand? It was asif | had been presented with arecord roll which must
belearned, yet the symbols on it were so dlien they sparked no meaning in my mind. And thisfeding
haunted me whenever | made the rounds of our improvised landing field. Y et never could | center itin
any onedirection so that | might explore further and discover the reason of itstroubling. | felt it only asif
it were part of the dry, grit-laden air, the bitter wind wailing in the rocks.

| was not the only troubled one, but that which occupied the minds of my companions was adifferent
matter. That the priest had triggered the device which had brought about our disaster they knew. The
deviceitsdf had been found, and in asurprising place. For a careful search had led them to the Throne of
Qur. First they thought that what they sought would be within the crate which covered that. But that was
not so. They fully exposed the Throne and discovered nothing. Then they began a careful search, inch by
inch, of the pieceitsdf, using their best detector. Thus Lidj had uncovered a cavity in the towering back.
Pressure upon two of the gems there had released a spring. Within was abox of dull metal.

The radiation reading was such that he put on protective gloves before he forced it out of itstight setting,
trandferring it into a shielded holder which was then taken out of the ship to be put among the rocks



where whatever energy it broadcast could do no harm. These Traders had traveled far and had awide
knowledge of many worlds; yet the workmanship of that box and the nature of the energy it employed
were unknown to them.

Save that they agreed on onething, that it was not of Thothian making, sSince it was manifest that the
technology there was too primitive to produce such adevice.

"Unless," Captain Foss commented, "these priestsin their eternd treasure-seeking have uncovered
secrets they are not as quick to display asthe other thingsthey have found. It is apparent that that hollow
in the Throne was not lately added, but must have been apart of it Snceitsfirst fashioning. Wasthisaso
left over from that time? We have a dead) man, a secret which is dangerous. We have aweapon used at
just theright point in our voyage to force usto Sekhmet. And thisaddsup to asum | didike.”

"But why— We could have been left derdlict in space—" Shadlard, the engineer, burst out. "it was only
by the favor of fortune we were able to make agood landing here.”

Foss stared across the rocks and the shifting dunes of powdery sand.

" wonder—on that | wonder," he said dowly. And then he turned to the two who had drawn the lots for
the beacon search. "I am beginning to believe that the sooner we contact authority the better. Prepare to
take off in the next lull of thewind."

Chapter Four
MAELEN

So did they wing off in theflitter. In that was a device which kept them in contact with the Lydis, though
they did not report more than passing above the same landscape as we saw. However, Fosskept in
contact with them by the com unit of the ship, and his unease was as clear asif he shouted histhoughts
aoud.

That we had been sabotaged it was unnecessary to question. But the reason remained unclear. Had we
been delayed before take-off on Thoth, that would have been simple. Either the rebel forces or that
fanatical priest could have done so. Only this stroke had come in mid-flight.

Had we been meant to land on Sekhmet? The captain was dubious about that—such depended too
much on chance. He was more certain the attack had been meant to leave the Lydis helplessin space.
And therest of the crew agreed with him. At least on-planet one had more of afighting chance; we might
not have been given even that small advantage. In either case the threat was grave, so that even before he
gave his ordersto Korde, the com-tech had opened panels, was studying the maze of wiring behind
them. There was a chance that these e ements could be converted to a super-com, something with which
to sgnd for help if the voyage of theflitter failed. The Traderswere well used to improvising when the
need arose.

Night was coming—though the day on Sekhmet had been hardly more than pallid dusk, the cloud cover
lying so thickly acrossthe riven hills. And with that flow of shadows the cold was grester. So | bushed
my fur, not conscioudy, but by ingtinct.

Krip summoned me back to the ship, for they planned to seal themsaveswithin, using that asafort, even
asit had been outsde Kartum. | made one more scout sweep—found nothing threatening. Nothing which
| could point to and say, "Thisisdanger.” Y et—As the hatch closed behind me, the warmth and light of
the Lydis giving a sense of security, still | wastroubled by that other feding—that we were ringed about



by— What?

| used my clawsto climb the ladder which led to the Jiving quarters. But | was opposite the hatch of the
hold wherein sat the Throne when | paused, clinging to the rungs. My head swung to that closed door as
if drawn by an overwhelming force. So great wasthe pull that | hunched from the ladder itsdlf to the
gpace by the door, my shoulder brushing its surface.

That box which had wrought our disaster was now safely gone; | had watched its outside disposal. But
from thisroom flowed a sense of—"life" isthe closest | could come to describing it. | might now bein the
fied of someinvisible communication. There was not only the mental dert, but acorresponding tinglein
my flesh. My fur wasrippling asit might under the touch of astrong wind. | must have given fortha
mind-call, for Krip'sanswer came quickly:

"Maden! What isit?'

| tried to reply, but there was o little of which | could make a definite message. Y et what | offered was
enough to summon them to me with speed—Krip, the captain, and Lid].

"But the box isgone," Captain Foss said. He stepped to one side as Lidj crowded past tareopen the
seded hatch. "Or— Can there be another?”

Krip's hand was on my head, smoothing that oddly ruffled fur. Hisface expressed his concern, not only
for what danger might lurk here, but in ameasure for me aso. For he knew that | could not tell what lay
behind the door, and my very ignorance was an additiona source of danger. | was shaken now as | had
never been in the past.

Lidj had the door open. And, with that, light flashed within. . There sat the Throne, facing us squarely.
They had not recrated it asyet. Only the cavity in the back was closed again. The captain turned to me.

"Wdl, what isit?'
Butinturn | looked to Krip. "Do you fed it?"

He faced the Throne, hisface now blank of expression, hisdark Thassaeyesfixed. | saw histongue pass
over hislower lip.

"| fedl—something—" But his puzzlement was strong.

Both the other Traders|ooked from one of usto the other. It was plain they did not share what we felt.
Krip took a step forward—rput his hand to the seat of the Throne.

| cried doud my protest asaglassagrowl. But too late. Hisfinger tips touched the red metal. A visible
shudder shook his body; he regled back asif he had thrust his hand into open fire—reeled and fell against
Lidj, who threw out an arm just in time to keep him from diding to the floor. The captain rounded on me.

"What isit?" he demanded.
"Force—" | @med mind-speech a him. "Strong force. | have never met itslike before.”
Hejerked away from the Throne. Lidj, still supporting Krip, did the same.

"But why don't we dso fed it?' the Captain asked, now eyeing the Throne asif he expected it to
discharge raw energy into hisvery face.

"I do not know—perhaps because the Thassa are more attuned to what it exudes. But it is broadcasting



force, and out there’—I siwung my heed to indicate thewall of the ship—"thereis something which draws
such abroadcast.”

The captain sudied the artifact warily. Then he came to the only decison aman conditioned asaFree
Trader could make. The safety of the Lydis wasabove dl ese.

"We unload—not just the Throne, dl this. We cacheit until welearn what'sbehind it al.”

| heard Lidj suck in his breath sharply. "To break contract—" he began, citing another part of the
Traders creed.

"No contract holds that a cargo of danger must be transported, the more so when that danger was not
made plain at the acceptance of the bargain. The Lydis has dready been planeted through the agency of
this—thistreasure! We are only lucky that we are not now in adrifting derdlict because of it. This must

0o out—speedily!”

So, despite the dark, floodlights were strung, and once more the robos were put to work. Thistime they
trundled to the hatches al those crates, boxes, and baes which had been so carefully stowed there on
Thoth. Severa of the robos were siwung to the ground and there set to plowing through the dunes, piling
the cargo within such shelter asaridge of rock afforded. And therelast of al was put the Throne of Qur,
its glittering beauty uncovered, sncethey did not wait to crate it again.

"Suppose'—Lidj sood checking off the pieces as the robos brought them adong—"thisisjust what
someone wants—that we dump it where it can be easily picked up?’

"We have darmsrigged. Nothing can approach without triggering those. And then we can defend it.” The
captain spoke to me. ™Y ou can guard?”'

It was very seldom during the months since | had joined the ship that he had asked any direct service of
me, though he acknowledged | had taents which hismen did not possess. What | had | gave willingly,
before it was asked. It would seem now that he hesitated alittle, asif thiswasathing for which | ought to
be alowed to volunteer.

| answered that | could and would—though | did not want to come too close to that pile of cargo,
especidly the glittering Throne. So they rigged their darms. But asthey went into the ship again, Krip
came down the ramp.

His adventurein the hold had so affected him that he had had to withdraw for a space to his cabin. Now
he wore the thermo garments made for cold worlds, the hood pulled over his head, the mittenson his
hands. And he carried aweapon | had seldom seen him use—ablaster.

"Where do you think you're—" the captain began when Krip interrupted.

"| stay with Maglen. Perhaps| do not have her power, but till | am closer to her than the rest of you are.
| stay.”

At firg the captain looked ready to protest, then he nodded. "Well enough.”

When they had gone and the ramp was back in the ship, Krip waded through the drifting sand to look at
the Throne—though he kept well avay fromit, | was glad to note.

"What—and why?"

"What and why, indeed,” | made answer. "There are perhaps as many answers as| have clawsto



unshesthe. Perhaps the captain iswrong and we were indeed meant to land here, even to unload the
cargo. Only that dead priest could answer ustruly what and why."

| sat up on my haunches, balancing awkwardly as one must do in abody fashioned to go on four feet
when onewould be as erect as one ready to march on two. Thewind curled about my ribs and back in a
cold lash, yet my fur kept me warm. However, the sand-ash arose in great choking swirls, shifting over
the Throne of Qur.

Now | squinted against that blowing grit, my gaze fixed upon the chair. Did—did | seefor an instant
divorced from true time what my eyes reported? Or did | imagineit only?

Did the dust fashion, even asif it clung to an invisible but solid core, the likeness of abody enthroned as
might be ajudge to give voice upon our affairs?

It was only for an ingtant that it seemed so0. Then that shadow vanished. The wind-driven dust collapsed
into afilm onthered metd. And | do not think Krip saw it at all.

There was nothing more in the night. Our lights continued to shine on the air-spun dust, which built small
hillocks around the boxes. My most aert senses could not pick up any echo among the rocks or inthe
near hills. We might have dreamed it dl, save that we knew we had not. A fancy that it had been doneto
force the cargo out into the open settled so deep in my mind that | dmost believed it the truth. But if we
had been so worked upon to render the treasure vulnerable, no one now made any move to collect it.

Sekhmet had no moon to ride her cloudy sky. Beyond the circle of lights the darkness was complete.
Shortly after the ship was sedled again, the wind died, the sand and dust ceased to drift. It was very
quiet, amost too much so—for the feding that we were waiting grew stronger.

Y et there came no attack—if any menace did lurk. However, in the early morning something occurred, in
itsway agreater blow at the Lydis, at our small party, than any attack of aformlessevil. For thiswas
concrete, amatter of evidence. The Sitter's broadcast suddenly failed. All effortsto re-establish contact
proved futile. Somewhere out in the waste of hills, mountains, knife-sharp valeys, the craft and her crew
of two must bein trouble.

Sincethe Lydis carried only oneflitter, there was no hope of manning arescue flyer. Any such trip must
be done overland. And the terrain was such asto render that well-nigh impossible. We could depend
now only on theimprovised com in the ship. To gather volume enough to signd off-world, Korde must
tap our engines. Also, for any such broadcast there would be a frustrating time lag.

Aswas cusomary among the Traders, the remaining members of the crew assembled to discussthe grim
future, to come to an agreement as to what must be done. Because Free Traders are bound to their
ships, owning no home world of earth and stone, water and air, they are more closely knit together than
many clans. That they could abandon two of their number lost in the unknown was unthinkable. Y et to
search on foot for them was atask defeated before begun. Thus caught between two needs, they were
men entrapped. Shallard agreed that the Lydis might just be able to rise from her present Site. But that
she could again make asafe landing he doubted. All his delving into the engines did not make plain just
what had hit her power, but important circuits were burned out.

Again, as was the custom, each man offered what suggestions he could. Though in the end there was only
onewhich could be followed—that the off-world com must be put into operation. It wasthen that Lid]
voiced awarning of hisown.

"It cannot be overlooked" hetold them, "that we may have been pulled into atrap. Oh, | know that it is
just on the edge of possibility that we were meant to fin down here on Sekhmet. On the other hand, how



many cases of actua looting of shipsin space are known? Such tales are more readily found on the
fiction tapes, where the authors are not bound by the technical difficulties of such amaneuver. | think we
can assume that the cargo iswhat led to sabotage. All right—who wantsit? The rebels, that fanatic of a
priest? Or some unknown party, who hopes to gather in loot worth more stellars than we could count in
ayear—if they could lift it from us and transport it out?

"Once away from this system, it would be amatter of possession being nine-tenths of the law. Only here
arethe claims of the priesthood recognized aslegd. Y ou have heard of the Abna expedition, and the one
that Harre Largo managed ten years back? They got in, found their treasure, got out again. The priests
yelled themselves near black in the face over both, but the finds were legitimate, made by the men who
ran the stuff out—they were not stolen.”

"Then there are the laws of salvage. Think about those carefully. Suppose the Lydis had crashed here.
That would cancel our own contract. Such an accident would open up a negt loophole which would be
easy to use. Anyone finding awrecked ship on an unsettled world—"

"That would only apply,” cut in Captain Foss, "if dl the crew were dead.”

He did not have to underline that for us. A moment later he added: "I think we can be surethisis
sabotage. And certainly thisideaof athird party islogicd. It could explain what happened to theflitter."

Ashesad, it dl fitted together nestly. Y et, perhaps because my way of thinking was Thassaand not
Trader, because | depended not upon machines and their patterns, | could not wholly accept such an
explanation. Therewas something in what | had fet by the Throne of Qurr, in that lowering feding of
being watched, which did not spring from any ordinary experience. No, in an indefinable way it was
oddly akin to the Thassa. And | was sure that this affair was of adifferent nature from those of the
Traders.

But because | had no proof, nothing but thisfedling, | did not offer my suggestion. Those on the Lydis
believed now that they were under sege, must wait for the unknown enemy to show hishand in some
manner. And they voted to turn dl their effortsto the broadcast for ad.

However, only two of them could provide the knowledgeabl e assistance K orde needed. For the others,
Captain Foss had another task. That cargo now piled in open sight was, he decided, to be hidden as
quickly as possible. Once more he disembarked the working robos, while Krip and | went out from the
immediate vicinity of the ship in search of agood cache Site.

Therewere plenty of possibilitiesin thisvery rough country. But we wanted one which would fulfill the
captain's needs best—that being a site which could be sealed once the treasure was stowed. So we
examined any narrow crevice, surveyed carefully any promising hole which might give entranceto acave
or other opening.

| was no longer aware of any current flowing between the Throne and some place beyond the valey. In
the morning's early light that artifact, now shrouded in dust which clouded its brilliance, was only an
inanimate object. One might well believe that imagination had supplied the happenings of the night before,
except that it had not. Had that emanation been akind of beacon, informing others of our position?

If S0, once they were sure, they could well have turned off that which made a magnet of the cargo. So, as
we went, | mind-searched aswell as| could, even though to beam-read properly and at agoodly
distance| did not have what | needed most, my lost wand of power, plusthe chance for complete
concentration—shutting al e se out of my mind.

We camea last to aridge taller than those immediately around our landing site. And the light was



brighter, the sullen clouds less heavy. Along the wall—

Sometrick of the light, together with afilmy deposit of sand which clung in curve and cut and hollow—I
rose to my haunches, straining back my short neck, longing for a better range of vision.

Because the dust and the light made clear something of those lines on the stone. | saw thereadesign, far
too regular in pattern for meto believe that it had been formed by erosion aone, the scouring of the
wind-driven sand.

"Krip!"
At my summons he turned back from where he had gone farther down that cut.

"Thewadl—" | drew his attention to what seemed clearer and clearer thelonger | sudied it—that pattern
soworn by theyearsthat at first it could hardly be distinguished at al.

"What about the wall?* Helooked &t it. But there was only open puzzlement on hisface.

"The pattern there." By now it was so plain to me| could not understand why he dso did not seeit.
"Look—" L becameimpatient as| pointed asbest | could with aforepaw, unsheathing claws asif | could
reach up and trace the lines themselves. " Thus—and thus—and thus—" | followed the lines o, in and
out. There were gaps, of course, but the over-al spread was firm enough not to need al the partslong
wegathered away.

He squinted, his eyes obediently following my gestures. Then | saw the dawn of excitement on hisface.

"Yes!" His own mittened hand swung up as he, too, traced the design. "It istoo regular to be natural.
But—" Now | sensed awhigper of darm in hismind—asif something in the design was wrong.

It waswhen | looked again, not at the part closer to me, but moving back even farther to catch the whole
of it, that | saw it was not the abstract design my eyes had first reported. What was really pictured on the
cliffsde was aface—or rather amask. And that was of something neither human nor of any creeturel
knew.

But into Krip's mind flashed one word—"cat!"

Once he had so identified it | could indeed trace aresemblance between it and the small symbol on the
old map of the Amen-Re system. Y et it was also different. That head had been more rounded, far closer
to apicture one could associate with aliving anima. Thiswasadistinctly triangular presentation with the
narrowest angle pointing to the foot of the cliff.

In the area at the wider top there were two deep gashes set adant to form eyes. Deep and very dark,
giving onethe disturbing impression that they pitted askull. There was an indication of amuzzlewith a
lower opening, asif the creature had its mouth half open, while a series of lines made upstanding ears.
There was nothing normal about the mask. Y et once it was called to my attention, | could seethat it had
evolved from acat's head.

| had felt nothing but interest when | had seen the cat on the chart, adesire to see one of these animals
for mysdf. But thisthing—it was not of the sametypeat all.

The hollow which was the mouth held my interest now. And | went to exploreit. Though the opening was
S0 narrow that anyone of human bulk must crouch low to enter, | could do it with ease. In | padded,
needing to know the why and wherefore, for so much effort had been expended in making the carving
that | was sure it had a purpose.



The space was shalow—nhardly more than half again the length of my glassiabody. | raised one of my
paws and felt before me, for it wastoo dark hereto see. Thus | touched a surface which was smooth.
Y et my seeking claws caught and ran along grooves, which | traced until | was sure that those marked
divisons of blockswhich had been carefully fitted into place.

When | reported thisto Krip | was dready sure of what we might have discovered by chance. While
Sekhmet had never been known to house any treasure (perhaps it had never been well searched), we
could have discovered such ahiding place. Though we had little time to prove or disproveit.

| tried to work my claw tips between the stones, to seeif they could be so loosened. But it was
impossible. When | scrambled out, Krip had hiswrist com uncovered, was reporting our find. Though
the captain showed some interest, he urged us now to carry out our original task and locate a place
where the cargo could be cached.

"Not around here." Krip's decison matched mine. "'If they—whoever they may be—do come looking,
we need not direct them in turn to that 1" He gestured to the cat's head.

Thuswe turned directly away from that, heading to the northwest. So we came upon a crevice which the
light of Krip'storch told us deepened into a cave. And since we had found nothing so good closer to our
landing Ste, we sdlected that.

So rough was the terrain that the passage of each laden robo had to be carefully supervised. Foss
wanted no cutting or smoothing of the way to the hiding place. It took us most of the remaining daylight
hoursto see dl into the crevice. Once the cargo was stowed, rocks were built into a stopper, well under
the overhang of the outer part of the crevice, where they might be overlooked unless someone was
searching with extracare.

Then asmall flamer, such asis used for ship repairs, was brought in and the rocks fused into a cork
which would take agreat dedl of time and trouble to loosen.

Lidj made alast inspection. "Best we can do. Now —|et's see this other find of yours."

Weled them to the diff face. It was difficult now, though they shone working lightsoniit, to seethelines
which had been more digtinct in the early morning. | thought perhaps the dust had largely blown away.
Lidj at first professed to distinguish nothing. And it was only when he hunched well down and centered a
torch into the mouth, located that inner wall of blocks, that he was convinced the find was not some far
flight of imagination.

"Well enough,” he admitted then. "What this may lead to"—he held the torch closer to the wall—" can be
anyone's guess. Certainly nothing we can explore now. But who knows about later?”

However, | knew that beneath his outer calm he was excited. Thiswas such afind as might return to the
Lydis dl thelost profit from this voyage—perhaps even more.

Chapter Five
KRIP VORLUND

"Men who go looking for trouble never havefar towak." Lidj leaned back in his chair, his hands folded
over hismiddle. He was not gazing at me, but rather at thewall over my head. In another man histone
might have been one of resignation. But Juhd Lidj was not oneto beresigned or lacking in enterprisein
any gtuation, or S0 it had been so far during our association.



"And we have been looking for trouble?" | dared to prod when he did not add to that statement.

"Perhaps we have, Krip, perhapswe have." Still he watched thewall asif somewhere on it were
scrawled or taped the answer to our puzzle. "I don't believein curses—not unlessthey are my own. But
neither do | know that that priest back on Thoth did not know exactly what he was doing. And, to my
belief, he was playing some hand of his own. When the news comes that we are missing, then his credit
will go up. Theefficiency of his communication with their god will be proven.”

"Temple politics?' | thought | followed him. "Then you believe that thet is at the bottom of it, that we
don't have to be worried about being jumped while here?"

Now hedid glance a me. "Don't put words in my mouth, Krip Vorlund. Perhgps my suggestion isjust
another logicd deduction. I'm not atheurgist of Manicd, to draw lines on my pam with asacred crayon,
pour aspot of purple winein the middle, and then read the fate of the ship pictured therein. To my mind
thereisthe smdll of templeintriguein this, that isal. The question which ismost important is, how do we
get out of their trgp?"

That brought back what was uppermost in our minds, the disappearance, if not from the sky of Sekhmet,
at least from our visa-screen, of theflitter. Thiswas, judging by the terrain immediately about us, aharsh
world, and forced down on such, Hunold and Sharvan would be faced by a desperate choice— if they
gtill lived. Would they struggle on, trying to reach the beacon, or were they aready attempting to fight
their way back to the Lydis? Perhapsit al depended upon how far they judged themselvesto be from
ather god.

The Traders stand by their own. Such isbred in us, as much as the need for space, the impatience and
uneasi ness which grips us when we have been too long planetside. It was only the knowledge that
without any guides, we ourselves might wander fruitlesdy and to no useful purpose, which kept us
chained to the Lydis and not out searching for our lost shipmates.

"Korde can doit, if it can be done. ThereisaPeatrol asteroid station between here and Thoth. If he can
beam asgna strong enough to reach ether that or some cruise ship of theirs, then we're s&t.”

Patrol? Well, the Patrol is necessary. There must be some law and order even in space. And their men
are always under ordersto render assstance to any ship in distress. But it grated on our Free Trader
pride to haveto cal for such help. We were far too used to our independence. | spun the case of a
report tape between thumb and forefinger, guessing just how much this galed our captain.

"Onething on the credit Side," Lidj continued. "That find which your furred friend turned up out there. I
there is atreasure cache here, the priests cannot claim it. But we can.”

He was once more staring at the wadll. | did not have to mind-probe to know what occupied his thoughts.
Such afind would not only render the Lydis famous, but perhapslift usal to the status of contract men,
with enough credits behind usto think of our own ships. Even more so sincethefind wasmadeon a
planet where expl oration was not restricted, where more than one such could be turned up.

| had been thinking ever Snce Maglen had drawn my attention to those cliff-wall carvings. And | had
done some research among my own store of tapes.

A Free Trader's success depends on many things, luck being well to the fore among those. So luck had
been with us here, good aswell as bad. But the firm base of any Trader's efficiency isknowledge, not
speciaized asatech, must have, but wide—ranging from the legends of desert rovers on one planet to
the habits of ocean plants on another. We listened, we kept records, we went with open minds and very
open ears wherever we planeted, or when we exchanged news with others of our kind.



"When Kordeis through with this com hookup, do you suppose he could rig something ese?" | knew
what | wanted, but the technica know-how to make it was beyond my skill.

"Just what, and for what purpose?'

"A periscope drill." The term might not be the right one, but that was the closest | could cometo
describing what | had read about in the tapes. "They used such, rigged with an impul se scanner, on Sattra
I1 where the Zacathans were prospecting for the Ganqus tombs. With something like that we might be
ableto get an idea.of what is back in the cliff. It savesthelabor of digging in where there may be nothing
worth hunting. As on Jason, where the tombs of the Three-eyes had dready been looted—"

"Y ou haveinformation on this?"
"Just what it does, not the mechanics of it." | shook my head. "Y ou'd have to have atech work it out.”
"Maybe we can—if we have the time. Bring me that note tape.”

When | returned to my cabin to get that, Maelen raised her head from the cushion of her forepaws, her
gold eyes agleam. Though | saw aglassia, yet when her thoughts met mine it was no animal sharing my
small quarters. In my mind shewas as| first saw her, dender in her gray-and-red garments, the soft fur of
her jacket as bright in its red-gold luxuriance as the slver-and-ruby jewd set between the winging lift of
her fair slver brows, her hair piled formally high with ruby-headed pinsto hold it. And that picture | held
closer because somehow, though she had never brought it into words between us, she found comfort in
the knowledge that | saw her asthe ThassaMoon Singer who saved my life when | was hunted through
thehillsof Yiktor.

"Thereisnews?"

"Not yet." | pulled down one of the seats which snapped up to the wall when not in use. "Y ou cannot
contact them?”'

But | need not have asked that. Had she been able, we would have known it. Her gifts, so much theless
compared to what they had once been, were aways at our service.

"No. Perhaps they have gone too far—or perhaps | am too limited now. But it is not atogether concern
for those of our company missing which liesin your mind now."

| clicked one tape cover againgt the next, hunting that which had the notation | wanted. "Madlen, isthere
any way to thought-see through the cliff—behind the cat mask?"

She did not answer me at once. She must have been considering carefully before she did.

"Mind-send must have adefinite godl. If | knew of some spark of lifethere | could focus uponiit. Asit
is—no. But—you have thought of someway?" She had been quick to pick that up from me.

"Something | heard of—a periscope drill. It might just work here, so we could learn if we have found a
treasure cache or not. Yes, hereitis" | sngpped the tapeinto my reader, ran it dong impatiently, seeking
the pertinent section.

She shared my absorption in that the rather vague report which afellow Trader, who had been chartered
to supply the Zacathan expedition, had furnished me.

"It seems acomplicated machine," she commented, not entirely with favor. Her reaction might have arisen
from the Thassa distaste for machines and any need to depend upon them. "But if it works, then | can see



itinuse here. Also, | believe you are correct in your guessthat if thisisatreasure cacheit will not bethe
only oneto befound on Sekhmet.”

"Krip, do you remember how once, long ago it now seems, we spoke of treasure and you said that it
could be many things on many worlds, but that each man had his own idea of what it was? Then you
added that what would be precious to you was aship of your own, that that was what your people
consdered true treasure. Suppose this cache, or another, were to yield enough to give you that. What
would you do with such aship—voyage, as doesthe Lydis, seeking profit wherever chance and trade
cdl you?'

Shewasright in that a ship wasthe Trader standard of treasure. Though it would take a sum beyond
perhaps even the value of the cargo from Thoth to buy a ship for each member of the Lydis's crew. And
al findswould be shared. But a ship of my own. Dreams can be dreamed, but to bring them dive cals
for logic and planning. | wasin training as a cargomaster and, as| well knew and admitted, along way
from being ready to take full respongbility for top rating even in that berth. I was no pilot, engineer,
agtrogator. What would | truly do if | had creditsin my belt tomorrow which would buy me the ship of

my daydreaming?
Again shefollowed my thoughts.

"Do you remember, Krip Vorlund, how you spoke when | told you my fancy—of taking my little people
in aship to the stars? Could such atreasure buy that ship?'

So she il held to her dream? Though perhapsit had now even less chance of redization than mine.
"It would have to be atreasure past dl reckoning,” | told her soberly.

"Agreed. And | have not gone a-voyaging these past months with aclosed mind. The Thassa know
Yiktor in width and length, but they know not space. | have learned that there are limits of which | was
unaware when | claimed to be aMoon Singer of power. We are but asmall people among many, many
races and species. Y et to recognize that isagood beginning. With your delving machine do you go
hunting, Krip—if thetimeisgivenyou."

"Lidj thinks—" | told her what the cargomaster had said. But before | had finished, her furred head
moved from Sdeto sSide.

"Such aconclusonislogicd. But thereisthis. Sincel first took sentry duty here, | know we have been
watched.”

"What! By whom—from where?'

"It isbecause | cannot answer just such questionsthat | have not given awarning. Whatever it iswhich
forcesmy uneasg, it lurks beyond the edge of my probe. | can no longer far-beam-read. The Old Ones
took much of my power when they reft from me my wand. There only remains enough to warn. What is
here only watches; it has yet made no move. But—tell me. Krip—why isit that acat face is upon the cliff
wdl?'

Her sudden change of subject startled me. And | could not give her an answer.

"Thisiswhat | mean." Her thought-send wasimpatient. "The cat is an ancient symbol of Sekhmet, for
whom this planet is named. That you told me. But—were not this sun and its attendant worlds given their
names originaly by some Scout of your people who landed herein exploration? Therefore the cat isan
off-world symbol.



"Y et here wefind it—or a pattern enough like it so that you say 'cat’ at once when you trace it—marking
something not eft by settlers of your kind. Why did these unknown and forgotten earlier ones use the cat
mask?'

| had not redlly thought of that before.

"It must be something left by thefirst settlers. Perhapsthey tried to colonize Sekhmet before the other
planets.”

"I think not. | think thisisfar too old. How many years has this system been settled? Do you have such a
record?’

"I don't know. If they were of thefirst wave, perhaps athousand years, alittle less.”

"Yet | would judge that carving to be twice, maybe thrice that age. To erode stone so deeply takesa
long time. At our placeson Yiktor that isso. And the rest of the treasures are not of settler making; they
were found by the first men to land. Still we have here acat mask! Who, and how old, were the gods for
whom this system was named—this cat-headed Sekhmet?!

"They were Terran and very old even on that world. And Terratook to space athousand years ago.” |
shook my head. "Much history has been forgotten in the weight of years. And Terrais halfway acrossthe
gdaxy from here. When such gods and goddesses were worshiped, her people had no space travel.”

"Perhaps your species did not then go forth from their parent world. But did any visit them there? The
races of the Forerunners—how many such civilizationsrose and fdll?*

"No one knows, not even the Zacathans, who make the study of history their greatest science and art.
And nowadays even Terrais haf legend. | have never met a space-farer who has actuadly been there, or
onewho can claim clear descent from its people.”

"Fable, legend—in the core of such there exigssasmall kernd of truth. Maybe here—"
The com over my head crackled and Foss sounded a genera message.
"Broadcast now possible. We are sending off-world.”

Though whether that effort would avail us, who could tell? | took my tape and went back to Lidj, playing
the pertinent portion for him and then again for Shallard. The latter did not seem very hopeful that he and
Korde could produce any such instrument, but went off again at last to consult his own records.

Waiting can be very wearying. We set up awatch which did not involve either Korde, always on com
duty, or Shallard. Maglen and | shared aterm. We made only the rounds of the valley in which the Lydis
had finned down, not venturing beyond its rim, however much we would have liked to explore near the
cat mask or prospect about that for other indications that |ong-ago men, or other intelligent beings, had
been there.

We saw no one, heard nothing; nor was Maglen able to pick up any thought waves to suggest that this
was more than a deserted stretch of inhospitable land. However, she continued to affirm that there was
an influence of some kind hanging about which puzzled and, | think (though this she did not admit),
adarmed her.

Maelen had always been much of an enigmato me. At first her adlienness had set abarrier between us, a
severance which had been strengthened when she had used her power to save my life by the only method
possible—making man into beast. Or rather moving that which wastruly Krip Vorlund from one body to



another. That the man body had died through mischance had not been her fault, hard as my loss had
seemed to me at the time. She had given me the use of abarsk's body. And she had brought meto the
onel now worein turn.

Thassal walked, though Thassal did not now live. And perhaps that outer shell of Thassamoved me
closer in spirit than | had been before to the Moon Singer, Mistress of Little Ones, that | had known.
Sometimes | found myself deliberately trying to tap whatever resdue of Thassamight linger in my body,
so that | could better understand Maglen.

Three guises | had worn in less than one planetary year—man, beast, Thassa. And the thought ever
lurked in the depths of my mind that each was a part of me. Maguad, whose body findly became mine,
waslong dead. As a Thassa undergoing instruction he had taken on beast form, and in that form he had
been killed by an ignorant hunter from the lowlands, poaching on forbidden territory. In hishumanoid
form the beast spirit had gone mad after a space, unable to adjust—so that what remained was aliving
husk. | had displaced no onewhen | took that husk.

But the body which had been Maglen's—that had died. And only because Vors, one of her Little Ones,
had offered her spirit adwelling place had she survived. The Old Ones had condemned her to live as
Vorsfor atimethey reckoned by areading of the starswhich hung in Yiktor's skies. But when that time
had passed—where would she find anew body?

That question troubled me from time to time, though | stroveto hide it from her, having astrange feding
that such speculation would be forbidden, or was wrong to mention, until she herself might clear such
uncertainty. But she never had. | wanted to know more of the Thassa, but there was abarrier still raised
around certain parts of their lives, and that | dared not breach.

Now we stood together in the early morning, having climbed to the dliff top which was part of the valley
rim. Maelen faced out, her head pointing in the direction the flitter had taken asit bore off into the
unknown. Thewind ruffled her fur just asit aso curled about my thermo jacket.

"Out there—it abides," came her thought.
"What does?'
"l do not know, savethat it liesthere waiting, watching—ever. Or—doesit dream?"

"Dream?' Her choice of word surprised me. Though | strove with al the esper talent | had to catch that
emanation which appeared so clear to Maglen, | had never yet touched it.

"Dream, yes. There are true dreams which can be foreseeing. Surely you know that." Once more she
wasimpatient. | dreamed—that | know. Y et the manner of my dream | cannot recall—savein small
snatches of light, color, or feding.”

"Feding?" | sought to lead her on.

"Waiting! That isthe feding!" There wastriumph as she solved aproblem. "I was waiting for something
near me, something of such importance my life depended upon it. Waiting!" She held to the last word as
if it were part of an important formula.

"But the rest—"

"A place strange and yet not strange—I knew it and yet knew it not. Krip"— her head swung around
—"when you ran as Jorth the barsk, did you not fear that in some way's the beast was becoming greater
than the man?'



Sodid | at last learn her fear, asif she had described avision of terror. | went to one knee and put my
arms about that furred body, drawing it close. | had not thought that this fear would be hers, knowing that
body change was apart of Thassalife. But perhaps she was no longer guarded by the safe checks they
used on Yiktor.

"Y ou think thismay betruefor you?'

Shewas very closeto me, passivein my hold, yet still her mind held aoof. Perhaps she aready regretted
even that small reaching for reassurance.

"I do not know, no longer am | sure.” Her admission was painful. "I try—how | try—to be Madlen. But if
| becomedl Vors—"

"Then shdl | remember Maglen for usboth!™ What | could offer her | did. And it wasthetruth! Let her
dip back into the animd, yet | would make mysalf continue to see not fur but firm paleflesh, slver hair,
dark eyesin ahumanoid face, the grace, the pride, and the beauty of the Moon Singer. "And neither shdll
| let you forget, Madlen. Never shall | let you forget!"”

"Yet | think of afailing memory—" If thought could come as awhisper, so did herssink so low.

My wrist com buzzed, and | stripped back my mitten to listen to the click of code. Fortune was favoring
us. Our off-world signa had raised an answer far sooner than our most optimistic hopes had dared
suggest. Therewas aPatrol Scout coming in and we were now recalled to the Lydis.

The Scout set down in the night, braking rockets flaring in avaley near our own. Her crew would not try
to reach us until morning, but in the meantime we beamed through to them afull report of al that had
happened since our lift-off from Thoth. All except one matter—our find of the cat mask on the cliff.

In return the Scout had news of import for us. The rebellion on Thoth had flared high in Kartum, fed by a
gplit within theloydist party arising from the cursing of our ship. With priest turned againg priest, and the
solidarity of the ruling caste so broken, the rebels had found it easy to infiltrate and conquer. Those with
whom we had had a contract were now dead. The rebels were demanding the return of the treasure.
And therewas tak that we had meant all the time to space with it as our spoil. We listened to thisand
then Foss spoke:

"It seemswe now have another problem. Perhaps we did better than we knew when we cached the
cargo here. Until we can sort out just who takeslawful custody now, let it remain whereitis.”

"It is contracted till for Ptah," Lidj pointed out. "We only cached it for fear of its possible influence.”

"Our contract was given by men now dead. | want to know the situation on Ptah before we go in there—
if the rebels have afoothold there too. Dead men don't own anything, unless you count their tombs. If the
government is changed, what we have may be legdly claimed e sewhere. To be caught on another planet
with acargo of uncertain origin can put a Trader out of business—perhaps permanently. Until we are
sure of the present owners, we want to take no chances of being accused, asit seemswe dready are, of
jacking it all oursalves. | am depositing second-copy contract tapes with the Patrol at once. That will
cover usfor awhile. But welll leave the cache asit is until we hear from the temple on Ptah.”

"What about payment?' Lidj asked. "According to contract we were to take our pick after we set down
on Ptah. We can't collect before delivery. And adry run, with repairs unpaid for, is a setback we are not
able to take now. We dumped cargo at Kartum to take thison.”

"Interference claim—at least to cover repairs?’ | ventured. "We can prove it was that box and the priest



that brought us here. That ought to make agood claim—"

"Well enough,” Lidj agreed. "But get to the fine points of stellar law and this can be argued out for years.
If we pick up our pay at the end it will betoo late to help us. We could be bankrupt or dead by thetime
the space lawyers got tired of clicking their jaws over it. We need that carriage fee. In fact, we have to
haveit if we are going to continue lifting ship!

"On the other hand, we dare not be accused of looting either. The best we can do at present ismake a
forma Claim of Interference, post our tapes, and ask for an investigation on Ptah—to be made by the
Petrol. If they reply that everything isas usud there, are you willing to chance ddivery?'

We agreed. | wondered alittle at Foss's seeming reluctance to proceed without a solemn, signed crew
agreement. Traders are always cautious, to apoint. But Free Traders, epecially on aClass D ship such
asthe Lydis, are not given to many second thoughts. We are of an exploring fraternity, willing to run risks
in order to work among our own kind. Did Foss suspect something which was not clear to the rest of us?
The fact that he even suggested that the ship not resume her voyage to Ptah after the necessary repairs
was suspicious. Y et after we were done, making, arecorder copy of al matters pertaining to the
contract, Lidj did not comment. And since hedid not, | was sllent dso.

By early morning we had our tape ready asthe Peatrol flitter came gliding over the barrier of thevaley
wall and gtirred up ashy sand in landing beside the Lydis. The two men who climbed out of the smdll flyer
appeared to bein no great hurry to join Foss, who stood at the foot of our downed ramp. Instead one
knelt in the sand, setting up an instrument. And the other watched him closdly. They could have been
conducting an exploring survey.

Chapter Six
KRIPVORLUND

Thereis something about the cloak of authority which tendsto put even the citizen with aclear
conscience on the defensive. So it was when we fronted the representatives of the Patrol. Aslaw-abiding
and inoffensive space traders, making regular contributions to planetary landing taxes, al papersin order,
we had every right to cal upon their help. It was just that they eyed us with an impassivity which
suggested that to them, everything had to be proved twice over.

However, we had the box taken from the Throne of Qur carefully disinterred after they admitted that
their own instruments registered emanations of a heretofore unknown radiation. It was surrendered gladly
to their custody, dong with the body of the priest, which had been in freeze. And we each entered
testimony on the truth tape, which could not be tampered with.

With relief we knew they had not asked dl the questions they might have. Our find at the cat cliff was il
our secret—though we did tell of the cargo cache. Lidj, armed with al the precedents of space law,
explained that once repairs were made, we intended to continue our voyage and ddliver the treasure to
the temple on Ptah—providing we were sure that the prieststo whom it was officially consigned were il

in power.

"We have no news from Ptah." The pilot of the Scout displayed so little interest in Fosssinquiriesit was
plain our present dilemmawas of no concernto him. ™Y our repairs, yes. Our engineer has checked with
your man. We want visa-tapes of the damage for our report. We can lift you and your engineer off to our
space base, where you can indite under League contract for what you need.”

Indite under League contract was a suggestion to worry one, though here we had no dternative. Once



we had so indited we would be answerable not to the Patrol, but to our own people. Not to pay up
within the stated time meant having the Lydis put under bond. There was so great ademand for ships
(men waited for frustrating years for some stroke of luck which would give them even thefirst step on the
ladder of spacing) that bonds weighed heavily on those who had to accept them. They could mean the
loss of aship. So we had no way of recouping, saving that of ddlivering our cargo to Ptah, hoping to
collect. That—or the wild chance that the cat cliff hid something worth the labor of bregking in. We had
no time now to build a probe, nor could we do that without giving away the reason.

In the end it was decided that Foss and Shallard would lift with the Scout. But an armed party of Patral,
plustheir flitter, would remain on Sekhmet, their first order being to search for our missing men.

Since the Patrol flitter was a heavy-duty craft, armed and protected by every device known, it might have
abetter chancein asearch. It carried a pilot, two gunners to man its shockers, and room for two more
passengers. There was no drawing of lotsthistime. Before he took off for the Scout Foss spoke directly
tome.

"Y ou and Maglen will go. With her powersto search and yoursto interpret—"

Of course he wasright, though the Patrolman regarded his choice of what appeared to be an anima with
open disbdief. However, though | gave no history of Maden'spad,, | laid it out clearly that shewas
telepathic and would be our guide. Since no man may know al thereisto be learned about aien
creatures, they accepted my assurance of her worth.

For afull day after the Scout lifted with Captain Foss and Shdlard, there was a storm lapping at the
Lydis, rasing the fine dust of the valley into an impenetrable fog, keeping us pent within the ship, the
Patrolmen with us. There was no setting out in thismurk, since we could not fly on any set beam but
would be questing fredly over an unknown area.

But on the second morning the wind failed. And though the ash-sand had drifted high about the fins of the
ship and hdf buried theflitter, which was well anchored in whét little protection the Lydis hersdlf offered,
we could take off. Aswe swung out over the knife-ridged country, the massed clouds overhead broke a
little now and then, though the sunlight which came through was pale and seemed devoid of hest. Its
radiance accentuated the generd gloom of the landscape beneath usrather than dispersingit.

The pilot kept to the lowest speed, watching hisinstruments for any sign of radiation which might be
promising. Maelen crouched beside me in the cramped cabin of the craft. It was seldom | wastruly
aware of her present form, but with the Patrolmen glancing at her asif she were avery outre piece of
equipment, | was more conscious of her fur, her four feet, the glassaguise. And because | had heard her
plaint of fear, that she might in time dide back too far into the animal to be sure of her identity asa
Thassa, her unease was plainer to me. | mysdlf had known moments when beast eclipsed man. What if
my identity had been so lost?

Maelen was stronger, more prepared than | had been to overpower the flesh envel ope she wore, since
sheknew well dl itsdangers. But if her steady confidence was beginning to fade—

She dtirred, muscles moving with liquid grace under her soft fur. Her head pointed away in aquick turn.
"Something?' | asked.
"Not what | seek now. But—Dbut there is that down there which is not of rock and sand.”

| craned to look through the vision port. Nothing showed to my sight, but rocks twisted and eroded into
such wild shapes could hide anything.



"Within—" sheinformed me. "But we are dready padt. | think perhaps another cache—"

| tried to memorize landmarks, though such seen from the air and from the ground were two different
matters. But if Maglen wasright, and her certainty of report suggested that she could be depended upon
to be that, perhaps we had indeed come upon that which would redeem all debts we might incur through
thistrouble. A second cache! Was Sekhmet to prove asrich atreasure field as Thoth—perhaps more
07?

However, Maglen reported nothing else aswe flew in a zigzag pattern, cruising back and forth over the
broken land. The country was bad for visuad sighting. There were too many of those deep, narrow valeys
which might have swalowed up agrounded or crashed flitter, hiding it even from air survey. And we
knew only the generd direction.

Back and forth, asal the rocks took on the same look—though we did pass over severd wider valeys
where there were stands of withered vegetation. One held acup of water in the form of asmal, dark
lake rimmed with awide border of yellow-white which may have been anoxious chemica depost.

Maelen stirred again, pressing more tightly against me, as she stretched her head toward the vision port.
"What now?'

"Life—" shesgnaed.

At the sametime our pilot leaned forward to regard more closaly one of the many dias before him.
"Reading—faint radiation,” he reported.

Though we were dready at alow dtitude, he dropped us more, at the same time cutting speed nearly to
hover so we could search with care through the vision port. We were heading over one of thevaleys,
which was roughly half-moon-shaped. At the upper point of that were the first trees (if trees one might
term them) | had yet seen on Sekhmet. At least they were growths of very dark foliage which stood well
above bush leve. But the rest of the ground was covered only with the gray tough grass.

"Therel”

There was no need for anyoneto point it out—for it was asvisible asif painted scarlet. A flitter good in
grass as high asits hatch. But there were no signs of life about it.

The pilot had been caling on his com, trying to raise an answer. As yet he made no move to set down. |
did not wonder at his caution. There was something about the stark loneliness of that valley, about the
seemingly deserted machine so plainly in sight, which chilled me.

"Do you pick them up?' | asked Madlen.
"Thereisno oneright here/' By that she seemed to contradict her earlier report.
"But you said—"

"It isnot them. Something else—" Her thought-send faltered, dmost asif she were now confused, unable
to senseclearly.

And my uneasiness, which had been triggered by the sight of the parked flitter, was fed by asuspicion
that perhaps thiswas what Maglen had obliquely warned me of earlier, that she could no longer be sure
of her powers.



"Snooper picks up nothing,” the pilot reported. "I don't get any ident reading. By al teststheresno one
aboard.”

"Only oneway to make sure," commented the Patrolman at the port-sde defense. " Set down and look."

"l don't likeit. Looks amost asif it were put out for someone to come and seeit.” The pilot's hand had
not yet goneto the controls. "Bait—"

That was a possibility one could readily accept. Though who would be using such bait? With the Peatrol
inggniaplain on our own craft, it would be top risk for anyone to spring atrap. Perhaps my faithinthe
force of the Patrol wasright, for we did come down. Though both gunners stayed at their posts aswe
flattened the high grass not too far from the parked flitter.

The grasswas not only close to chest-high, but tough and sharp-edged, cutting any hand put out to beat
it down. Yet it also gave us aclue asto what might have happened to the two we sought. For the flitter
was empty of any passengers. Not only that, but their supply packs were still stowed within, asif
Sharvan and Hunold had never expected to leave the flyer for long.

Out from the trampled and crushed section of grassimmediately around the hatch atrail led straight for
the stand of trees. The path was deeply indented, asthough it might have been made by the
trangportation of heavy cargo. Y et here and there dong it tougher patches of stem and leaf werelifting

agan.

| searched the flitter carefully, triggering its report tape. But that repested nothing moreinitslast
recording than a description of what we oursalves had seen during our morning's passage over the
broken lands. Then it stopped in mid-word, the rest of the tape as bare asif it had been erased. For this|
had no explanation at al. Whatever had brought them to land here remained amystery. Still, dl the

instruments were in working order. | was able to gpply full power and raiseto agood height in testing
before | set down again. There had been no failure of the craft to force alanding.

As| made my examination one of the Patrol gunners and the pilot, Harkon, went for some distance down
thetrail leading to the trees. Maelen remained behind, hunkered down at the edge of the dowly rising
grass. And as| emerged from the hatch | had one question for her.

"How long?'
She sniffed the ground in the trampled space, using glassiagifts now.

"Morethan aday. Perhaps as long as they have been missing. | cannot be too sure. Krip—thereisa
strange scent here—human. Come—"

A swing of her head beckoned me to one side and there she used the unsheathed claws of one forepaw
to pull asidethetdl grass. Thetuft did not come easily and | put out my mittened handsto help. Then |
found the vegetation had been woven into a blind, forming a screen about a space where the ground had
been grubbed clear. Upon the patch of soil was theimpression of asquare which might have been lft by
aheavy box.

| had knelt to examine this depression as the Patrolmen returned. Harkon joined me. He held asmall
detect and | heard areveding chatter from that.

"Small residue of radiation. Could beleft from something like acall beam," he commented. Then he
studied the woven grass curtain. "Wl hidden—this could not have been spotted from above at al. They
could even have produced engine failure and at the same time blotted out a distress sgna—"



“Butwhy?"

"Y ou people have dready claimed sabotage. Well, if your men had reached the beacon they could have
spoiled any game to be played here. It was only by chance we picked up your space cdl, one chancein
five hundred, redlly. Whoever isin hiding here could not have foreseen that. Or even that your com-tech
had the knowledge and equipment to try it. If they have areason to keep you pinned here, thefirst step
would be to cut you off from the beacon. And they must believe that by taking your flitter, they have
donethat effectively. And asto who 'they’ are—" He shrugged. "Y ou ought to have some guess.”

"Outside of jacks with insde knowledge about our cargo—no. But what about Sharvan and Hunold?!

| meant that question as much for Maglen as Harkon, and | thought she might have the more reliable
answer.

"They were dive when they left here" shereplied.

"No atempt made to conced thetrail. | don't think they believed anyone would be after themin ahurry,”
Harkon replied when | passed along Maglen's report.

"Y ou have this much reassurance,”" he added. "The Free Traders loydty to their own isaknown fact.
They might keep your men diveto bargan with."

"Exchange." | nodded. "But we have had no offers—nothing. No one we could detect has been near the
Lydis."

"Whichisnot to say that they won't show up with aransom deal sooner or later."

| arose, brushing the dead grass wisps from my thermo suit. "Maybe not now. Not if they saw your ship
land."

Y et jacks are not timid, not when they have such arich take asthe Lydis's cargo to consider. The Patrol
ship was a Scout, and it had gone off-world again. Three Patrolmen in an armed flitter, and the reduced
crew of the Lydis— Thismight be the very time the enemy would select to make such amove, if they did
have us under observation. | said as much.

"WEell follow thetrall to the woods anyway," Harkon answered. "If there's nothing beyond'— he
shrugged again—"nothing to do then but wait for reinforcements. We can't stand up to ajack gang with
only threemen.”

| noted that he apparently did not class the Free Traders as part of hisfighting force. But perhapsto the
Patrol any outside their own close company was not to be so considered. Just another of the thingswhich
made them less than popular.

We left one gunner on guard and tramped along the grass track once more, Maglen with me now,
Harkon ahead, hisfellow bringing up the rear. Aswe drew near that wood | saw that the growths could
indeed be termed trees, but they lacked any attraction, their limbs being twisted and coiled asif they had
once been supple tentacles flung out in awild attempt to embrace something and had solidified in such
ungainly pogtions. The leaves were very dark and thick-fleshed, and there were not many to alimb. But
they were gill ableto form aheavy canopy which shut out that palid sunlight and made the way ahead a
tunnel of deep dusk.

But the path we followed did not enter there. Ingtead it turned left to run aong the edge of the stand.
Here there waslittle grass, but the gray soil showed scrapes and scuffs, being too soft to retain sharp
prints. Having skirted the woods, the way came to the very point of the valley. Maglen, who had paced



by my side, drew away to the sharp rise of the cliff.

She sat up on her haunches, her head swaying alittle; she might dmost have been reading some
inscription carved on that rugged wall, so intently did sheregard it. | took acouple of stridesto join her,
but | could see nothing, though | searched, believing that she must have come upon something such asthe
cat mask.

"What isit now?" | ventured to break her concentration.

For the first time she made no answer. Her mind was closed astight as any defense gate barred to the
enemy. Still she stared, her head turning afraction right, l€ft, right again. But | could detect nothing to
keep her s0 scanning stone.

"What isit?' Harkon echoed my question.
"] don't know. Maglen does not answer." | touched the raised crest on her head.

She drew back from even that smal physica contact. Nor did she open her mind or show that she was
aware of me. Never before had this happened.

"Maelen!” | made of her name a chalenge, ademand for atention. And | thought that even so | had not
reached her. That fear she had implanted in me, the suggestion that she might surrender to her beast

body, was sharp.

Then that swinging of the head, the unblinking stare, broke. | saw her red tongue flick out, lick her
muzzle. Both her forepaws scraped upward aong the sides of her head in a gesture which aped the
human. She might have been trying to close her earsto some sound she could no longer stand, which was
racking her with pain.

"Maden!" | went to my knees. Our eyeswere now nearly level. Putting out my hand, | caught those
paws holding her head, urged her face alittle around to meet my gaze. She blinked and blinked again—
amost as onerousing from deep.

"Maden, what isthe matter?"

There was no longer that solid barrier. Rather | was answered by aflood of confused impressionswhich
| could not easily sort out. Then she steadied her chain of thought.

"Krip—I must get away—away from herel"

“Danger?’

"Y es—at least to me. But not from those we seek. Thereis something else. It has prowled at the edge of
my thoughts since first we set foot on this dark world. Krip, if | do not take care there is that here which
canclamme! | am Thassa—| am mistress—" | felt she did not say that to me, but repeated the wordsto
hersdf to steady her control. "I am Thassal"

"You are Thassal" Straightway | hastened to say that, asif merely repeating my conviction would be alife
line thrown to one struggling againg dire danger.

She dropped her forepaws to earth. Now her whole body was shaken by great shudders, such as might
result from violent weeping. | dared to touch her again, and when, thistime, she did not repulse me, |
drew her closefor such companionship asthat hold might give her.



"You are Madlen of the Thassa." | held my thought firm. "Asyou will ever be! Nothing else can clam you
here. It cannot!"

"What isthe matter?' Harkon's hand was on my shoulder, giving measmadl shake asif to summon my
attention.

"I do not know." | told him the truth. "There is something here that threatens esper powers.”

"Harkon!" The other Patrolman, who had gone aong the cliff, now stepped away fromit. " Set-down
marks here. A flitter—big one by the looks of them."

Harkon went to see; | remained with Maglen. She had turned her head, was nuzzling against my jacket in
an intimacy she had never before displayed.

"Good—good to have you here,” her thought came. "Keep 0, Krip, keep so with me. | must not be less
nor other than | am—I must not! But it iscdling—itiscaling me—"

"Whét is?'

"l do not know. It islike something which wishes help that only | can offer. Yet | aso know that if | do
goto it—then | am no longer me. And | will not be not-Maglen! Never whilel livewill | be not-Maden!™
The force of that was like a shout of defiance.

"No onebut Madlen. Tel mehow I canaid. | am here—" | gave her quickly what | had to offer.
"Remember Madlen, Krip, remember Maglen!”

| guessed what she wanted and built in my mind the picture | liked to remember best of al—of Maglen
as| had first seen her at the Great Fair in Yrjar, serene, sure, mistress of hersdlf, untroubled, proud of her
little furred people as they performed before the awed townsfolk. That was Maglen as she would aways
befor me.

"Did you indeed see me so, Krip? 1 think you draw a picture larger and more comely, more assured, than
| wasin truth. But you have given methat to hold to. Keep it ever for me, Krip. When | need it—haveit
sd"

Harkon was back. "Nothing more to do here." Histone wasimpatient. "We had better head back. They
lifted in aflitter, dl right, which meansthey can be anywhere on this continent. Can you pilot your own
flyer?'

| nodded, but looked to Maglen. Was she ready, able, to return? Shewriggled in my hold and | loosed
her. Perhaps she waswell pleased to be on the move again. She scrambled into the flitter, curled upin
the second seet as | settled in front of the controls.

The Patrol flitter headed straight back toward the Lydis and | matched its speed. Madlen, curled ill,
seemed to deep. At least she made no attempt at mind-touch. However, we were not to be long without
anew problem. My com clicked and | snapped it on.

"Can you raise your ship?' was Harkon's terse demand. | had been so absorbed with Maglen | had not
thought of sending any report to the Lydis. Now | pressed the broadcast button. There was a hum—the
beam was open. But when | punched out our code cal | got no answer. Surprised, | tried again. The
beam was open; reception should have been easy. Surely with us out on search the ship's receiver would
have been congtantly manned. Still no reply.



| reported my failure to Harkon, to be answered with astark " Same here.”

We had set out in early morning, eating our midday (meal of concentrates as we flew. Now began a
fading of the pallid sunlight, athickening and in-drawing of the clouds. Also the windswererising. For
safety's sake we both rose well above the rocky hills. There was no way we could be lost—the guide
beam would pull usto the Lydis—but strong winds make ablind landing there tricky. A blind landing? It
should not have to be blind. They would be expecting us, have floodlights out to guide us down. Or
would they? They did not answer—would they even know we were coming? Why did | get no answer?1
continued to click out the code cdll, pausing now and then to count to ten or twenty, praying for an
answer which would end my rising suspicion that something was very wrong.

Chapter Seven
MAELEN

It was hard to fight this thing which had come upon mein the valley where we found theflitter. Never had
| been so shaken, s0 unsure of mysdlf, of what | was—of who | was. Yet | could not even remember
clearly now that which had flowed in upon my mind, possessing my thoughts, struggling to gect my
identity. | know shape-changing, who better? But thiswas no ordered way of Thassa doing. Thishad
been a concentrated attempt to force me to action which was not of my own planning.

As| crouched low now in the second seet of theflitter, | was il trying to draw about me, as one might
draw aragged cloak againgt the stabbing air of winter, my confidence and belief in my own powers.
What | had met there | could not trace to its source and did not know—save that | wanted no more of it!

| was thus so intent upon my own misery and fear' that | was not wholly aware of Krip'sactions. Until his
thought came piercing my sdaf-absorption in aquick, clean thrust.

"Maelen! They do not reply from the Lydis. What can you read?’

Read? For amoment even his mind-send seemed to bein adifferent language, one beyond my
comprehension. Then | drew heavily on my control, forced my thought away from that dire contact in the
valey. Lydis—the Lydis did not answer!

But at least now | had a concrete focus for my search. | was not battling the unknown. Though the ship
itsdlf, being inanimate, would not act as aguide to draw my search; Lidj would be best for that. | pictured
inmy mind the cargomaster, loosed my tendril of seek—

What | encountered was a blank. No—below the surface of nothingness there pulsed something, avery
muted sense of identity. | have mind-sought when those | so wished to touch were adeep, even in deep
unconsciousness produced by illness. This present sate was like unto the last, save that it was even
deeper, farther below the consciouslevd. Lidj was not to be reached by any seek of mine. | transferred
then to Korde—with the same result.

"They are unconscious—L.idj and Korde—deeply so," | reported.
"Adegp!"

"Not true deep. | have reported it asit is. They are not conscious, nor do they dream, nor are their minds
open to under-thought asthey arein true deep. Thisis something else.”

| tried to probe deeper, to awaken some response, enough to win information. But even as|
concentrated | was—seized! It wasasif | had been pushing toward agoa when about merose a



trapping net. This net had the same fed as that which had enhanced mefor aspaceinthevaley. Save
that thistime it was stronger, held me morerigidly initsbonds, asif another persondity, stronger, more
compelling, had joined with thefirst to bind and draw me. | could see Krip and theflitter. | could look
down a my own furred body, at my forepaws, from which the striking claws were now protruding asif |
were preparing to do battle. But between me and that sane outer world there was building awall of haze.

Maden—I was Madlen! "Krip, think me Maglen asyou did in the valey! Make me see mysdf asl truly
am, have been dl my life, no matter what body | now wear. | an Maden!”

However, my pleamust not have reached him. | was dimly aware of a crackle of words from the com,
words which had noise but no meaning.

Maden—with al my strength of mind and will | held to my need of identity, besieged by rising waves of
force, each beating upon me stronger than the last. Dimly | thought this aworse peril because| was one
who had been able to change the outward coverings of my spirit—something which made me the more

susceptible to whatever abode here.

But—I was Maglen—not Vors, no one e se—only Maglen of the Thassa. Now my world had narrowed
to that single piece of knowledge, which was my shield, or my weapon. Maden asKrip had seen mein
his memory. Though, as| had told him, | had never been so fair, so strong asthat. Maglen—

All beyond me was gone now. | closed my outer eyeslest | be disturbed from my defense. For how long
| continued then to hold Maglen intact | do not know, astime was no longer broken down into any™ unit
of measure. It was only endurancein which | feared weakening more than any bodily degth.

That assault grew in strength, reached such aheight that | knew if it advanced | could not hold. Then—it
began to fail. With failure there came a secondary current, first of raging impatience, then of fear and
despair. Thistimeaso | had held fast. That | could do so athird time with this strange power fighting
againgt me, | doubted. And Krip—where had Krip been? What of his promise that he would stand with
me?

Anger born of my great fear flared hot in me. Was this the true worth of what | might expect from him,
that in my hour of greatest need he would leave meto fight alone battle?

The influence which had tested me this second time was now gone, the remnantswinking out asalamp
might give way to the dark. | waseft so drained that | could not move, even once | had returned to an
awareness of what lay about me.

Krip—he 4till sat at the controls of the flitter. But the flyer was on the ground. | could seefrom thevision
port thefins of the Lydis, though the bulk of the ship towered far above us.

"Krip—" Weskly | tried to reach him.

Tried—but what | met was that same nothingnesswhich | had encountered when | had sought Lidj and
Korde! | pulled up on the seat, edged around to look directly into hisface.

His eyes were open; he stared straight ahead. | reached out aforepaw, caught at his shoulder. His body
wasrigid, asif frozen, apiece of carving rather than blood, flesh, and bone! Had he been caught in that
same net which had tried to encompass me, but more securely?

| began to fight again, thistime to reach that which lay beneath the weight of nothingness. But | wastoo
weskened by my own ordeal—I could not win to that secret place where Krip Vorlund had been
imprisoned, or to which he had retreated. He st rigid, frozen, staring with eyes| did not believe saw



anything of the outer world. | scrambled off the seat, clumsily freed the catch of the door hatch with my
paws.

Though thefins of the Lydis were bulky enough to show through the dark, the rest of the valley was well
hidden in night shadows. | dropped over the edge of the hatch into the soft sand, which puffed up around
my haunches, cushioning me by the edge of adune. The hatch closed automatically behind me. Krip had
not noticed my going, made no effort to join me.

Standing in the shadow cast by theflitter, | surveyed the valley. There was no boarding ramp out from
the Lydis. Shewas|ocked tight, aswe had kept her during each night on Sekhmet. Beyond the finswas
the Patrol flitter. Around that was no stir. | padded through the sand to reach itsSde. Therewas afaint
glow within, the radiance of the instrument pand, | thought.

Glassiacan climb, but they are no legpers. Now | made agrest effort, putting al | could into ajump
which alowed me to hook my claws over the edge of the port, hang there long enough with a straining of
my shoulder musclesfor alook within.

The pilot occupied his seat with the samerigidity Krip displayed. His nearest companion wasin position
by the weapon, also frozen at his post. | could only see the back of the head of the second gunner, but
snce he did not move, | believed | could assume hewasin alike state. Both the pilot and Krip had made
good landings here, but now they seemed astruly prisoners asif they were chained in some dungeonin
Yrjar. Prisoners of whom—and why? Still, snce they had landed their flittersin safety, it was plain that
the enemy did not yet want them dead, only under control.

That they would beleft so for long, | doubted. And prudence suggested that | get into hiding whilel
could and stay so until | learned more of the Situation. | might already be under surveillance from some
point inthevaley.

| began to test mind-seek—only to find it limited, so drawn upon by the ordedl | had been through that |
dared not try it far. For the time being | was reduced to depending upon the five sensesinherent in my

present body.

Though it disturbed meto rely on the glassa ahilities, | relaxed my vigilance and my control of my body,
raised my head so that my nose could test the scentsin the air, listened asintently as | could, tried to see
as much among the shadows as my eyeswould dlow. The glassaare not nocturnd. Their night visoniis
probably but little better than aman's. But the contrast of the light-gray sand with theflitters and the tall
bulk of the Lydis was enough to give me my bearings. And if | could reach the cliff wall, itsrugged
formation would offer me hiding in plenty. | squatted in the shadow of the Petrol flitter and mapped out a
route which would give me maximum cover.

Perhaps | was wasting time; perhaps the valley was not under observation and | could have walked
boldly enough. But that was too chancy. So | covered the ground with al the craft | could summon, dert
to any sight or noise which could mean | was betrayed.

Then | found acrevice | thought was promising. It was so narrow that | must back into it. Within that |
crouched, lying low, my head resting on my paws, taking up vigil to watch the ship and the two flitters.

Asduring that pallid day before, the clouds parted alittle. There were stars to be seen, but no moon. |
thought with longing of the bright glow of Sotrath, which gave such light to Yiktor, filling the night with
blazing splendor.

Stars above me—or were they? For abeast, distances are adltered, angles of vision changed. Not stars
—lightsl Those lower ones at least werelights, a one end of thevaley. Three | counted. And in that



direction was the spot where we had cached the cargo. With the crew and the Patrolmen caught now,
were those mysterious others we suspected to be at the root of our troubles working to loot the treasure?

Having established the presence of thelights, | caught something € se which came through the rocks
about me—avibration. Nothing stirred in the valley, there was no sign of any watcher. Perhaps whoever
had set thistrap had been so confident of its holding for aslong as necessary that no sentry had been
posted. | squirmed uneasily. | did not in the least want to do what | thought must be done—go to seeif
my suspicions were correct, that the cache was being |ooted—to see who was responsible. Stubbornly |
hunkered in what seemed to me now to be ashell of safety, one | would be worse than foolish to leave.

| owed no dlegianceto the Lydis. | was no Free Trader. Krip—Krip Vorlund. Yes, therewas atie
between us | had no thought or wish to break. But for the rest— Y et Krip had as strong ties to them, so
| was bound to their fate whether | would or no. Could aglassia have sighed, | would have done so then
as| most reluctantly crawled out of my safe little pocket and began to pad along at the foot of the cliff,
making use once more of every bit of cover.

When | had gone exploring with Krip we had suited our path to the demands of his human body. But |
knew | could take amuch faster way up and over the heights, since my powerful clawswere well fitted
to climbing thisrock riddled with cracks and crevices. | worked my way around until | reached a spot
which | thought directly in line with those lights. There | began to climb. The rock face was dark enough
so that my black fur would not show againgt its surface as it would have on the light dunes. As | had
hoped, my claws readily found and clung to irregularitieswhich served mewell.

| made better speed at thisthan | had skulking about on the ground, and so managed to pull out on top of
theridge hardly winded by my efforts. From this vantage point | could see my suspicionswerein part
true. Threelights, giving from here agreater glow of illumination, were at the point where Foss and the
others had thought they had so well hidden the cargo. Y et the effort of breaking through the plug they had
left there could not be an easy one. | guessed from the vibration in the rocks, and afaint purr of sound
now to be heard, that some machine had been brought in to handle that task.

So intent had | been on that distant work | was not at first aware of what lay closer. Not until | moved a
little asde and edged against that beam—

Shock struck me with the power of ablow. Had | met it a apoint of greater intensity | might actudly
have been borne back to crash into the valey.

It was pure force, delivered with such strength that one could believe such abeam should bevisble. And
it wasmind force. Y et this was a concentration | had never experienced, even when our Old Ones
merged their power for some needful action. That it had to do with the blanked minds of the humans
below, | had no doubt at all. | was prepared now, wary, my defenses up, so that | could skirt the danger
and not be once more entrapped. And that | must find the source, | also knew.

| did not want a second meeting with that deadly beam, yet | must somehow keep in contact in order to
traceit. So | was reduced to flinching in and out on the edge, reding away, shuffling on to touch again.
Thus| cameto anichein the rocks. There was no light there, no one around; | summoned up enough
mind-seek to make sure before | approached that pocket from the rear. It was very dark and whatever
wasin there was deeply set back in the niche.

Findly | had to pull my way to the top of the rock pile, snce | had made sure that the only opening lay at
the front. Crouched with my belly flat on the arch, | clawed mysdlf forward. Then | bent my head down,
hoping that the beam did not fill the whole of the opening, that | could see what lay insde.

It had seemed dark when viewed from adistance. But within the very narrow space was afaint glimmer,



enough to reveal the occupant. | was looking, from a cramped, upside-down position, into aface!

The shock of that nearly loosed me from my precarious hold. | regained control, was able to concentrate
on those s&t, grim features. The eyes of the stranger were shut, hisface utterly expressonless, asif he
dept. And hisbody was enclosed in a box which had been wedged upright so that he faced out over the
valey. Themain part of the box was frosted, so that only the section of cover directly over hisface was
clear. The face was humanoid enough, though completely hairless, without even brows or lashes.

And the skinwas apaegray.

The box which enclosed him (I believed the deegper to be mae) was equipped with afront panel which
might have been trangparent had not the frosted condition prevailed, for it looked like crystal. Thiswas
banded by awide frame of metal flecked here and there with small specks of color | could not see
clearly.

At the foot of the box was another piece of equipment. And while the deeper (if degper hewas)
resembled nothing | had seen before, what sat at hisfeet wasfamiliar. | had seen itslike employed only a
few daysago in the Lydis. It was an amplifier for communication, such as Korde had rigged when he
made the off-world distress call.

Seeing it where it now was left only one inference to be drawn. The mind-blast was coming from the
boxed body, to be amplified by the com device. Also, its being here could have only one purpose—that
of holding Krip, the Patrolmen, and presumably the crew of the Lydis inthral. Could | in some manner
disconnect it, or abate the flow of current, they might be released.

About the boxed deeper | could do nothing. | was not strong enough to handle the case—it had been
too tightly wedged into that niche. My eyes, adjusting to the very faint light emitted from the frame,
showed the rocks had been pounded in about the large box to piniit in place.

So—I might not get at the source of the mind-thral, but the amplifier was another matter. | remembered
well how cautioudy Korde had adjusted the one on the Lydis, his constant warning that the dightest jar
could deflect the line of force beam. But thiswas atask | had to push mysdlf to. For, just as| had tired
under my battle in the flitter with that which had tried to take over my mind, so now did my body send
messages of distress through aching muscles, fatigue-heavy limbs.

| withdrew to the ground below and moved in cautioudly from the Side, cregping low and so hoping to
elude the full force of the beam. Luckily it did not appear to sweep the ground.

Having made thisdiscovery, | found it easy to wriggle closer. | could see only one possible way, and
success would depend upon just how clumsy thisanima body was. Backing off, | went to look for a
weapon. But here the scouring winds had done their work far too well. There were no loose stones small
enough to serve me. | padded aong, nosing into every hole | saw, becoming more and more desperate.
If I had to return to the floor of the valley to search, | would. But | still hoped.

Stubbornness rewarded me in the end, for in one of the hollows | found arock which | worried at with
my claws until it loosened, so that | could scrape it out into the open. When one has away's been served
by hands, it is difficult to use one's mouth. But | got the rock between my teeth and returned.

Oncemorel edged in asflat as| could, and with the stone between my teeth | hammered away at the
top of the amplifier, until that was so battered | did not believe those who had eft it could ever useit

agan.
| did not approach the box of the degper. But from that seeped adank chill, like the worst blast of



highland winter | had ever met on Yiktor. | believed that had | set paw to that frosted front, I might well
have frozen alimb by that unwary touch. There was no changein the face, which could have been thet of
acarven statue. Y et the degper lived, or had once lived. Looking up at the entombed stirred a confused
fedinginme.

Quickly I not only glanced away from those set features, but aso backed out of the line of sight of the
closed eyes. The other, added presence | had sensed in the flitter—I felt adtirring of that. And the
sensation caused such darmin methat | loped away without heeding the direction of my going.

When | had my emotions once more under control, and that hint of troubling influence was gone, |
discovered | had headed not back to the ship valley but toward the lights and the purr of sound. It might
be well for me to scout that scene of activity. | hoped that now that the broadcast had been stopped,
thosein the Lydis and flitterswould be free. And it could be to their advantage if | were able to supply
information upon my return.

The strangers had no guards or sentries about. Perhaps they were so certain of that which they had put to
work in the heights that they felt safe. And it was easy enough to dip up to agood vantage point. . Busy
at the cache they were, with flares lighting the scene, brighter even than Sekhmet's daylight. Robos, two
of them, were at work on the plug we had set to sedl the crevice. But the Traders had done so good a
job there that the machines were not breaking it down in any hurry. They had varioustoals, flamers, and
thelike fitted into their work sockets and were attacking the fused stone with vigor.

The robos of the Lydis were mainly for loading, although in extreme need they could be equipped with a
few smpleworking tool modifications. These looked larger and different. They were being directed to
their labor by aman holding acontrol board. And, though | knew little of such machines, | thought they
seemed chiefly intended for excavation work.

Asfar aswe of the Lydis knew, there were no mines on Sekhmet. And casua prospectors did not own
such eaborate and costly machines. We had found traces of what might be treasure deposits here. Could
these robos have been imported to open such deposits?

The men below—there were three of them—Iooked like any spacers, wearing the common coveralls of
ship crewmen. They appeared completely humanoid, of the same stock asthe Free Traders. The two
who were not controlling the robos carried wegpons, blasters to be exact, an indication that they could
well be outside the law. The sght of those was warning enough for me to keep my distance.

| stiffened againgt the ground, my bresth hissing between those fangs which were aglassas natura
wegpons. A fourth man had comeinto sight. And hisface was very clear in the flare lamps. It was Griss
Sharvan!

There were no signs of his being a prisoner. He stopped beside one of the guards, watching the robos
with as much interest asif he had set them to work. Had he? Was it Sharvan who had led this crew to
the cache? But why? It was very hard for anyone who knew the Tradersto believe that one of them
could turn traitor to hiskind. Their loyaty wasinbred. | would have sworn by al | knew that such a
betrayd wastotally impossible. Y et there he stood, seemingly on excedllent termswith the looters.

From time to time the robo master made adjustments on the controls. | caught afeding of impatience
from him. And when that reached my conscious attention, | thought that the weakening of my power had
passed. Which meant | might just dare to discover, via mind-probe, what Sharvan did here. Settling
mysdlf to the easiest position | could find, | began probe.



Chapter Eight
KRIP VORLUND

It was very quiet; there was no thrum in thewals, no feding of the usud safe containment which aship
gave. | opened my eyes—but not upon thewalls of my cabininthe Lydis; instead | wasfacing the
control board of aflitter. And as| blinked, more than alittle bemused, recollection flowed in. The last
thing | could remember clearly was flying over the broken ranges on my way back to the ship.

But | was not flying now. Then how had | landed, and—

| turned to look at the second seat. There was no furred body there. And a quick survey told methat |
wasaoneintheflitter. Yet surely Maelen could not have landed us. And the dark outside was now that
of night.

It took only an instant or two to open the hatch and stumble out of the flyer. Beside merosethe Lydis.
Beyond her | could make out a second flitter. But why could | not remember? What had happened just
before we landed?

"Vorlund!" My name out of the night.

"Who'sthere?'

"Harkon." A dark shadow came from the other flitter, plowed through the sand toward me.
"How did we get here?' he demanded. But | could not give him any answer to that.

Therewas agrating sound from the ship. | raised my head to see the ramp issue from her upper hatch
like atongue thrust out to explore. Moments later its end thudded to earth only a short distance away.
But | was moreintent on finding Maglen.

The sand around held no prints; | could not pick up atrail. But if the ship's ramp had been up, she could
not have gone aboard. | could not imagine what would have taken her away from the flitter. Except her
strange actions back in that other valley made me wonder if some influence had drawn her beyond her
powers of resstance. If so, what influence, and why would it affect her more here? Also, | could not
remember landing the flitter—

| flashed out amind-seek. And an instant later | reeled back, striking against the body of theflitter | had
just quitted, going to my knees, my hands against my head, unable to think clearly, gasping for
bresth—for—

By the time Harkon reached me | must have been very close to complete blackout. | recall only dimly
being led on board the Lydis, people moving about me.' Then | choked, gasped, shook my head as
strong fumes cut through the frightening mist which was between me and the world. | looked up, ableto
see and recognize what | sasv—the sick bay of the ship. Medic Lukas was by me, backed by Lidj and
Harkon.

"What—what happened?’
"Youtdl us" Lukassad.

My head—I turned it alittle on the pillow. That Sckening wave of assaulting blackness mixed with pain
ebbed.



"Maden—shewasgone. | tried to find her by mind-seek. Then—something hit—insde my head.” It was
as hard now to describe the nature of that attack asit was to remember how | had come earlier to land
theflitter.

"It agrees,”" Lukas nodded. But what agreed with what, no one explained to me. Until he continued,
"Esper force stepped up to that degree can register as energy.” He shook his head. "I would have said it
was impossible, except on one world or another the impossible is often proved true.”

"Esper,” | repeated. My head ached now, with a degree of pain which made me rather sck. Maglen,
what about her? But perhaps to try mind-seek again would bring another such attack, and that dread was
redlized as L ukas continued:

"Keep away from the use of that, Krip. At least until we know more of what is happening. Y ou had such
adose of energy that you were nearly knocked out.”

"Maden—shesgone!”
Hedid not quite meet my eyesthen. | thought | could guesswhat he was thinking.
"She wasn't responsible! | know her sending—"

"Then who did?' Harkon demanded "Y ou stated from the start that sheis highly telepathic. Well, thisis
being done by atdepath of unusud taent and perhapstraining. And | would like to know who landed us
here—since we cannot remember! Were we taken over by your animal ?*

"No!" | struggled to St up, and then doubled over, fighting the nausea and fedling of disorientation that
movement caused. L ukas put something quickly to my mouth and | sucked at atube, swallowing cool
liquid which alayed the sickness.

"It was not Maglen!” | got out when | finished that potion. ™Y ou cannot mistake amind sending—it isas
individua asavoice, aface. This—thiswasdien." Now that | had had afew momentsin which to think
about it, | knew that wastrue.

"Also"—L ukas turned to Lidj— "tell them what registered on our receivers here.”

"We have arecording,” the cargomaster began. " This esper atack began some time ago—and you were
not herethen. It broke in intensity about ahaf hour snce—dropped far down the scale, though it till
registers. Just asif some transmission of energy had been brought to a peak and then partly shut off.
Whileit was on at the top range none of us can remember anything. We must have awakened, if you can
term it that, at the moment it dropped. But the resdue remaining is apparently enough to knock out
anyonetrying esper communication, asKrip proved. So if it was not Magen—"

"But whereisshenow?' | swallowed experimentaly as | raised my head, and discovered | felt better. "I
was aonein theflitter when | avoke—and no one can find atrail through that sand out there."

"It may be that she has gone to hunt the source of what hit us. Sheisafar greater esper than any of our
breed,” Lidj suggested.

| pulled mysdlf up, pushing away Lukass hand when he put it out to deter me. "Or else shewas drawn
unwillingly. She felt something back therein that valey where we found the flitter, she begged meto get
her away. She—she may have been caught by whatever istherel”

"Itisnot going to help her to go charging out without any idea of what you may be up againgt.” Lidj's
good sense might not appea to me then, but since he, Lukas, and Harkon made abarrier at the door of



the sick bay | was sure | was not going to get past them at present.
"If you think | am going to Stay safein here while—" | began. Lidj shook hishead.

"I am only saying that we have to know more about the enemy before we go into battle. We have had
enough warning to be sure that thisis something we have never faced before. And what good will it do
Maelen, Sharvan, or Hunold if we too are captured before we can aid them?”

"What are you doing?' | demanded.

"We have afix on the source of the broadcast, or whatever it is. On top of the cliff to the east-northeast.
But inthe middle of the night we aren't going to get far climbing around these rocks hunting for it. | can
tell you this much—it registers with too regular apattern to be ahuman mind-send. If itisaningalation,
which we can bdlieve, working on ateepath's level—then there should be someonein charge of it.
Someone who probably knows this country alot better than we do. But we have our range finder out
NOW—"

"And something else," Harkon cut in crisply. "1 loosed a snooper, set on the recording pattern, as soon as
Lidj reported this. That will broadcast back a pick-up picture when it locates anything which isnot just
rock and brush.”

"So—" Lidj spoke again. "Now we shal adjourn to the control cabin and see what the snooper can tell
LBll

The Patrol are noted for their use of sophisticated equipment. They have refinementswhich are far ahead
of those on Free Trader ships. | had heard of snoopers, though | had never seen onein action before.

There was aflutter on the surface of the small screen set over the visa-plate of the Lydis—arippling of
lines. But that continued without change and my impatience grew. All that Lidj had said was unfortunately
true. If | could not use mind-seek without provoking such instant retaiation as before, | had little chance
of finding Maglen in that broken country, especidly a night.

"Something coming inl" Harkon's voice broke through my dark imaginings.

Those fluttering lines on the screen were overlaid with a pattern. Aswe watched, the faint image
sharpened into a definite scene. We looked into a dark space where an arching of rocks made aniche.
And the niche was occupied. It was the face of the man or being who stood there which riveted my
attention first. Human—or was he? His eyes were closed asif he dept—or concentrated. Then the whole
of the scene registered. He was not in the open, but rather enclosed in abox which, except for the space
before hisface, was opaque. That box had been wedged upright, so he faced outward.

At hisfeet was asmadller box. But thiswas broken, badly battered, wires and jagged bits of meta
showing through cracksinit.

Harkon spokefirst. "I think we can see why the broadcast suddenly failed. That thing in frontisan
aphaten amplifier, or was before someone gave it agood bashing. It's meant to project and heighten
com relays. But | never heard of it being used to amplify telepathic sends before.”

"That man,” Lidj said asif he could not quite believe what he saw. "Then heisatelepath and his
mind-send was so amplified.”

"A telepath to adegree hitherto unknown, | would say/' Lukas replied. "There's something e se—he may
be humanoid, but he's not of Terran stock. Unless of ahighly mutated strain.”



"How do you know?' Harkon asked for al of us.

"Because he'splainly in stass-freeze. And in that State you don't broadcast; you are not even dive, aswe
reckon life"

He glanced a us asif he now expected some outburst of denial. But |, for one, knew Lukas was never
given to wild and unfounded statements. If he thought that closed-eyed stranger was in stass-freeze, |
would accept hisdiagnosis.

Harkon shook hishead dowly. Not asif he were prepared to argue with Lukas, but asif he could not
honestly accept what he was seeing.

"Wedll, if heisin stass-freeze, at least he'stight in that box. He did not get there on his own. Somebody
put him there."

"How about the snooper—can it pick up any back trail from that?' Lidj gestured to the screen. " Show us
who ingtalled the esper and the amplifier?

"We can see what agenerd life-force setting will do." Harkon studied the did of hiswrist com, made a
delicate adjustment to it. The screen lost the picture with aflash and the fluttering returned.

"It isn't coming back," Harkon reported, "o the life-force search must be at work. But asto what it will
pick up—"

"Getting something!" Korde leaned forward, half cutting off my view of the screen, so | pulled him back a
little.

Hewasright. Once more there was a scene on the screen. We were looking into amuch brighter section
of countryside.

"The cache—they're looting the cache!” But we did not need that exclamation from Lidj.

There were excavation robos busy there. And they had broken through the plug we had thought the
perfect protection. Three—no, four—men stood alittle to one side watching the work. Two were armed
with blasters, one had arobo control board. But the fourth, man—

| saw Lidj hunch farther toward the screen.
"|—don't—bdieve—it!" Hisdenia was one we could have voiced as achorus.

| knew Griss Sharvan; | had shared planet leave with him. He had been with me on Yiktor when first |
had seen Maglen. It was utterly incredible that he should be standing there calmly watching the looting of
our cargo. Hewas a Free Trader, born and bred to that life—and among us there were no traitors!

"He can only be mind-washed!" Lidj produced the one explanation we could accept. "If an esper of the
power Krip met got at him, it's no wonder they could find the cache. They could pick its hiding place
right out of hisbrain! And they must have Hunold, too. But what are they—jacks?' He asked that of
Harkon, depending upon the authority of one who should know hislawbreakersto give him an answer.

" Jacks—with such equipment? They don't make such eaborate effortsin their operations. | would think
morelikely aGuild job—"

"Thieves Guild here?'

Lidj had agood right to his surprise. The Thieves Guild was powerful, as everyone knew. But they did



not operate on the far rim of the galaxy. Theirswas not the speculation of possible gainsfrom raiding on
frontier planets. Those smdll pickings werel€eft to the jacks. The Guild planned bigger deals based on
inner planets where weslth gathered, drawn in from those specul ative ventures on the worlds the jacks
plundered. If jacks had dedlings with the Guild it was only when they fenced their take with the more
powerful criminals. But they were very small operators compared with the members of that spider web
which was, on some worlds, more powerful than thelaw. The Guild literaly owned planets.

"Guild, or perhaps Guild-subsidized." Harkon held to his point stubbornly.

Which made our own position even more precarious, though it would aso account for the sabotage and
the elaborate plan which seemed to have been set up to enmesh the Lydis, both in space and here. The
Guild had resources which even the Patrol could not guess. They were rumored to be ready to buy up,
or acquire by other, more brutal means, new discoveries and inventions, so that they might keep ahead of
their opponents. The boxed esper with the amplifier—yes, that could well be a Guild wegpon. And the
mining robos we saw a work here—

| thought at once of that cat mask on the cliff, of Maglen's assurance that other finds existed. Suppose
some enterprising jack outfit, ambitious and far-seeing, had made the discovery that Sekhmet had such
finds. With such asecret astheir portion of the partnership, they could get Guild backing. At least to the
extent of modern excavation equipment, plus such devices as the esper linkage for protection.

Then one of their men on Thoth could have picked up the news of our cargo. And they might have
prepared to gather that in as abonus. The Throne of Qur would be worth any effort. | could not help but
believe that was the answer.

But what other devices could they have? That which sabotaged the Lydis we gtill do not understand. And
the esper was something entirely new. Nor were the Free Traders backward in hearing about such

things
"Look out!"

| was startled out of my thoughts by Harkon's cry. We could till see the scene of the cargo cache. The
robos had started to bring out what we had stored there. But it was not that action which the Patrol pilot
had noted.

One of the guards had turned about, was pointing his blaster directly at our screen. A moment later that
went black.

"Took out the snooper,” Harkon commented.

"Now they know—first, that their esper isno longer controlling us, second, that we have learned of their
activitiesinturn,” Lidj said. "Do we now expect an atack in force?'

"What arms do you carry?' Harkon asked.

"No more than are allowed. We can break our seal on the ordnance compartment and get the rest of the
blasters. That's the extent of it. A Trader depends on evasive action in space. And the Lydis does not set
down on worlds where the weapons are much more sophisticated than on Thoth. We haven't broken that
sed inyears”

"And we don't know what they have—could be anything,” Harkon commented. "1 wonder who took out
that amplifier. Might that man of yours be operating on his own—the one you did not see?"

But | wasascatain asif | had witnessed the act. "Maden did that."



"An anima—even atelepathic one—" Harkon began.

| eyed him coldly. "Maglenisnot an anima. Sheisa Thassa, aMoon Singer of Yiktor." The odds were
that he had not the dightest idea of what that meant, so | enlarged on that statement. "Sheisan dien,
wearing anima form only for atime. It isa custom among her people.” | was determined not to go farther
into that. "' She would be perfectly capable of tracing the esper interference and knocking out the
amplifier.”

But where was she now? Had she gone on to the cache to see what was happening there? | did not
know how the jack guard had picked the snooper off so accurately. They were programmed to evade
attack. He could have been just as quick to dispose of Maglen, had he_sighted her. They had probably
been planeted on Sekhmet long enough to know most of the native wildlife, so they would have
recognized her even in anima form as something from off-world, and been suspicious. | could imagine
plainly the whole sequence of such adiscovery.

If only I dared mind-search! But even though the amplifier was not of use, | knew | could once more
bring upon mysdf that force | had experienced earlier. Until the stass frozen man—or thing—was
rendered harmless (if he could be) | had no hope of tracking Maglen except by sight lone. And in the
dark of night that wasimpossible.

"Wecan just Sitit out,” Korde was saying when | again paid attention. ™Y our ship”"—he nodded to
Harkon—"will be back soon with Foss. We have power enough to warn them once they come into
braking orbit."

But Lidj was shaking his head. "Not good enough.

The jacks must have been watching us dl dong, even if we could not detect them—they certainly
possess a protective field which blanks out even esper when they want, or Maglen would have picked
them up earlier. So they know about us and that we are waiting for help. They could move fast
now—pack up and be off-world before we get reinforcements. After dl, their base may be half this
continent away, hidden anywhere. Weve got to keep on their tailsif we can. But it won't do any good to
try another snooper. They will be watching for that now."

"We haven't one anyway," Harkon commented dryly. "For therest, | would say you areright. Thereis
aso this—if we stay in or around your ship, they may be able to pin us down, blank out an com warning,
hold usjust astightly asthey did before. | say, leave the ship with aguard and alocked-up boarding
ramp. Therest of uswill take to the country. It isrough enough to hide an army. Well work our way
northeast, starting at the cache, and seeif we can at least locate the genera direction of their base. They
won't be able to transport al they are pulling out of there without making anumber of trips. Also—that
esper isdtill up there. If wefind him before they come to see what iswrong, we may just be able to shut
him off, or do whatever needsto be done to hinder them in using him again. And what about thisMaglen
of yours—can you contact her, find out where sheis?' He spoke directly to me.

"Not aslong asthat esper isbroadcasting. Y ou saw what happened when | tried that before. But | think
sheisnear that cache. It may bethat if | get close enough she can perhaps pick me up, though | can't be
aure. Sheisfar more powerful than | am.”

"Good. That makes you our first choicefor the scouting force.” He certainly did not wait for volunteers.
Not that | would not have been thefirst of those. But a Free Trader does not take kindly to any
assumption of authority except from hisown kind. And it was very agpparent that Harkon considered
himsalf without question to be the leader of any sortie we planned.

Lidj might have challenged him, but he did not. He went instead to break the sedl on the armslocker. We



took out the blasters, inserted fresh charges, dung on ammunition belts. E rations were in packets. And
we had our thermo suits as protection againgt the chill.

In the end Korde and Aljec Lafarns, atubeman, stayed with the ship. Harkon's gunners from the fritter
removed the charges from those crafts defense to render them harmless and made ready to join us. It
was till dark, though dawn could not now be too far away. We had ashort rest and ate our last full
ship'smed before we left.

It was decided we would try the more arduous climb up over the cliff, so we could find the esper and
take action to insure he would not trouble us again. And climb we did, the blasters on their dings over

our shoulders, weighing us back, making the climb more difficult, though the face of the Sonewas
aready rough enough. We had had to put aside our mittensin order to find handholds, and the chill of the
rock bit deep, so that we must press on as quickly as we could before any numbing of our fingers could
bring about disaster. | thought of Maglen's sharp-pointed claws and knew that this road must have been
afairly easy onefor her. But her passing had left no traces.

We reached the top of the cliff, spread out in asingle thin line as Harkon ordered. From this height we
could seethelights at the location of the cache. The workers there made no effort to hide their presence.
And, having been derted by the snooper, they could aready be preparing awarm welcome.

Our advance had been very short when my wrist com buzzed. "To theright,” clicked the sgna which
brought mein that direction, picking my way more by fed than sight.

Thuswe gathered at the niche we had seen from the snooper. The smashed amplifier had not been
moved. It was apparent that those who had installed it there either had not arrived to check onit, or had
abandoned it. | stepped closer, flinched. For thefirst timein my life | experienced mind-send not only in
my brain, but as an invisible but potent force against my body.

"Don't go directly infront of it!" | said sharply.

At my warning Harkon edged in from one side, | from the other. There was no sign of life on that face. It
was humanoid, yet it had an alien cast. | might have been looking at adead man, in fact | would have said
30, had | not felt that strong current of send. The Patrolman stepped back, yielding his place to Lukas.
Now the medic put out his unmittened hand and moved hisfingers, held an inch or so away from the
surface of that case, asif he were smoothing it up and down.

"Stass-freeze to ahigh degree," he reported. "Higher than | know of in generd use." He unsedled the
front of hisjacket, drew out alife-force detect, and held that at the level of the deeper's chest, though we
could not see the body through that opaque opening.

Inthe very dim light radiated by the box | saw the incredulous expression on Lukass face. With asharp
jerk he brought the detect up level with the head, took a second reading, returned to heart level for
another examination. Then he edged back.

"What about it?' Harkon asked. "How deep in stassishe?'
"Too degp—he'sdead!”
"But he can't be!" | stared at the set face of the box's occupant., " The dead don't mind-send!”

"Maybe he doesn't know that!" Lukas gave a queer sound, amost alaugh. Then hisvoice steadied as he
added, "He's not only dead, but so long dead the force reading went clear out of reckoning. Think about
that for amoment.”



Chapter Nine
KRIP VORLUND

| still could not redlly believethat. A mind-send from adead man—impossible! And | said so. But Lukas
waved his detect and swore that it was working properly, as he proved by trying it on me and pointing to
the perfectly normal reading. We had to accept that a dead body, linked to an amplifier, had managed to
keep usin thral until the machine had been smashed; that esper power, strong enough to upset anyone
human (I could hope Madlen was beyond its control) who tried to use alike talent initsvicinity, was
issuing from a dead man.

But the cache was il being looted. We dared not spend too long atime with this mystery when action
was demanded € sawhere. The damaged amplifier was speedily disposed of, but we could not unwedge
that box. So we |eft the strange deeper there, still broadcasting, as he had—for how long? Though | was
sure not from the same site.

Theway over the cliffs was much shorter than the ground-leve trail. We crept up, following al the
precautions of those invading enemy territory, until we could look down at the cache. There the robos
had emptied our hiding place. The glittering Throne stood in ablaze of harsh glory amid the boxes and
bundles.

A flitter, perhaps double the size of our own, had grounded, was being loaded with the smaller pieces.
The three jacks we had seen via snooper were studying the Throne. It was plain to see that that was not
going to fit into the flyer, and its trangportation must present a problem.

Save for those three there appeared to be no one el se below. Sharvan had disappeared. But at the
moment my own concern was for Maglen. If she had come here, was she hiding somewhere among these
rocks, spying aswe were? Dared | try mind-send again?

There was no other way of finding her in thisrough terrain. Though one of Sekhmet's cloudy dawnswas
at hand and visibility was better than it had been when we had begun thistrek. | made my choice for
mind-seek, ready to withdraw that instantly if 1 so much as brushed the edge of any deadly broadcast.
But thistime | met none. So heartened, | fastened upon amind-picture of Maglen and began my quest in
earnest.

But | did not even meet with the betraying signa of amind-block. She was not on the heights where we
lay in hiding. Down in the valey near the cache then? Very cautioudy | began to probe below, fearing to
trigger some such response as | had before. They might well have a second deeper at the scene of action
asacover.

| met nothing, and that in itself waskind of a shock. For al three of those | could see conferring about the
Throne did not register at dl. They were mind-shielded with acomplete barrier againgt any probe.
Perhaps because of the fact that they dedlt with the deeper, and only thus could they venture to use him.
So there was nothing to be learned from them either. Nor did Maglen's answer come from the valey.

Having made sure of that, | began to extend my search—choosing south, the way from which we had
come when we had first discovered this place. And, as my send crept on and on, | picked up the faintest
quiver of an answer!

"Where—where?' | put full forceinto that.

"—here—" Very fant, very far away, "—aid—here—"



There could be no mistaking the urgency of her plea. But the low volume of the send was an even greater
spur to action. That Maglen wasin diretrouble, | had no doubt at al. And the choice | must make now
was equally plain. The cargo had brought us here; it was the responsibility of the Lydis's crew. We were
elght men againgt an unknown number.

And there was Maglen—l ost—calling for my aid.

The decision as partly dictated by my Thassa body, of that | am now sure. Just as | had once feared that
Jorth the barsk was stronger than Krip Vorlund the man, so now Maguad of the Thassa—or that small
residue of him which was apart of me—changed my life".. Thassato Thassa—I could not hold out
againg that cdl. But neither would my other heritage alow meto go without telling my own kind that |
mud.

Chance had brought me closest to Lidj. | crawled now until’ I could set hand on his shoulder. He jerked
at my touch, turned to look at me. Dusky as this cloud-shrouded day was, we could see each other
Clearly.

"Madenisintrouble. Sheiscdling mefor ad,” I told him in awhisper which I meant to carry no farther
than this spot.

He said nothing, nor did any expression cross hisface. | do not know what | expected, but that long,
level look was one | had to force mysdlf to meet. Though | waited, he continued silent. Then he turned
away to gazeinto thevaley. | was chilled, cold, asif the thermo jacket had been ripped from my body,
leaving my shoulders bare to the winds.

Yet | could not bite back my words; there was that in me which held me to my choice. | turned and
crawled. Not only from the side of the cargomaster, but from that whole length of cliff where the others
crouched waiting for Harkon's signd to attack, if that wasthe order he would give.

Now | had to force from me all thought of those of the Lydis. | must concentrate wholly on that thread,
s0 thin, so far-stretched, which tied me to Maglen. And athin, far-stretched one it was, so tenuousl|
feared it would be severed and | would haveno guide at all.

It brought me down from the cliffs. And | could not mistake landmarks | had memorized. Thiswasthe
way to the cat mask. | reached a point from which | ought to be able to see that pale and ghostly vestige
of ancient carving. But this morning the light, perhaps the lack of sand to cling in the right places, did not
adme. | could trace nothing but the hollow which wasits mouth.

And Madlen's desperate call led methere. | wriggled forward on my belly, expecting she must lietherein
the shadows. But the pocket was empty! Only her cal continued—from beyond the wall!

With my mittened hands | pushed and beat againgt the blocks, certain that there must be some concedled
door, that one or another of them would fal or turn to provide me with an opening. How else could
Maelen have entered?

But the blocks were asfirmly joined asif they had been set in place but weeks before.
"Maden!" | lay there, my handsresting againgt thewall. "Maelen, where are you?”'
"Krip—ad—ad—"

Faint, far awvay, acry fast fading into nothingness. And the fear which had been riding me sincefirg |
picked up her send now struck deep into me. | was certain that if | could not find away to her soon there
would be no reason to go at al. Maglen would be gonefor al time.



| had but one key left to use. And by using it | might throw away ameansfor my own defense. But again
| had no choice. | edged back, out of the mouth of that cleft.

| lay flat outside, Sghting inward with the blaster. Then | dropped my head to my bent arm, velling my
eyes againg the brilliance of the blast | loosed as| fired.

Scorching hegt beat back against me, though the worst was absorbed by my thermo clothing. | smelled
the crigping of my mittens, felt asearing lick acrossthe edge of my cheek. Still | held fadt, giving that inner
wall top power. What effect it would have on the blocks | could not tell; 1 could only hope.

When | had used dl that charge | had yet to wait, not daring at once to crawl back within that cramped
gpace until it had alittle time to lose some of the heat. But neither could | wait too long.

At lagt impatience won, and | was startled at what | found. Those blocks, which to the touch had had a
likenessto the native rock of the cliff wall, were gone—as cleanly asif they had only been counterfeits of
stone. Thus| was able to enter the passage beyond.

Not that that was much larger. The cleft, or tunndl, or whatever it was, ran Sraight as abore, with just
enough room to wriggle. As| advanced | liked the Situation lessand less. Had | even been abletoriseto
my hands and knees, it would have given me ameasure of rdlief. Asit was, | had to edgeonwitha
maximum of effort in aminimum of pace.

Also, thefarther | went, theless| liked the idea of perhaps coming up against adead end and having to
work my way out backward. In fact, so disturbing did | find that thought that | had to banish it as quickly
as| could by holding to my menta picture of Maglen.

That journey seemed endless, but it was not. | used the blaster, now empty of charge, as a sounding rod,
pushing it ahead of me through the dark, so feding for any obstruction or fault which might cause trouble.
And that did at last strike a solid surface.

| probed with the blaster in exploration, and it seemed that the passage was firmly plugged ahead. But |
must make sure, so | squirmed on until my hand came againgt that surface. It did fill the space, and yet
into my face blew apuff of air. Though hitherto | had not even wondered why | had been able to bresthe
inthistightly confined space.

Asl| dipped my hands back and forth, my fingers discovered ahole, through which flowed adistinct
current of air. Hooking one hand to that, | strove to didodge the whole plug. My effort moved it, though |
found | must pushinstead of pull. It swung away from me and | shouldered through.

So | came not only to amuch larger space, but to one with dim lighting. Or perhapsit wasdim only in
comparison with the outer world. To my eyes, used now to total dark, it seemed bright.

The hole of my entrance was some distance above the floor of this other space. | entered in an awkward
scramble, half faling to the lower levd. It was o good to stand erect again.

This chamber was square. And the light came through a series of long, narrow cuts set verticaly inthe
wall to my left. Save for those, there appeared to be no other opening, certainly no door.

When | advanced to thelight, | discovered agrating in the floor against thewall, wide enough for an exit
if there were some manner of raising the grating itself. Just now | was more intent on looking through one
of thedits.

It was necessary to squeeze very close to that narrow opening. Even then the area of vision was much
curtailed. But | was looking down into aroom or hall which was of such large proportions | could view



only afraction of it. Thelight came from the tops of a series of standing pillars or cases. And amoment's
ingpection of the nearest, though | must do that from some distance above, suggested something familiar.
By amost grinding my face againgt the frame of the dit, | made aguess. These had a close resemblance
to the box which had held that dead man abovethe valey. | waslooking into aplace for beingsin
stass-freezel

"Maden?'

Nothing moved below among the pillar-boxes. And —I had no answer to my cal. | went on my knees,
shed my charred mittens so | could lock fingersin the grating. And | had to exert al the strength | could
summon before that gave, grudgingly. However, | was ableto raiseit. How | longed for what | did not
have—artorch, for there was only dark below once more.

Lying flat, I tried to gauge what did lie below by letting the blaster dangle fromits carrying strap. Thusl
discovered what appeared to be a narrow shaft, its floor not too far below. And | dared to drop to that.
Once down, | explored the wall which faced the deepers hal and was able to trace aline. Pushing
outward brought no results. It was when my hands dipped across the surface of that stubborn barrier that
it moved to one sde and | was ableto force it open a crack. Then the barrdl of the blaster inserted there
gave me leverage enough to forceit the rest of the way.

How largethat hall was| could not guess. It appeared to stretch endlesdy both right and left. And there
was such a sameness to those lines of boxes one could not find any guide.

"Maden?'

| fell back against the very door | had just forced open. Asit had happened before, my mind-seek
brought such an answer as nearly struck me down. This response was no concentrated beam, but still it
was adaunting blagt, filling my mind painfully. So | crouched there, my handsraised to my earsinan
involuntary response asif to shut out thundering shouts.

It was atorment, worse than any physical pain. A warning that here| dared not use the only way | had of
tracing her whom | sought. | would have to blunder dong, depending on the whim of fortune.

Shutting out mind-seek, | staggered forward in awavering way between the boxes in the row directly
before me. Now and then | paused to study the faces of those deepers. There was a sameness about
those.

They might al have come from some uniform mold, as there appeared to be no distinguishing marksto
make one case differ from the next. Then | became alittle less dazed by that menta bolt which had
struck me and noted that there was a change in the patterning of color sparks about the frame of each
box.

| counted at first, but after | reached fifty, | decided there was no need for that. Beyond the rowswhere |
walked now were more and more and more. It might be that the entire army of some forgotten conquerer
was herelaid up in stassfreeze. | laughed then, thinking what an excellent way to preserve troops
between one war and the next, assuring agoodly supply of manpower with no interregnum living
expenses.

Such afind asthis had never been made before. In. fact the treasure discoveries on Thoth had had no
conjunction with the remains of bodies, apuzzle for the archaeologigts, snceit had previoudy been
believed that such furnishings were placed with rulers as grave goods. So—was thisthe cemetery of
those who had | €ft their treasures on Thoth? But why, then, cross space to bury their dead on another
world?



And if they were dead, why were their bodiesin stass-freeze? It was a condition known to my own kind
in the past, used for two purposes. In the very early days of spacetrave it had been the only way to
transport travel ers during long voyages which might last for centuries of planet time. Secondly, it wasthe
one hopefor the serioudy ill, who could rest thus until some future medical discovery could cure them.

Nations, peoples, even species did entomb their dead, following beliefsthat at the will of their gods, or at
some signdl, these would rise whole and dive again. Was this so profound abelief here that they had
used stass-freeze to preserve their dead?

| could accept such preservation, but | could not accept the fact that, although dead, they apparently il
used their esper powers. My mind shied away from the horror that alive mind could beimprisonedin a
dead body.

Therewasan end at last to the hall. In thefaint light of the boxes| could now see another wall, and in
that an archway framing awide door. A closed door. But | was so filled with aloathing of that place that
| hated, fumbled for another charge for the blaster, determined to burn my way out if | found that portal
barred to my exit.

However, a my urging it rolled aside into the wall. | looked into a passageway. It was lighted, though by
what means| could not see, save that the walls themsalves gppeared to give off agray luminogity. With
the blaster ready | went aong.

There were doorsin this corridor, each tightly closed, each bearing on its surface a series of symbols
which had no meaning for me. And wherein dl thismaze could | find Maglen? Snce my sharp lessonin
the hall of the deepers, | dared not risk another call. There was no help but to look within each of the

rooms | passed.

The first door opened on asmal chamber holding but two deepers. But there were aso chests ranged
about itswalls. However, | did not wait to explore those. Another room—three deepers—more storage
containers. Room three—two deepers again—more chests.

| was at the end of the hall and here the way branched right and I€eft. | chosetheright. The hall was ill
lighted and it ran straight, without any break. How many miles did this burrowing run? | wondered. It
might be that Sekhmet was half honeycombed with these tunnelings. What afind! And if those chests and
boxes | had seen in the smaller rooms contained such treasures as had been found on Thoth —then
indeed the jacks had uncovered amine which the Guild would not disdain to work. But why had they
jeopardized their operation by sabotaging the Lydis? They could have worked here for years and never
been discovered, had we not been forced down and they overplayed their hand by the attack on us. Was
it amatter of being over-greedy?

The corridor | now followed began to narrow; soon it was passage for one only. There—I paused, my
head up as | sniffed. Some untrackable system of ventilation had supplied al these ways. But thiswas
something different—it was an odor | recognized. Somewhere not too far away cyro leaves had been
recently burned. There were other faint scents al so —food—cooked food—but the cyro overlaid most
of that so strongly | could identify little else.

Cyroismildly intoxicating, but it isalso used as a counter to both body fatigue and some nervous
depressions. AsaFree Trader | was and am conditioned against certain drugs. By the very nature of our
liveswe must keep oursalves alert and with top powers of reaction. Just as we are conditioned against a
planet-side interest in intoxicants of any type, gambling, women not of our kind, so we know the drugs
which can spell danger by aclouding of mind, asdowing of body. So well are we armored against such
that the use of any can make usviolently ill.



Now | felt myself swalowing, fighting the nauseathat smdll induced in me. But such an odor could mean
nothing less than that somewhere ahead were, or had been, others than the deepers. After such a
warning my progress was doubly cautious.

Thehall ended in ablank wall, but then | saw an opening to my right, framing abrighter glow some
distance ahead. And so | came out on alow-walled ba cony overhanging another large chamber. Thisin
turn was partly open to the sky. And beyond, in that daylight, | caught aglimpse of aspacer'sfins, asif
one sde of this cavern opened on alanding field.

There was no way down from the balcony. But from this perch | had agood view of al which lay below.
And there was plenty to see. To one side was heaped a pile of such chests and boxes as had been in the
rooms. Many of them had shattered lids asif they had been forced. And not too far awvay two servo
robos were fastening up a shipping crate.

Off to the right was a plasta-bubble, the kind of living quarters used by explorers as abase camp. This
was sealed. But two men sat on upturned boxes outside it. One was speaking into awrist recorder. The
other held arobo control board on his knee as he watched the two busy at the crate. There was no one
dseingght.

| tried to gauge the ship'sSize from what | could see of itsfins, and decided it must be at least equal to
the Lydis, perhaps larger. But there was no doubting that | witnessed awell-established and full-sized
operation, and that it had been going on for sometime.

Thelast thing | wanted to do was éttract their attention. But Maglen—had she wandered in here; to be
caught in sometrgp? Indecison held mefast. Dare | mind-call? There were no deepersvisible. But that
did not mean that the jacks might not be using one as a defense or awarning.

| was dtill hesitating when aman came in from outside. Griss Sharvan!

Griss—I ill could not accept that he was a part of this, or that he had of his own free will gone over to
the enemy. | had known him far too long, and he was a Free Trader. Y et he moved fregly, gave no sign
of being a prisoner.

He joined the two by the bubble. The one recording got to his feet hurriedly, as did his companion. They
gave the response of underlingsin the presence of aleader. What—what had happened to Griss?

Suddenly his attention turned from them. His head came up, he stared straight up—at me! | fell behind
the low wall edging the balcony. His actions had been those of aman aerted to danger, one who knows
just whereto look.

| began to crawl back to the passage which had brought me here. Only | never reached it. For what
struck me then was something | had never experienced before, in spite of my many encounters with
different kinds of esper power.

The command of my own body was taken from me. It was asif my mind wasimprisoned in arobo which
was obeying commands broadcast by aboard. | got to my feet, turned around, and marched back into
the sight of the three below, dl of whom now watched me.

Grissraised his hand, pointed aforefinger a me. To my complete amazement | wasraised from the stone
under my boots, lifted above thewall, carried out and down, dl asif | had antigrav on me. Nor could |
struggle againg that compelling force which held me captive.

That energy deposited me, gtill on my feet, on the floor of the cavern. | stood there, a prisoner, asthe



two who had been checking cargo advanced on me. Griss remained where he was, that pointing finger
amed at my head, asif hisflesh and bone had become atangler.

The man who ill held the robo control reached out his other hand and snatched the blaster from my
hold. Even then my hands did not change position, but remained asif | till gripped barrel and butt with
them. But the other jack brought out ared tangler, spinning itsweb of restraint around me. When he was
done, Griss's had dropped and that compulsion was gone, though now | had no chance at freedom. They
had left my legs unbound, and the jack with the tangler caught my shoulder and gave me avicious shove
toward Griss.

Chapter Ten
KRIPVORLUND

Only it was not Griss Sharvan who stood there. Though he—it—wore Grisss body as one might wear a
thermo suit. The minute those eyes met mine, | knew. Nor did that knowledge come astoo grest a
shock, since my own experiences had taught me such shiftswere possible.

However, thiswas no shift for the sake of knowledge, nor for the preservation of life, such asthe Thassa
practiced. The persondity which had taken over Grisswas dien to our kind as the Thassa could never
be. | had a swift mentd picture of aterrifying creature—athing with areasonably humanoid body but a
head evilly reptilian, amixture which repelled.

Only for aningtant did | hold that mentd image; then it was gone. But with its disappearance there was
aso aflash of incredulous surprise, not on my part, but from the alien. Asif he—it—was astounded that |
had been ableto pick up that image at al, asits true nature was so well concealed it never reveded itsdlf.

"Greeting, Krip." Grisssvoice. But | knew well that those dow, tonelesswords carried another's
thoughts. | did not attempt any mental scanning, being warned by instinct that such would be the most
dangerousthing | could do. "How many are with you?"

Heheld hishead alittle to one side, giving theimpression of listening. A moment later he amiled.

"So you are done, Krip? Now that was very foolish of you. Not that the whole crew could take us. But
if they had been so obliging asto come it would have saved us much trouble. However, onemoreisa

good beginning.”

His eyes searched mine, but | had been warned enough to draw on the full resources of my talent, erect a
mind-shield. Against that | could fedl his probing, but surprisingly, hedid not try to forceit. | feared,
guessed, that had he wanted to, he could easily have stripped me of any defenses, taken over my mind to
learn dl | had been trying to hide from him. Thiswas amaster esper, such as perhaps were the Old Ones
among the Thassa, far beyond my own talent.

"A beginning," he repeated. Then he raised hishand in an arrogant gesture, crooking hisfinger to beckon
me. "Come!"

| had not the dightest hope of disobeying that order. As before, | walked helplessly after him acrossthe
cavelike chamber. Never once did he turn his head to see whether or no | was behind, but wove a path
in and out among the boxes.

So we came to another door and into a passage beyond. The light faded once again to that gray gloom
which | had seen above, and the passage made severa turns. Along itswalls were open doors, but dl the
rooms were empty.



That this creature wearing Griss's body meant me no good was evident. | believed that my only defense
againg dire and ingtant peril was to dampen all esper talent, to depend only on the five senses of my
body. But those | used asbest | could to give me some idea of the territory through which we passed.

There were traces of odors from the cyro, but they were soon gone, leaving only an indefinable scent |
could not name. Sight gave me the passage and the empty rooms along it. Sound—there wasthe faint
rasp of two pairs of space boots against the stone floor, the fainter pulsing of my own bresthing—nothing
dse

And wherewas Maglen? A prisoner perhapsin the bubble? As quickly as | thought of her | thrust that
thought again from my conscious mind. If she had not been discovered, | must not betray her.

My captor turned his head to glance back at me. And | shivered. He was laughing silently, hiswhole
body quivering in ahorrible travesty of the honest mirth my species knew. And hisface was amask of
unholy and frightening joy—worse than any rictus born of torture or wrath.

Y et he made no effort to speak, either orally or by mind-touch. And I did not know whether that made
his unseemly laughter, that sllent gloating laughter, better or worse—probably the latter. Still laughing, he
turned from the halway into one of those rooms, and gtill helplesdy in thrdl, | followed.

The gray light of the corridor held here, but the room was empty. My captor stepped briskly to the
left-hand wall. Once more he put out his hand, pointing afinger even as he had used it to make me
prisoner. If he did not touch the surface of the stone, he came very closetoit. So he beganto trace a
series of complicated lines. But as hisfinger moved there glowed on thewall aglistening thread, weaving
inand out.

| knew that it was a symbol. We have devices such as personalocks which can be opened only by the
body heat and thumb pattern of the one setting them. It could be that what | now saw was avery
'sophisticated development of such asafeguard, coming to life when will done wasfocused onit.

He drew adesign of sharp angles, of lines which to my eyes not only were distorted, but bothered meto
look upon, asif they followed rules so dien that the human eye found them disturbing. Yet | could not
look away.

Finaly the dlien seemed satisfied with the complicated pattern of line-cross-line, line-upon-line. Now his
pointing finger indicated the very heart of the drawing. So he might have opened awell-concedled lock.

Sound answered, agrating—a protest, asif too long atime had passed since certain mechanisms had
been activated. Thewall split, astraight-edged crack down through the center of the design. One portion
moved to each side to form anarrow doorway. Without hesitation he stepped within, and again | was
drawn on.

Therewas no light here, and what sifted in from the chamber behind was sharply cut off asthat crack
closed. Where we stood now, in another chamber or acorridor, | had no idea. But that pressure kept
me walking ahead. By thefaint sounds, | deduced that he whom | trailed went as confidently asif he
traveled alighted and well-known road.

| fought an imagination which was only too ready to picture for me dl which might lie underfoot, on ether
sde, even overhead. There was no way of escape. And | had best save my energy, hold my control, for
atime when | might have some smdl chance againgt that which waked in Griss Sharvan's body.

Totravel in utter darkness, and by another'swill, distorts time. Minutes might have been stretching, or
elsethey were less—I had no way of telling. It seemed to me that we went so for along time, yet it may



not have been that at al.
Then—light!
| closed my eyes against what seemed to be awild burst of eye-hurting color. Blinked, closed, opened—

The chamber in which we stood was four-sided with walls which doped inward, to meet at an apex well
over our heads. And those walls were a so transparent, so we might have been inside a pyramid-shaped
room of crysal.

Through the transparent walls we looked into four rooms. And each had its occupant, an unmoving,
unbreathing occupant, who yet seemed no statue but aliving cresture, or once-living cregture, frozen into
completeimmohility.

| say "creature,” for while these preserved beings beyond the walls were humanoid to &t least the ninth
degree outwardly, | had, as| looked upon them, the same sensation of an indweller wholly dien. For
three | had that sensation. For the fourth—I gazed the longest at him—and knew, shocked into applying
mind-probe to learn the truth.

Griss—that was Griss Astightly bound within that body as | now wasin the tangler's cords. He was
only dimly conscious of what had happened to him, but enough so that hewasliving in an endless
nightmare. And how long his reason could so endure—

| wrenched my eyes away, fearing to draw the crushing burden of hisfear just when | needed a clear
mind. Such would be no aid to him. Instead | made mysdlf examine more closely the other three who
waited there.

The rooms themselves were elaborately furnished, the furniture carven, inlaid with gems. Two had narrow
beds, the supporting posts of which were the bodies of strange animas or birds; two, chairswhich bore a
small likenessto the Throne of Qur. Tableswith smdl boxes; chests.

Then—the inhabitants. Whereas the bodies | had seen in the freeze boxes had been bare, these dl wore
helmets or crowns. They aso possessed eyel ashes and eyebrows. Each crown differed a so, representing
grotesgue creatures. | shot another quick glance at that body now holding Grisssidentity.

The crown it wore was a brown-yellow in the form of awide-jawed saurian thing which was akin to the
head | had seen in the mentd image | had picked up earlier. It sat in achair, but the one behind the next
wall reclined on the narrow bed, head and shoulders supported by arest of decorated materid. Thethird
was seated again. The crown of the second was a bird, and that of the third a sharp-muzzled,

prick-eared animd.

But the fourth of that company was awoman! None of those behind the walls were clothed except for
their crowns. And their bodies were flawless, akin to theidedl of beauty held by my species. The woman
was such perfection as| had never dreamed could exist in the flesh. From benegth her diadem flowed
hair to clothe her dmost to her knees. That hair was of ared so deep and dark asto seem nearly black.
Her crown was not as massive as those which seemed to weigh down her companions, but rather aband
from which sprang a series of upstanding but uneven and unmatched filaments. Then | saw more clearly
that each of these bore on itstip asmall head like that mask of the cliff face. And each of those heads
was equipped with gem eyes.

| gasped. When | had looked directly at the woman those cats heads of her crown had begun to move,
to turn, torise, until they were dl stiffly upstanding, pointing outward asif their jewel eyeswerelooking
back at mein dert measurement.



But her own eyes stared beyond me asif | were so far outside her inner world that | had no existence for
her.

A hand on my shoulder brought me around—to face the seated aien with the anima crown. And in my
ears, Grisssvoice:

"Attend, you! A great honor for this puny body of yours. It shal be worn by—" If he had meant to utter
some name, hedid not. And | think he cut short hiswords because of caution.

Thereisabdief, found mainly among primitive peoples, thet to tell another one's true name puts one at
hismercy. But that such asuperstition would persist among dienswith manifestly so high aleve of
advancement | could not atogether believe.

However, that he intended now to force such an exchange as there had been for Griss, | had no doubts
at dl. And | wasafraid as| never remembered being beforein my entirelife.

He caught my head from behind, held it inavise grip, so that | had to look eye to eye with that one
behind thewall. There was no fighting for freedom. Not physicaly. But il | could fight, | would! And |
drew upon al the reserves of esper | had, al my sense of being who and what | was. | was only just
quick enough to meet the attack.

It was not the harsh blanketing which had served as the knockout blow | had met in the ship valley, but
rather apointed thrust, ddlivered with arrogant salf-confidence. And | was able to brace against it without
bringing al my own power to bear.

Though | did not then catch any surprise, there was a sudden cut-off of pressure. Asif he of the animal
crown retreated, puzzled by resistance where he had thought to find none at al, retreated to consider
what he might actudly be facing. Whilel, given that very short respite, braced mysdlf to await what | was
sure would be a much stronger and tougher attack.

It came. | was no longer aware of anything outside, only of inner tumult, where some smal core of my
personality was beaten by smothering wave after wave of will; trying to breach my last defense and take
that inner me captive. But—I held, and knew the crowned one's astonishment at such holding. Shock
after shock againgt my will, till | was not engulfed, logt, borne away. Then | felt that other's growing
rage, uncertainty. And | was sure that those waves of pressure were not so strong, that they were ebbing
faster and farther as atide might withdraw from a shore cliff which was mercilesdy beaten by the sea but
which il stood.

Awareness of the room returned. My head, il in that hold, was up, eye to eye with him beyond the
wall. Hisface was as expressionless as it had ever been. Y et those features seemed contorted, hideous
with arage born of frustration.

"Hewill not do!" It was dmost a scream within my heed, bringing pain with the raw emotion with which it
gruck. "Take him hencel Heisadanger!”

My captor jerked me around. Grisss face before me, but the expression was not his, an ugly, raw
menace the red Griss had never known. | thought that he might well burn me down. Y et it seemed he
might have some other use for me, for he did not reach for the blaster at his belt but rather sent me
sprawling forward, so that | skidded up againgt the crystal surface of the wall behind which lay the
woman, if woman she had ever been.

The cat-headed filaments of her crown quivered, dipped, their eyes glinting avidly asthey watched me. |
didto my kneesasif | were offering some homage to an unresponsive queen. But she stared unseeingly



above my head.

The dien pulled me up, sent me on, with another push, toward the narrow dit of adoorway near one
corner of theroom. Then | wasfor the second timein the full darkness of that passage, thistime ahead of

my captor.

Nor was | to makethe full return journey; for we were not far dong that tunnel, in adark so thick one
could amogt fed it, before | was again propelled to theright. | did not strike against any wall there, but
kept on, brushing one of my shoulders against asmooth surface.

"l do not know what you are, Krip Vorlund," Grisssvoice rang out of the dark. " "Thassa,' saysthat
poor fool whose seeming | wear. It would appear that you are adifferent breed, with some armor against
our will. But thisisno timefor the solving of riddles. If you survive you may give us an entertaining puzzle
at alater hour. If you survivel"

Painfully aert to whatever guides| could usein thisdark, | thought his voice sounded fainter, asif he no
longer stood close by. Then there was only the dark and the sillence, which in itsway was as
overpowering as the blackness blinding me. No compulsion to follow; | was asfree asif acord had been
cut. But my aramswere gill tightly bound to my sides by the congtriction of tangle cords.

| listened, trying even to breathe aslightly as| could so that would not hide any possible sound.
Nothing—nothing but the horrible weight of the smothering dark. Slowly | took one step and then
another from thewall, which was my only point of reference. Two more—three steps—and | came up
againg another wall. If | had only had the use of my hands, it would have been asmal rdlief, but that was
denied me.

Exploration, so hindered, told me at last that the narrow space in which | stood must be the end of
another corridor. | found | could not return the way we had come—if my sense of direction had not
atogether failed me—for that had been cut off, though | had not heard the closing of any door. There
were |eft only the three walls, with the fourth side open. Leading perhaps to amultitude of possible
disasters. But these | must chance blindly.

It was dow progress, that blind cregping, my right shoulder brushing ever againgt thewall, sncel had to
have some reference. | found no door, no other opening, dways the same smooth surface against which
my thermo jacket brushed with a soft rustling. And it went on and on—

| wastired—more, | was hungry, and thirst made my mouth and throat as dry as the ashy sand of the
valey. To know that | carried a my own belt the means of aleviating al my miseries made it doubly
hard. There was no fighting the grip of the tangle bond. To do so would lead to greater and more
dangerous congtriction. Twice | dipped to the floor of the passage. It was so narrow | had to hunch up
with bent kneesto re<t, for the toes of my boots grated againgt the other wall. But then to get up again
required such effort that the last time | did so, | thought | must keep on my feet and going, with athin
hope of survival. For if | went down again it could well be | would never have the strength to rise.

On and on—thiswas like one of those nightmaresin which oneisforced to wade through some muck
which hinders each step, and yet behind comes a hunter relentlesdy in chase. | knew my hunter—my
own weskness.

Action held much of adreamlike qudity for me now. The four crowned ones—Griss Sharvan who was
not Griss. Maden—

Maelen! She had receded from my mind during that ordedl in the crystal room. Madlen! When | tried to
see my mind-picture of her she flowed into someone else. Madlen—her long red hair, her— Red hair!



No, Madlen had the silver hair of the Thassa, like that now close-cropped on my own skull. Red
hair—the woman of the cat crown! | flinched. Could it be that some of that compulsion which had been
loosed against me back there was still working on me?

Maelen. Laborioudy | built my menta picture of her in the Thassabody. And despairingly, not believing |
would ever again have any reply from her, | sent out amind-call.

"Krip! Oh, Krip!"

Sharp, clear, asif shouted aloud in joy because, after long searching, we had come face to face. | could
not believeit even though | heard.

"Maden?' If thought-send could whisper, then minedid.
"Krip, where are you? Come—oh, come—"

Clear; | had not been mistaken, mided. She was here, and close, or that call would not be so loud. |
pulled mysdlf together, made answer quickly as| could:

"I do not know where | am, except in avery dark and narrow passage.”
"Wait—say my name, Krip. Give me adirection!”

| obeyed, making of her name akind of mind-chant, knowing that here perhaps there was power in a
name. For upon such apoint of identity could amind-send firmly anchor.

"I think that | have it. Come on—straight ahead, Krip."

| needed no more urging; my shuffle quickened. Though | till had to go with my shoulder dong the wall,
since | could not bear to lose that guide in the dark. It was good that | kept it so, for there was another
sudden trangition from the dark to light, enough to blind me temporarily, so | leaned againgt thewall with
my eyes closed.

"Krip!"
So loud she could be there before mel

| opened my eyes. Shewas. Her black fur was grayed, matted with dust. She wavered from sideto side
asif she could hardly keep her feet. There was a blotch of dried blood dong one side of her head. But
shewasdive.

| dipped down by thewall, edging out on my kneesto bring me closer to her. But she had dropped to
thefloor asif no reserve of strength remained in her. Forgetting, | fought my bonds, then gasped asthe
resulting condtriction punished me.

"Maden!"

Shelay, her head on her paws, flattened to the stone, much as she had laid on her bunk in the Lydis. But
now her eyeswerefast closed. It was asif the effort of guiding meto her had drained her last strength.

Food, water—by the look of her, her need for those was greater than my own. Y et | could not help her,
not unless shefirst freed me. And | did not know if she could.

"Maelen, a my belt—the cutter—"



One of those tools which were the ever-present equipment of an adventurer on an unknown world.

Her eyes opened, looked to me. Slowly she raised her head, asif to do so was painful, or so fatiguing
she could hardly manage it. She could not regain her feet, and she whimpered as she wriggled on her
belly to my sde.

Bracing hersdlf against my body, she brought her head higher; her dust-caked muzzle rubbed my sde as
she nosed againgt my belt. While she had once been so graceful of body, she was now clumsy and
awkward, taking along timeto free the cutter from its loop, though | turned and twisted to give her dl the
ad| could.

Thetool lay inthe dust for along time (or so it seemed to me) before she bent her head to mouth its buitt,
bring it up to rest against the lowest loop of the tangle bond. Twice the cutter did away to thud to the
stone before she could bite down on the spring releasing its energy. My frudtration at having to watch her
efforts and not be able to help made meiill.

But she kept to it stubbornly and finally she madeit. The energy blade snipped into the thick round of the
tangle well enough so that my own struggles parted it. Once broken, after the way of such, it shriveled
away and | wasfree, though my armswere numb and | found it difficult to lift them. A return of
circulation was painful, but | could grope for the rationsin my supply bag. And | had those at hand as|
pulled Maglen's body closer, supported her head against me, trickling water into her parched,
dugt-rimmed mouth.

She swalowed once, again. | put aside the water container, licking my own lips, to unscrew an E-ration
tube, squirt the semiliquid contentsinto her mouth. So | fed her haf of that restorative nutriment before |
daked my own thirgt, fed my hunger-racked body.

For thefirg time, Stting there, holding the tube to my mouth, Maglen resting againgt my knee, | redlly
looked about me. Thiswas another of those pyramid-shaped chambers, though it did not rise to a point
but was diced off midway up with asquare ceiling much smaller than the floor area.

Nor were these walls crystal, but rock. The ledge where we sat was about halfway between roof and
floor. | turned my head to see the doorway through which | had come. But there was nothing—nothing at
al! | remembered that quick trangtion from dark to light, asif | had pushed through a curtain.

There was avery steep stair midway aong the ledge, descending to the floor. And that floor supported a
series of blocks, sometall, others shorter, in uneven heights. Cresting each of these was abdll of some
opaque substance which was not sione. And in the inner heart of each ball wasafaint glimmer of light.

The balls were colored—red, blue, green, yellow, then violet, orange, paler shades, those closest to the
wallsthe palest hues of al, degpening as one approached the core. The center one there was very dark
indeed, amost black.

On the surfaces of the brighter and lighter-colored ones were etched patterns. And as| studied them |
recognized some—there was areptilian head resembling the crown of the body that now imprisoned
Griss; | saw the anima one, the bird one, and, farthest away, a cat mask. But the meaning of thisdisplay
or itsuse | could not guess. | leaned back against the wall; Maglen lay unmoving. | thought that she dept
now and | had no desireto trouble her rest.

Rest—I needed that also. | shut my eyesto the dull light. Undoubtedly | should keep watch, for we must
bein the very heart of enemy territory. But thistime | could not fight the demands of my body. My
eydidscdosed againg my will—I fell adeep.



Chapter Eleven
KRIPVORLUND

Now Maelen stood before me, not in animal shape, but as| had known her first on Yiktor. In her hand
was that white wand which had been her wegpon in those days, and which the Old Ones had taken from
her. She was looking not a me, but rather at an inclining sconewall, and | knew that we were il inthe
burrows beneath the crust of Sekhmet. And she was using that wand as those with certain esper talents
might to search out the presence of water, or any object worked by men, underground.

Save that her wand did not point down but stretched in astraight line before her. Holding it so, dmost as
if it were imbued with energy of its own to draw her after it, she waked forward. Afraid to lose her once
again, eveninthisdream, | followed.

The wand touched thewall, and that barrier was gone. Now we passed into a space which had no
boundaries, in which there was no substance. Until once more we stood in achamber. Looking around, |
knew where we were, though thistime | was on the opposite side of the crystd wall.

There wasthat narrow bed, upheld by four cat creatures, on which lay the woman. And the gem-eyed
heads of her diadem arose straight on their fine filaments. They did not al face Madlen; rather they
twisted and made quick darts here and there until brought up short by the threads which attached them to
the circlet about that red hair. It was asiif they were alarmed.

Maelen paid no attention to the darting, dmost frenzied activity of the crown. Rather she advanced to the
end of the couch, her wand pointed at the other's body, her own gaze intent, measuring—

She glanced once to me, showing that she knew | had followed.

"Remember thisonein time of need—" Her thought wasfaint, asif we werefar separated, yet | could
have put out my hand and laid it on her arm. Although | knew that | must not.

"Why?' Her words were too ambiguous. That they were of import | did not doubt, but for me they had
no meaning.

She did not answer, only gave mealong, level look. Then she turned once more to the woman with her
now wildly writhing crown, asif she must imprint that image so firmly in her mind that ahundred years
hence shewould il seeit in detal.

The wand trembled, wavered from sideto side. | could see that with both her hands Maglen fought to
hold it steady. To no avail, for it legped from her grasp.

| opened my eyes. My neck and shoulders were stiff where they rested against the stone of thewall. | felt
an inner chill which my thermo clothing was no proof against. My hands moved over fur engrimed with
dust and grit. | looked down. The glassia head rose from its pillow on my arm.

"Maden?' So vivid had that dream been that | haf expected to find her still as she had been moments
ago.

"Look yonder!"

She used her nose as apointer to indicate the globes. Some of those were glowing brighter, giving more
light to the chamber. It took me only amoment or two to be sure that not al of them had so awakened
—just those with the reptilian design.



"Griss" | put the only name | knew to that menace.
"Griss Sharvan?' Her thought was surprised. "What hasthisto do with him?"

"Much, perhaps.” Swiftly | told her of what had happened to me since | had been taken captive by that
thing wearing Grisss body, and of the visit to the crystal-walled chamber where he had endeavored to
give my body to hisfelow being.

"Sheisaso there, isshenot?' Maglen asked.
| did not mistake her. There was only one "she’— the woman of the cat crown.
"Yesl And, Maglen, just now | dreamed—"

"I know what manner of dream that was, sSinceit dso spun meinto itsweb," she interrupted again. "l had
thought that no one could surpass the Thassaiin inner powers. But it would seem that in some thingswe
are as children playing with bright pebbles, making patterns on the earth! | think that these have dept here
to preserve their race against some greet peril in the past. But only those four you have seen survived,
abletorisetofull lifeagan."

"But if they can berevived, why do they want our bodies?"

"It can be that the means of reviva on their own cannot now be used. Or it may be that they wish to pass
among us as beings of our own kind."

"Totakeover." That | could believe. Had the seeming Griss Sharvan concedled his dienness, posed
perhaps as a captive among the jacks, we would have been decelved and so in saving him could have
brought disaster anong oursaves. | thought of the men | had |eft behind on the cliff. They werefacing
worse than jack blasters—and now | wasimpatient to be avay, to warn them.

| had found Maglen. Now we must find our way out, return to the Lydis, or to the force of our men.
What was happening here was vastly larger and worse than any jack looting!

"You areright." Maglen had followed my thoughts. "But asto discovering the path out—that | do not'
know. Can you even now find the door which, you entered?”’

"Of course!" Though | could not see any opening, | was sure | knew just where | had come through to
thisledge. Gently | lifted her aside and arose. To make certain | would not misswhat | sought if the
opening were disguised in some manner, | put my fingersto the surface of thewall and edged aong back
toward that place where | thought | had entered.

| reached the far end of the ledge. There was no opening. Sure that | had made some mistake, yet
somehow equdly certain | could not have, | made a dow passage back, this time reaching both above
and below my former tracing of the surface. | returned to Maelen. There had been no break in that solid
wal.

"But | did comethrough!™ | burst out, and my protest echoed hollowly through that space.
"True. But where?' Her question seemed a mockery of my vehemence.

Then she continued. " Such an experience is not unknown here. This has happened to me twice. Whichis
why | have been so completely log.”

"Tdl me" | demanded now.



So | learned how she had made her way from the ship valley, found the deeper with the amplifier, how
she had come to witness the looting of the cache, even as| guessed it might al have happened. But for
therest it was atale of astrange journey, of her will battling that of another reaching out for her. Not, she
fdt, for her persondly, but as one might fling anet in hope of catching something within it. But that
compulsion was not continuous in its powers and she was able to fight it at intervas. It had brought her to
where the ship of the jacks was finned down, and through the cavern there into the passages beyond. But
there, bemused by the ebb and flow of the current which held her, she had been lost. Then she had
contacted me, had been drawn toward my cal in turn.

"I had believed that Thassa could not be so influenced,” she admitted frankly. "Always| have been
warned that | wastoo proud of my powers. If that was ever so, it isno longer. For here | have been as
one played with by something infinitely greater, allowed to run alittle, then put under restraint again. Y et
thisisthe strangest of al, Krip—I will swear by the Word of Molaster that this power, this energy,
whatever it may be, was not as conscious of meas| am of it. It wasrather asif it flexed musclesin
exercise 0 that it might be ready to use dl itsstrength at afuture cal.”

"Thefour of that inner place?' | suggested.

"Perhaps. Or they may be only extensions of something ese, infinitely greater still. They are adepts,
without question—very powerful ones. But even an adept recogni zes something above and beyond
himsdlf. We name Molagter in our petitions. But that is only our name for what we cannot describe, but
which isthe core of our belief. These othersare—"

What she might have added to her speculations was |eft unsaid. Those yelow globeswith the reptilian
masks, which had been glowing so much brighter, now gave off alow, humming note. And that sound,
subdued asit was, startled usinto immobility. We crouched, bresthing only shalowly, our heads going
right to left, left to right, as we went on guard againgt what this change might herald.

"Whereisthe door out?' | demanded.

"Perhaps you can guess better than | have been able to. Even asyou, | went from dark to light, found this
ledge, but no return. When your mind-send came | hoped it would direct me to an exit. But that was not
to be. Y ou came to me instead/

"Where did you comein?'

Her nose pointed to the other end of the ledge, well away from the spot where | was still sure my door
exiged. | went there, again running palms and fingers dong the surface, hunting the smallest hint of an
opening. | gtill had the cutter which Maglen had used on the tangler cords. Perhaps with that, or one of
the other toolsfrom my belt, | could force alock, were | ableto find it. A forlorn hope, but one clingsto
such.

The humming from the globes was continuous now. And it did something to my hearing. Or wastherea
more subtle outflow rising beyond the range of audibility to affect my thinking? Twice | found | had halted
my search, was standing, gazing down at the globes, my mind seemingly blanked out. It could only have
lasted a second or two, but it was frightening.

Now | believed that the globes were generating a haze. The forbidding representation of the designson
them was fading. However, that concealment acted in astrange way, just the opposite of what one might
expect. One could no longer see those mongters, their elongated jaws a fraction open, their formidable
fangsreveded, yet there was the feding that so hidden, they were more divel!

"Krip!" Maden'sthought-cry dispelled what was building in my mind. | was ableto look away, turn my



head back to thewall. But now | feared that a danger worse than imagination presented was threatening
us

Solid wall. | thumped it now with my fist as| went, my blows faster, more savage. All they brought me
was bruises and pain. Until—I had carried in mind so sharply the thought of adoor, the need for a
door— my fist went through!

To my eyesthe stone was s0lid, as solid asit had ever been. But my hand had sunk in up to the wrist.
"Maden!"

She needed no cal. She was dready padding towards me. Door—where had the invisible door come
from?

"Think door—think it! See adoor in your mind!"

| obeyed her. Door—there was a door there—of course there was. My hand had gone through the
opening. There might be anillusion to deceive the eye, but there was nothing now to baffle touch. | rested
my other hand on Madlen's head and "we moved resolutely forward together into what appeared solid,
unbroken stone,

Again we passed abruptly from light to dark. But dso, asif aporta had dammed shut behind us, the
humming was ingantly silenced. | gaveasigh of rdlief.

"Isthisyour way?" | asked. Though how she could be certain of that in the dark, | did not know.
"l cannot be sure. But it is a way. We must keep together.”

| 1eft my hand on her head as she crowded against me. So linked, we went on, very dowly and
cautioudy, my other hand outstretched before me to warn of anything which might risein our path.

Shortly thereafter | found awall, traced along it until there was another way open to the left. Long ago |
had logt dl sense of direction, and Maglen confessed to asimilar disability. We could do little until we
found some lighted way. That we might not do so was a horror we refused to give mind-room to.

Whether the Thassa shared the ancient fear of the dark with my own race, | did not know. But the sense
of compression, of gtifling pressure, returned. Save that thistime | did not walk with my arms bound to
my sides.

"Left now—"
"Why? How do you know?"'
"Lifeforceinthat direction.”

| tried mind-probe for myself. She was right—aflicker of energy. It was not the high flow | associated
with the aliens, but morelike such as | could pick up when not too far from a crew member. And there
was an opening to the left.

How far we were from the chamber of the globes now | could not guess. But alighting of the way
cheered us—and that grew ever brighter.

Only now there was sound aso. Not amuitter of voices, but rather the clank of metal. Maglen pushed
agang me.



"He, the one who wears Griss's body—ahead!"

| tried no probe. | wished | could do just the opposite, reduce al menta activity so far down the scale he
could not pick up any hint of usin return. | had not forgotten how easily he had found me out when | had
gpied on the jacks.

"Heisone-minded now," Madlen told me, "using dl his power for something whichisof very great
importance to him. We need not fear him, for he putsdl to one purpose.”

"And that?"
Shedid not reply at once. Then—
"Lend meof your sending—"

It was my turn to hesitate. To strengthen any mind-seek she might send out could make us more
accessibleto discovery. Yet | trusted her enough to redlize that she would not suggest such amove
unless she thought we had afair chance. So | yielded.

Her probe sped out, and | fed my own energy to it. Thiswe had not often done, so it was arelatively
new experience for me, bringing with it an odd sensation of being pulled donginacurrent | could not
fight. Then ablurred mind-picture came.

We seemed to be hanging in the air over apit, or rather we were in the gpex of one of those pyramid
chambers. Below arobo was blasting away at the foot of one wall. There was dready adark cavity
there; now the machine was enlarging thet.

Behind the worker stood Griss. He did not hold any control board. It would appear that he was able to
keep the robo a work without that. And his attention was completely absorbed by what he was doing.
But that feverish desire which drove him was like abroadcast. He did not hold his defenses now, but
fastened avidly on what he sought—an ancient storehouse of hiskind, perhaps containing machines or
weapons. His need was like awhiff of ozone. A whiff, | say, because | caught only the edge of it. Around
the chamber, well above thelevel a which the robo worked, was another of the ledge ways. Thisran
across onewall, leading from one door to another. And without needing to be told, | recognized that this
was the path we must follow.

Whether we could do it without attracting attention from bel ow was another matter. But now that hole
the robo battered was larger. The machine wheeled back, becameinert. And the dien hurried to the
break, disappeared through it.

"Now!"

We sped dong the lighted corridor, and it was only ashort distance until we ventured out on that ledge.
It was so close to the gpex of the pyramid that the opposite wall leaned very close. Maglen found it
easer to take that route than |, for | could not stand erect but had to go on hands and knees.

Nor did | waste any time looking back at the hole the robo had opened. To reach the door on the other
sde, scramblewithin, wasdl | wanted.

"Wemadeit!"
"For now, yes," she answvered me. "But—"

She swung around, her head down. Her dusty body quivered.



"Krip! Krip, hold mel" It was acry for help, coming so suddenly, without warning, that | was startled.
Then | hdf threw mysdf over her, grasping her tightly around the body, holding on in spite of her
strugglesfor freedom.

It was no longer Maglen whom | held so, but an animal that growled and snapped, struck out with
unsheathed claws. Only by pure chance did | escape harm. Then she collgpsed againgt me, her breath
coming in deep gasps. There were flecks of white foam at the corners of her jaws.

"Maden, wha isit?'
"The caling—it was stronger thistime, much stronger. Like—liketo like!™

"What do you mean?' | ill held her but she wasfar from fighting now. Asif her struggle had exhausted
her, shewasin nearly the same condition in which | had earlier found her.

"The dream—she of the cat crown.” Maden's thoughts did not make a completely coherent pattern. " She
is—akinto Thassa—"

But | refused to baievethat. | could see no resemblance between her and the Maden | had known.

"Maybe not to the Sight,” Maelen agreed. "Krip— isthere more water?' Shewas still panting, the sound
of it close to human sobbing. | found the flask, poured alittle in her mouth. But some | must save, for we
did not know when we could replenish that small supply.

She swalowed greedily, but she did not press me for more.
"The mind-call—the dream—I knew thair like. Such are of Thassakind."

| had aflash of inspiration. "Could it be adjusted? That is—having discovered you, could the pattern be
atered to afamiliar one, thus with a better chance of entrapping you?'

"That may well be 0," she admitted. "But between me and that other thereis something—Only when |
face her, it will be on my termsand not hers, if you will give me of your strength asyou did thistime
swhen shecdled.”

"You are sureit was she? Not the one we just saw?"
"Yes Butwhen| go it will beat atimeof my choosing. Whichisnot yet."

Having taken amouthful of water myself, | brought out an E-ration tube, which we shared haf and half.
Made for nourishment during times of gtrain, it was high in sustenance and would keep us going for hours
to come.

There was no sound from the chamber where the robo must still be on guard beside that hole. |
wondered very much what the alien sought beyond the battered wall. But Maglen did not mention that as
we went. On the contrary, she asked a question so much apart from the matters at hand | was Startled.

"Doyou think her fair?'

Her? Oh, | redlized, she must mean the alien woman.

"Sheisvery beautiful,” | answered frankly.

"A body without blemish+—though strangeinits coloring. A perfect body—"



"But its mind reaches for another covering. That which walksin Grisswas also perfect outwardly, yet its
rightful owner saw fit to exchange with Griss. And | was taken there to exchange with another one. Are
they in stassfreeze, | wonder?"

"Yes." Shewas definite. "That other one, he whom they used on the cliff top—"

"L ukas said he was dead—Ilong dead. But those four, | am surethey aredive. The onein Griss must
mll

"Perhapsit may bethat their bodies, once released from stass-freeze, will truly die. But | do not think so.
| believe that they wish to preserve those for some other reason. And they seek our bodies aswe would
put on meaner clothes which may be soiled and thrown away once some dirty job isfinished. But—sheis
very beautiful!”

Therewas awistfulnessin that, one of those infrequent displays of what appeared to be human emotion
on Madlen's part. And such always moved me the more because they came so seldom. So | believed her
alittle subject to the same desires as my own species.

"Goddess, queen—what was she, or who?' | wondered. "We cannot guess her red name."
"Y es, her name." Maglen repeated my thought in part. "That she would not want usto know."

"Why? Because'—and | thought then of the old supertition—"that would give us power over her? But
that isthe belief of aprimitive people! And | would say sheisfar from primitive.”

"I havetold you, Krip"—Maden was impatient— "belief isimportant. Belief can move theimmovableif it
isrightly applied. Should a people believe that one's nameis so personal a possession that to know it
gives another power over one, then for them that istrue. And from world to world degrees of civilization
differ as much as customs and namesfor gods."

My head was up now, and | sniffed, aerted once again by a scent rather than asound. Maglen must have
been quick to catch the same trace of odor.

" Ahead—others. Perhapstheir camp.”

Where there was a camp there must also be some communication with the outer world. And | wanted
nothing so much asto be free of these burrows, to return to the Lydis. At least my sojourn here had
given me knowledge enough to warn and arouse my fellows to such danger aswe had not known
exiged.

So—if we did want to escape the heart of the enemy'sterritory, we must till push oninto what might be
open danger.

But I had not realized that my own wanderings must have been in acircle. For when we cameto a
doorway we were looking out into the cavern of the pack camp. The looted chests were piled about, and
we could see, in the outer air before the entrance, a portion of the ship'sfins.

, Therewas aline of robos, al idle now, to the right. No sign of any men about. If we could keep to
cover behind the boxes we might reach the outer opening—

But one step, or at the most two, at atime. Madlen was dinking, with her belly fur brushing the floor,
along behind that line of empty chests. And | crouched aslow as| could to join her. Therewasno
sound; we could betotally alone. But we dared not depend on such good fortune. And it waswell that
we did not, for the side of the plasta-bubble tent parted as its entrance was unsealed and a man came



out.

When | saw him | froze. Harkon—and not a prisoner. He carried a blaster openly, had turned to look
back over his shoulder, asif waiting for someone else. Had the party from the Lydis taken, by some
miracle of fortune, the headquarters of the jacks? If so, they must be speedily warned of what wore
Grisssbody. | had no illusions asto what would happen if that confronted them. The odds might be ten
to one againgt that alien and yet he would come out the winner.

Chapter Twelve
MAELEN

Wearetold that al the universelies on the balance of Molaster's unseen scales—good weighs against
bad, ill againgt well. And when it seemsto us mogt likely that fortune hasturned, that isthetimeto be
most wary. | had met much which was new to me since | had put on Vors's body and come to be one of
thisband of off-worlders. Yet | had always supposed that the core of the balance remained the same and
that only the outer forms differed.

However, in these underground ways | had avoided challenges and learned things which were so outside
the reference of al | had known before that many times | could only make blind choices. And to aMoon
Singer of the Thassaablind choiceis an affront and a defest.

Twice | had dreamed true—I could not be deceived in that—of her whom Krip had actualy looked
upon. Why was she so familiar to me when | had never seen her like before? There were no women on
the Lydis, and those | had met on the three planets we had visited sincefirst | raised from Y iktor were no
different from the females of the plains people—never more than pale copies of what their men desired,
crestures without rights or many thoughts.

But she—there was in me such alonging, adrive, to go and look upon her in body even as| had a
dream, that | ever struggled against that compulsion, nor did | reved it wholly to Krip. But that he had
shared my second dream was to me proof that danger lay in actudly facing her and | must not risk a
confrontation yet. For what he had to tell me of the fate they had intended for him wasawarning. |
believe that it was perhaps that smal bit of Thassalurking in him which had defeated the takeover they
had planned.

During the months we had voyaged together | had realized that Krip was a greater esper than he had
been at our first meeting. It was my thought that this dow awakening of power, this development of his
talent, was influenced by Maguad's body. Though | did not know how or why. Which again gave meto
think about what along indwelling in my present form might do to me!

| knew that the aliens had not been able to dispossess him, that the encased creature had ordered him
taken away as apossble danger. And that small fact wasthe only favorable thing | had to hold to— save
that we were together again and had found the door to the outer world.

It was pleasing that Krip did not move at once into the open when we saw the Pairolman. His careto
remain in hiding, willing to accept nothing and no one unproved, reassured me. So we lay behind the
boxes watching. Nor did either of us use mind-send. For if this Patrolman was not what he seemed, we
would be thus betrayed to greater peril than we had lately beenin.

Harkon moved away from the bubble and another came out—Juhdl Lidj of the Lydis. He, too, carried
his weapon,; still, about both of them there was no sign that they feared any enemy. They were too much
at their ease. And yet they were both men who had faced danger many times over, not fool hardy



adventurers.

Together they passed us, moving toward the back of the cave and the mouth of one of the dark ways
there. Still Krip did not tir nor try to hail them, and | waited hislead. But he edged around to watch
them go. When he could be sure they were out of sight his hand touched my head for aclose
communication which could not be heard.

"They—I haveafeding dl iswrong—not right."
"Sodol," | wasquick to answer.

"Could they have been taken over dso? It isbest wetry to reach the Lydis. But if | have guessed wrong,
and they arewaking straight into what liesthere—" | felt him shiver, hisfingers on my head tremble

dightly.

"If they are asyou fear now, then they are masters here, and should they discover us—But if the others
are dill free from such contamination they must be warned. For the present we can hope such domination
is confined to Sekhmet. Have you thought what might happen if their ship out there lifts off, carrying those
who can change bodies as easily as you change the clothing on your back—spreading the contagion of
their presence to other worlds?'

"Such evil as has never been known before. And there could be no finding them once they were off this
planet!”

"Therefore—carry your message while till you may." Inthis| wasurging what | had decided wasthe
greater good. There was nothing one man and one glassia could, do in these burrows to overset such
enemies, but there was much which we could accomplish el sewhere.

"They could already have sarted it," he said then. "How do we know how many there are of them—how
many voyages that ship out there has made?’

"The more reason why awarning must be given.”

We were on the move again, using the looted chests as a shield aslong as we could. Then we cameinto
the palid daylight at the cavern's entrance.

The cargo hatches of the ship were sealed, but her passenger ramp was till out. Krip looked up &t her.
He was far more knowledgeable of such than |. To me she merely seemed larger than the Lydis, and so |
sad.

"Sheis Weare D dlass, thisisaC class ship, dso afreighter, aconverted Company freighter. Sheis
dow, but can lift far more than the Lydis. And she has no insgnia, which means sheisajack ship.”

There were no guards to be seen, but we il kept to cover. And the broken nature of the country
seemed designed to aid such skulking. That and the fact that the clouds were very dense overhead and a
cold, ice-toothed rain began to fall. Shivering under the lash of that, we found a place where we could
climb the cliff. We thought prudence dictated such an exit rather than use of the rough road beaten by
many robo tracks.

Aloft, | could trust for our guide to the sense which was a part of Vorss natura equipment, and we
headed in the direction where | was sure we would find the Lydis. But it was a nightmare of ajourney,
with the deet duicing around us and the dark growing thicker. We crawled where we longed to run,
afraid of missteps which would plunge us over some rock edge.



There wasawind rising. | unsheathed claws to anchor me and crept close to the ground under the
beating of itsforce and that of the deet.

"Krip?' Here four clawed feet might manage, but | was not sure that two booted ones might do aswell.
And the fury of thisstorm waslike nothing | had felt before. It was dmost asif the natural forces of this
forsaken world were ranged on the side of those who looted.

"Keep on!" There was no weaknessin hisreply.

| had come to adown dope where the water poured in streams about me as | twisted and turned, using
every possible hint of protection against theworst blasts. As| went | began to doubt very gravely if we
could press on to the Lydis, wonder whether it would not be much more prudent to seek shelter and wait
out the worst of thisstorm. And | was about to look for a place where we could do so, when the stones
my claws rasped were no longer firm, but did, carrying me with them.

Over—out—into nothingness An ingtant of knowing that | was faling—then ablast of pain and
darkness.

Y et that dark was not complete, and | carried with me an ingtant of raw, terrifying knowledge—that it
had been no norma misstep, no chance which had brought me down. | had been caught inatrap | had
not suspected.

And, recognizing that, | knew aso why it had been done and the full danger of what might follow.

But with Sharvan, again with Krip on Yiktor, there had been an exchange of bodies. Why need my
present one be destroyed—why?

How better to enforce davery upon an identity than by destroying the body which it inhabited?

Pain! Such pain as| had not believed could exist in asane world. And in no way would my body obey
me

" Cannot—can never now—"

The message reaching me was erratic, such asafaulty line of communication would make.
"L eave—come—come—come!"

"Where? For what purpose?’

"Lifeforce—lifeforce! Live agan—come!”

| made the greet effort of my life, trying to cut off the pain of my body, to center al my energy and will on
that which wasthe core of my identity.

"Come—your body dies—come!"

Thereby that which called madeitsgrave error. All living things have afear of being blotted out, of
nonexistence. It is part of our armor, to keep us ever dert againgt evil, knowing that we have acertain
way to wak and that how we walk it judges us on Molaster's scales. We do not give up easily. But so
the White Road has no terrorsfor the Thassg, if the time has come for usto step onto itsway. Thiswhich
had entrapped me played upon the fear of non-existence, asif those with whom it had had earlier
deslings could visudize no other life beyond what men cdl death. Thusit would readily gain what it
wanted by offering life continuation quickly at the moment when that death approached.



"Come!" Urgency inthat. "Would you be nothing?'

So | read its great need. My identity was not what it wished to take to itself, nor did it seek another's
body. For to it its own covering was atreasure it clung to. No, it wanted my life force asakind of fue
that, drawing upon thisforce, it might live again on its own terms.

"Maelen! Maden, where are you?'
"Maden!"

Two voicesin my head, and the pain risng again! Molagter! | gave my own cry for help, trying not to
hear either of those other cals. And there came an answer—not the White Road, no. That | could have if
| willed it. But such a choice would endanger another plan. That was made clear to me asif | had been
lifted once more to the cliff crest and avast scene of action spread before me. What | saw then | could
not remember, even as | looked upon it. But that it was needful, | knew. And also | understood that |

mugt sruggleto fulfill my part in that purpose.

"Come!" No coaxing, no promises now—ijust an order ddlivered asif it could not possibly be disobeyed.
"Come now!"

But | answered that other call of my name, sent my own plea

"Here—hurry!" How | might carry out the needful task | did not know. Much would depend now upon
the skill and resources of another.

| could not make the glassiabody obey me or even give me sight. To keep my mind clear, | had to block
off al five senseslest pain drive me completely forth. But my mind—that much | had—for aspace.

"Krip!" Whether hewas still on the cliff top or besde me, | had no means of knowing. Only | must reach
him and give him this last message or dl would fall. "Krip—this body—I think it istoo badly broken —it
isdying. But it must not die yet. If you can get it into Stass-freeze—Y ou must! That box with the
deeper—get meto that—

| could not even wait for any answer to my message. | must just hold grimly, aslong as | could. And how
long that might be—only Molaster could set limit to.

It was a strange hidden place where that which wastherea "I"—Maelen of the Thassa, Moon Singer
once, glassiaonce—held and drew upon dl inner resources. Did that other gtill batter at my defenses,
crying "Come, come—live'?1 did not know. | dared not think of anything save holding fast to thissmal
stronghold which was under attack. Wesker grew my hold so that a times the pain struck in grest
punishing blows. Then | tried only to form the words of singing, which | had not done since they took
away my wand. And the words were like dim, glowing coa s where once they had been legping flames of
light. Y et ill therewas afegblelifein them and they sustained me, damping out the pain.

Therewas no timein this place—or else far too much of it. | assured mysdf, "I can hold one more
instant, and one more, and one more'—and o it continued. Whether Krip could accomplish that which
would save me, or if it would save me—But | must think of nothing save the need to hold on, to keep my
identity in this hidden place. | must hold and hold and hold!

But | could no longer—Molagter! Great were the powers once given me, much did | increase them by
training. But there comes an end to all—and that faces me now. | havelogt, | cannot remember that
pattern of life which | was shown. Though | know itsimportance and know that not by thewill of the



Great Design wasit interrupted for me. Yet it would seem that | have not the strength to finish out my
part of it. —cannot—hold—

Pain rushed in asagreat scarlet wave to drown me.
"Maden!"

One voice only now. Had that other given up? But | thought that even yet, were | toyield, it would
sweep meinto itsweb.

"Maden!"

"Freeze—" | could shape only that one last plea. And so futile, so hopelessaoneit was. There came no
ansver.

None—save that the pain grew less, now almost bearable. And | had not been cut free from the body.
Wha—

"Maden!"

| wasin the body ill. Though | did not command it, yet it served as an anchor. And there was afreedom
from that pressure which had been upon me. Asif the process of my "death” had been arrested, and |
was to be given a short breathing space.

"Maden!" Imperative, imploring—that cal.

| summoned up the dregs of my energy.

"Krip—freeze—"

"Yes, Maden. You arein the case—the case of the dien. Maglen—what—"

So—he had doneit. He had taken that last small chance and it was the right one. But | had no timefor
rgoicing, not now. | must let him know the final answer.

"Keep freeze—OId Ones—Y iktor—"

My hold on consciousness, if one could term that state of rigid defense " consciousness,” broke. Did |
walk the White Road now? Or was there still a place for mein the great pattern?

Chapter Thirteen
KRIP VORLUND

Thewind could not reach fully here, still my handswere numb. | watched the box. How | had ever
mastered its catches, opened it long enough to pull out the body it had contained and put the broken,
limp, bloodied bundle of fur initsplace, | did not know. I shook with shock more than with chill, weak
with the effort of trangporting what had been Maelen across the rocky way, sure that she—that no living
thing could survive such handling in the state | found her after thet terriblefall. Y et she had lived, shewas
infreeze now. And | swore shewould get to Y iktor— to the Old Ones—that she was not going to die!
Though how | might do this| did not know.

| edged around. There stood the Lydis far below, the two flitters. No sign of life about them. Something
elselay here, among therocks. | stared, and my shudders grew worse. The dien | had pulled so hastily



from the freeze box—

But no body lay there—only acrumbling mass. | covered my eyes. Lukas had said it was dead, and his
words were being proved now. Not that it mattered—nothing did, save Maglen. And the warning which
must be delivered. Harkon, Lidj—were they <till men or—And who ese? All those who had gone out
againg an enemy infinitely stronger than we had suspected?

| put out my hand to the freeze box as gently as| might have laid it on afurred head.

"I cannot take you with me now," | thought. Perhaps | could till reach her, perhaps not. But | had to try
to make her understand that | was not deserting her. "'l shal be back—and you shdl see Yiktor, the Old
Ones—liveagan. | swear it!"

Then | sat about wedging that box even more tightly among the rocks, making very sure thet it could not
be shifted by any freak of wind or storm. If she was safe now, that covering must endure until | could
fulfill my promise.

Having done what | could to ensure her protection, | descended through the lashing of wind and deet to
the floor of the valley. Reaching there, | used my wrist com, clicking out the code which ought to open
the Lydis to me, waiting tensdy for some sign that the call had been heard within the ship.

My answer came, not from the ship, but out of the night. A flash beam cut the black, pinned me against
therock wall of the cliff. Jacks—they had beaten me here!

| was so dazzled by that ray that | could not see who was behind it, though | believed they were moving
infor thekill. I had no weapon now. Then someone stepped out into the light beam and | saw the
uniform. Patrol! Only now that could be no reassurance either. Not since | had seen Harkon and Lidj in
the cavern and knew what walked in Griss's body.

| tried to read in hisface whether he was what he seemed or one of the enemy, but therewas no cluein

ether eyes or expresson. He motioned with hishand. The howling of the wind was far too loud to alow
gpeech, but his gesture was toward the Lydis. Then the beam flashed downward, pointing a path to the

ship, the upper edge of it catching the dow descent of the ramp. | went.

The Lydis had been my homefor years, and | had felt privileged that that was so. But now, as| climbed
her ramp, using handholds to drag mysdlf up againgt the sweep of thewind, it was asif | approached
something aien, with awhiff of trgp about it. It could be just that, if the contagion of the aliens had spread
thisfar.

| found mysdlf sniffing as| came through the lock, the Patrolman behind me, asif | could actually scent
that dien evil | feared to find here. But there was only the usud smdll of astar ship. | beganto climb the
ladder to the control cabin. What would | find there?

"Vorlund™

Captain Foss. And beyond him a Patrol officer with the stellar sword badge of a commander. Others—
Though it was on Foss | centered my attention. If it was Foss. How could | be sure? What might have
happened during that endlesstime | wandered under ground? 1 did not answer but only stared at him,
searching hisfacefor any hint that he was not the man | knew.

Then one of the Patrolmen who had followed me up the ladder took me by the arm, turned me alittle as
if I weretotaly helpless, and pushed me down into the astrogator's chair, which swung as my weight
stled init. | dared to try mind-probe—for | had to know if there was yet time.



"You are Fossl" My voice sounded thin, hardly above awhisper.

Then | saw hisexpression change, recognized that dight lift of one brow—something | had seen many
timesin the past.

"Y ou were expecting someone else?' he asked.

"One of them." | was near to babbling, suddenly so tired, so drained of energy. "Like Griss—one of
them—inside your body."

No one spoke. Had | said that at all, or only thought it?

Then the captain turned to the emergency dispenser on thewall, twirled itsdia, brought out asustain
tube. He came over to me. | tried to raise my hand to take that restorative. My body would not obey. He
held it to my mouth and | drank. The stuff was hat, fighting the chill and shaking wearinessin me.

"One of them—insde my body?' he said asif that were the most natural condition. " Perhaps you had
better explain.”

"Back there." | gestured to thewall of the Lydis, hoping | wasindicating the direction of the burrows.
"Aliens. They can take over our bodies. They did with Griss. Hes—he'sin the alien body now—behind
awadl. He—" | shut out that memory of Grissimprisoned in the motionless body wearing the reptilian
crown. "1 think maybe Lidj, Harkon, too. They were too much at ease there in the cavern, asif they had
nothing to fear. Maybe others—They tried to do it with me—didn't work. The alien wasangry, said |
was dangerous—to put mein the dark—Then | found Maglen.”

Maden! In that freeze box—on the cliff. Maden!

"What about Madlen?' Foss had taken the pilot's seat so that his eyes were now on alevel with mine. He
sat forward, and his hands took mine from wherethey lay limp, holding them in afirm, warm grip. "What
happened to Maden?'

| sensed astir, asif the Patrol officer moved closer. Foss frowned, not at me.
"What about Madlen, Krip?'

"She fell—onto the rocks—all broken. Dying—she was dying! Told me—must freeze—freeze until |
could get her home, back to Yiktor. | took her—all broken, broken—" 1 tried to sever the compelling
gtare with which he held me, to forget that nightmare of ajourney, but he would not let me. "Took her to
the alien—opened the box—took the alien's body out—put her in. She was ill aive—then.”

"These diens." Fosssvoicewaslevd, clear. He held me by it aswell asby the grip on my hands and
wrigts. "Do you know who they are?'

"Lukas said dead—along time. But they are esper. And the crowned ones are not dead. Bodies—they
want bodies! Griss, for sure, maybe the others. There are four of them—I saw—counting the woman."

"He doesn't make sensel” cut in an impatient voice.
Again Fossfrowned in warning. "Where are these bodies?!

"Underground—passages—rooms. The jacks have acamp—in a cavern—ship outside. They were
looting —rooms with chests.” Memories made dizzy, whirling picturesin my heed. | had abitter tastein
my mouth asif the restorative was risng now to choke me.



"Where?'

"Beyond the cache. | got in through the cat's mouth.” | tried to control that nausea, to remain coherent.
"Passage there. But they—Griss—can hold men with thought alone. If the rest are like him, you have no
chance. Never met an esper like him before, not even Thassa. Maglen thought they could not take me
over because | am part Thassanow. But they did take me prisoner—Griss did—just by willing it. They
used atangler on me after.”

"Korde." Foss gave aswift order. " Scrambler on—highest frequency!™
"Yes, gar!”

Scrambler, | thought vaguely—scrambler? Oh, yes, defense against probes. But would it work againgt
thething in Grisssbody?

"About the others." The Patrol commander had moved around behind Foss. "Where are the others— my
men—yours?'

"I don't know. Only saw Griss, Harkon, Lidj—"
"And you think that Harkon and Lidj may aso be taken over?

"Saw them walking around in jack camp, not taking any precautions. Had the feeling they had no reason
to fear discovery.”

"Did you probe them?"

"Didn't dare. Probe, and if they were taken over, they would have taken us, Maglen and me. Griss—he
knew | was there even before he saw me. He made mewalk out into their hands. But—they acted asif
they belonged in that camp. And there was no sgn of the others with them.”

| saw Foss nod. "Perhapsthe right guess. Y ou can sense danger.”

"Takeyou over," | repeated. The restorative was no longer working. | was dipping away, unable to keep
my eyesopen. "Maden—" They must help Maglen!

Chapter Fourteen
KRIPVORLUND

Therewas no night or day in theinterior of the Lydis, but | had that dazed fedling that one has when one
has dept very heavily. | put up one hand to deliver the usua greeting rap on the side of the upper bunk. If
Maelen had dept too—

Maden! Her name unlocked memory and | sat up without caution, knocking my head painfully against
the low-dung upper bunk. Maglen was sill out there—in the freeze box! She must be brought in, put
under such safeguards as the ship could give. How had | come to forget about her?

| was dready on my feet, reaching for the begrimed thermo clothing dropped in aheap on the floor,
when the door panel opened. | looked around to see the captain.

Fosswas never oneto reved histhoughts on hisface. A top Trader learns early to dissemble or to wear
amask. But thereare small sgns, familiar to those who live in close company, which betray strong
emotions. What | saw now in Foss was a controlled anger which | had known only once or twice during



thetime | had shipped on board the Lydis.

Déliberately he entered my cabin without invitation. That act in itsalf showed the gravity of the situation.
For privacy is so curtailed on board a spacer that each member of the crew is overly punctilious about
any invasion of another's. He pulled down one of thewall seatsand sat init, still saying nothing.

But | wasin no mood to sit and talk, if that was hisintention. | wanted Maglen as safe as| could make
her. | had no ideahow long | had dept, leaving her exposed to danger.

Since the captain seemed in no hurry to announce his businesswith me, | broke silencefirst.

"I must get Maglen. Sheisin an dien freeze box—up on the cliffs. | must get her into our freeze
compartment—" As| spoke | sealed my thermo jacket. But Foss made no moveto let me by, unless|
physicdly pushed him aside.

"Madlen—" Foss repeated her name, but there was something so odd about the tone of hisvoice that he
caught my attention in spite of my impatience to be gone.

"Vorlund, how did it come about that you weren't with the rest—that you found your own way into that
chain of burrows? Y ou left herein company.” His eyes held minein intent measuring. Perhaps, had my
mind not been largely on the need for reaching Maglen, | might have been uneasy, or taken partid
warning from both his question and his attitude.

" left them on the cliff top. Madlen cdled—shewasin trouble.”

"l see" Hewas gill watching me with ameasuring look, asif | were apiece of merchandise he had begun
to suspect was not up to standard. "V orlund—" Suddenly he reached up and pressed astud. The small
locking cupboard sprang open. Astheinner side of the door wasamirror, | found mysdlf staring at my
own face.

It dways gave me afeding dmost of shock to see my reflection thus. After so many years of facing one
image, it takestime to get used to another. My skin was somewhat browner than it had been on Yiktor/
Yet it in no way matched the dark space tan which al the other crew members had and which | had once
accepted as proper. Againg even the dightest coloring my silver brows, danting up to join the hairline on
my temples, and the very white locks there, close-cropped as they were, had no resemblance to my
former appearance. | now had the delicately boned Thassaface, the pointed chin.

"Thassa." Fosssword underlined what | saw reflected. "Y ou told us on Yiktor that bodies did not
metter, that you were ftill Krip Vorlund.”

"Yes" | said when he paused, asif hiswords had a deep meaning to be serioudy considered. "1 am Krip
Vorlund. Did | not proveit?'

Could he possibly think now that | was redly Thassa? That | had managed to masquerade successtully al
these months among men who knew me intimately?

"Areyou? The Krip Vorlund, Free Trader, that we know would not put an dien above his ship—or his
duty!"

| was shaken. Not only because he would say and think such athing of me, but because there was truth
init! Krip Vorlund would not have |eft that squad on the cliff top—gone to answer Maglen. Or would
he?But | was Krip. Or wasit true, that shadowy fear of mine, that something of Maguad governed me?

"You see," Foss continued, "you begin to understand. Y ou are not, as you sworeto us, Krip Vorlund.



Y ou are something else. And this being so—"

| turned from the mirror to face him squardly. "Y ou think | let the men down in someway? But | tell you,
| would not have dared use esper—not around what controls Griss Sharvan now. Only such asMaglen
might darethat. And his change was certainly none of my doing. If | had not acted as| did, would you
have your warning now?"

"Only you did not go off on your own for us, to do our scouting.”
| was slent, because again he was speaking the truth. Then he continued:

"If enough of Krip isleft in you to remember our ways, you know that what you did was not Trader
custom. What you appear to beisapart of you now."

That thought was as chilling asthe fear | had faced in the burrows. If Foss saw me asan aien, what did |
have left? Y et | could not dlow that to influence me. So | turned on him with the best argument | could
muger.

"Madenis part of our safeguard. Such esper powers as hers are seldom at the service of any ship.
Remember, it was she who smashed that amplifier up on the diff, the one which held usdl prisoner while
you were gone. If we have to face these diensit may be Maglen who will decide the outcomefor us. She
iscrew! And shewasin danger and called. Because | can communicate with her best, | heard her and |
went."

"Logica argument.” Foss nodded. "What | would expect, VVorlund. But you and | both know that thereis
more standing behind such words than you have mentioned.”

"We can argue that out later, once we are free from Sekhmet." Trader code or not, | was ridden by the
need to get Maden into what small safety the Lydis promised. "But Maelen has to be brought to our
freeze unit—now!"

"I'll grant you that." To my vast relief the captain arose. Whether he accepted my pleathat Maglen was
crew, that her giftswerefor our benefit, | could not tell. It was enough for the present that he would go to
her aid.

| do not know what arguments he used with the Patrol to get them to help us, because | Ieft him behind
as| climbed to the dliff crest. There was no dien face behind the frostless top plate now. Madlen's small
body took so little room in the box it was out of sight. My quick ingpection of the fastenings proved that
the container had not been disturbed since | had left it. And where | had put the alien body, there was
nothing &t al. The winds must have scoured away the last ashy remains hours ago.

Getting the box down the cliff face was an awkward job, one which we had to do dowly. But a length
we brought it up the ramp of the Lydis by hand, not entrusting it to the robos. And the Patrol ship's
medic waited to make the transfer to the ship's freeze unit.

Every sdlar voyaging ship has such aunit to take care of any badly injured until they can betreated a
some hedling center. But | had not redlized, even when | |abored to take care of Maglen, how badly
broken her glassabody was. And | think that the medic gave up when he saw that bloody bundle of
matted fur. But he got alive reading, and that was enough to make him hurry to complete the transfer.

Asthe haspslocked on the freeze unit, | ran my hand along the top. Therewasthe spark of life till in
her; so far had her will triumphed over her body. | did not know how long she might continue to exist so,
and the future looked very dark. Could | now possibly get her back to Yiktor? And eveniif | tracked



down the Old Ones of the wandering Thassaand demanded a new body for her, would they giveit to
me? Where would such abody come from? Another animal form, to fulfill the fate they had set on her?
Or perhaps one which was the result of some such case as gave me Maquad's—a body from the care of
Umphras priests, where those injured mentally beyond recovery were tended until Molaster saw fit to set
their feet upon the White Road leading them out of the weary torment of their lives?

One gep at atime. | must not alow mysdlf to see dl the shadowslying ahead. | had Madlen in the best
safekeeping possible. In the freeze unit that spark of life within her would be tended with al the care my
people knew. A little of the burden had been lifted from me, but much gill remained. Now | knew that |
owed another debt—as Foss had reminded me. | was ready to pay it asbest | could. And | went to the
control cabin to offer to do so.

| found Foss, the Patrol commander Borton, and the medic Thand gathered around abox from which
the medic waslifting aloop of wire. From the loop a very ddlicate collection of metal threads arched
back and forth, weaving a cap. He handled thiswith care, turning it around o that the light glinted on the
threads. Captain Fosslooked around as | came up the ladder.

"We can proveit now. Vorlund is our top esper.”

"Good enough. | am afourth power myself." Thand fitted the cap to his own heed, the loop resting on his
temples, thefine threads disappearing in hisfair hair.

"Mind-send,” he ordered me, "highest power."

| tried. But thiswas like beeting against awall. It was not the painful, shocking task it had been when |
had brushed against the broadcast of the dien or faced the crowned one; rather it wasliketesting a
complete shield. | said as much.

Borton had been holding asmall object in his hand. Now he eyed me narrowly. But when he spoke he
addressed Foss.

"Did you know heisaseven?'
"We knew he was high, but three trips ago he tested only alittle more than five."

Fiveto seven! | had not known that. Was that change because of my Thassa body? Or had constant
exchange with Maglen sharpened and raised my powers?

"Youtry this" Thanel held out the wire cap and | adjusted it on my head.

All three watched me closaly and | could guessthat Thanel was trying mind-send. But | picked up
nothing. It was an odd sensation, asthough | had plugged my ears and was desf to al around me.

"So it works with a seventh power. But another broadcasting body with an amplifier, and thisdien able
to exchange identities, may be even stronger.” Borton looked thoughtful.

"Our best chance." Thanel did not reach for the cap | till wore. Instead he took out four more. "These
are experimenta asyet. They held up under lab testing; that's why they have been issued for trid inthe
field. Sheer luck that we havethem at dl.”

"Asfar as| can see," Borton observed, "we havelittle choice. The only dternativeisto cal in strong
ams and blast that ingtalation off Sekhmet. And if we do that we may belosing something worth more
than the treasure the jacks have been looting—knowledge. We can't wait for reinforcements, either. Any
move to penetrate their stronghold has to come fast, before these body snatchers can rise off-world to



play their tricks esewhere.”

"We can get in through the cat's mouth. They may not yet know about that.” | offered what | had to give.
"I know that way."

In the end it was decided that the cat's mouth did give usthe best chance of entering the enemies
territory. And we prepared to risk it. Five men only, asthere were only five of the protect caps. Captain
Foss represented the sadly dwindled force of the Traders, | was the guide, and the medic Thand,
Commander Borton, and athird from the Patrol force, an expert on X-Tee contacts, comprised our

company.

The Patrol produced weapons more sophisticated than any | had ever seen before—an all-purpose laser
type which could serve either as aweapon or asatool. And these were subjected to avery fine
adjustment by the electronics officer of the Patrol Scout, so that each would answer only to the finger
pressure of the man authorized to carry it. Wereit to fall into strange hands it would blow itsdlf apart at
thefirs firing.

Wearing the caps, so armed, and with fresh supplies, we climbed back over the cliffs. Though | could not
be aware of any sentries while encapped, we moved with caution, once more apatrol in enemy country.
And we spent along number of moments watching for any sgn that the wedge opening of the cat's mouth
had been discovered. But the Patrol's persona reader raised no hint that any ambush awaited usthere.

| led the way to the opening, once more squirming on my belly into that narrow passage. And as |
wriggled forward | listened and watched for any alarm.

Though thefirst time | had made thisjourney | had had no way of measuring itslength, | began now to
wonder about that. Surely we must soon come to the barrier | had opened to alow meinto the chamber
above the place of the bodies. However, as| crawled on and on, | did not see it—though | carried a
torch thistime. Doubts of my own memory grew in my mind. Had | not been wearing that cap | would
have suspected that | was now under someinsidious menta influence.

On and on—yet | did not come to the door, the room beyond. The walls appeared to narrow, though |
did not have to push againgt them any morethan | had thefirst time. Y et the fedling of being caught ina
trap increased with every body length that | advanced.

Then the torchlight picked out, not the door | had found before, but a series of notchesinthewalls, as
the surface on which | crept danted upward. Thiswas new, but | had seen no breaksin the original
tunnel wall. | was completdly logt, but there was nothing to do but keep on. We could not retreat without
great difficulty, strung out as we were without room to turn.

Those handholdsin thewal dlowed meto pull mysdf along asthe incline became much steeper. | il
could not understand what had happened. Only one possible explanation presented itself—that | had
been under mental compulsion the first time | invaded this space. But the reason for such confusion?

Unless the aliens had devised such a defense to discourage looters. There were warping devices. Such
were known; they had been found on Atlas—small there, to be sure, but still working—a deviceto
conced a passage from the eye or other senses. There had been tombs on other worlds which had been
protected by al manner of ingenious devicesto kill, maim, or sea up forever those who dared to
"explore them without knowledge of their secret safeguards.

And if thiswas so—what did lie before usnow? 1 could be leading our small party directly into danger.
Y et | was not sure enough of my deductionsto say so. Therewas ajerk on one of my boots, nearly
strong enough to drag me backward.



"Where," came asharp whisper out of the dark, "isthishall of the deeping aiensyou spoke of 7'
A good question, and onefor which | had no answer. | might only evade until | knew more.

"Digtances are confusing—it must dtill lie ahead.” | tried to remember if | had described my other journey
in detall. If s, they must dready know thiswas different. Now | attempted to speed up my wormlike

progress.

The torch showed me an abrupt left turn in the passage and | negotiated that with difficulty, only to face
just such abarrier as| had found before. With asigh of rdlief, | set my fingersin that hole, tugged the
smdl door open. However, as| crawled through, my hopes were dashed. Thiswas not the chamber
overlooking the hal of the freeze boxes. Rather | came out in amuch wider corridor where aman might
walk upright, but without any other doorsalong it. I swung out and tried once again to relate my present
surroundingsto what | had seen before.

Certainly if I had been under the spell of some hdlucinatory trick thefirst time, 1 would not have been led
sraight to one of their placesfor freezing their army. That should have been the last place to which they
would have wanted to guide any intruder. Perhaps the Patrol caps, instead of protecting, had failed
completely—so that this wasthe hdlucination?

| had moved away from the entrance. Now, one by one, the others came through to join me. It was
Captain Foss and Borton who turned upon me,

"Where arewe, Vorlund?' Foss asked.
There was nothing left but the truth. "I don't know—"
"Thishdl of boxed diens, whereisit?"

"I don't know." | had my hand to that tight cap. If | took it off—what would | see? Was touch as much
affected as Sght? Some halucinations could be so strong that they enmeshed dl the senses. But dmost
desperately now, | turned to the rock wall, running my finger tips aong its surface, hoping touch would
tell methat thiswas only anillusonwhich | could thereby break.

| was dlowed very little timefor that ingpection. Thetight and punishing grip of Fosss hand brought me
around to face thefour | had led here.

"Wheat are you doing?'

Could | ever make them believe that | was as much avictim now asthey? That | honestly had no idea of
what had happened or why?

"Thisisnot theway | came before. It may be anilluson—"
| heard aharsh exclamation from Thand. "Impossible! The cap would prevent that!"

Borton cut in on the medic. "Thereisavery smple explanation, captain. It would seem that we have
been tricked by your man here." He did not look at me at al now, but rather at Foss, asif he held the
captain to account for my actions.

But it was Foss's hand which went swiftly to my belt, disarmed me. And | knew in that moment thet all
the years of our past comradeship no longer stood witness for me.

"I don't know who you are now," Foss said, eyeing me asif he expected to face one of the aliens. "But



when your trap springs shut, | promise you, we shal be ready to attend to you aso!™
"Do we go back?' The other Patrolman stood by the tunnel door.
"I think not,” Borton said. "I have no liking to be bottled up in there if we have to face trouble.”

Foss had put my weapon insde hisjacket. Now he made a sudden move behind me, caught my wrists
before | was aware of what he planned to do. A moment later | found my hands secured behind my
back. Evenyet | could not believe that | had been so repudiated by my captain, that a Free Trader could
turn on acrew member without alowing him a chance to defend himsdif.

"Whichway?' hesaid in my ear as he tested my bonds. "Where are your friends waiting for us, Vorlund?
But remember this—we have your Madlen. Serve usill and you will never see her again. Or was your
great concern for her only lip-deep and used as an excuse?”'

"I know no more of what has happened than | have told you," | said, though | had no hope at dl that he
would believe me now. "The differencein the passagesis asbig asurpriseto measit isto you. Thereare
old tales of tombs and treasures guarded by clever devices. Such aone could have been set
here—perhaps this time defeated by our caps—"

"Y ou expect usto believe that? When you told usthat your very first explorations here brought you to a
tomb, if tomb that hall was?' Fosssincredulity wasplain.

"Why would | lead you into atrap, when | would aso be caught init?" | madealast try.

"Perhaps we have missed connections somewhere with the welcoming party,” was Fosss answer. "Now
—1I asked you, Vorlund—which way?'

"l don't know."

The medic Thanel spoke up then. "That may be true. He could have been taken over, just ashe said
those others are. The cap might have broken that." He shrugged. "Take your choice of explanations.”

"And choice of pathsaswell," Borton said. " Suppose we head right.”

Borton and the Patrolman took the lead, Foss walked beside me, Thanel brought up the rear. The
corridor wasjust wide enough for two of usto walk abreast. Aswas true elsewhere, there was
breathable air introduced here by some ingenious method of the congtructors, though | never sighted any
duct by which it could enter. Underfoot there was athick carpet of dust which showed no disturbed
marking—proof, | thought, that thiswas no traveled way.

The passage ended abruptly in acrossway in which were set two doors, both closed. Our torches, shone
directly on them, displayed painted patterns there. Each | had seen before, and perhaps | made some
sound as | recognized them. Foss spoke to me.

"This—you know it!" He made it an accusation rather than aquestion.

What was clearly therein bold linesinlaid with strips of meta (not painted as | had first thought) wasthe
narrow cat mask of the cliff. The danted eyes of the creature were gems which caught fire from our
torches. The other door bore the likeness of the crown of another alien—that which resembled a
prick-eared, long-muzzled animal.

"They arethe gnsof the dien crownd™



Thand had gone to the cat door, was running his hand aong the porta’s outline.
"Locked, | would say. So do we usethe laser on it?"

Borton made his own careful ingpection. "Don't want to set off any darms. What about it, Vorlund?
Y ou're the only one who knows this place. How do we open this?' Helooked to me asif thiswas some
test of hisown devising.

| was about to answer that | knew no more than he, when Foss gave an exclamation. His hands went to
the cap on hishand. He was not the only oneto receive that jolt of force. Thand'slipstwisted. He spoke
dowly, oneword at atime, asif he were repeating some message to be relayed to the rest of us.

“The—eyes—"

It was Borton, now standing closest to the panel, who cupped one pam over each of those glittering
gems. | wanted to warn him off; my effort to cry out was apainin my throat. But my only sound wasa
harsh croak.

| threw mysdlf forward, struck the weight of my shoulder againgt hisarm, striving to didodge his hands.
Then Fosss grip dragged me back in spite of my struggles.

There was agrating sound. Borton dropped his hands. The door was moving, lifting straight up. Then it
stopped, leaving a space through which aman, stooping, might pass.

"Don't go in there!" Somehow | managed to utter that warning. It was so plain to me, the auraof danger
which spread from that hole like an invisible net to enfold us, that | could not understand why they did not
asofed it. Too late; Borton had squeezed under the door, never glancing a me, his eyes so fixed on
what lay ahead that he might be walking in aspell. After him went Thanel and the other Patrolman. Foss
pushed me forward with a shove which was emphatic. | could not fight him.,

So | passed under the barrier with every nerve dert to danger, knowing that | was a hel pless prisoner
facing agresat peril | could not understand.

Chapter Fifteen
KRIPVORLUND

| did not know what to expect, except that this place was so filled with afeding of danger it might have
been amonster's den. But what | saw looked far from dangerous, on the surface at least. | believe we
were al alittle dazed at the wonder of our find. The Throne of Qur, yes, that had been enough to incite
cupidity aswell as enchant the beholder. But that artifact was akin to acommon bench inaninn
compared to what was now gathered before us. Though | had not seen the temple treasures unpacked,
gtill a that moment | was surethat al here outshone those.

Therewas alight which did not issue from our torches. And the contents of the chamber were not hidden
from view in boxes and bundles, though there were two chests againgt thewadl. Thewall itsdf wasinlaid
with metal and stones. One section was formed of small, boxed scenes which gave onetheillusion of
gazing out through windows upon landscapesin miniature. | heard a sharp catch of breath from someone
inour party. Then Borton advanced to the centra picture,

That displayed astretch of desert country. In the middle of the waste of sand arose a pyramid, shaped
like those two rooms | had seen here. Save that thiswas out in the open, an erection of smoothed stone.



"That—that can't bel" The Patrol commander studied the scene asif he wanted someone to assure him
that he did not view what his eyesreported. "It isimpossible!™

| believed that he knew that building in the sand, that he had either seen it himself or viewed it on some
tri-dee tape.

"It's—it'sincredible!" Foss was not looking at the picture which had captured the commander's attention.
Instead he gazed from one treasure to another ‘asif he could not believe he was not dreaming.

As| have said, the contents of the room were dl placed asif this chamber wasin use asliving quarters.
The painted and inlaid chests stood against awall on which those very redidtic pictures were separated
by hangings of colored stuffs, glowingly aive. Those possessed a surface shimmer so that one could not
be sure, even when one stared at them, whether the odd rippling shadows which continualy flickered and
faded were indeed haf-seen figuresin action. Y et the Strips hung motionless.

There were two high-backed chairs, one flanked by asmall table which rested on atripod of dender
legs. Carved on the back of one chair wasthe cat mask, thistime outlined in silver on a dead-black
surface. The second chair was of amisty blue, bearing on its back a complicated design in pure white.

On thefloor under our dusty boots lay a pattern of blocks, black as one chair, blue as the other, and
inlaid with more symbolsin slver. On thetripod table were small plates of crystal and afooted goblet.

Thanel crossed to the nearest chest. Catching hisfingers under its projecting edge, helifted, and thelid
came up easlly. We saw that the box wasfilled to the brim with lengths of color, green whichwasaso
blue, awarm ydlow—perhaps garments. He did not take out any of them.

Chegts, the two chairs, the table, and, directly facing the door, not another wall but a curtain of the same
material asthe wal panels. Foss started toward that and | followed close behind— It was beyond— He
must not!

| wastoo late. He had aready found the concealed dit which alowed one to pass through. | went closdly
on his hedls, though | had aready guessed what lay beyond. Guessed? No, knew!

And knowing, | expected to be met by ablast of thefreezing air of stass-freeze— Cometo think of it,
why had we not aready felt that in the outer chamber?

She lay with her head and shoulders supported by athick cushion, gazing away from us, out through the
crystal wall. But the tendrils of her crown swayed and entwined, moved, their cat-headed tipsturning
ingtantly, not only facing us, but making sharp jerking darts back and forth. It was asif those heads fought
to detach the tieswhich held them to the circlet about the red hair, that they might comeflying at us.

If shewas not in freeze, then how had she been preserved? She could not be adeep, for her eyeswere
open. Nor could one detect even the dightest rise and fall of normal bresthing.

"Thand!" Fosswent no further in. At the sound of his summonsthe cat heads spun and jerked, went into
awild frenzy of action.

| was shoved asde as the medic joined us.
"Is—isshedive?' Foss demanded.

Thand produced his life-force detect. Making some adjustments, he advanced. And it seemed to me he
went reluctantly, glancing now and then at the whirling crown. He held the instrument up before the
reclining woman, studied its dial with agathering frown, triggered some button, and once moretook a



reading.

"Well, isshe?' Foss persisted.
"Not aive. But not deed ether.”
"And what does that mean?'

"Just what | said." Thand pushed the button again with the forefinger of his other hand. "It doesn't register
either way. And | don't know of any life force so dien that this can't give an instant decision on the point.
Sheign'tin freeze, not in thisamaosphere. But if sheisdead | have never seen such preservation before.”

"Who isdead?' Borton came through the curtain now with the other Patrolman, stopped short when he
saw her.

| could no longer watch the woman. There was something in the constant motion of her cat-headed
coronet which disturbed me, asif those whirling thumb-sized bits of metal wove ahypnotic spell. | made
my last effort to warn them.

"Dead or dive'—my voice was harsh, too loud in the confinement of that room—"she reachesfor you
now. | tel you—sheis dangerous!”

Thand looked a me. The others stood, their attention all for her asif they had heard nothing. Then the
medic caught at the commander's arm, gave a sudden swift pull which brought Borton around so he no
longer eyed her squarely. He blinked, swallowed asif he had gulped amouthful of some potent brew.

"Move!" The medic gave him asecond push.

Borton, till blinking, stumbled back toward the curtain, knocking againgt Foss. | was dready on the
other sde of the captain, had set my shoulder againgt his, using the sametactics Thanel had, if inamore
clumsy fashion. And once shoved out of direct line with the woman, he, too, seemed to wake.

Inthe end we all got back on the other side of the curtain and stood there, breathing alittle heavily,
amost asif we had been racing. | was aware that the cap on my head was warm, that the line of wire
touching my templeswas near burning me. | saw Thanel touch his own band, snaich hisfingers away. But
Fosswasat my side.

"Turn around.”
| obeyed hisorder, felt him busy a my wrists. A moment later my hands were free.

"l can believe," he said, "in anything happening here, Vorlund. After seeing that, | can believe! Sheisjust
asyou described her. And | believe sheisdeadly!”

"What about the others?' Thand asked.

"Thereisonethere.” | rubbed my left wrist with my right hand, nodding in the direction where the next
compartment must lie. "Two more on the other two sides. One held Grisswhen | was here before."

Borton went again to that picture of the pyramid. "Do you know what thisis?'

"No. But it isplain to guess you have seen itslike before, and not on Sekhmet," Foss returned. "Doesiit
have any importance for us now?'

"Perhagps. Thai—that was built on Terra,in apast so distant we can no longer reckon it accurately. By



accounts the archaeol ogists have never agreed on its age. It is supposed to have been erected by dave
labor at atime when man had not yet tamed a beast of burden, had not discovered the whedl. And yet it
was agresat fest of highly sophisticated engineering. There were countless theories abouit it, one being that
its measurements, because of their unusua accuracy, held amessage. It was not the only such either, but
one of several. Though this particular one was supposed to be the first and greatest. For along timethe
pilewas said to be the tomb of aruler. But that theory was never entirely proved—for the tomb itself
might have been alater addition. At any rate, it was built millenniabefore our breed took to space!”

"But Forerunner remains,” Thane objected. "Those were never found on Terra. None of the history
tapes records such discoveries.”

"Perhaps no remains recognized as such by us. But—" Borton shook his head. "What do we even know
of Terranow except from tapes copied and recopied, some of them near-legendary? Y et—and thisis
also very odd indeed—in the land where that stood" —he pointed to the picture—"they once worshiped
gods portrayed with human bodies and beast or bird heads. In fact—there was a cat-headed goddess
Sekhmet, a bird-headed Thoth, a saurian Set—"

"But these planets, this system, were named by the First-in Scout who mapped them, after the old
custom of naming systemsfor ancient gods" Fossinterrupted.

"That istrue. The Scouts gave such names as suited their fancies—culled from the tapes they carried with
them to relieve the boredom of spacing. And the man who named this syslem must have had aliking for
Terran higtory. Y e—he could also have been influenced in some way." Borton again shook his head.
"We may never know the truth of the past, save thisis such afind as may touch on very ancient
mysteries, even those of our own beginnings!”

"And we may not have achance to learn anything, unless we get to the bottom of afew modern
mysteries now!" Foss retorted.

| noted that he kept his head turned away from the curtain, almost asif she who waited beyond it might
have the power to pull him back into her presence. The wires of my cap no longer were heated; but |
was unhappy in this place, | wanted out.

"That crown she wears—" Thand shifted from one foot to another asif he wanted to look at the woman
again. | saw Borton shake his head. "1 would say it isahighly sensitive communication device of some
sort. What about it, Laird?'

"Undoubtedly—" began the other Patrolman. "Didn't you fed the response of your protect? The caps
were close to shorting, holding against that energy. What about the crowns the others wear?' He turned
to me. "Arethey dive—moving—aso?'

"Not that | saw. They aren't shaped the same.”
"l want to seethe dien body holding Griss," Foss brokein. "Isthat in the next chamber?’

| shook my head. And | had no idea of how one reached ether the interior of the crystal-lined pyramid
room or the other chambers which formed itswalls. There had been another door beside the cat one. But
gde by sde—when the rooms were &t right angles—how—

Fossdid not wait for my guidance. He dipped under the outer door and we were quick to follow. Thanel
brought down the cat door, it moving much more easily to close than it had to open. Fosswas dready at
work on the other door. It yielded as reluctantly asthefirst had done, but it did go up. However, we did
not look now on aroom filled with treasures, but on avery narrow passage, so confined one had to turn



sdewaysto dip adong it. This made aright-angled turn and then there was a second curtained doorway
ahead.

"Thisone?' Foss demanded.
"No." | tried to remember. "Next, | think."

We dipped aong that dit between walls to asecond sharp turn, which brought us so that we must now
be facing directly across from the chamber of the cat woman, if we could have seen through solid walls.
Once more there was adoor, this one patterned with the bird head. A third turn and we found what |
had been searching for—the saurian.

"Thisisit!

The door panel was doubly hard to did odge because there was o little room in which to move.
However, it gave at last, Fossand | working at it as best we could.

Once more we werein afurnished room. But we spent no timein surveying the treasures there, hurrying
on instead through the curtain to the fore part. | could see now the crowned head, the bare shoulders of
him who sat there, staring stonily out into the space beyond the crystal.

Foss circled to be able to see the face of the seated one. There was no moving part of this crown, no
dtirring to suggest that we had found more than a perfectly preserved dien body. But | saw the captain's
expression change, knew that he could read the eyesin that set face and felt the same horror | had felt.

"Griss" Hiswhisper wasahiss.

| did not want to view what Foss now faced with grim determination, yet | knew that | must. So | edged
forward on the other sde of the chair, looked into the tortured eyes. Griss—yes—and still conscious, il
aware of what had happened to him! Though | had passed through body change twice, both timesit had
been with my own consent and for agood purpose. However, had such a change been wrought against
my will—could | have kept such knowledge and remained sane? 1 did not know.

"We haveto do something!" The words exploded from Foss with the force of ablaster shot. | knew that
he backed them with that determination which he had ever shown in the face of any peril that threatened
the Lydis and those who called her their home. "Y ou"—he spoke directly to me—"have tried this body
exchange. What can you do for him?"

Alwaysin such matters | had been the passive one, the one who was worked upon, not the mover inthe
act. Maglen had sung me into the barsk body when the Three Rings of Sotrath wreathed that moon over

our heads, when the occult powers of the Thassawere at their greatest height. And | had passed into the
shell of Maguad in the shelter of Umphra, where the priests of that gentle and protective order had been

abletolend to Madlen dl the aid she needed.

Once only had | seen the transfer for another— that in atime of fear and sorrow when Madlen had lain
dying and one of her little people, Vors, had crept to her side and offered her furred body as arefuge for
the Thassa spirit. | had seen them sing the exchange then, two of the Thassa, Madlen's Ssister and her
kinsman. And | had found myself also singing words | did not know. But that | aone could make such an
exchange—no.

"l can do—" | was about to add "nothing" when athought came from my own past. | had run as Jorth the
barsk; | now waked as Maquad. Could it just be— If Grisstried, overcame his horror and fear of what
had happened to him, could he command his new body, ruleit until he could recapture hisown? But |



must get through to him first. And that would mean setting aside the protect cap.

| explained, not quite sure whether this could be done, even if | dared so break our own defenses and
put usal in danger. But when | had made this clear Foss touched the butt of the laser.

"We have our defenses. Y ou know what | mean—will you risk that dso?"

Be burned down if | were taken over—no, | did not want to risk that, but want and aman's duty are two
different things many times during oneslife. | had turned aside from what the Traders considered my duty
once dready, here on Sekhmet. It seemed that now | had a second chance to repay old debts. And |
remembered how Maelen had faced exile in an aien body because she had taken up a debt.

"It may be hisonly chance."

Quickly, before | could fater, | reached for the cap on my head. | saw themm move to encircle me,
wegpons ready. They al eyed mewarily asif | were now the enemy. | took off the cap.

My heed felt light, free, asif | had removed some burden which had weighed heavily without my even
being aware of it. | had amoment of hesitation, as one might feel stepping out into an arena such asthose
on Spartawhere men face beastsin combat. From which direction could an attack come? And | believe
those around me waited tensely for some hideous changein me.

"Griss?' Theimpression that time was limited set me directly to work. "Grisd" | was not a close comrade
of thispoor prisoner. But we were shipmates, we had drawn matching watch buttons many times, shared
planet leaves. It had been through him | had first learned who and what Maglen was. And now |
conscioudy drew upon that friendship of the past to buttress my sending.

"Griss" And thistime—
"Krip—can you—can you hear me?" Incredul ous thankfulness.

"Yes" | camedirectly to the importance of what must be done. "Griss, can you rule this body? Make it
obey you?' The question wasthe best way | knew of trying to make him bresk down abarrier which
might have been built by his own fears. Now he must try to direct the alien husk, even as a control board
directs alabor robo.

| had had a hard time adjusting to an anima form; at least he did not have to face that. For the dien, to
our eyes, was humanoid.

"Canyou rulethe body, Griss?'

His surprise was easy to read. | knew that he had not considered that &t all, that the initial horror of what
had happened to him had made him believe himself helpless from the first. Whereas | had been helped
through my transitions by foreknowledge, and aso by the aid of Madlen, who waswell versed in such
changes, he had been brutally taken prisoner in such away asto paralyze even histhought processes for
atime. Itisawaysthe unknown which carrieswith it, especially for my species, the grestest fear.

"Can1?" he asked asmight achild.

"Try—concentratel” | ordered him with authority. ™Y our hand—your right hand, Griss. Raise it—order it
to move!"

His hands rested on the arms of the chair in which he sat. His head did not move afraction, but his eyes
shifted away from mine, in avisible effort to see his hands.



"Moveit!"
The effort he unleashed was grest. | hastened to feed that. Fingers twitched—
"Movel"

The hand rose, shaking asif it had been so long inert that muscles, bone, flesh could hardly obey the will
of the brain. But it rose, moved alittle awvay from the support of the chair arm, then wavered, fell limply
upon the knee. But he had moved it!

"|—I did it! But—wesk—very—weak—"

| looked to Thand. "The body may bein need of restoratives—perhaps as when coming out of freeze."
He frowned. "No equipment for that type of restoration.”

"But you must have something in your fied kit—some kind of basic energy shot.”

"Alien metabolism,” he murmured, but he brought out hisfield kit, unseded it. "We can't tell how the
body will react.”

"Tdl him—" Grisssthought wasfrantic. "Try anything! Better be dead than like thidl™
"You arefar from dead," | countered.

Thanel held an injection cube, ill inits Serile envelope. He bent over the seated body to affix the cube
on the bare chest over the spot where ahuman heart would have been. At least it did adhere, was not
rejected at once.

That body gave ajerk asvisible shuddersran along the limbs.
"Griss?"

"Ahhh—" No message, just atransferred sensation of pain, of fear. Had Thanel been right and the
restorative designed for our species proved dangerous to another?

"Grissl" | caught at that hand he had moved with such effort, held it between both of mine. Only my tight
grasp kept it from flailing out in sharp spasms. The other had snapped up from the chair arm, waved in
theair. Thelegskicked out; the body itself writhed, asif trying to rise and yet unable to complete such
movement.

Now that frozen, expressionless face came 'aive. The mouth opened and shut asif he screamed, though
no sound came from hislips. Those lips themsalves drew back, flattened in the snarl of a cornered besst.

"It'skilling him!" Foss put out a hand asif to knock that cube away, but the medic caught hiswrist.

"Letit donel Tointerrupt now will kill."

| had captured the other hand, held them both as | struggled to reach the mind behind that tortured face.
"Grisd"

He did not answer. However, his spasms were growing less; hisface was no longer so contorted. | did
not know if that was agood or abad sgn.

"Griss?'



"|l—am—here—" The thought-answer was so dow it came like badly durred speech.
"l —am—dill—here—"

| detected adull wonder in hisanswer, asif he were surprised to find it so.

"Griss, can you use your hands?' | released the grip with which | had held them, laid them back on his
knees.

They no longer shook nor waved about. Sowly they rose until they were chest-high before him. The
fingersbdled into figs, straightened out again, wriggled one after another asif they were being tested.

"l can!" Thelethargy of hisanswer of only moments earlier was gone. "Let me—let me up!”

Those hands went to the arms of the chair. | could see the effort which he expended to use them to
support him to hisfeet. Then he madeit, stood erect, though he wavered, kept hold of the chair. Thanel
was quickly at one side, | at the other, supporting him. He took severa uncertain steps, but those grew
firmer.

The restorative cube, having expended its charge, loosened and fell from his chest, which arched and fell
now as he drew deep breathsinto hislungs. Again | had reason to admire the fine development of this
body. It wastruly asif someidedlized sculpture of the human form had cometo life. Hewas agood
double pams spacetaler than either of uswho walked with him, and muscles moved more and more
eadly under hispde skin.

"Let metry it done." He did not mind-speak now, but aloud. There was a curiousflatnessto histone, a
dight hesitation, but we had no difficulty in understanding him. And we released our hold, though we
stood ready if there was need.

He went back and forth, his strides sure and baanced now. And then he paused by the chair, put both
his hands to his head, and took off the grotesque crown, dropping it to clang on the seet as he threw it

away.

His bared skull was hairless, like that of the body in the freeze box. But he ran his hands back and forth
across the skin there asif he wanted to reassure himself that the crown was gone.

"l didit!" Therewastriumph in that. "Just asyou thought | could, Krip. And if | can—they can too!"
Chapter Sixteen
KRIP VORLUND

"Who are they?" Foss asked.

"Lidj—the Patrol officer—there and there!" He faced the outer transparent wall of the room, pointed
right and left to those other two dienson display. "'l saw them—saw them being brought in, forced to
exchange. Just aswas donewith me!™

"I wonder why such exchanges are necessary,” Thanel said. "If we could restore this body, why didn't
they just restore their own? Why go through the business of taking over others?!

Griss was rubbing hisforehead with one hand. " Sometimes—sometimes | know things—things they
knew. | think they vaue their bodiestoo highly to risk them.”

"Part of their treasures!” Foss laughed harshly. "Use someone else to do their work for them, making sure



they have abody to return to if that substitute suffers any harm. They're as cold-blooded as harpy night
demons! Well, let's seeif we can get Lidj and that man of yours out of pawn now."

Borton leaned over the edge of the chair, reaching for the crown Griss had thrown there.

"No!" In astride Griss closed the distance between them, sent the crown spinning acrossthe floor. "'In
someway that isacom, giving them knowledge of what happens to the body—"

"Then, with your bresking that tie," | pointed out, "they—or he—will be suspicious and come looking—"

"Better that than have him force me under control again without my knowing when that might happen!”
Grissretorted.

If the danger he seemed to believein did exist, he wasright. And we might have very littletime.
Borton spokefirgt. "All the more reason to try to get the othersfree.”

"Which oneisLidj?" Fosswas dready going.

"Totheleft."

That meant the bird-headed crown. We returned to the anteroom. Griss threw open one of the chests as
if he knew exactly what he was |ooking for. He dragged out afolded bundle and shook it out, to pull on
over hisbare body atightly fitting suit of dull black. It wasdl of a pieceincluding footgear, even gloves,
rolled back now about the wrists, and a hood which hung loose between the shoulders. A press of finger
tip sedled openings, leaving no sign they had ever existed.

There was something odd about that garment. The dull black seemed to produce avisua fuzziness, so
that only his head and bared hands were well-defined. It must have been an opticd illusion, but | believed
that with the gloves and hood on he might be difficult to see.

"How did you know whereto find that?' Borton was watching him closdly.

Griss, who had been sedling the last opening of his clothing, stopped, hisfinger tip still resting on the
seam. There was a shadow of surprise on his handsome face.

"I don't know—I just knew that it wasthere and | must wear it."

Among them dl, | understood. Thiswasthe old phenomenon of shape-changing—the residue (hopefully
the very small residue) of the earlier persondlity taking over for some actions. But there was danger in
that residue. | wondered if Griss knew that, or if we would have to watch him ourselveslest he revert to
the dien in some more meaningful way.

Thand must have been thinking aong the same lines, for now he demanded: "How much do you
remember of dien ways?'

Grisss surprise was tinged with uneasiness.

"Nothing! | was not even thinking—just that | needed clothing. Then | knew whereto find it. It— I just
knew—that'sal!"

"How much else would he‘just know," | wonder?' Borton looked to Thane rather than to Griss, asif he
expected a better explanation from the medic.

"Wadting timel" Foss stood by the door. "We have to get Lidj and Harkon! And get out before anyone



comes to see what happened to Griss."
"What about my cgp?’ | asked.

Thand had passed that to the other Patrolman. And in this place | wanted al the protection | could get.
The other held it out to meand | settled it on my head with asigh of relief, though with it came the
sensation of an oppressive burden.

We threaded along that very narrow passage to the next chamber, where the alien with the avian crown
half-reclined on the couch. Having freed one " exchange" prisoner, | now moved with confidence. And it
was not so difficult, as Juhel Lidj had greater esper power.

Then we retraced our way and released Harkon also. But | do not believe that Borton was entirely
happy over such additionsto our small force. They had put aside their crowns, and they were manifestly
eager to move againgt those who had taken their bodies. But whether they would stand firm during a
confrontation, we could not know.

We returned to the cat door. Therel lingered amoment, studying the mask symbol. Three men, one
woman—who had they been? Rulers, priests and a priestess; scientists of another time and place? Why
had they been left here? Wasthis adepository like our medical freezers, or apolitically motivated
safe-keep where rulers had chosen to wait out some revol ution they had good reason to fear? Or—

It seemed to me that the gem eyes of the cat held amdicious glitter, mirroring superior anusement. Asif
someone knew exactly the extent of my ignorance and dismissed me from serious consideration because
of it. A spark of anger flared deep insde me. Yet | did not underrate what lay beyond that door and
could be only waiting for a chance to assume power.

"Now where?' Borton glanced about asif he expected some guide signto flareinto life.
"QOur other men,” Lidj answered that crigply. "They have them imprisoned somewhere—"

| thought that "somewhere” within these burrows was no guide at al. And it would seem Fosss thoughts
marched with mine, for he asked:

"Y ou have no ideawhere?'

It was Harkon who answered. "Not where they are. Where our bodies are now, that is something else.”
"Y ou mean you can trace those?' Thanel demanded.

"Y es. Though whether mere confrontation will bring about another exchange—"

"How do you know?' The medic pursued thefirst part of hisanswer.

"I can't tell you. Frankly, I don't know. But | do know that whoever iswalking about as Harkon right
now isinthat direction." There was no hestation as he pointed to the right wall of the passage.

Only, not being able to ooze through solid rock, | did not see how that knowledge was going to benefit
us. We had found no other passage during our way in (I was still deeply puzzled about the difference
between my first venture into the maze and this one).

Harkon till faced that blank wall, afrown on hisface. He stared so intently at the smoothed stone that
one might well think he saw a pattern there—oneinvisbleto us.

After amoment he shook his head. "Not quite here—farther on,” he muttered. Nor did he enlarge on



that, but started aong close to the wall, now and then sweeping hisfinger tipsacrossit, asif by touch he
might locate what he could not find by sight. He was so intent upon that search that his concentration
drew us dong, though | did not expect any resultsfrom his quest. Then he hated, brought the pam of his
hand against the stonein ahard dap.

"Right behind here—if we can bresk through."

"Stand aside." Whether Borton accepted him as aguide or not, the commander seemed willing to put it
to the test. He amed hisweapon at the wall where Harkon had indicated, and fired.

Theforce of that weapon was awesome, more so perhaps because we were in such a confined space.

One moment there had been the solid rock of this planet's bone; the next—a dark hole. Before we could
stop him, Harkon was into that.

We had indeed broken through into another corridor. This one was washed in gray light. Harkon did not
hesitate, but moved along with such swift strides that we had to hurry to catch up.

That passage was short, for we soon came out on agdlery running aong near the top of another
pyramid-shaped chamber. This one wastriple the size of the others | had seen. From our perch we
looked down into a scene of clanking activity. There was amass of machinery, instalations of some sort,
being ,uncrated, unboxed by robos. Pieces were lifted by raise cranes, transferred to transports. But
those carriers ran neither on wheels nor—

"Antigrav!" Borton leaned nearer to the edge. "They have antigrav in smal mobile units"

Antigrav we knew. But the principle could not be used in mobile units, only instaled in buildingsasa
method of transport from floor to floor. Here these carriers, loaded with heavy burdens, swung along in
ordered linesthrough adark archway in the opposite wall.

"Wheré'sthe controller?' The other Patrolman peered over.
"Remote control, | would say." Foss stood up.

Wehad dl falen flat at the Sign of the activity. But now Foss gpparently thought we had nothing to fear.
And amoment later he added:

"Those are programmed robos.”

Programmed robos! The complexity of the operation here on Sekhmet increased with every discovery
we made. Programmed robos were not ordinarily ship workers, like the controlled ones we had earlier
seen and used ourselves. They were far more intricate, requiring careful servicing, which made them
impractica for use on primitive worlds. One did not find them on the frontier. Y et here they were a work
light-years away from the civilizations producing them. Shipping these here, preparing them for work,
would have been amgjor task in itsalf.

"Inajack hideout?' Foss protested.

"Look closer!" Borton was gill watching below. "Thisis a storehouse which isbeing systematicaly
looted. And who would have Stuated it herein thefirst place—"

"Forerunners,” Lidj answered him. "But machines—thisis not atomb, nor—"

"Nor alot of thingd" Borton interrupted. " There were Forerunner ingtdlations found on Limbo. The only



differenceisthat those were abandoned, not stored away. Here—perhaps awhole civilization was
kept—both men and machines! And the Forerunners were not asingle civilization, either—even asingle
species. Ask the Zacathans—they can count you off evidence of perhaps ten which have been tentatively
identified, plusfragments of other, earlier oneswhich have not! The universeisagraveyard of vanished
races, some of whom rose to heights we cannot assess today. These machines, if they can be madeto
work again, their purposes learned—"

| think thet the possibilities of what he said awed us. Of course, we dl knew of such treasure hunting as
had been indulged in on Thoth—that was common. Lucky finds had been made al around the galaxy
from timeto time. The Zacathans, that immensaly old, immensdly learned reptilian race whose passion
was the accumulation of knowledge, had their libraries filled with the lore of

vanished— ong-vanished—saelar civilizations. They led their archaeologicd expeditions from world to
world seeking atreasure they reckoned not in the furnishings of tombs, in the hidden hoards discovered
inlong-deserted ruins, but in the learning of those who had |eft such linkswith the far past.

And parties of men had made such finds dso. They had spoken of Limbo—that had been the startling
discovery of aFree Trader inthe earlier days.

Y et the plunder from here had not yet turned up on any inner-planet market, whereit would logicaly be
sold. Its uniqueness would have been recognized ingtantly, for rumor of such finds spreads quickly and
far.

"Suppose’—Foss, plainly fascinated, till watched the antigravs floating in parade order out of the
storeroom—"the jacks, even the Guild, began this. But now it has been taken over by those others.”

"Yes," camethedry, clipped answer from Lidj. "It could be that the origind owners are now running the
game." Heraised both handsto hisbad skull, rubbed hisfingers acrossit. There was fill amark on his
forehead from the weight of the crown.

"Y ou mean—" Borton began.

Lidj turned on him. "Isthat so strange? We put men in stass-freeze for years. In fact | do not know what
has been the longest freeze time ending in asuccessful resuscitation. These might be awakened to begin
life at the point where they |eft off, ready for their own plan of action. Do you deny that they have already
proved they have secrets which we have not? Ask your own man, Harkon—how can he explain what
has happened to the three of us?'

"But the others stored here—at least that one in the box above the valley—was dead.” My protest was
weak, because too much evidence was on Lidj's side.

"Perhaps mogt of them did die, perhaps that iswhy they want our bodies. Who knows? But | will wager
that they—those three who took ours—are now in command of this operation!”

Harkon had drawn alittle gpart, perilousy close to the edge of the balcony. Now he spoke in the same
husky tone our cargomaster used.

"Can you st an interrupt beam on these lasers you have?' | did not understand what he meant, but
gpparently his question made sense to Borton, who joined him.

"Tricky—from here," the commander observed.
"Tricky or not, we can try it. Let me seeyours—"

Did Borton hesitate for amoment before he passed over that weapon? If so, | could understand, since



lurking at the back of my mind was a shadowy suspicion of these three. It is never easy to accept body
exchange, even for one knowing the Thassa

But Borton appeared willing to trust the pilot and passed over the laser. Harkon squatted againgt the
sharply doping wal, which made him hunch over the weapon. He snapped open the charge chamber,
inspected the cartridge there, closed it once more, and reset thefiring dia.

With it in his hand he went to peer down, sdlecting avictim. There was arobo to hisleft, now engaged in
shifting ameta container onto one of the waiting transports. Harkon took aim and pressed thefiring
button.

A crackle of lightning sped like awhiplash, not to touch the robo itsdlf, but to encircle its knoblike head.
The robo had aflexible tentacle coiled about the container, ready to swing it acrossto the platform. But
that move was never completed. The robo froze with the container till intheair.

"By the Teeth of Stanton Gore, you did it!" Borton's voice was dmost dhrill.

The pilot wasted no timein waiting for congratulations on his skill. He had dready aimed at the next robo
and stopped that one dead a so.

"So you can knock them out,” Lidj observed. "What do we do now—" Then he paused and caught at
Borton'sarm. "Isthere a chance of resetting them?”

"We can hope s0."

Therobos | knew and had aways used were control ones. Free Traders visited only the more backward
worlds where machineswere smpleif used at dl. | had no idea how one went about reprogramming
complex robos. But the knowledge of a Free Trader was not that of a Patrolman. Plainly Borton and
Harkon hoped the machines could be made to work in some manner for us.

Whichiswhat they proceeded to find out. When the six robos were hated we came down from the
bal cony. The antigrav transports till moved at adow and even pace, though those now edging away
were only partly loaded. Foss and the other Patrolman went into action, turning their lasers with less
precision but as great effect on the motive section of those. The carriers crashed to the floor with heavy
jarswhich shook even thisrock-walled chamber.

The Patrolmen gathered about the nearest robo. Harkon was aready at work on the protective casing
over its"brain." But | was more interested in the transports. Basicaly these were nothing more than ovas
of metal, with low sdewalsto hold their loads in place. The motive force of each lay in abox at the reer.
The principle of their congtruction was unlike anything | had ever seen before.

"Something coming!" At that warning from Grisswe dl went to ground. But what loomed into view out of
the opening was an empty transport back for another load. Foss had raised hislaser to short it when Lid|
jerked at hisarm to spoil hisaim.

"We can usethat!" He made arunning jump, caught” the edge of the carrier'swall, and swung up onit. It
did not halt its forward movement, proceeding steadily down arow of boxes until it cameto astop
beside amotionlessrobo, still holding a crate a oft between clawed appendages.

Lidj was squatting before the controls, trying to make sense of them, when we clambered on board to
join him. Unloaded asit was, the carrier bucked alittle under our movements and shifting weight, so we
had to take care.

"Could be st ether of two ways," he said, "ready to go either when there is a certain amount of weight



on board—or after apredetermined time. If it isthe latter it's more risky. Well have to ether knock it out
or letit go. Butif it isamatter of weight—"

Foss nodded. "Then we can useit."

| could guess what they planned. Build arow of boxes around the edge of the carrier, then take our
placesinsde that and have transportation out without fear of getting lost. Wewould, of course, be
heading toward the enemy. But we would have the dement of surprise on our sSide.

"Timeit," Foss continued.

| looked around. A second empty carrier was now coming in, heading, not to where we waited,.but to
the loading site, where the Patrolmen now had the upper casing of the robo free.

"L ook out!"

Those workmen scattered as the carrier svung in, just missing the upraised load arm of the robo. Then
the platform halted, waiting to be loaded. The men arose to tug at the squat robo, pulling it out of the way
to wherethey could get at it without any danger of being knocked out by atransport.

Lidj till knelt by the motive box. He had stopped trying to find any lever or control button. Foss had said
to timeit, and wewere al counting furioudy during long minutes as we stood tensdly dert for thefirst Sgn
that the carrier was preparing to move. But it hung there, ftill waiting. | heard the captain's sigh of relief.

"One hundred,” he repeated aloud. "If it doesn't start up by five, now—"
Hislips shaped the numbersvisbly. The carrier did not stir.
"So far, 30 good. Weight must be what triggersit.”

While we had conducted our crude test athird carrier had come nosing back. Counting the three which
had been immobilized, there were now six. How many could there bein dl? And how soon would
someone come looking if they did not return?

Fossand Lidj went to one of the loaded ones which had been halted. Part of a cargomaster's duty isthe
judging of cargo loads, an ability to estimate, by eye, bulk and weight for ssowage. Lidj was an expert. |

was not so experienced, but | had had enough generd training under his siff tutelage to be able to come
close to guessing the weight load on the downed platform.

Once we knew that, we moved along the still-racked boxes to pick out those which would give us
protective bulk without too much weight—weight which our bodies must partly supply.

Having made our choices, we began to load by hand, awearying process which wasforeign to usua ship
work. But in times of stress one can do many things he might earlier have thought impossible. We

stacked our chosen boxes and containers as abulwark running aong the edges of the platform, leaving
an open space between. Borton came to ingpect our labors and nodded approval.

"Just let us get one of those boys going'—he nodded to the robos—"and well move out.”

What he intended the reprogrammed cargo handler to do, | could not guess. Nor did we take time from
our own labor to watch their struggles. There came awhir of sound. The robo brought down its upright
arm, dropped the box it held. It turned on its treads to face the wide doorway.

"Now—" Harkon was moving to asecond robo asif he planned to use that aso. Then his hands went to



hishead.

"Timesjust run out." Hisvoice lacked the jubilation of seconds earlier. "If we make amove—it must be
now!"

Chapter Seventeen
KRIP VORLUND

No other carrier had returned for some time now. But Griss, Lid], and Harkon al faced the doorway as
if they heard somecal.

"They are uneasy, those who wear our bodies," Harkon said to Borton. "We shdl haveto movefast if
we would keep any advantage.”

Borton triggered the robo and it moved out, heading for the door. With it as afore guard, therest of us
took to the carriers. And as those edged away from the loading sites, picking up speed asthey went, |
could have shouted aoud in my rdief. Our calculations had been proved right so far. Weight sent the
carrierson their way.

Onceairborne, | longed for the speed of aflitter. But there was no hurrying the deliberate pace, any
more than we could urge on the robo rumbling ahead. Perhaps it was just as well we did not approach
too near that. For asit went it came dive. It had been usng two long, jointed arms, ending in clawed
attachments. And it was a so equipped with flexible tentacles, two above and two below those arms.
Now al sx of the gppendagesflailed the air vigoroudy, whipping out and around.

Though men have depended upon the services of machinesfor such countless agesthat perhaps only the
Zacathans can now reckon the number of those dusty years, yet | think deep insde us dl therelingersa
small spark of fear that some day, under some circumstances, those machineswill turn on us, to wresk a
mindless vengeance of their own. Long ago it was discovered that robos given too human alook were
not salable. Even faint resemblances triggered such age-old distaste.

Now as| lay beside Foss and Lidj on the carrier and watched the wildly working arms of the robo,
which seemed to have gone mad, | was glad that ours was not the first trangport riding directly inits
wake, but the second. L et the Patrol enjoy—if one might term it that—the honor of the lead. The farther
| was from that metal monster seemingly intent on smashing the world, the better.

"They are not too far ahead now." Lidj's words reached me through the clank-clank of the robo.
"How many?"' Foss wanted to know.

"My powers are not that selective; sorry." There wasthe ghost of Lidj's old dry humor in that answer. "l
just know that my body is somewhere ahead. My body! Tell me, Krip"—he looked to me then—"did
you ever stand off and watch yourself, back there on Yiktor?"

| remembered—though then the transition had been so great, my own adaptation to an anima's body had
put such astrain on me, that | had been far more concerned with my own fedlings at the moment than
with what was happening to the body | had discarded.

"Y es, but not for long. Those men of Osokun's took me—it—away. And at thetime | was, well, | was
learning what it meant to be abarsk."

"At least we did not have that factor. It is hard enough to adapt to this covering,” Lidj commented. "In



fact, | must admit it has afew advantages over my own. Severa aches and pains have been diminated.
Not that | careto remainin my present tenancy any longer than | haveto. | fear | am conservativein such
metters.”

| marveled at what seemed my superior's dmost complacent acceptance of a situation which might have
unseated the reason of aless self-controlled man.

"I hope," he continued, "that the one wearing me has no heroic tendencies. Getting my body smashed up
before | can retrieveit would be a disappointment —to say the least!"

With that he resurrected my own worries. Maglen —her present body could not continueto live, not
long, if we roused her from freeze. And could it last, even in that Sate, long enough to get her back to
Yiktor? How— I tried to think of waysthat journey could be accomplished safely, only to rgject each
idea, knowing al were such wild plans as could be dreamed by graz chewers, and aslikely to be
redized.

The light ahead was brighter. Now the robo clanked on into the source of that, thefirst of our carriers
closaly behind him, ours drawn after without our guidance. We had our weapons and the protection of
the bulwarks we had built about the edges of the platforms. Though those now seemed very thin shells
indeed.

Here were piles of goods out of the storage place.

And moving among them were the common controlled robos, sorting and transporting to acargo hoist
which dangled from the hatch of aship. A single glance told me that we werein that landing valley and
that this was the same ship Maglen and | had seen when we fled the burrows. How long ago had that
been? We had egten E rations, gulped down sustain pills until | was no longer sure of time. A man can
exist long on such boosters without even being aware that he must rest.

Our carriers kept on at the same even pace, but the robo was not so orderly. Its path was straight ahead,
and it did not try to avoid anything inits path. The whiplash of itstentacles, the battery of itsarms crashed
into the cargo awaiting stowage, sweeping away battered and broken boxes, some to be crushed
beneath its own massive treads.

The surprise was complete. | heard shouting—saw the lightning fire of lasers, bringing down more of the
cargo, melting some of it. And the shock of those energy waves did their work. Men toppled, to lie
clawing feebly at the ground, their minds knocked out for a space by the back fire of such force. We
tumbled from our trangports, took to cover among the cargo.

Producing tanglers, the Patrolmen moved in toward those feebly moving jacks while we dipped ahead,
searching for more humans among the working robos. The reprogrammed one smashed on and on until it
came up with acrash againgt one of the ship'sfins. Thereit continued to whir sullenly, not backing away,
unable to move on. An arm caught in the dangling chains of the hoist. Having so connected, it tightened
hold with avicious snap. Before whoever was running the crane could shut it off, the robo had been lifted
alittle. Then the strain of itsweight told, broke the hoist chain. That small shift of position had been
enough to pull the robo away from the fin. Dropped to the ground again, it still moved—though its assault
on thefin had damaged it, and it proceeded with an ear-punishing grating noise. One of itsarms hung
limply down, jangling back and forth againgt its outer casing; the other clutched and tore with as much
vigor asever asit rumbled on the new course.

| saw Lidj as| rounded astack of boxes. He was heading, not toward the scene of action, but avay
fromt, crouching low asif he expected blagter fire. And there wasthat in his attitude which drew me
after him. A moment later Harkon closed in from the left, hisblack suit congpicuous herein the open.



Then came another dark figure—Griss. They were running, dodging, their empty hands held alittle before
them in an odd fashion, with the fingers arched, resembling the claws of the robo till engaged in sensdess
destruction near the ship. And they did not look right or left, but directly before them, asif their goa was
inplangght.

Watching them, | knew arise of old fear. It could be that they were again under the command of those
aienswho had taken over their bodies. And it might be better now for al of uswerel to usethe sde
wash of my laser to knock them ouit.

| was beginning to am when Griss shot forward in aspring, launching himsdf into the mouth of the cavern
wherethe jack camp was. By that leap he barely avoided a burst of greenish light. Another of those
bursts flowered where Harkon had half-crouched as he ran—but the pilot was no longer there. His
reactions were quicker than human. It was amost asif he sensed danger and his fear brought about
instant teleportation. Yet | saw him only alittle beyond where that green bubble had burst.

That the diensmust bein therewas plain. | did not have the same agility which the three ahead of me
possessed; yet | followed. What a meeting between the three and their dien enemies would bring about,
no one could tell. It might well be that confronting them would reduce our men to puppets. If that were
so—well, | held alaser and knew what to do.

But, try my best, | could not keep up with the three. | did see them by the plasta-bubble. The piles of
loot had been much reduced since | had last seen them—there was not enough | ft to provide much
cover. But the three were not trying for any conceal ment now. Instead they had drawn together, Harkon
in the center, my two shipmates flanking him. Were they under control? 1 could not tell and, until | was
certain, | must not venture too close. | lurked in the shadows by the entrance, berating myself for my own
indecison.

Those whom the three sought were there, back in the greater gloom under the overhang of the balcony
where | had once been trapped by him who wore Grisss body. Lidj, Harkon, Griss—yet they were not
the men | knew. Those were the three gpparent aliens advancing toward them. There were others there
a s, those with whom | had begun that scouting patrol, the men from the Lydis and the Petrol.

They were ranged againgt thewall, standing very ill, staring straight ahead, no sign of emotion On their
st faces. Therewas arobo-like quality to their waiting. Nor were they aone. Other men, jacks
probably, were drawn up flanking them. All were armed, blastersready in their hands, asif their alien
leaders had nothing to fear from any revolt on their part.

Y et they did not aim at the three advancing. Slowly that advance fadtered. The black-clad dien bodies
came to a stop. Wesaring the protect cap, | received only afaint backwash of the struggle in progress.
But that the aliens were striving for control over their bodieswas plain.

Of thethree, Grisswasthe firgt to turn about and face outward, his expression now as blank as those of
the men under aien domination. Then Harkon—and Lidj. With the same uniformity with which they had
entered the cavern, they began to march out, and behind them the rest of the controlled company
followed.

Perhaps the diens thought to use them as a screen, away of reaching us. But if they did so, they were not
of the type who lead their own armies, for they themsalves did not stir away from thewall.

Had | waited too long? Could | use the laser with the necessary accuracy the Patrolmen had shown?In
any case even degth, | believed, would be more welcome to those | saw under control than the life to
which these others had condemned them.



| Sighted over the heads of the three at the fore and fired.

The crackle of the rel eased energy was twice as spectacular here. Or else | had not judged well and set
the discharge too high. But those over whose headsiit passed cried out, loosed their weapons, staggered,
and went down. The three at the van marched on astep or two, and | thought | must have failed to
knock them out, save that their strength did not hold for long and they wilted, going to their knees, then
lying prone. Y et their outstretched hands scrabbled on the floor asif they still sought to drag their bodies
on.

At the same time that backwash of compulsion | had felt, even when wearing the cap, strengthened. The
enemy did not have to seek me out! They knew where | was aswell asif | stood in the open shouting for
their attention. But it was by my will alonethat | came out of cover, walking through the prone ranks of
their stricken attack force to face them.

Their arrogance, their supreme confidence in themsalves and their powers, was not betrayed in any
expression on the three faceswhich | knew well but which now wore avell of strangeness, asif the
Terran features formed amask for the unknown. No, their belief in themsalves and their powerswas an
amog tangible auraabout them.

Stll | did not surrender asthey willed meto. Or perhaps they were striving to launch me, asthey had
those others, as aweapon for the undoing of my own kind. Instead | walked steedily ahead.

They had depended so much on nonphysica power that they were late in raising material wegpons. |
fired firgt, another blast of that shocking energy, aming above their heads, though | longed to center it on
them. But | thought that must only be done as alast resort; those bodies must not be destroyed.

The energy crackled, died. | realized uneasily that | had now exhausted the laser charge. They was
another cartridge in my supply belt, but whether | would have time to recharge—

| had never believed my reaction or my senses more acute than those of most other men. But, dmost
without thinking, | made a swift legp to theleft. Yet | did not wholly escape the menace which had crept
on me from behind. An arm flung out haf-tripped me. | stlaggered, keeping my baance only by happy
chance. And | saw that Griss had crawled on hands and knees to attack. But whatever small spark of
strength had supported him now failed. He collgpsed again, face down—though the length of hisaien
body twitched and shuddered, asif muscles fought will, will flesh and bonein return.

So | edged backward at an angle to give me vision of both the three by the wall and those they
possessed. There was awrithing among the latter, asif they fought to get to their feet yet could not
summon strength enough. Asfar as| could see, those who believed themselves masters had not changed
position, save that they no longer raised their hands with the round objects | suspected were weapons.
Instead those arms hung limply by their sdes.

Then he who wore Lidj's body toppled forward, crashing to the hard stone of the floor, making not the
least attempt to save himself. And the other two followed. Asthey did so, that tortured movement among
their daveswas stilled. | could have been standing among dead.

"Vorlund!" Foss and Borton both shouted my name so that it sounded as a single word.

| looked around to see them at the cavern entrance. And | believe they, too, thought | had fought afatal
battle. For Borton hurried forward, went down on one knee beside the inert form of Harkon, then,
having laid hand on the shoulder benegth that black covering, looked to the three by the far wall.

"Whet did you do?"



"Used laser shock.” | holstered the wegpon | still held.
Fosswasbeside Lidj. "Dead?' he asked, but he did not look at me.
“No."

They went on to the three by the wall, stopped to turn those over so they lay on their backs. Their eyes
were open, but there was no hint of consciousness. It was asif the essence of the alien personalities had
withdrawn—or else—

| had goneto look at them, too. Now | wondered. Could that shock have brought about a switchover? If
so—or in any case—we should have both sets of men under guard before they returned to
consciousness. | said so.

"He'sright." Borton, rather than Foss, backed my suggestion. He produced atangler, used it with
efficiency. First he bound the three by the wall, then he attended to those in the dien bodies, putting al
the others of that band under restraint as well for good measure. In addition the three dienswere given
gtiff injections to keep them unconscious—or so we hoped.

We were masters now of the jack headquarters, though we put out sentries and did not accept our
victory astota. There wastoo good a chance of others till occupying the ship or the burrows. And the
whole nature of this Site was such asto make aman very wary of his surroundings, only too ready to hear
strange noises, start at shadows, and the like.

We made use of the bubble in the cavern as a prison, stowing there our blacked-out prisoners. Borton
used the jacks com to summon the rest of his men from the outer valey. The energy which sustain pills,
and E rations had given uswas ebbing. Thistimewe did not try to bolster it. Rather we took turns
deeping, eating rations we found in the camp.

There was evidence that the jacks had been here for sometime. Signs, too, by deep flare burnsleft on
the valey floor, that there had been more than one ship landing and take-off over aperiod of perhapsa
year, or longer, planet time. But after deep-gas globes had made the ship ours, we discovered very little
more of the setup which had been made to market the loot or otherwise do business off-world—there
were only faint cluesfor the Patrol to follow up!

Our prisonersdid not revive quickly and Thanel wasloath to use medica meansto induce consciousness.
Too little was known of the stresses to which they had recently been subjected. In al there were some
twenty jacks, and the men of our own party which had been taken—including Hunold. And our only safe
control on the dien three was to make sure they could not use their esper powers.

Thaned ordered these three, plustheir dien bodies, to be put in a separate division of the tent. There he
spent most of hiswaking time keeping them under observation. They ill breathed, dl six of them. And
the detect showed alife sgnal whenever he used it onthem. Y et the vital processes were very dow, akin
to the state of onein stass-freeze. And how this state could be broken, he admitted he did not know.
After a certain time had passed he even experimented by taking off his protect cap (having first stationed
aguard to watch him and movein at the first hint he might be taken over) and trying to reach them via
esper means—with no result.

| had fallen adeep. And | did not know how long it was before | was shaken awake again. Fosswasthe
one who had so abruptly roused me.

"Thand wantsyou," he said tersdly.



| crawled out of the pheno-bag | had found in the camp. Foss was dready heading into the open where
the darkness of night had largely concedled the standing ship.

But it was not the chill of the night wind probing now and then into the cavern which set me shivering as|
watched him go. | have known lonelinessin my life. Perhaps the worst waswhen | redlized on Yiktor that
| might never return to my human body, thet it was possible I might be entrapped for yearsin anima
form. Then | had literdly gone mad, striking out into the wilderness, dlowing the remnant of beast in me
to take over from the human which had been transplanted. | had run, | had killed, | had skulked, | had—
Today | cannot remember al that happened to me, nor do | wish to. That was loneliness.

And this—thiswaslondiness of another type. For in that moment when Captain Fosswaked away |
saw the wall which was between us. Had the building of that wall been of my doing? Perhaps, though
looking back, | could not deny that given the same choices | would have done no differently. Yes, | was
no longer of the Lydis. I could ship out on her, do my duty well, maybe better than | had ayear ago. But
for me she was no longer the sole home a Free Trader must have.

What had happened? | wasaslost as| had been when running four-footed acrossthe fields of Yiktor. If
| was not Krip Vorlund, Free Trader born, who wanted nothing more than a berth on the Lydis, then
who was |? Not Maguad—I felt no closer kinship with the Thassathan | did with the crew; even less.

| wasdone! And | shuddered away from that redlization, getting to my feet, hurrying to obey Thand's
summons, hoping to find forgetfulnessin thistask, if only for ashort time.

The medic waswaiting for me as| cameinto that inner section where the six bodies till lay on thefloor,
looking just asthey had when | had helped to bring them in. But Thand had the appearance of aman
who had not had any rest. And to my surprise he was not aone.

Lukas, whom | had last seen lying in tangle cords, stood beside him. It was he who spokefirst.

"Krip, you are the only one of uswho has been through body switch. The Thassado it regularly, do they
not?'

"l don't know about doing it regularly. Anyone who wishesto train asaMoon Singer doesit. But there
are only alimited number of Moon Singers. And so it may not be well known to the others. They have
their failures, too." My own present body was witnessto that, if one was needed.

"The question is, how do they do it?' Thanel came directly to the point. "Y ou have been through it and
witnessed it done for that maelen of yours. Do they use some machine, drug, type of hypnotism—what?*

"They sing." | told him the truth.
"Sng!"

"That'swhat they call it. And they do it best when the moon thereis three-ringed, a phenomenon which
only occurs at long intervals. It can be done at other times, but then it needs the combined power of quite
afew Singers. And the expenditure of their energy issuch that it isonly tried when thereis great need.
The rings were fading when Maeglen was transferred to V orss body—so there had to be more
Sngers—"

"Maelen was aMoon Singer, isone" Lukas said thoughtfully.
"Her powers were curtailed by the Old Ones when she was sent into exile,” | reminded him.

"All of them? Thefact remainsthat we have body transfer here and the only other cases known are on



Yiktor. It might be possible to |oad these'—he indicated the degpers—'nto a ship and take them there.
But there is no guarantee that your Thassawould or could make the exchange. But Madlen is here—and
if sheknowswhat can be done—"

He must have seen my face then, understood to the full my reaction to what he was proposing.

"Sheisnot ananima!" | seized upon the first argument he might be tempted to use. But how could |
make him understand, he who had never seen Maglen the Moon Singer in her proper form, only asthe
small, furred creature who shared my cabin, whom he rated aslower than any wearing human guise—a
thing expendable for the crew's good.

"Who said shewas?' Thand might be trying to soothe me, but | waswary. "We are merely pointing out
that we do have on this planet, here and now, abeing—a person who isfamiliar with our problem, who
should be gpproached in the hope that we have asolution to it here, not half the galaxy away."

But the very reasonableness of hisargument made it worse. | flung the truth at them.

"Y ou take her out of stass-freeze and shedies! Y ou"—I centered on Thand—"saw her condition,
worked to get her into stass. How long do you think she might have if you revived her?'

"There are new techniques." Hislow voice contrasted with the rising fury of my demands. "I can, | think,
promisethat | can retard any physica changes, evenif her mindisfreed.”

"You 'think." | seized directly on that qualifying phrase. "But you cannot be sure, can you?' | pressed and
he was frank enough to admit the truth with ashake of his head.

"Then| say 'no"! She must have her chance.”

"And how are you going to giveit to her? On Yiktor? What will they do for her there, even if you can get
her so far? Do they have areserve of bodies?’

Chapter Eighteen
MAELEN

It istrue that sometimes we can remember (though that memory isasthin asthe early-morning mist) a
way of lifewhich islarger than ours, into which dreams or the desire to escape may lead us. Wheredid |
roam during that time | was apart from my broken body? For it was not the nothingness of deep deep
which had held me. No, | had done things and looked upon strange sights, and | came back to the pain
which waslife, carrying with me an urgency that would spur meto someaction | did not yet understand.

Returning, | did not see with the eyes of the body which held me now so poorly. Perhaps those eyes no
longer had the power of sight. Rather did Krip's thought reach mine, and | knew he had brought about
my awakening, and only in dire need.

That need worked upon me as a debt-sending, so that | knew it was one which | must answer. Tied' are
we awaysto right our debts so the Scales of Molaster stand even!

Only with that summons came such pain of body as blotted out for abreath, or four, or six, my ability to
answer. | broke contact that | might use my strength to cut off the communication ways between my
body and my mind. | did this quickly, so that pain was lulled to a point whereit could be endured,
remaining asonly afar-off wretched wailing of awind which had naught to do with me.



So armored, | sought Krip once more.
"What would you?"
"—bhody—change—"

| could not understand clearly. Body change? In me memory gtirred. Body change! | wasin adamaged
body, one for which there was no future. A new body? How long had | existed in that other place? Time
was aways relative. Was | now back on Yiktor, with anew body awaiting me? Had as much time as
that passed in the real world? For now it gppeared that | was no longer closdly tied to Krip'sworld,
though that had once been the one | aso knew best.

"Body changefor whom?"

"Maelen!" Even stronger histhought-send. Asif he were trying to awaken some deeper with a shout of
alarm, as does the horn man on the walls of fort keeps, where death by sword can creep out of the night
unless akeen-eyed sentry seesit to give warning.

"l am here—" It would seem he had not heard my earlier answer. "What would you have of me?'
"This—" Histhought became clear and he told me how it was with those of the Lydis and their dlies.

Part of that tale was new. And, ashismenta pictures built in my mind, my own remembrance sharpened.
So | wasdrawn yet farther from the clouding mistswhere lately | had had my being.

Body exchange—three humansfor three diens. But—there had been afourth aien. A fourth! Sharply
clear in my mind she suddenly stood, her hair falling about her shoulders as adark fire cloak, and on her
head—NO!

My mind-touch broke ingtinctively. In her crown lay the danger, an ever-present danger. But shewas
there—waiting—ever waiting. She could not take over any of the others, even suck their lifeforce, snce
they were male—she must have one of her own sex in order to exchange. That wasit! She had called me
(clear was my memory now). Y et while | kept apart she could not control me, force the exchange as her
kin had—force the exchange? No, that had not been her desire as| had read it last—she had wanted my
life force—not my body.

"Madlen?' Krip was sendtive to my preoccupation with the woman, though he may not have known my
reason. "Maelen, are you with me? Maglen!" His cal was stark now with fear.

" am here. What do you want?"'
"Y ou changed me. Can you tell us how to exchange these?!

"Am | till aMoon Singer?' | demanded bitterly. Thiswas no proper debt, for | could not supply
payment. "Is Sotrath above our heads wearing Three Rings? Whereis my want? And can animal lips,
throat, bring forth the Great Songs? | am of no useto you, Krip Vorlund. Those upon whom you must
cdl sand tal on Yiktor."

"Which meanswell beyond our reach. But listen, Maglen—" He began with the haste of onewho hasa
message of importance, and then his thought wavered. But | caught what he would say. Perhaps| had
known my fate from the beginning, in spite of dl his effortsto save me fromiit.

"If you would say that thisbody | now wear so badly will not continue long to hold me—that | have
aready guessed. Have you any answer for me, sncel have given onewhich isno help to you?!



" She—the woman of the cat crown—sheisabody!”

Oncemore | drew upon my power, probed behind hiswords seeking her insidious prompting, the setting
of that thought in his mind. So that was to be the method of her attack? She would use Krip to reach me
with temptation. For it isvery true that living crestures, offered achoice of life or the unknown ways of
death, will turn to life. And in the past | think that those with whom she had had dealings were much
lesser in power, so that she had grown very confident, arrogant, in her reckoning.

But I could not discover any such prompting in hismind. And | was sure he could not have concesled
that from me; | knew him too well and too deeply. There was nothing there but concern and sorrow
lacing around his menta image of Maeglen as he had seen me on Y iktor when | had been so sure of
myself and the powers | hed.

Knowing that thiswas not an implanted ides, | began to consider it. | could surrender to the mist and
darkness, rel ease the anchorage which held mein hisbody which could not be repaired in spite of all
their science. We of Molaster's people do not fear to take the White Road, knowing that thislifeisonly
the first sumbling step on along way leading to wonders we cannot know here and now.

Yet it isaso truethat we know when the time comes for such release, and | had not received such a
message. | nstead there was that pattern of which | was a part and which was unfinished—of which | had
been shown aglimpse. If | choseto go now out of pain, or timidity, it was not right. And so my time was
not yet. But | could not remain in this body, and there was only one other—that of her who waited. For it
| would haveto fight, and it would befair battle, my strength againgt hers; afairer war, | believed, than
she had ever fought before.

If I had had but one of the Old Ones by my side my fear would not have been so great. But thiswas my
battle only. Had the whole rank of them stood behind me at thistime | could have asked no aid from
them. But where was my wand; who would sing? Suppose | entered into that waiting aien and found
mysdlf a hdpless tenant—

"Maden." Krip'scal was tentative now, dmost asif he only wanted to know if | could still be reached.
"Take meto the woman. Do not try to contact me again until we are there. | must conserve my strength.”

Sing?| could not sing. We were not under a three-ringed moon whose glory could enhance my power. |
had no one of the Thassato stand with me. No one of the Thassa—Krip? But he was only outwardly
Thassa. Y et—and now | began to consider the problem with objective concentration, asif thisaction did
not affect me at dl but dedt with otherswith whom | had no emotiond involvemen.

Exchange needed alinkage of power. Oncel fronted the dien it would be my battle, but to bring her to
bay | might lawfully cal upon aid. There had been that dead man—or seemingly dead man—uwho had
broadcast to keep the crew of the Lydis and the Patrolmen under control. He, or the will behind him,’
had made use not of the traditiona tools of the Thassa, but of mechanica means. What one could do,
could not another do also?

For long ages the Thassa have shunned the aid of machines, just aswe long ago went forth from cities,
put aside possessions. | knew not the way of machines. However, to say in any crisis "because | do not
know thisthing, it will not aid me" isto close the mind. And neither have the Thassa been given to such
narrowness. Even though we withdrew from the siream of life wherein swim the plainsmen and these star
travelers, we do not stagnate.

So—amachineto aid. And amachine of"the Lydis or the Patrol that was on my side, not that of her who
watched and waited. Also—she had not seen mein body. Let me be brought before her. Shock had



vaue. And if my mind was seemingly lulled—could she s0. be pushed off balance, made more receptive
to counterattack?

Having made my plans, | spoketo Krip again, letting him know my decison, what | would need, then as
swiftly retreating once moreinto my safe-keeping silence, while | waited, storing up what energy | could
summon. Also | must prepare for this new technique—no want, no songs. | would instead have to funnel
what power | had through a machine. But behind me would be Krip and upon him | could depend, that |
knew.

Though | had shut off contact with Krip, | became aware now of mind-send. That did not come boldly
and openly, but wasrather like the barsk, wily, untamed, prowling at the gate of aholding, scenting the
unessy herd within, working to find the best way of breaching the barrier between it and itsvictims.

| wanted to explore that skulking identity, but the need in my own plan for surprise kept me back. How
great an adept did | now face? | am asalittle child compared to some of our Old Ones. Would | now
discover that the same held true here? | could only wait for the final confrontation, and hope the machine
would ad.

Though | was not aware of any change in my own surroundings, | guessed, from the increased pressure
from that would-be invading mind, that | must be approaching itslair. To hold barriers on two levels of
consciousnessisvery difficult. As| dlowed that invader to edge into my—as one might term it—outer
mind, | had to stage that intrusion with more care than | had ever before taken in my life. For the enemy
must believe that she was succeeding in her take-over—that there were no depths beneath which |
marshaled forces, prepared a counterattack.

Perhaps | reached heights that day—or night— which | had not known were possible, even for aMoor
Singer. But if | did, | was not aware of my fesat. | wasintent only on holding the ddlicate balance, lulling
my enemy, being ready when the moment came.

There was a sudden cessation of that cautiousinvasion. Not awithdrawal, but further exploration had
halted. Though | could see only with themind'seye, | saw her! Shewastherein every detail, even as
Krip had showed her to me, as she had been in my dream.

That had been blurred, filtered asit had been through his reaction to her. Thiswas as sharp and clear as
the Stones of Y olor Plain where they liein the crud moonlight of Yiktor's midwinter. Only shedid not
half recline on acouch as Krip had described. Rather in this place she sat enthroned, her cloak of hair
flung back to bare her body, her head alittle forward asif she wished to meet me eyeto eye. And the
writhing catss heads of her diadem were not in play, but al erect on their thread-thin supports, their eyes
turned a so upon me—watching—waiting—Diadem! | had had my wand, through which to center my
power, when | had sung the small spells and the degp ones. Even the Old Ones possessed their saffsto
focus and hold the forces they controlled. Her diadem served her so.

Perhaps | erred then in revealing my sudden enlightenment. | saw her eyes narrow. The hint of acrudl
twist of smile about her lips vanished. And the cats heads—a quiver ran dong their filaments, aripple
such asapassing wind bringsto afied of grain. "Magl en—ready!"

Krip broke through the shield | did not try to hold againgt him. | saw the cats heads twigt, turn, whirl into
awild dance. But | turned from them to join Krip's guiding thought.

By some miracle of Molagter's sending, | could follow that mind-directive. | "saw" the machine before
me. Its shape, its nature—were of no interest to me, only how it wasto act as my want, my own diadem.
Toit Kripmust link me, sinceit was of his heritage and not of mine.



Link and hold—did he understand? He must, for the mental image of the machine was now clear and
solid. | directed power toit.

Recoil—afrenzied recoil from that other—rooted in fear!

Even as she withdrew, so did my will and purpose flood behind her. Though | did not quite reach my
god. She steadied, stood firm. The diadem braced her—

Between me and my menta image of the box the cats heads danced awild measure. To look beyond
those, focus on the box was dmost too much for me. And pain—pain was beginning to gnaw once more.

| could not hold the blocks | had set up in that broken body, evade the spell of the cats heads,
concentrate upon the amplifie—not al at once!

Strength feeding me—that was Krip. He could not sing where there was no true Thassato guide him. He
could only support my link with the box. And then—more—small, but holding steedy. | did not know
from whence that came (Molaster's gift?)—I wasonly glad | had it.

She had driven me back alittle from the advance point | had reached. But | was still ahead of where |
had begun. Look not on the cats. The amplifie—usethat! Feed it with aflow of will—feed it!

A broken image—that was aflash of physcd sght. Blot it out! See only what iswithin, not out—this
battle lieswithin! 1 knew now that the ending must come quickly or ese | waslost. Once more—the
amplifier, cal al my resources—Strikel

| broke through someintangible defense, but | allowed mysdf no feding of triumph. Successin one
engagement does not mean battle won. What did face me now? Almost | recoiled in turn. | had thought
that what | fought was a personality, one as well-defined as | saw mysaf—me—Maelen of the Thassa,
But thiswas only will; aviciouswill, yes, and adark need for domination, but still only ahusk of evil left
to go on running—a machine abandoned by its onetime owner, left to "live" through the mists of
unnumbered years. There was no inner self wearing the diadem, just the dregs of the will and forgotten
purpose. So when | broke through the shell maintained by those, | found an emptiness| did not expect.
Into that space | flowed, making it my own, then barricading it against the remnant of that other.

That remnant, robo-like, was far from being vanquished. Perhaps the many yearsit had beenin
command had developed it asaform of quasi-life. And it turned on me with viciousforce.

The catsl Suddenly | could see nothing but the cats, their narrow heads, their ditted eyes, crowding in
upon me! They began awhirling dance around and around—the cats | They were the focus through
which thisthing could act!

Dimly, beyond their attempt to wall me away from the world, | could see. Not with the menta sight, no,
but truly. Forms, though | found them hard to focus upon, were there. Then | knew that | was not looking
through the eyes which Vors had long ago given me. | wasin another body. And | realized what body
that was!

The pressure on me, the waves of enmity which, were as physical blows againgt cringing flesh—those
camefrom the cats. | wasin abody, abody which had arms—hands—I concentrated my will. And all
the way that other haf-presence fought me. | did not fed asif | were actualy moving; | could only will it
0.

Were those hands a my head now? Had the fingers tightened around the edge of the cat diadem? | set
my menta contral to lifting the crown, hurling it from me—



The cats heads vanished. My vision, which had been blurred, was now vividly clear. | knew that | had a
body, thet | was living, breathing, with no more pain. Also—that other presence was gone asif it had
been hurled away with the crown.

They stood before me, Krip, Captain Foss, strangersin Patrol uniforms. There were others on the floor,
encased in tangler cords: Lidj, Griss, the Patrol pilot —and three alien bodies.

Krip cameto me, caught my two hands, looked down into my new eyes. What he read there must have
told him the truth, for there was such alighting in hisface as puzzled me. | had not seen that expresson
before.

"You didit! Madlen, Moon Singer—you have doneit!"

"Somuchistrue." I heard my new voice, husky, strange. And | looked down upon this new casing for
my spirit. It was agood body, well made, though the flow of dark hair was not Thassa

Krip gtill held my hands asif he dared not let them go lest | dip away. But now Captain Foss was beside
him, staring at me with the same intengity Krip had shown.

"Maden?' He made aquestion of my name asif he could not believe that this had happened.

"What proof do you wish, captain!” My spirit was soaring high. | had not felt thisway,snce | had donned
fur and claws back on Yiktor.

But one of the Patrolmen cut short our small reunion. "What about it? Can you do the same for them?”
He gestured to the men in bonds.

"Not now!" Krip flung a him. "She has just won one bettle. Give her time—"
"Wait—" | dilled hisbristling defense of me. "Give me but alittle timeto learn the ways of this body."

| closed off my physical senses, even as| had learned to do as a Singer, sent my inner questing here and
there. It was like exploring the empty rooms of along-deserted citadd. That which had partially animated
thisfortress had occupied but little of it. My journey was a spreading out, aredization that | had new
toolsready for my hands, some asyet unknown to me. But there would be timeto explore fully later.
Now | wished most to know how | who was Maglen would make best use of what | had.

"Maden!" That cal drew me back. | felt once more the warmth of Krip's grasp, the anxiety in hisvoice.

"l anhere," | assured him. "Now—" | took full command of thisnew body. At first it moved giffly, asif
it had been for long without proper controls. But with Krip'said | stood, | moved to thosewho lay in
bonds, aien flanking Terran. And their flesh was like trangparent envel opesto my sight. | knew each as
heredly was.

Asit had been with the woman into which | had gone, those which now occupied the Terran bodies were
not true personalities, but only motivating forces. It was strange—by the Word of Molaster, how strange
it was! | could not have faced those who had originaly dwelled therein. | doubt if even the Old Ones
could have done so. Whatever, whoever those degpers had been, that had once been greet, infinitely
more o than the men whom only the pale remnant of their forces had taken over.

Because | knew them for what they were | was able to break them, expd them from the bodies they had
golen. Krip, still hand-linked with me, backed me with his strength. And, once those aiens had been
expelled, to return the rightful ownersto their bodies was|ess difficult. The Terran bodies ftirred, their
eyes opened sane and knowing. | turned to Captain Foss.



"These wore crowns, and the crowns must be destroyed. They serve as conductors for the forces.”

"So!" Krip dropped my hand and strode across the chamber. He stamped upon some object lying there,
ground his magnetic-soled space boots back and forth asif he would reduce what he trampled to

powder.

In my mind came athin, far-off wailing, asif somewhereliving things were being doneto death. | shivered
but | did not raise hand to stop him from that vengeful attack upon the link between the evil will and the
body | had won.

It was agood body, as| had known when first | looked uponit. And | found in the outer part of the
chamber the meansto clotheit. The clothing was different from my Thassawear, being a short tunic held
in by abroad, gemmed belt, and foot coverings which molded themsalves to the limbs they covered.

My hair was too heavy and long and | did not have the pins and catchesto keep it in place
Thassa-fashion. So | plaited it into braids.

| wondered who she had been once, that woman so carefully preserved outwardly. Her name, her age,
even her race or species, | might never know. But she had beauty, and | know she had power—though it
differed from that of the Thassa. Queen, priestess-whatever— She had gone away long since, leaving
only that resdue to maintain asemi-life. Perhgpsit wasthe evil in her which had been Ieft behind. | would
liketo believe so. | wanted to think she was not dtogether what that shadow | had battled suggested.

But the exile of that part, and of that which had animated the three male aliens, opened avast treasure
house. Such discoveries as were disclosed will be the subject for inquiry, speculation, exploration for
yearsto come. Asthe jack operation (S0 swiftly taken over by the diens) had been illegd by space law,’
those of the Lydis were alowed to file First Claim on the burrows. Which meant that each and every
member of the crew became master of his own fate, wealthy enough to direct hislife as he wished.

"Y ou spoke more than once of treasure.” | had returned to the chamber of the onein whose body | now
dwelt to gather together her possessions (the company having agreed that these were freely mine), and
Krip had come with me. "Treasure which could be many things. And you said thet to you it wasaship. Is
thisdill 07!

He sat on one of the chests, watching me sort through the contents of another. | had found alength of
rippling blue-green stuff unlike any fabric | had ever seen, cat masks patterned on it in gold. Now they
had no uneasefor me.

"What isyour treasure, Maglen?' He countered with aquestion of hisown. "This?' He gestured a what
lay within that chamber.

"Muchisbeautiful; it delightsthe eye, thetouch.” | smoothed the fabric and folded it again. "But it isnot
my treasure. Treasure is adream which one reaches out to take, by the Will of Molgter. Yiktor isvery far
away. What one may wish for on Yiktor—" What had | wished for on Yiktor? | did not have to search
far in memory for that. My little ones (though | could not cal them "mine" now, for | had sent them to
their own liveslong since). But—with little ones of their kind—a ship— Y iktor did not cal me strongly
now; | had voyaged too far, not only in space but somehow in spirit. Someday | wanted to go there
again. Yes. | wanted to seethe Three Rings of Sotrath blaze in her night sky, walk among the Thassa, but
not yet. There remained the little ones—

"Y our dream is dill aship with animals—to voyage the starswith your little people, showing others how
close the bond between man and anima may truly become,” Krip said for me. "Once| told you that you
could not find treasure enough to pay for such adream. | waswrong. Hereif is, many timesover.”



"Yet | cannot buy such aship, go star voyaging done.” | turned to look full at him. "Y ou said that your
dream of treasure was also a ship. And that you can now have—"

Hewas Thassaand yet not Thassa. Even as| searched hisface | could see behind Maguad's features
that ghost with brown skin, dark hair, the ghost of the young man | had first met &t the Greet Fair of
Yrjar.

"Y ou do not want to return to Yiktor?' Again he did not answer me directly.
"Not at present. Yiktor isfar away, born in space and time—very far."

| do not know, or did not know, what he read in my voice which led him to rise, come to me, his hands
reaching out to draw meto him.

"Maelen, | amnot as| oncewas. | find that | am now in exile among those of my own kind. That | would
not believe until here on Sekhmet it was proved. Only one now can clam my full dlegiance."

"Two exilesmay find acommon life, Krip. And there are sars—a ship can seek them out. | think that
our dreamsflow together."

Hisanswer thistime camein action, and | found it very good. So did we two who had walked strange
ways choose to wak anew one side by side, and | thanked Molaster in my heart for His great goodness.

Chapter Nineteen
KRIP VORLUND

When | looked upon her who had come to me, who trusted in me (even when | had called her back to
what might have been painful desth, because | believed that a small chance waited for her) then | knew
that thiswasthe way of life for us both.

"Not exile," | told her. "It is not exile when one comes home!™

Homeisnot aship after dl, nor aplanet, nor atraveling wain crossing the plains of Yiktor. Itisafeding
which, once learned, can never be forgotten. We two are apart, exiled perhaps, from those who once
were our kind. But before usliedl the stars, and within us—home! And so it will bewith usaslong as
lifeshdl lagt.



