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Chapter One
It was |like any other caravansary at a space port, not providing quarters
for a Veep or sone off-planet functionary, but not for a belt as sparsely
packed with credits as mne was at that noment either. My fingers twtched

and | got a cold chill in ny mddle every tine ny thoughts strayed to how
flat that belt was at present. But there is such a thing as face, or
prestige, whatever name you want to give it, and that | rnust have now or

fail completely. And ny aching feet, ny depressed spirits told me that | was
already at the point where one surrendered hope and waited for the
inevitable blowto fall. That blow could only fell ne in one direction.
would 1lose what | had played the biggest ganble of ny life to win--a ship
now sitting on its tail fins in a field | could have sighted fromthis hotel
had | been a Veep and able to afford one of the crown tower roons wth
actual wi ndows. One nmay be able to buy a ship but thereafter it sits eating
up nore and nore credits in ground fees, field service--nore costs than ny
i nnocence would have believed possible a planet nonth earlier. And one
cannot lift off world until he has a qualified pilot at the controls, the
which | was not, and the which | had not been able to |ocate.

It had all sounded so easy in the beginning. My thinking had certainly been
cl ouded when | had plunged into this. No--been plunged! Now | centered ny
gaze on the door which was the entrance to what | could tenporarily cal
"home," and | had very unkind thoughts, approaching the dire, about the
partner waiting ne behind it.

The past year had certainly not been one to soothe nmy nerves, or lead nme to
believe that providence sniled sweetly at ne. It had begun as usual. |
Murdoc Jern, had been going about my business in the way any roving gem
buyer's apprentice would. Not that our lives, mne and ny master Vondar
Ustl e's, had been without exciting incident. But on Tanth, in the spin of a
di abol i cal

"sacred" arrow, everything had broken apart as if a | aser ray had been used
to sever ne not only from Vondar but from any peace of nind or body.

When the sacrifice arrow of the green-robed priests had swng to a stop
between Vondar and nme, we had not feared; off-worlders were not neat to
satisfy their denonic master. Only we had been junped by the tavern crowd,
probably only too glad to see a choice which had not included one of them
Vondar had died froma knife thrust and | had been hunted down the byways of
that dark city, to claim sanctuary in the hold of another of their grisly
godlings. Fromthere | had, | thought, paid nmy way for escape on a Free
Trader. But | had only taken a w de stride froma stinking norass into a
bush fire--since ny rise into space had started ne on a series of adventures
so wld that, had another recited themto me, | would have thought themthe
product of fash-snoke breathing, or sonething he had heard froma story
tape. Suffice it that | was set adrift in space itself, along with a



conpani on whose entrance into ny time and space was as weird as his | ooks.
He was born rightly enough, in the proper nmanner, out of a ship's cat. Only
his father was a black stone, or at |east several nmen trained to observe the
unusual would state that. Eet and | had been drawn by the zero stone--the
zero stone! One might well termthat the seed of all disorder

| had seen it first inny father's hands--dull, lifeless, set in a great
ring meant to be worn over the bulk of a space glove. It had been found on
the body of an alien on an unknown asteroid. And how long dead its suited
owner was mght be anyone's guess--up to and including a mllion years on
the average planet. That it had a secret, ny father knew, and its
fascination held him In fact, he died to keep it as a threatening heritage
for me. It was the zero stone on ny own gl oved hand which had drawn ne, and
Eet, through enpty space to a drifting derelict which mght or m ght not
have been the very ship its dead owner had once known. And fromthat a
lifeboat had taken us to a world of forest and ruins, where, to keep our
secret and our lives, we had fought both the Thieves' Guiild (which ny father
must have defied, though he had once been a respected nmenber of its upper
circles) and the Patrol. Eet had found one cache of the zero stones. By
chance we both stunbled on another. And that one was weird enough to nmake a
man remenber it for the rest of his days, for it had been carefully laid up
in a tenporary tonb, shared by the bodies of nore than one species of alien
as if intended to pay their passage hone to distant and unknown planets of
origin. And we knew part of their secret. Zero stones had the power to boost
any energy they contacted, and they would also home on their fellows,
activating such in turn. But that the planet we had | anded upon by chance
was the source of the stones, Eet denied. W used the caches for bargaining,
not wth the Guild, but wth the Patrol, and we cane out of the deal wth
credits for a ship of our own, plus--very sourly given--clean records and
our freedom to go as we wlled. Qur ship was Eet's suggestion. Eet, a
creature | could crush in ny two hands (sonetinmes | thought that solution
was an excellent one for nme), had an invisible presence which towered higher
than any Veep | had ever nmet. |In part, his feline nother had shaped him
though | sonetimes specul ated as to whether his physical appearance did not
continue to change subtly. He was furred, though his tail carried only a
ridge of that covering down it. But his feet were bare-skinned and his
forepaws were small hands which he could use to purposes which proved them
nmore akin to my palms and fingers than a feline's paws. H s ears were snal
and set close to his head, his body elongated and sinuous. But it was his
m nd, not the body he inforned me had been "made" for him which counted.
Not only was he tel epathic, but the know edge whi ch abode in his nenory, and
whi ch he gave ne in bits and pieces, nmust have rivaled the |lore of the faned
Zacathan libraries, which are crammed with centuries of |earning. Wo--or
what - - Eet was he woul d never say. But that | would ever be free of himagain
| greatly doubted. | could resent his cal mdictatorship, which steered ne

on occasion, but there was a fascination (I sonetimes speculated as to
whet her this was deliberately used to entangle ne, but if it was a trap it
had been very skillfully constructed) which kept nme his partner. He had told

me many tinmes our conpani onship was needful, that | provided one part, he
the other, to nake a greater whole. And | had to admit that it was through
him we had come out of our brush wth Patrol and Guild as well as we
had--with a zero stone still in our possession

For it was Eet's intention, which | could share at nore optimstic times, to
search out the source of the stones. Some small things | had noted on the
unknown planet of the caches made me sure that Eet knew nore about the
unknown civilization or confederation which had first used the stones than
he had told me. And he was right in that the nman who had the secret of their
source could name his own price--always providing he coul d manage to narket
that secret w thout winding up knifed, burned, or disintegrated in sone
nmessy fashion before he could sell it properly.

W had found a ship in a break-down yard maintained by a Salarik who knew



bargai ning as even ny |late master (whom | had heretofore thought unbeatabl e)
did not. | will admit at once that without Eet | would not have |asted ten
pl anet minutes against such skill and would have issued forth owning the
nost battered junk the alien had sitting |opsidedly on rusting fins. But the
Salariki are feline-ancestered, and perhaps Eet's cat nother gave him
special insight into the other's mnd. The result was we energed with a
useful ship. It was old, it had been through changes of registry many tines,
but it was, Eet insisted, sound. And it was snmall enough for the planet
hopping we had in mnd. Also, it was, when Eet finished bargaining, within
the price we could pay, which in the end included its being serviced for
space and nmoved to the port ready for take-off.

But there it had sat through far too many days, lacking a pilot. Eet m ght
have qualified had he inhabited a body humanoid enough to nmaster the
controls. | had never yet come to the end of any branch of know edge in ny
conpani on, who nmight evade a direct answer to be sure, but whose suprene
confidence always led me to believe that he did have the correct one.

It was now a sinple problem W had a ship but no pilot. W were piling up
rental on the field and we could not lift. And we were very close to the end

of that small sumwe had left after we paid for the ship. Such gens as
remained in ny belt were not enough to do nore than pay for a couple nore
days' reckoning at the caravansary, if | could find a buyer. And that was
another worry to tug at ny nind

As Vondar's assistant and apprentice, | had nmet nany of the major gem buyers
on scores of planets. But it was to Ustle that they opened their doors and
gave confidence. Wen | dealt on my own | night find the prospect bleak

unless | drifted into what was so often the downfall of the anbitious, the
fringes of the black market which dealt in stolen gens or those wth dubious
pasts. And there | would conme face to face with the Guild, a prospect which
was enough to warn ne off even nore than a desire to keep ny record cl ean

| had not found a pilot. Resolutely now | pushed nmy worries back into the

i medi ate channel. Deal with one thing at a tine, and that, the one facing
you. W had to have a pilot to lift, and we had to |ift soon, very soon, or
| ose the ship before naking a single venture into space with her

None of the reputable hiring agencies had avail able a nan who woul d be
willing--at our wages--to ship out on what would seem a desperate venture,
the nore so when |I could not offer any voyage bond. This left the rejects,
men black-listed by major lines, witten off agency books for sone m stake
or crime. And to find such a one | nust go down into the Of-port, that part
of the city where even the Patrol and local police went on sufferance and in
couples, where the Quild ruled. To call attention to myself there was asking

for a disagreeable future--kidnaping, mnd scanning, all the other illega
ways of gaining ny know edge. The Guild had a | ong and accurate nenory.

There was a third course. | could throw up everything--turn on ny heel and
wal k away fromthe door | was about to activate by thunb pressure on
personal seal, take a position in one of the gemshops (if | could find

one), forget Eet's wld dream Even throwthe stone in ny belt into the
nearest disposal to renove the last tenptation. In fact, becone as ordinary
and | awabiding a citizen as | coul d.

| was greatly tenmpted. But I was enough of a Jern not to yield. Instead
set thunmb to the door and at the same time beanmed a thought before me in
greeting. As far as | knew, the seals in any caravansary, once set to

i ndi vidual thumbprints, could not be fooled. But there can always be a first
time and the @uiild is notorious for buying up or otherw se acquiring new
nmet hods of achieving results which even the Patrol does not suspect have
been discovered. If we had been traced here, then there just might be a

reception committee waiting beyond. So | tried mnd-touch with Eet for
reassurance. Wiat | got kept nme standing where | was, thunb to doorplate,
bewi | dered, then suspicious. Eet was there. | received enough to be sure of

that. We had been nind-coupled | ong enough for even tenuous |inkage to be
clear to ny poorer human senses. But now Eet was w thdrawn, concentrating



el sewhere. My funmbling attenpts to conmunicate fail ed

Only it was not preoccupation with danger, no warn-off. | pressed ny thunb
down and watched the door roll back into the wall, intent on what |ay
beyond. The roomwas snmall, not the cubby of a freeze-class traveler, but

certainly not the space of a Veep suite. The various fixtures were
wal | -fol ded. And now the roomwas unusually enpty, for apparently Eet had
sent every chair, as well as the table, desk, and bed back into the walls,
| eaving the carpeted fl oor bare, a single bracket |ight going.

A circle of dazzling radiance was cast by that (I noted at once that it had
been set on the highest frequency and a small portion of my mind began
cal cul ating how many mnutes of that overpower would be added to our bill).
Then | saw what was set squarely under it and | was really startl ed.

As was true of all port caravansaries, this one catered to tourists as well
as business travelers. In the lobby was a shop--charging astronom ca
prices--where one could buy a souvenir or at |least a present for one's
future host or sone nenber of the famly. Mst of it was, as always, a
parade of eye-catching I|ocal handicrafts to prove one had been on Theba,
with odds and ends of exotic inports from other planets to attract the
attention of the less sophisticated traveler. There were always in such
shops replicas of the native fauna, in mniature for the nobst part. Sone
were carved as art, others wought in furs or fabrics to create a very cl ose
likeness of the original, often life-size for smaller beasts, birds, or
what -is-its. What sat now in the full beamof the lanmp was a stuffed pookha.
It was native to Theba. | had lingered by a pet shop (intrigued in spite of
my worries) only that norning to watch three live pookhas. And | could well
understand their appeal. They were, even in the stuffed state, luxury itemns
of the first class. This one was not ruch larger than Eet when he drew his
I ong thin body together in a hunched position, but it was of a far different
shape, being chubby and plunp and with the instant appeal to ny species that

all its kind possess. Its plushy fur was, a |ight green-gray with a faint
mottling which gave it the appearance of the watered brocade woven on
Astrudia. |Its fore-paws were bluntly rounded pads, unclawed, though it was

wel |l provided with teeth, which in |live pookhas were used for crushing their
food--rich |eaves. The head was round with no visible ears, but between the
poi nts where ears mght normally be, fromone side of that skull-ball to the
other, there stood erect a broad mane of whisker growh fanning out in fine
di splay. The eyes were very |large and green, of a shade several tints darker
than its fur. It was life-size and very handsone--al so very, very expensive

And how it had conme here | did not have the slightest idea. | would have
moved forward to exanine it nore closely but a sharp crack of thought from
Eet froze me where | stood. It was not a concrete nmessage but a warning not
to interfere. Interfere in what? | |ooked from the stuffed pookha to ny
roommat e. Though | had been through much with Eet and had thought | had
learned not to be surprised at any action of my alien conpanion, he now
succeeded very well in startling ne. He was, as | had seen, hunched on the
floor just beyond the circle of intense light cast by the lanp. And he was
staring as intently at the toy as if he had been watching the advance of
some eneny. Only Eet was no longer entirely Eet. H's slim alnost reptilian
body was not only hunched into a contracted position but actually appeared
to have becone plunper and shorter, aping nobst grotesquely the outward

contours of the pookha. In addition, his dark fur had |I|ightened, held a
greeni sh sheen. Totally bew |ldered, yet fascinated by what was occurring
bef ore ny unbelieving eyes, | watched himturn into a pookha, altering his

linbs, head shape, color, and all the rest. Then he shuffled into the light
and squatted by the toy to face me. Hi s thought rang loudly in ny head.
"Vl | 2"

"You are that one." | pointed a finger, but I could not be sure. To the | ast
rai sed whi sker of crest, the last tuft of soft greenish fur, Eet was twin to
the toy he had copi ed.

"Cl ose your eyes!" Hi s order cane so quickly | obeyed w thout question.



Alittle irritated, | imrediately opened themagain, to confront once nore
two pookhas. | guessed his intent, that | should again choose between them
But to ny closest survey there was no difference between the toy and Eet,
who had settled without any visible signs of life into the sane posture.

put out nmy hand at last and lifted the nearest, to discover | had the nodel
And | felt Eet's satisfaction and anusenent.

"Why?" | demanded

"I amunique." Was there a trace of conplacency in that remark? "So I would
be recogni zed, remarked upon. It is necessary that | assume another guise."
"But how did you do this?"

He sat back on his haunches. | had gone down on nmy knees to see himthe
cl oser, once nore setting the toy beside himand |looking fromone to the
other for sone small difference, though | could see none.

"It is a mtter of mnd." He seemed inpatient. "How little you know. Your
species is shut into a shell of your own contriving, and | see little signs
of your struggling to break out of it." This did not answer ny question very
well. | still refused to accept the fact that Eet, in spite of all he had
been able to do in the past, could think hinself into a pookha.

He caught nmy train of thought easily enough. "Think nyself into a
hal l uci nation of a pookha," he corrected in that superior manner | found

i rking.

"Hal lucination!™ Now that | could believe. | had never seen it done wth
such skill and exactitude, but there were aliens who dealt in such illusions
with great effect and I had heard enough factual tales of such to believe

that it could be done, and that one receptive to such influences and
patterns could be nade to see as they wlled. Was it because | had so Ilong
conpani ed Eet and at times been under his domi nation that | was so deceived

now? O would the illusion he had spun hold for others al so?

"For whom and as long as | wsh," he snapped in reply to ny unasked
guesti on.

"Tactile illusion as well --feel!" He thrust forth a furred forelinb, which
| touched. Under nmy fingers it was little different from the toy, except
that it had Iife and was not just fur laid over stuffing.

"Yes." | sat back on my heels, convinced. Eet was right, as so often he
was--often enough to irritate a less logical being such as 1. In his own

form Eet was strange enough to be noticed, even in a space port, where there
is always a comi ng and going of aliens and unusual pets. He could furnish a

clue to our stay here. | had never underrated the Guild or their spy system
But if they had a reading on Eet, then how nuch nore so they nust have ne
inmprinted on their search tapes! | had been their quarry long before I et

Eet, ever since after ny father's nmurder, when someone nust have guessed
that | had taken fromhis plundered office the zero stone their man had not
found. They had set up the trap which had caught Vondar Ustle but not ne.
And they had |laid another trap on the Free Trader, one which Eet had foiled,
although 1| did not know of it until Jlater. On the planet of ruins they had
actually held ne prisoner wuntil Eet again freed me. So they had had
i nnurerable chances of taping ne for their hounds--a fact which was
frightening to consider.

"You will think vyourself a cover." Eet's calm order cut across ny
uneasi ness.

"I cannot! Remenber, I amof a limted species--" | struck back with the
baf fl ed anger that realization of nmy plight aroused in ne.

"You have only the linmts you yourself set," Eet returned unruffled.
"Perceive--"

He waddl ed on his stunpy pookha legs to the opposite side of the room and
as suddenly flowed back into Eet again, stretching his normal body up
against the wall at such a lengthening as | would not have believed even his
suppl e muscl es and flesh capable of. Wth one of his paw hands he managed to
touch a button and the wall provided us with a mrror surface. In that | saw
nmysel f. | amnot outstanding in any way. My hair is darkish brown, which is



true of billions of nales of Terran stock. | have a face which is wide
across the eyes, narrowi ng sonewhat to the chin, undistinguished for either
good |ooks or downright ugliness. My eyes are green-brown, and ny brows,
bl ack, as are ny lashes. As a merchant who travels space a great deal, | had
had nmy beard permanently eradicated when it first showed. A beard in a space
hel met is unpleasant. And for the same reason | wear ny hair cropped short.
I am of medium height as ny race goes, and | have all the right nunber of
linbs and organs for my own species. | could be anyone--except that the
identification patterns the Guild mght hold on ne could go deeper and be
far nore searching than a gl ance at a passing stranger

Eet flowed back across the roomwi th his usual |iquid novenent, made one of
his effortless springs to nmy shoulder, and settled down in position behind
nmy neck, his head resting on top of mne, his hand-paws flat on either side

of my skull just below ny ears.

"Now " he commanded. "Think of another face--anyone's--"

Wien so ordered | found that | could not--at first. | |ooked into the mrror
and ny reflection was all that was there. | could feel Eet's inpatience and
that made it even nore difficult for me to concentrate. Then that inpatience
faded and | guessed that he was willing it under control

"Thi nk of another." He was | ess demandi ng, nore coaxing. "Cl ose your eyes if
you nust--"

| did, trying to sunmon up some sort of picture in ny mnd--a face which was
not my own. Why | settled for Faskel | could not say, but sonmehow ny foster
brother's unliked countenance swam out of nenory and | concentrated upon it.
It was not clear but | persevered, setting up the long narrow outline--the
nose as | had last seen it, jutting out over a straggle of |lip-grown hair.

Faskel Jern had been ny father's true son, while |I was but one by adoption
Yet it had always seemed that | was Hywel Jern's son in spirit and Faske
the stranger. | put the purplish scar on Faskel's forehead near his
hairline, added the petulant twist of lips which had been his usua
expression when facing me in later vyears, and held to the whole nental
picture with determ nation

"Look!"

hediently | opened nmy eyes to the mrror. And for several startled seconds
| looked at someone. He was certainly not ne--nor was he Faskel as
remenbered him but an odd, al nost distorted conbination of us both. It was

a sight | did not in the least relish. My head was still gripped in the vise
mai ntained by Eet's hold and | could not turn away. But as | watched, the
m sty Faskel faded and | was nyself again.

"You see--it can be done," was Eet's conment as he released ne and flowed
down ny body to the floor

"You did it."

Only in part. There has been, with ny hel p, a breakthrough. Your species use
only a small fraction of your brain. You are content to do so. This wastage

should shane you forever. Practice will aid you. And with a new face you
will not have to fear going where you can find a pilot."

"I'f we ever can." | push-buttoned a chair out of the wall and sat down wth
a sigh. My worries were a heavy burden. "W shall have to take a
bl ack-listed man if we get any."

"Ssssss--" No sound, only an inpression of one in nmy mnd. Eet had flashed

to the door of the room was crouched against it, his whole attitude one of
strained listening, as if all his body, not just his ear, served him for
that purpose. | could hear nothing, of course. These roons were conpletely
screened and soundproofed. And | could use a hall-and-wall detect if |
wi shed to prove it so. Spaceport caravansaries were the few places where one
could be truly certain of not being overlooked, overheard, or otherw se
checked wupon. But their guards were not proofed against such talents as
Eet's, and | guessed from his attitude not only that he was suspicious of
what might be arriving outside but that it was to be feared. Then he turned
and | caught his thought. | noved to snap over a small |uggage conpartnment



and he folded hinself into hiding there in an instant. But his thoughts were
not hi dden.

"Patrol snoop on his way--com ng here," he warned, and it was alert enough
to prepare ne.

Chapter Two

As yet, the visitor's light had not flashed above the door. | noved, perhaps

not with Eet's speed, but fast enough, to snap the room s furnishings out
and in place so that the conpartment would | ook normal even to the searching
study of a trained Patrolman. The Patrol, jealous of its authority after
long centuries of supremacy as the greatest |aw enforcenment body in the
gal axy, had neither forgotten nor forgiven the fact that Eet and | had been
able to prove them wong in their too-quick declaration of nmy outlawy (I
had i ndeed been framed by the Guild). That we had dared, actually dared, to
strike a bargain and keep themto it, galled thembitterly. W had rescued
their man, saved his skin and his ship for himin the very teeth of the
Thi eves' @Quild. But he had fought bitterly against the idea that we did have
the power to bargain and that he had to yield on what were practically our
terms. Even now the nmethod of that bargaining made nme queasy, for Eet had
joined us mnd to mnd with ruthless dispatch. And such an invasion, nutua
as it was, left a kind of unheal ed wound. |I have heard it stated that the
uni verse i s understood by each species according to the sensory equi pnent of
the creature involved, or rather, the neaning it attaches to the reports of
those exploring and testing senses. Therefore, while our universe, as we see

it, may be akin to that of an animal, a bird, an alien, it still differs.
There are barriers set nmercifully in place (and | say nercifully after
tasting what can happen when such a barrier goes down) to limt one's

conception of the universe to what he is prepared to accept. Shared m nds
between human and human is not one of the sensations we are fitted to
endure. The Patrolman and | had |earned enough--too much--of each other to
know t hat a bargain could be nade and kept. But | think I would face a | aser
unarmed before | would undergo that again.

Legally the Patrol had nothing against us, except suspicions perhaps and
their own dislike for what we had dared. And | think that they were in a
nmeasure pleased that if they had to swear truce, the @uild still held us as
atarget. And it mght well be that once we had lifted fromthe Patrol base
we had been regarded as expendable bait for sonme future trap in which to
catch a Veep of the @uild--a thought which heated me nmore than a little
every time it crossed my mnd.

| gave a last hurried glance around the roomas the warn |ight flashed on
and then went to thunmb the peephole. What confronted ny eye was a wist,
around which was | ocked, past all counterfeiting, the black and silver of a
Patrol badge. | opened the door.

"Yes?" | allowed ny real exasperation to creep into nmnmy voice as | fronted
him He was not in uniform wearing rather the ornate, formfitting tunic of
an inner-world tourist. On him as the Patrol nust keep fit, it |ooked
better than it did on npbst of the flabby, paunchy specinens | had seen in
these halls. But that was not saying nuch, for its extreme of fashion was
too gaudy and fantastic to suit my eyes.

"Centle Honmo Jern--" He did not nmake a question of nmy nane, and his eyes
were nore intent on the room behind nme than on neeting mne

"The sane. You w sh?"

"To speak with you--privately." He noved forward and involuntarily |I gave a
step before | realized that he had no right to enter. It was the prestige of
t he badge he wore which won himthat first slight advantage and he nmade the
nmost of it. He was in, with the door rolled into place behind him before
was prepared to resist

"We are private. Speak." | did not gesture himto a chair, nor nake a single
hospi t abl e nove.

"You are having difficulty in finding a pilot." He | ooked at me about half
the tine now, the rest of his attention still given to the room



"I am" There was no use in denying a truth which was apparent. Perhaps he
did not believe in wasting tinme either, for he came directly to the point
"We can deal --"

That really surprised me. Eet and | had left the Patrol base wth the
i npression that the powers there were gleefully throwing us forth to what
they believed certain disaster wth the Guild. The only explanation which
cane to ne at the noment was that they had speedily discovered that the
i nformati on we had given them concerning the zero stones had consisted of
the whereabouts of caches only and they suspected the true source was stil
our secret. In fact, we knew no nore than we had told them

"What deal ?" | parried and dared not mind-touch Eet at that noment, nuch as
| wanted his reception to this suggestion. No one knows what secret
equi prent the Patrol had access to. And it might well be that, know ng Eet
was tel epathic, they had sone ingenious nethod of nonitoring our exchange.
"Sooner or later," he said deliberately, alnmpbst as if he savored it, "the
@Quild is going to close in upon you--"

But | was ready, having thought that out long ago. "So | ambait and you
want me for sone trap of yours."

He was not in the |least disconcerted. "One way of putting it."

"And the right way. What do you want to do, plant one of your nen in our
shi p?"

"As protection for you and, of course, to alert us."

"Very altruistic. But the answer is no." The Patrol's hi ghhanded nethod of
usi ng pawns made ne aware that there was sonething to being their opponent.
"You cannot find a pilot."

"I am begi nning to wonder"--and at that nmonent | was--"how rmuch my present
difficulty may be due to the influence of your organization."

He neither affirmed nor denied it. But | believe | was right. Just as a
pil ot mght be black-listed, so had our ship been, before we had even had a
chance for a first voyage. No one who wanted to preserve his legal |icense
woul d sign our log now So | nust turn to the nmurky outlaw depths if | was
to have any luck at all. | would see the ship rust away on its landing fins
before I would raise with a Patrol nonminee at her controls.

"The @uild can provide you wth a nman as easily, if youtry to hire an
off-rolls man, and you will not knowit," he remarked, as if he were very

sure that | would eventually be forced to accept his offer

That, too, was true. But not if |I took Eet with ne on any search. Even if
the prospective pilot had been brainwashed and blanked to hide his true
affiliation, my conpanion would be able to read that fact. But that,
hoped, ny visitor and those who had sent him did not know. That Eet was
tel epathic we could not hide--but Eet hinself--

"I will make nmy own mstakes," | allowed nyself to snap
"And die fromthem" he replied indifferently. He took one last glance at
the roomand suddenly snmiled. "Toys now -1 wonder why." Wth a swoop as

qui ck and sure as that of a harpy hawk he was down and up again, holding the
pookha by its whisker mane. "Quite an expensive toy, too, Jern. And you nust
be running low in funds, wunless you have tapped a river running wth

credits. Now why, | wonder, would you want a stuffed pookha."

| grimaced in return. "Always provide ny visitors with a minor mystery. You

figure it out. |In fact, take it with you--just to nmake sure it is not a
smuggling cover. It might just be, you know. | am a gem buyer-- what better

way to get sonme stones off world than in a play pookha's inwards?"

Whet her he thought ny explanation was as lane as it seemed to ne | do not
know. But he tossed the toy onto the nearest chair and then, on his way to
the door, spoke over his shoulder. "Dial 1-0, Jern, when you have stopped

batteri ng your head against a stone wall. And we shall have a man for you,
one guaranteed not to sign you over to the Guild."

"No--just to the Patrol." | countered. "When | amready to be bait, | shal
tell you."

He nade no formal farewell, just went. | closed the door sharply behind him



and was across the room to let Eet out as quickly as | could. My alien
conpani on sat back on his haunches, absent-nmindedly snoothing the fur on his
st omach.

"They think that they have us." | tried to jolt him- though he nust already
have picked up everything pertinent from our visitor's mnd, unless the
latter had worn a shield.

"Which he did," Eet replied to my suspicion. "But not wholly adequate, only
what your breed prepares agai nst the nechani cal neans of detecting thought
waves. They are not," he continued conplacently, "able to operate against ny
type of talent. But yes, they believe that they have us sitting on the palm
of a hand"

--he stretched out his own--"and need only curl their fingers, so--" His
clawed digits bent to form a fist. "Such ignorance! However, it will be
well, | believe, to nmove swiftly now that we know the worst."

"Do we?" | asked norosely as | hustled out ny flight bag and began to pack

That it was not intelligent to stay where we were with Patrol snoops about,
| could well understand. But where we would go next--

"To the Diving Lokworm" Eet replied as if the answer was plain and he was
anused that | had not guessed it for nyself.

For a nmoment | was totally adrift. The name he nmentioned neant nothing,
t hough it suggested one of those dives which filled the murky shadows of the
wrong side of the port, the |last place in the world where any sane nan woul d
venture with the Guild already sniffing for him

But at present I was nore intent on getting out of this building wthout
being spotted by a Patrol tail. I rolled up ny Ilast clean undertunic and
counted out three credit disks. In a transit |odging one's daily charges are
conspi cuous each nmorning on a small  wall plate. And no one can beat the

instant force field which |locks the roomif one does not erase these charges
when the scanner bel ow says he is departing. The room m ght be insured for
privacy in other ways, but there are precautions the owners are legally
allowed to install. | dropped the credits into the slot under the charge
pl ate and that w nked out. Thus reassured | could get out. | nust now figure
how. When | turned it was to see that Eet was again a pookha. For a noment |
hesitated, not quite sure which of the furry creatures was nmy conpanion
until he noved out to be picked up. Wth Eet in the crook of one arm and ny
bag in ny other hand, | went out into the corridor after a quick look told
me it was enpty. Wien | turned toward the down grav shaft Eet spoke:

"Left and back!"

| obeyed. H's directions took me where | did not know the territory,
bringing me to another grav shaft, that which served the robos who took care
of the roonms. There m ght be scanners here, even though | had paid ny bill
This was an exit intended only for nmachines and one of themrunbled along
toward us now It was a roomservice feeder, a box on wheels, its top
studded with <call buttons for a choice of neal. |I had to squeeze back
against the wall to let it by, since this back corridor had never been neant
for the human and alien patrons of the caravansary.

"On it!" Eet ordered. | had no idea what he intended, but | had been brought
out of tight corners enough in the past to know that he generally did have
some saving plan in mind. So | swng Eet, ny bag, and nyself to the table
top of the feeder, trying to take care that | did not trigger any of the
buttons. My wei ght apparently was nothing to the machine. It did not pause
in its steady roll down the remainder of the corridor. But | was tense and
stiff, striving to preserve ny balance on this box where there was nothing
to grip for safety. Wien it nmoved w thout pause off the floor and onto the
enpty air of the grav shaft | could have cried out. But the grav supported
its weight and it descended as evenly under me as if it had been a lift
pl atform bringing |uggage and passengers out of a liner at the port. A
sweeper joined us at the next level, but apparently the mnmachines were
equi pped with avoid rays, as they did not bunp, but kept from scraping
agai nst each other. Above and below us, in the dusk of the shaft, | could



see ot her robo-servers descending, as if this was the tinme when they were
through their nmorning work. We came down floor by floor, | counting them as
we passed, a little nmore relieved with each one we | eft behind, know ng that
we were that nuch nearer our goal. But when we reached ground | evel we faced
only blank surface, and my support continued to descend.

The end was sone di stance below the surface, at least equal. | believed, to

three floors above. And the feeder, with us still aboard, rolled out in
pitch dark, where the sounds of clanging novenment kept ne frozen. Nor did
Eet suggest any answer to this.

| did gain enough courage to bring out a hand beaner and flash it about us,
only to gain disturbing glinpses of machines scuttling hither and thither
across a wi de expanse of floor. Nor were there any signs of human tenders.

I was now afraid to dismount fromnmny carrier, not knowi ng whether the avoid
rays of the various busy robos would al so keep them from running me down. To
this hour I had always taken the service departnent of a caravansary for
granted and such an establishment as this | had never inagined.

That the feeder seened to know just where it was goi ng was apparent, for it

rolled purposefully on until we reached a wall with slits in it. The nachine
| ocked to one of these and | guessed that the refuse and di sposabl e di shes
were being deposited in some sort of refuse system Not only the feeder was
cl anped there. Beyond was a sweeper, also dunping its cargo

A flash of my beamer showed that the wall did not reach the roof, so there
m ght be a passage along its top to take us out of the paths of the roving

machi nes-- though such a way mght well lead to a dead end.
| stood wup cautiously on the feeder, and Eet took the beaner between his
st ubby pookha paws. The bag was easy to toss to the top of the wall, ny

furry companion |l ess so, since his new body did not lend itself well to such
feats. However, once aloft, he squatted, holding the beanmer in his nouth,
his teeth gripping nore easily than his paws.

Wth that as ny guide |I |eaped and caught the top of the wall, though I was
afraid for a moment ny fingers would slip fromits slick surface. Then
made an effort which seenmed enough to tear ny nuscles, and drew ny whole
body up on an unpl easantly narrow surface.

Not only was it narrow but it throbbed and vibrated under nme, and | nentally
pi ctured some form of conbustion reducing the debris dunped in, or else a
conveyer belt running on into a reducer of such refuse.

Above nme, near enough to keep ne hunched on ny hams, was the roof of the
pl ace. A careful use of the beaner showed ne that the wall on which
crouched ran into a dark opening in another wall net at right angles, as if
it were a path leading into a cave

For want of a better solution | began to edge al ong, draggi ng ny bag, ny
destination that hole. Luckily Eet did not need ny assistance but bal anced
on his wi de pookha feet behind ne.

When | reached that opening | found it |arge enough to give ne standing room
in a small cubby. The beamlighted a series of |adder steps bolted to the
wal I, as though this was an inspection site visited at intervals by a human
mai nt enance man. Blessing ny luck, | was ready to try that |adder, for the
clanging din of the rushing machines, the whir of their passing rung in ny
ears, making me dizzy. The sooner | was out of their domain the better

Eet's paws were not made for clinbing, and | wondered if he would | oose the
di sguise for the attenpt. | had no desire to carry hinm in fact | did not
see how | coul d.

But if he could rel ease the disguise he was not choosing to do so. Thus, in
the end, | had to sling the bag on nmy back by its carrying strap and |oosen
my tunic to forma sling, with Eet crawling part-way down inside nmy collar
at nmy. shoulders. Both burdens interfered cruelly with ny bal ance as | began

to climb. And | had had to put away the beaner, not being conveniently
endowed with a third hand.
For the nonment all | wanted was to get out of the dark country of the

robo-servers, even though | was clinmbing into the unknown. Perhaps | had



cone to depend too nuch on Eet's warnings agai nst approachi ng dangers. But
he had not conmunicated with ne since we had taken transport on the feeder

"Eet, what is ahead?" | sent that demand urgently as | became aware of just
what mght |ie ahead of us.
"Not hi ng--yet." But his mnd-send was faint, as a voiced whisper mght be,

or as if nost of his mnd was occupied with some ot her pressing problem

I found, a second or two later, the end of the ladder, as ny hand, rising to
grope for a new hold, struck painfully instead against a hard surface.
spread ny fingers to read what was there. What | traced by touch was a
circul ar depression which nust mark a trap door. Having nmade sure of that,
applied pressure, first gently and then wth nore force. Wen there was no
reassuring yield | began to be alarnmed. If the bolt hole of this door was
| ocked, we would have to recourse but to return to the |level of the robos,
and | did not want to think of that.

But my final desperate shove nust have triggered whatever stiff nechanism
held the door and it gave, letting in a weak light. | had wit and contro
enough left to wait for a very long monment for any warning from Eet.

When he sent nothing I scranbled out into a place where the walls were
studded wi th gauges, levers, and the 1like, perhaps the nerve center that
controll ed the robos. Since there was no one there and a very ordinary door
in the nearest wall, | breathed a sigh of heart-felt relief and set about
maki ng nyself nore presentable, plucking Eet out of my unsealed tunic and
fastening that snoothly. As far as | could tell, examining my clothes wth
care, | bore no traces of ny late venture through the bowels of the
caravansary and | should be able to take to the streets w thout notice.
Al ways providing that the door opposite ne would eventually lead ne to
freedom What it did give on was a very snall grav lift. | set the indicator
for street level and was wafted up to a short corridor with doors at either
end. One gave upon a walled court with an entrance for |uggage conveyers.
And | hop-skipped with what speed | could al ong one of those, to drop into
an alley where a flitter fromthe port unl oaded heavi er transport boxes.
"Now " Eet had been riding on ny shoul der, his pookha body |ess well adapted
to that form of transport than his true form | felt his paws clamp on
either side of ny head as he had earlier done when showi ng me how one's face
could be altered. "Wait!"

| did not know his purpose, since he did not demand | "think" a face. And
though that waiting period spun out, naking nme uneasy, he did not alter his
position. | was sure he was using his own thought power to provide ne with a
di sgui se.

"Best--1--can--do--" The paws fell away from nmnmy head and | reached up to
catch himas he tunbled fromhis place. He was shaking as if from extrene
fatigue and his eyes were closed, while he breathed in short gasps. Once
before I had seen him so drained--even rendered unconscious--when he had
forced me to share mnds with the Patrol nan.

Carrying Eet as | might a child, and shouldering ny flight bag, | went down
the alley. A back |look at the building had given nme directions. If | had a
tail who had not been confused by our exit, he had no place to hide here.
The side way fed into a packed comercial street where the bulk of the
freight fromthe port nust pass. There were six heavy-duty transport belts
down its mddle, flanked on either side by two light-duty, and there
remai ned room for a single man-way, narrow i ndeed, which scraped along the
sides of the buildings it passed. There was enough travel on it to keep ne
from bei ng unduly conspi cuous, mainly people enployed at the port to handle
the shipnents. | dropped nmy bag between mny feet and stood, letting the way
carry me along, not adding speed by wal ki ng.

Eet had spoken of the Diving Lokworm which was still a nystery to ne, and
had no intention of visiting the Of-port before nightfall. Daytine
visitors, save for tourists herded along on a carefully supervised route,
were very noticeable there. Thus | would have to hol e up somewhere. Another
hotel was the best answer. Wth what | thought a gift of inspiration |I chose



one directly across fromthe Seven Planets, fromwhere 1 had just made ny
unusual exit. This was several steps down fromthe Seven Planets in class,
which suited ny reduced neans. And | was especially pleased that instead of
a human desk clerk, who would have added to the prestige, there was a

robo--though | knew that ny person was now recorded in the files fromits
scanners. Wether the confusing tactics on nmy behalf via Eet's efforts would
hold here | did not know | accepted the thunmb lock plate with its incised

nunber, took the grav to the cheapest second-floor corridor, found my room
inserted the lock, and once inside, relaxed. They could force that door now

only with super |lasers. Depositing Eet on the bed, | went to the wall mrror
to see what he had done to nme. What | did sight was not a new face, but a
blurring, and I felt a disinclination to look long at ny reflection. To
watch with any concentration was wupsetting, as if | found nmny present

appear ance so distasteful that | could not bear to study it.

| sat down on the chair near the mrror. And as | continued to force nyself
to ook at that reflection | was aware that the odd feeling of
di sorientation was fading, that in the glass ny own features were becomn ng
clearer, sharper, visible and ordinary as they had al ways been

That Eet could work such a transformation again when the time cane to | eave
here, | doubted. Such a strain mght be too rmuch, especially when it was

i nperative that his esper talents be fully alert. So I mght well walk out
straight into the sight of those hunting me. But--could | reproduce Eet's
effect by ny own powers? My trial with Faskel's features had certainly not
been any success. And | had had to call upon Eet's help to achieve even
that. But suppose | did not try for so radical a disguise? Eet had supplied
me this tine, not with a new face, but with nmerely an overcast of sonme weird
kind which had made ne difficult to |ook at. Suppose one did not try to
change a whole face, but only a portion of it? M mnind fastened upon that

i dea, played with it. Eet did not conment, as | thought he might. | | ooked
to the bed. By all outward appearances he was asl eep
If one did not subtract froma face but added to it-- in such a startling

fashi on that the addition claimed the attention, thus overshadow ng
features. There had been a time in the imedi ate past when ny skin was
pi ebal d, due to Eet's counterfeiting of a plague stigma. | could renmenber
only too well those | oathsone purple patches. No return to those! | had no
wi sh to be considered again a plague victim However, a scar--

My mind wandered to the days when ny father had kept the hock-1ock shop at
t he space port on my honme planet. Many spacers had sought out his inner room
to sell finds into whose origin it was best not to inquire too closely. And
nore than one of those had been scarred or marked unpl easantly.

A scar--yes. Now where--and what? A heal ed knife gash, a laser burn, an odd

seam set by sone unknown wounding? | decided on a laser burn which | had
seen and which should fit in well with the Of-port. Wth it as clear in ny
mnd as | could picture it, | stared into the mrror, striving to pucker and

di scol or the skin along the left side of nmy jaw and cheek

Chapter Three

It was an exercise against all the logic of my species. Had | not seen it
succeed with Eet, seen my partial change under his aid, | would not have
believed it possible. Whether | could do it without Eet's help was anot her
guestion, but one | was eager to prove. My dependence upon the nutant, who
tended to donminate our relationship, irked me at tinmes.

There is a saying: If you close doors on all errors, truth also remains
outside. Thus | began nmy struggle wth errors aplenty, hoping that a small

fraction of the truth would come to ny aid. | had not, since | had known
Eet, been lax in trying to devel op any esper talents | might have. Primarily
because, | was sure, it was not in my breed to admit that a creature who

| ooked so much an animal could out-think, out-act a man--though in the
galaxy the term"man" is, of course, relative, having to do with a certain
| evel of intelligence rather than a humanoid form In the beginning, this
fact was also difficult for my breed, with their many inborn prejudices, to



realize. We learned the hard way until the | esson stuck

| closed the channels of my mind as best | could, tamping down a nental |Iid
on ny worries about our lack of a pilot, a shrinking number of credits, and
the fact that | might right now be the quarry in a hunt | could sense but
not see or hear. The scar--that nust be the nost inmportant, the only thing
inm mnd. | concentrated on nmy reflection in the mrror, on what I wanted
to see there. Perhaps Eet was right, as he nost always was--we of Terran
stock do not use the full powers which mght be ours. Since | had been Eet's
charge, as it were, | nust have stretched, pulled, w thout even being aware
of that fact, in a manner totally unknown to nmy species heretofore. Now
somet hi ng happened which startled me. It was as if, in that part of ne which
fought to achieve Eet's ability, a ghostly finger set tip to a lever and
pressed it firmy. | could alnost feel the answering vibration through ny
body--and following on that, a flood of certainty that this | could do, a
heady confi dence whi ch yet another part of nme observed in alarm and fear

But the face in the mrror-- Yes! | had that disfiguring seam not raw and
new, which would have been a give-away to the observant, but puckered and
dark, as though it had not been tended quickly enough by plasta restoration

or else such a repair job had been badly botched--as mght be true for a
crewnman down on his |luck, or sone survivor of a planetary war raid.

So real! Tentatively | raised nmy hand, not quite daring to touch that rough

ridged skin. Eet's illusion had been--was--tactile as well as visual. Wuld
mne hold as well? | touched. No, I was not Eet's equal as yet, if | could
ever be. My fingers traced no scar, as they seemed to do when | |ooked into

the mrror. But visually the scar was there and that was the best protection
| could have.

"A begi nning, a prom sing beginning--"

My head jerked as | was startled out of absorption. Eet was sitting up on
t he bed, his unblinking pookha eyes watching me in return. Then | feared the
break in ny concentration and | ooked back to the mirror. But contrary to ny
fears, the scar was still there. Not only that, but | had chosen rightly--it
drew attention, the face behind it blotted out by that Iine of seamed and
dar kened skin--as good as a mask.

"How long will it last?" If I ventured out of this room went delving into
the Of-port as | nust, | would not be able to find another hole in a hurry
into which | could settle safely for the period of intense concentration
woul d need to renew ny disfigurement.

Eet's round head tilted a little to one side, giving the appearance of
critical observation of ny thought work.

"It is not alarge illusion. You were wise to start small,"” he conmrented.
"Wth nmy aid, | think it will hold for tonight. Wich is all we need. Though
| shall have to change nyself--"

"You? Way?"

"Need you parade your inconprehension of danger?" The whisker nmane had
al ready wi nked out of being. "Take a pookha into the O f-port?"

He was right as ever. Pookhas alive were worth nore than their weight in
credits. To carry one into the OFf-port would be to wel come a stun ray, if
lucky, a laser burn if not, with Eet popped into a bag and off to sone

bl ack-market dealer. | was angry with nyself for having made such a display
of nonthinking, though it was due to the need for concentration on
mai nt ai ni ng the scar.

"You must hold it, yes, but not wth your whole nind," Eet said. "You have
very much to learn."

| held. Under ny eyes Eet changed. The pookha di ssol ved, vani shed as though
it were an outer husk of plasta neeting the cold of space and so shattering
into bits too tiny for the human eye to see. Now he was Eet again, but as
unusual to the observer as the pookha had been

"Just so," he agreed. "But | shall not be observed. | need not change. It
will sinply be a matter of not allowing the eye to light on ne."

"As you did with ny face, com ng here?"



"Yes. And the dark will aid. We'll head straight for the Diving Lokworm-"
"\Why 2"

One of ny own species mght have given an exaggerated sigh of annoyance. The
ment al sensation whi ch emanated from ny conpani on was not audible but it had
t he sanme neani ng.

"The Diving Lokwormis a possible neeting place for the type of pilot we
must find. And you need not waste time asking me how | know that. It is the
truth.”

How much Eet could pick out of nearby minds | did not know, | thought that I
did not want to know. But his certainty now convinced me that he had sone
concrete lead. And I could not argue when | had nothing of ny own to offer
in return. He made one of his sudden | eaps to nmy shoul der and there arranged
hinself in his favorite riding position, curled about nmy neck as if he were
an inanimate roll of fur. | gave a last look into the mrror, to reassure
nmyself that ny creation was as solid-seenmng as ever, and knew a spark of
triunmph when | saw that it was, even though | might I|ater have to depend
upon Eet to maintain it. So prepared, we went out and took the main craw
wal k toward the port, ready to drop off at the first turn which led to the
murk of the Of-port. It was dusk, the clouds spreading |ike snoke across a
dark-green sky in which the first of Theba's nmoons pricked as a single jewel

of light. But the Of-port was awake as we entered it by the side way.
Garish signs, not in any one |anguage (though Basic was the main tongue
here), formed the synbols, legible to spacenen of nany species and races,

whi ch advertised the particular wares or strange delights offered wthin.
Many of themwere a nedley of colors nmeant to attract nonhunman races, and
so, hurtful to our organs of vision. Thus one was better advised not to | ook
above street level. There was also such a blare of noise as was enough to
deafen the passerby, and scents to nmake one long for the protection of a
space suit which could be set to shut out the clanor and provi de breathabl e,
filtered air. To conme into this maze was to believe one had been decanted on
another world, not only dangerous but inhospitable. How |l was to find Eet's

Diving Lokwormin this pool of confusion was a problem | saw no way of
solving. And to wander, deafened and half asphyxiated, through the streets
and | anes was to ask for disaster. | had no belted weapon and | was carrying

a flight bag, so perhaps ten or nore pairs of eyes had already marked ne
down as possible prey for a port-side rolling.

"Right here--" Eet's thought made as clean a cut as a force bl ade night make
t hrough the nuddl e of nmy m nd.

Right | turned, out of the stridence of the main street, into a small, very
small, lessening of the clamor, with a fraction less |ight, and perhaps one

or two breaths now and then of real air. And Eet seemed to know where we
were going, if | did not.

W turned right a second tine and then left. The spacenen's rests now about
were such holes of crinme that | feared to poke a nose into any of them W
were fast approaching the last refuge of the desperate, and the stinking
hi deups of those who preyed upon them driven fromthe fatter profits of the
mai n streets. The Diving Lokworm had, not its nane, but a representation of
t hat unwhol esone creature set in glow lines about its door. The designer had
chosen to arrange it so that one apparently entered through the open
nmout h--whi ch was perhaps an apt prophecy of what might really await the
unwary within. The stench of the outside was here magnified materially by

the fumes of several kinds of drink and drug snmoke. Two | recognized as
| ethal indeed to those who settled down to make their consunption the nain
busi ness of what little life remained to them But it was not dark. The

out er Lokworm had here its compani ons, who withed about the walk in far too
lifelike fashion. And though parts of those gleam ng runnels of Iight had
dar kened t hrough want of replacenment, the whol e gave enough radi ance so one
could actually see the custonmers' faces after a fashion, if not what m ght
be served in the cups, beakers, tubes, and the like placed before them

Unli ke the drinking and eating places in the nore civilized (if that was the



proper tern) part of the port, the Diving Lokwormhad no table dials to
finger to produce nourishnment, no robo-servers whipping about. The trays
were carried by humans or aliens, none of whomhad a face to be observed
long wthout acute distaste. Some of themwere noticeably fenale, others

--well, it could be a guess. And frankly, had | been drinking the |oca
poi son, it would have stopped a second order to have the first slopped down
before nme by a lizardoid with two pairs of arms. Unless the drink had been
nore important than what | saw when | | ooked about ne.

The lizardoid was serving three booths along the wall, and doing it nost
efficiently: four hands were useful. There was a very drunk party of
Regillians in the first. In the second sonething gray, large, and warty

squatted. But in the third slunped a Terran, his head supported on one hand,
with the el bow of that armplanted firmly on the table top. He had on the
remains of a space officer's uniformwhich had not been cleaned for a I ong
time. One insignia still clung by a few |l oose threads to his tunic collar
but there was no house or ship badge on the breast, only a dark splotch
there to show he had sonetime |lost that mark of respectability.

To take a man out of this stew was indeed conmbing the depths. On the other
hand, all we really needed to clear the port was a pilot on board. | did not
doubt that Eet and | together could get us out by setting automatic for the
first junp. And to accept a bl acklisted man--always supposing he was not a
pl ant--was our only chance now.

"He is a pilot and a fash-snoker." Eet supplied information, sone of which
did not care to hear.

Fash- snoke does not addict, but it does bring about a tenporary personality
change which is dangerous. And a man who indulges in it is certainly not a
pilot to be relied upon. If this derelict was sniffing it now, he was to be
my last choice instead of my first. The only bright thought was that
fash-snoke is expensive and one who set light to the brazier to inhale it
was not likely to patronize the Diving Lokworm

"Not now," Eet answered. "He is, | believe, drinking veever--"

The cheapest beverage one could buy and enough to nake a nman as sick as a
sudden ripple of color in the tube worm on the wall nade this |ounger
appear. The fact that the light was a sickly green m ght have had sonet hi ng
to do with his queasy expression. But he roused to pull the beaker before
him into place and bend his head to catch the suck tube between his lips.
And he went on drinking as we cane to the side of the booth.

Per haps he woul d not have been ny first choice. But the stained insignia on
his collar was that of a pilot and he was the only one | had sighted here.
Al so, he was the only humanoid with a face I would halfway trust, and Eet
appeared to have singled himout.

He did not look up as | slipped into the bench across fromhim but the
lizard waiter slithered up and | pointed to the drinker, then raised a
finger, ordering a return for ny unknown boot hmate. The latter glanced at ne
wi t hout dropping the tube from his lip hold. H's brows drew together in a
scowl and then he spat out his sipper and said in a slurred nunble:

"Bl ast! Whatever you're offering--1'mnot buying."

"You are a pilot," | countered. The |Ilizardoid had made double tine to
what ever sewer the drinks had been piped from and slamred down another
beaker. | flipped a tenth-point credit and one of his second pair of hands

clawed it out of the air so fast | never really saw it disappear
"You're late in vyour reckoning." He pushed aside his first and now enpty

beaker, drew the second to him "I was a pilot."

"System or deep-space ticket?" | asked. He paused, the sipper only a
fraction away fromhis lips. "Deep space. Do you want to see it all plain
and proper?" There was a sneer in his grow. "And what's it to you, anyway?"
There is this about fash-snmoking--while it makes a man tenporarily

bel i gerent during indulgence, it also alters the flow of enotion so that
bet ween bouts, where rage mght nornally flare, one gets only a flash of
weak irritation.



"A lot maybe. Want a job?"

He | aughed then, seemingly in real amusenent. "Again you're too late. |I'm

pl anet - r oot ed now. "

"You of fered to show your plate. That hasn't been confiscated?" | persisted.
"No. But that's just because no one cares enough to squawk. | haven't lifted

for two planet years, and that's the truth. Quite a spiller tonight, aren't
| ? Maybe they' ve cooked sone babble stuff into this goop." He stared down
into his beaker with diminterest, as if he expected to see sonething
floating on its turgid surface.

Then he mout hed the sipper, but with one hand he pulled at the frayed front

seam of his tunic and brought out, in a shaking hand, a badly-worn case,
whi ch he dropped on the table top, not pushing it toward me, but rather as
if he were indifferent to any interest of mine inits contents. | reached

for it just as another ripple of light in the wall pattern gave me sight of
the plate within that covering.

It had been issued to one Kano Ryzk, certified pilot for galactic service.
The date of issuance was some ten years back, and his age was noted as

probl ematical, since he had been space-born. But what did startle ne was the
smal | synmbol deeply incised below his name-- a synbol which certified him as
a Free Trader.

From their beginnings as nen who were willing to take risks outside the
regul ar lines, which were the nonopolies of the big conbines, the Free
Traders, loners and explorers by tenperament, had becone, through severa

centuries of space travel, nore and nore a race apart. They tended to | ook
upon their ships as their hone worlds, knowi ng no planet for any | ength of
time, ranging out where only First-in Scouts and such explorers dared to go.
In the first years they had lived on the short rations of those who snatch
at the remants of the feast the combines grew fat upon

Not able to bid at the planet auctions when newly di scovered worlds were put
up for sale to those wanting their trade, they had to explore, take snall
gains at high risks, and hope for sonme trick of fate which would render a
big profit. And such happened just often enough to keep themin space.

But seeing their ships as the only worlds to which they owed all egi ance,
they were a clannish |lot, marrying anmong thensel ves when they wed at all
They had space-hung ports now, asteroids they had converted, on which they
established quasi famly life. But they did not contact the planet-born save
for business. And to find one such as Ryzk adrift in a port--since the Free
Traders cared for their own--was so unusual as to be astounding.

"It is true." He did not raise his eyes from the beaker. He nust have
encountered the sanme surprise so many tines before that he was weary of it.
"I didn't roll some star-stepper to get that plate.™

That, too, nust be true, since such plates were always carried close to a
man's body. If any other besides the rightful owner had kept that plate, the
information on it would be totally wunreadable by now, since it had a
sel f-erase attuned to personal chem stry.

There was no use in asking what brought a Free Trader shipless into the
Diving Lokworm To inquire might turn himso hostile | would not be able to
bargain. But the very fact he was a Free Trader was a point in his favor. A
broken conbine man would be less likely to take to the kind of spacing we

pl anned.
"I have a ship"--1 put it bluntly now-"and | need a pilot."
"Try the Register," he nunbled and held out his hand. | closed the case and

laid it on his palm How much was the exact truth going to serve ne?

"I want a man off the lists."

That did make himlook at ne. Hs pupils were | arge and very dark. He m ght
not be on fash-snoke, but he was certainly under sonme type of m nd-danpening
cl oud.

"You aren't." he said after a nonent, "a runner."

"No," | replied. Snuggling was a paying gane. However, the @uild had it
sewed up so well that only someone with addl ed brains would try it.



"Then what are you?" Hs scowW was back

"Someone who needs a pilot--" | was begi nning when Eet's thought pricked ne.
"W have stayed here too long. Be ready to guide him"

There was silence. | had not finished my sentence. Ryzk stared at ne, but
his eyes seened unfocused, as if he did not really see ne at all. Then he
grunted and pushed aside the still unfinished second beaker

"Sleepy,"” he nuttered. "Qut of here--"

"Yes," | agreed. "Come to ny place." | was on his left, helping him to
bal ance on unsteady feet, nmy hand slipped under his elbow to guide him
Luckily he was still enough in comrand of his body to walk. | could not have
pul l ed himalong, since, though he was several inches shorter than I, his
pl anet days had gi ven hi mbul k of body which was largely ill-carried |ard.

The lizard stepped out as if to bar our way and | felt Eet stir. \Wether he
pl anted sone warning, as he seened to have planted the desire to go in Ryzk
| do not know. But the waiter turned abruptly to the next booth, |eaving us
a free path to the door. And we nade it out of the stink of the place
wi t hout any opposition. Once in the backways of the Of-port, |I tried to put
on speed, but found that Ryzk, though he did keep on his feet and noving,
could not be hurried. And pulling at himseened to disturb the thought Eet
had put in his mnd, so |l did not dare to put pressure on him | was haunted
by the feeling that we were being followed, or at |east watched. Though
whet her our cover had been detected or we had just been marked down for prey
generally by one of the lurking harpies, | did not try to deduce. Either was
dangerous. The floodlights of the port cut out the night, reducing all three
noons now progressing at a stately pace over our heads to pallid ghosts of
their usual brilliance. To pass the gates and cut across the apron to our
ship's berth was the crucial problem 1If, as | thought, the Patrol and
perhaps the Guild were keeping me under surveillance, there would be a watch
on the ship, even if we had lost themin town. And ny scar, if | still wore
it, would not stand up in the persona scanner at the final check point.
Escape mi ght depend on speed, and Ryzk did not have that.

I lingered no longer at the first check point than it took to snap down ny
own identity plate and Ryzk's. Sonehow he had funbled it out of hiding as we
approached, sonme part of his benused brain answering Eet's direction. Then
saw a chance to gain nore speed. There was a | uggage conveyer parked to one
side, a luxury iteml with nmy one flight bag had never seen reason to waste
half a credit on. But there was need for it now

Sonehow | pushed and pulled Ryzk to it. There was a fine for using it as a
passenger vehicle, but such mnor points of law did not trouble ne at that
monent. | got himflat on it, pulled a layer of weather covering over his
nore obvious outlines, and planted ny flight bag squarely on top to suggest
that it did carry cargo. Then | punched the berth number for our ship, fed
inm credit, and let it go. If Ryzk did not try to disenbark en route |
could be sure he would eventually arrive at the ranp of our ship.

Meanwhil e Eet and | had to reach the same point by the |east conspicuous and
qui ckest route. | glanced around for some suggestions as to howto
acconplish that. A tourist-class inter-systemrocket ship was |loading, wth
a mass of passengers waiting belowits ranmp and nore stragglers headed for
it. Many of the travelers were being escorted by famly parties or
boi sterous collections of friends. | joined the tail of one such, matching
my pace to keep at the end of the procession. Those | walked with were
united in conmiserating with a couple of nen wearing Guard uniformnms and
apparently about to lift to an extrenely disliked post on Menfors, the next
planet out in this system and one which had the reputation of being far

froma pleasure spot. Since nost of the crowmd were male, and | ooked Iike
rather hard cases, | did not feel too conspicuous. And it was the best cover
| saw. However, | still had to break away when we reached the rocket sl ot
and cross to ny own ship. It was during those last few paces | would be
clearly seen. | edged around the fringes of the waiting crowd, putting as

many of those between ne and the dark as | could, trying to be alert to any



attention | mght attract. But as far as | could see, | mght once nore be
envel oped in Eet's vision-defying blur

| wanted to run, or to scuttle along under some protective shell like a
pictick crab. But both of those safety devices were denied me. Now | dared
not even |look around as though | feared any pursuit, for wariness alone
could betray me. Ahead | saw the | uggage conveyer craw ing purposefully on a
course which had been nore of a straight line than my own. My bag had not
shifted fromthe top, which neant, | trusted, that Ryzk had not noved. It
reached the foot of the ranp well before nme and stood waiting for the
l[ifting of its burden to release it

"Watcher--to the right--Patrol--"

Eet cane alive with that warning. | did not glance in the direction he

i ndi cat ed.

"I's he noving in?"

"No. He took a video shot of the carrier. He has no orders to prevent
t ake-of f--just nake sure you do go."

"So they can know the bait is ready and they need only set their trap. Very

neat," | comented. But there was no drawi ng back now, and | did not fear
the Patrol at this nonment half as nuch as the Guild. After all, | had sone

i nportance to the Patrol--bait has wuntil the nonent for sacrificing it
cones. Once we were off planet | had the feeling it was not going to be so
easy for themto use nme as they so arrogantly planned. | still had what they
did not suspect | carried--the zero stone.

So | gave no sign that | knew | was under observation as | haul ed Ryzk off
the luggage carrier, guided himup the ranp, snapped that in, and sealed
ship. | stowed ny prize, such as he was, in one of the two |ower-Ievel
cabins, strapped him down, taking his pilot's plate with ne, and clinbed
with Eet to the control cabin.

There |1 fed Ryzk's plate into the viewer to satisfy the field |aw and
prepared for take-off, Eet guiding me in the setting of the automatics. But
| had no trip tape to feed in, which neant that once in space Ryzk woul d
have to play his part or we would find another port only by the slim margin
of chance. Chapter Four

Since we lacked a trip tape, we could not go into hyper until Ryzk found us
junp co-ordinates. So our initial thrust off world nerely set us voyaging
within the systemitself, an added danger. VWhile a ship in hyper cannot be
traced, one systemtraveling can readily be picked up. Thus, when

recovered fromgrav shock, | unstrapped nyself and sought out ny pilot, Eet
maki ng better tinme, as usual, down the inner stair of the ship.

Qur transport, the Wndw nd, was not as small as a scout, though not as
large as a Free Trader of the D class. She might once have been the private
yacht of sone Veep. If so, all luxury fittings had | ong since been torn out,

though there were painted-over scars to suggest that ny guess was correct.
Later she had been on systemruns as a general carrier. And her final fate
had been confiscation by the Patrol for snuggling, after which she had been
bought by the Sal ari k deal er as a specul ation

She had four cabins besides the regular crew quarters. But three of these
had been knocked together for a storage hold. And one feature within
attracted nme, a persona-pressure sealed strongbox, sonething a dealer in
gens could put to use. At one tine the Wendwi nd nust have nounted strictly
illegal Glasers, judging by the sealed ports and markings on decks and
wal I s. But now she had no such protection

Ryzk had been left in the |last renaining passenger cabin. As | canme in he
was struggling against the grav straps, |ooking about himw I dly.
"What - - where--"

"You are in space, on a ship as pilot.” | gave it to himwthout |ong
explanation. "W are still in system ready to go into hyper as soon as you
can set course--"

He blinked rapidly, and oddly enough, the slack Iines of his face appeared
to firm so that under the blurring of planetside indul gence you could see



somet hing of the nman he had been. He stretched out his hand and laid it palm
flat against the wall, as if he needed the reassurance of touch to help him

believe that what | said was true.

"What ship?" H's voice had lost the slur, just as his face had changed.

"M ne."

"And who are you?" Hi s eyes narrowed as he stared up at ne.

"Murdoc Jern. | ama gem buyer."

Eet made one of his sudden | eaps fromdeck to the end of the bunk, where he

squatted on his haunches, his handpaws resting on what woul d have been his
knees had he possessed a hunanoi d body.

Ryzk | ooked fromme to Eet and then back again. "All right, all right! 1"l

wake up sooner or later."

"Not"--1 picked up the thought Eet aimed at Ryzk --"until you set us a
course--"

The pilot started, then rubbed his hands across his forehead as if he could
so rub away what he had heard, not through his ears, but in his mnd

"A course to where?" he asked, as one hunoring some image born out of
fash- snoke or veever drink

"To quadrant 7-10-500." At least | had had plenty of tine to lay plans such
as these during the past weeks when | feared we woul d never be space-borne.

The sooner we began to earn our way the better. And | had Vondar's
experience to suggest a good begi nni ng.

"I haven't set a course in--in--" Hs voice trailed off. Once nore he put
his hand to the ship's wall. "This is-- thisis a ship! I'mnot dreaning
it

"It is aship. Can you get wus into hyper now?" |I allowed sonme of ny

i mpati ence to show

He pull ed himself out of his bunk, moving unsteadily at first. But perhaps
the feel of a ship about himwas a tonic, for by the time he reached the
core |ladder to the control cabin he had picked up speed, and he swung up
that with ease. Nor did he wait to be shown the pilot's seat, but crossed to
sit there, giving quick, practiced |looks to the control board.

"Quadrant 7-10-500--" It was not a question but a repetition, as if it were
a key to unlock old know edge. "Fathfar sector--"

Perhaps | had done far better than | had hoped when | had picked up a
pl aneted Free Trader. A pilot for one of the usual lines would not have
known the fringes of the travel |anes which nmust be nmy hunting trails now
Ryzk was pushing buttons, first a little slowy, then picking up speed and
sureness, until a series of equations flashed on the small map screen to his
left. He studied those, nade a correction or two with nore buttons, and then
spoke the usual warning--"Hyper."

Having seen that he did seem to know what he was doing, | had already
retired to the second swing chair in the cabin, Eet curled up tightly
against ne, ready for that sickening twist which would signal our snap into
t he hyper space of galactic travel. Though |I had been through it before, it
had been nostly on passenger flights, where there had been an issue of
soothe gas into the cabin to ease one through the wench.

The ship was silent with a silence that was oppressive as we passed into a
di mensi on which was not ours. Ryzk pushed a little away fromthe board,
flexing his fingers. He |l ooked to me and those firmer underlines of his face
were even nore in evidence.

"You--1 renmenber you--in the Diving Lokworm" Then his brows drew together
ina frow. "You--your face is different."

| had al nost forgotten the scar; it nust be gone now.

"You on the run?" Ryzk shot at ne. Perhaps he was entitled to nore of the
truth, since he shared a ship which night prove a target were we unl ucky.
"Per haps--"

But | had no intention of spouting about the past, the secret in ny gem
belt, and the real reason why we mght go questing off into unexplored
space, seeking out uncharted stars. However, "perhaps" was certainly not an



expl anati on which would serve nme either. | would have to el aborate on it.

"I am bucking the @uild." That gave himthe worst, and straight. At |east he
could not junp ship until we planeted again.

He stared at nme. "Like trying to junp the whole nebula, eh? Optimstic,
aren't you?" But if he found my admi ssion daunting, it did not appear in any
expression or hesitation in his reply. "So we get to the Fathfar sector, and
when we set down--on which world by the way?--we nay get a warm wel cone,
crisped right through by |asers!"”

"W set down on Lorgal. Do you know it?"

"Lorgal? You picked that heap of sand, rock, and roasting sun for a
hi de-out? Way? | can give you a nice listing of nore attractive places--" It
was plain he did know our port. Alnost | could suspect he was a plant,
except that | had voiced to no one at all ny selection for my first essay as
a buyer. Lorgal was as grimas his few terse words had said--with hellish
wi ndstorns and a few other assorted planetside disasters into the bargain.
But its natives could be persuaded to part with zorans. And | knew a pl ace
where a selection of zorans, graded as | was conpetent to do, could give us
hal f a year's supply of credits for cruising expenses.

"I amnot hunting a hide-hole. | am after zorans. As | told you, | buy
gens. "

He shrugged as if he did not believe me but was willing to go along with ny
story, since it did not natter to himone way or another. But | triggered

out the log tape and pushed its recorder to him setting before himthe
acconpanyi ng pad for his thunbprint to seal the bargain.

Ryzk exam ned the tape. "A year's contract? And what if | don't sign, if |
reserve the right to leave ship at the first port or call? After all, |
don't renenber any agreenent between us before | woke up in this spinner of
yours."

"And how long would it take you to find another ship off Lorgal ?"

"And how do you know I'l|l set you down there in the first place? Lorgal is
about the worst choice in the Fathfar sector. | can punch out any course
pl ease--"

"Can you?" inquired Eet. For the second tinme Ryzk registered startlenent. He
stared now at the nmutant and his gaze was anythi ng but pleasant.

"Tel epath!" He spat that out |ike a curse.

"And nore--" | hastened to agree. "Eet has a way of getting things we want
done, done."

"You say that you have the Guild after you and you want me to sign on for a
year. Your first pick of a landing is a hellhole. And now this--this--"
"Partner of mne," | supplied when he seemed at a |loss for the proper term
"This partner suggests he can make nme do as he wi shes.™

"You had better believe it."

"What do | get out of it? Ship's wages--?"

This was a fair enough protest. | was willing to concede nore.

"Take Trade share--"

He stiffened. | saw his hand twitch, his fingers balled into a fist which
m ght have been ainmed at ne had he not some control over his tenper. But |
read then his dislike for ny knowl edge of that fragment of his past. That
had used a Free Trader's term offering hima Trader deal, was not to his
liking at all. But he nodded.

Then he pressed his thunb on the sign pad and recited his |icense nunber and
nane into the recorder, formally accepting duty as pilot for one planet
year, to be conputed on the scale of the planet fromwhich we had just
lifted, which was a matter of four hundred days.

There was little or nothing to do while the ship was in hyper, a matter of
concern on the early exploring and trading ships. For idle nen caused
trouble. It was usually customary for nmenbers of a ship's crew to devel op
hobbi es or crafts to keep their nmnds alert, their hands busy. But if Ryzk
had had such in the past, he did not produce them now

He did, however, make systematic use of the exercise cabin, as | did also,



keeping rmuscles needed planet-side fromgrowing flabby in the reduced
gravity of space flight. And as tine passed he thinned and fined down unti
he was a far nore presentable man than the one we had steered out of the
O f-port drinking den.

My own preoccupation was with the mass of records | had nmanaged, with the
reluctant assistance of the Patrol, to regain fromseveral storage points
used by Vondar Ustle. Wth some | was familiar, but other tapes, especially
those in code, were harder. Vondar had been a rover as well as a gem
merchant. He could have nade a fortune had he settled down as a desi gner and
retailer on any inner-systemplanet. But his nature had been attuned to
wanderi ng and he had had the restlessness of a First-in Scout.

H s designing was an art beyond me, and of his know edge of stones | had
perhaps a tenth--if | was not grossly overestimating what | had been able to
assimlate during the years of our master-apprentice relationship. But the
tapes, which | could claimunder the law as a |legally appointed apprentice,
were ny inheritance and all | had to build a future upon. Al that was
reasonably certain, that is. For the quest for the source of the zero stone
was a ganble on which we could not embark w thout a backing of credits.

| watched the viewer as | ran the tapes through, concentrating on that which
| had not al ready absorbed in actual tutelage under Vondar. And ny own state
of ignorance at tinmes depressed me dismally, leaving me to wonder if Eet had
somehow noved me into this action as one noves a star against a comet in
that nost w dely spread gal actic ganme of chance, named for its pieces--Stars
and Conets.

But | was also sure that if he had, | would never be really sure of that
fact, and it was far better for my peace of nmind not to delve into such
specul ation. To keep at ny task was the prime need now and | was setting up,
wi th many revisions, deletions, and additions, a possible itinerary for us
to follow Lorgal had been ny first choice, because of the sinplicity of its
primtive type of exchange barter. In ny first solo deal | needed that
simplicity. Though I had cut as close as | could in outfitting the Wendw nd,
| had had to spend sone of our very meager store of credits on trade goods.
These now occupied less than a third of the inprovised storeroom But the
maj or part of the wares had been selected for dealing on Lorgal

As wandering people, traveling fromone water hole to the next across a | and
whi ch was for the nost part volcanic rock (with some still active cones
breat hi ng smoke by day, giving forth a red glow at night), sand, wind to a
puni shi ng degree, and pallid vegetation growing in the bottom of sharp-cut
gullies, the Lorgalians wanted mainly food for their too often enpty
bellies, and water, which for far too many days seemed to have vani shed
from or rather into, their earth's crust.

| had visited there once wth Vondar, and he had achieved instantaneous
results with a small solar converter. Into this could be fed the scabrous
| eaves of the vegetation, the end product energing as snall blocks about a
finger in length containing a highly nutritious food which would keep a man
going for perhaps five of their dust- and wind-filled days, one of their
pl oddi ng beasts for three. The machine had been sinple, if bul ky, and had
had no parts so conplicated that a nontechnically-inclined people could put
it out of running order. The only trouble was that it was so large that it
had to be slung between two of their beasts for transport--though that had
not deterred the chieftain fromwelcomng it as he night have a supernatura
gift fromone of his denon gods.

I had found, in ny nore recent prow ings through supply warehouses where the
resi due of scout and exploration ships was turned in for resale, a simlar
machi ne whi ch was but half the size of that we had offered before. And while
| could raise the price of only two of these, I had hopes that they would
nore than pay for our voyage.

| knew zorans, and | also knew the nmarket for them They were one of those
speci al gems whose origin was organic rather than mneral. Lorgal nust once
have had an extrenely wet climate which supported a highly varied vegetable



growm h. This had vani shed, perhaps quite suddenly in a series of volcanic
out breaks. Sonme gas or other had killed certain of those plants, and their
substance was then engulfed in earth fissures which closed to apply great
pressure. That, conmbined with the gas the plants had absorbed, wought the
changes to produce zorans.

In their natural state they were often found still in the formof a mat of
crushed | eaves or a barked linmb, sonetimes even wth a crystalized insect
(if you were very lucky indeed) enbedded in them But once polished and cut,
they were a deep purple-blue-green through which ran streaked 1lines of
silver or glittering gold. O else they were a crystalline yellow (probably
dependi ng upon sone variation in the plant, or in the gas which had slain
it) with flecks of glittering bronze.

The chunks or veins of the stuff were regularly mined by the nomads, who,
until the arrival of the first off-world traders, wused it muinly to tip
their spears. It could be sharpened to a needle point which, upon entering
flesh, would break off, to fester and eventually kill, even though the
initial wound had not been a deep one.

And during the first cutting a zoran had to be handled with gloves, since
any break in the outer |ayer made it poisonous. Once that had been buffed
away, the gems could be shaped easily, even nore so by the application of
heat than by a cutting tool. Then, plunged into deep freeze, they hardened
conpletely and would not yield again to any treatnent. Their cutting was
thus a conplicated process, but their final beauty made them prized, and
even in the rough they brought excellent prices.

So it would be zorans, and from Lorgal we could Iift next to Rakipur, where
zorans could be sold wuncut to the priests of Mankspher and the pearls of
| onnex crabs bought. Fromthere perhaps to Rohan for caberon sapphires or--
But there was no use planning too far ahead. | had | earned | ong ago that al
trading was a ganble and that to concentrate on the i medi ate future was the
best way. Eet wandered in and out while | studied ny tapes. Sonmetinmes he sat
on the table to followwith a show of interest some particul ar one, at other
times curling up to sleep. At length Ryzk, probably for |lack of sonmething to
do, also found his way to where | studied, and his casual interest gave way
to genuine attention

"Rohan," he commented when | ran through Vondar's tape on that world. Thax
Thorman had trading rights on Rohan back in 3949. He made a good thing out
of it. Not sapphires, though. He was after nossilk. That was before the
thrinx plague wi ped out the spinners. They never did find out what started
the thrinx, though Thorman had his suspicions."

"Those bei ng?" | asked when he did not continue.

"Well, those were the days when the conbines tried to nake it hard for the
Free Men." He gave their own name to the Free Traders. "And there were a | ot
of tricks pulled. Thorman bid for Rohan in a syndicate of five Free ships,
and he was able to overtop the Bendi x Conbine for it. The Conbine had the
auction fixed to go their way and then a Survey referee showed up and their
bri bed auctioneer couldn't set the conputer. So their |ow bid was knocked
out and Thorman got his. It was a chance for him Bendi x had a good idea of
what was there, and he was just specul ati ng because he knew they were set on
it.

"So--he and the other ships had about four planet years of really skinmng
the good stuff. Then the thrinx finished that. Wped out three of the other
captains. They had been fool enough to give credit for two years running.
But Thornman never trusted Bendix and he kind of expected sonething m ght
blow up. No way, of course, of proving the B people had a hand in it.
Nowadays, since the Free Men have had their own confederation, conbines
can't pull such tricks. I've seen a couple of those sapphires. Tough to
find, aren't they?"

"They woul dn't be if anyone could |ocate the source. Wat is discovered are
the pieces washed down the north rivers in the spring--1oose in the gravel.
Been plenty of prospectors who tried to get over the Knife Ridge to hunt the



blue earth holes which nust be there. Mst of them were never heard from
again. That's taboo country in there."

"Easier to buy 'emthan to hunt them eh?"

"Sonmetines. Other tines it is just the opposite. W have our dangers, too."
| was sonewhat irked by what | thought | detected underlying his conment.

But he was already changing the subject. "W conme out of hyper on the yell ow
signal. Were do you want to set down on Lorgal, western or eastern
conti nent ?"

"Eastern. As near the Black River line as you can nake it. There is no rea
port, as perhaps you know. "

"Been a lot of tinme spinning by since | was there. Things could be changed,
even a port there. Black R ver region." He | ooked over ny shoul der at the
wal | of the cabin as if a map had been vi deo-cast there. "We'Il fin down in
the Big Pot, unless that has boiled over into rough | and again."

The Big Pot was noted on Lorgal, a giant crater with a burned-out heart
which was relatively snmoboth and which had been used as an inprovised space
port. Though we had not |I|anded there on ny one visit to Lorgal, | knew
enough fromwhat | had heard then to recognize that Ryzk had chosen the best
| andi ng the eastern continent could offer

Though the Big Pot was off the nain nomad route along the series of water
hol es the Black River had shrunk to, we had a one-man flitter in our tai
hol d. And that could scout out the nearest canp site, saving a trek over the
horribly broken Iland, which could not be traveled on foot by any

off-worlder. | looked to the recorded tine dial. It was solidly blue, which
meant that the yellow signal was not too far off. Ryzk arose and stretched.
"After we cone out of hyper, it will take us four color spans to get into

orbit at Lorgal, then naybe one nore to set down, if we are |ucky. How | ong
do we stay pl anetsi de?"

"I cannot say. Depends upon finding a tribe and setting up a talk fire. Five
days, ten, a couple of weeks--"

He grimaced. "On Lorgal that 1is too long. But you're the owner, it's your
rati on supply. Only hope you can cut it shorter.”

He went out to clinmb to the control cabin. | packed away the tapes and the
viewer. | certainly shared his hope--though | knew that once | entered upon
the actual trading, | would find in it the zest which it always held for ne.
Yet Lorgal was not a world on which one wanted to linger. And now it was for
me only a neans to an end, the end still lying too far ahead to visualize.

I was not |ong behind Ryzk in seeking the control cabin and the second seat
there. Wiile | could not second his duties, yet | wanted to watch the

Vi sa-screen as we cane in. This was nmy first real venture, and success or
failure here nmeant very much. Perhaps Eet was as uncertain as |, for though
he curled up in his faniliar position against my chest and shoulder, his
m nd was closed to ne.

W snapped out of hyper and it was plain that Ryzk deserved so far the trust
I had had to place in him for the yellow orb was certainly Lorgal. He did
not put the ship on automatic, but played wth fingers on the controls,
setting our course, orbiting us about that gol den sphere.

As we cut into atnmosphere the contours of the planet cleared. There were the
huge scars of old seas, now shrunken into deep pockets in the centers of
what had once been their beds, their waters bitterly salt. The continents
arose on what were now plateaus, left well above the dried surface of the
al nost vani shed seas. In a short time we could distinguish the broken chains
of vol canic nountains, the river valley with lava, country in between.

And then the pockmark of the Big Pot could be seen. But as we rode our deter
rockets into that prom se of a halfway fair landing, | caught a startling

gl i npse of sonething el se.

W sat down, waiting that one tense nonent to see if it had indeed been a
fair three-fin I anding. Then, as there came no warning tilt of the cabin,
Ryzk triggered the visa-screen, starting its circular sweep of our inmediate
surroundings. It was only a second before | was able to see that we were



i ndeed not alone in the Big Pot

There was anot her ship standing some di stance away. It was plainly a
trader-for-hire. Wich nmeant dire conpetition, because Lorgal had only one
mar ket abl e of f-worl d product--zorans. And the yield in any year from one
tribe was not enough to satisfy two gemnerchants, not if one had to have a
large profit to continue to exist. | could only wonder which one of Vondar's
old rivals was now sitting by a talk fire and what he had to offer. The only
slim chance which remained to ne was the fact that he m ght not have one of
the reduced-in-size converters, and that | could so outbhid him

" Conpany, " Ryzk conmented. "Trouble for you?" Wth that question he
di sassoci ated hinself fromany failure of mine. He was strictly a wage nman
and would get his pay, fromthe value of the ship if need be, if |I went
under .

"W shall see," was the best answer | could make as | unstrapped to go and
see the flitter and nake a try at finding a nomad canp.

Chapter Five

My advantage lay in that | had been to Lorgal before, though then the trade
responsibility had lain with Vondar, and | had only been an observer. Qur

success or failure now depended upon how well | remenbered what | had
observed. The nomads were hunanoi d, but not of Terran stock, so dealing with
them required X-Tee techniques. Even Terrans, or Terran colonist

descendants, could not thenselves agree over semantics, custons, or nora
standards from planet to planet, and dealing with utterly alien nores added
just that nuch nore confusion

The small converter | selected as my best exhibit could be crowded into the
flitter's tail storage section. | strapped on the voca-translator and nade
sure that a water supply and E-rations were to hand. Eet was already curled
up inside waiting for ne.

"Good luck." Ryzk stood ready to thumb open the hatch. "Be sure to keep
contact beam-"

"That is one thing | will not forget!" |I prom sed. Though we had little in
conmmon, save that we shared the same ship and sone of the duties of keeping
it activated, we were two of the same species on an alien world, a situation
whi ch tended to nake a strong, if tenporary, bond between us now

Ryzk would nonitor ne all the tine the flitter was away fromthe ship. And
knew that, should disaster strike either of us the other would do what he
could to aid. It was a ship law, a planet |aw-one never put onto actua
record tape but one which had existed since the first of our breed shot into
space. My menory of ny first visit to Lorgal gave me one possible site for a

nonmad neeting, a deep pool in the river bed which had been excavated tine
and time again by the wandering tribes wuntil they were always sure of sone
moi sture at its bottom | set off in that direction, taking ny marking from

two vol cani c cones.

The churned ground passing under the flitter was a nightnmare of broken
ridges, knife-sharp pinnacles, and pitted holes. |I do not believe that even
t he nonmads coul d have crossed it--not that they ever wandered far from the
faint prom se of water along the ancient courses of the river.

While most of the rock about the Big Pot had been of a yellowred-brown
shade, here it was gray, showing a shiny, glassy black in patches. W had
pl aneted about nidnorning and now the sun caught those gl eam ng surfaces to
make them fountains of glare. There were nore and nmore of these as the
flitter dipped over the Black River, where even the sands were of that
somber color. Here the water pits broke the general dark with their side
mounds of reddi sh under-surface sand, which had been | aboriously dug out in
the past by the few native animals or the nonads. And on the inner sides of
those nmounds, ringing what small deposits of nmoisture there m ght be, grew
the stunted plants which were the nonads only attenpts at agriculture.

They saved every seed, carrying themwhere they went, as another race on a
nore hospitable world might treasure precious stones or netal, planting them
one by one in the new y-dug sides of any hole before they left. Wen they



circled back weeks or nonths later, they found, if they were fortunate, a
nmeager harvest waiting.

Judgi ng by the height of the scrubby brush around the first two pits

di pped to inspect, the Lorgalians had not yet reached them-which neant I
must fly farther east to pick up their canp.

I had seen no sign of life about that other ship as | had taken off. Nor had
my course taken nme close to it. However, | had noted that its flitter hatch
was open and guessed that the trader was already out in the field. Tine
m ght al ready have defeated ne.

Then the Black River curved and | saw the splotch of tents dotted about.
There was novenent there, and as | throttled down the flitter to |owest
speed and canme in for a set-down I knew | was indeed |ate. For the cl oaked

and cow ed figures of the tribesmen were noving with rhythm c pacing about
the circunference of their canp site, each swinging an armto crack a
| ong-l ashed whip at the nothingness beyond, a nothingness which they
believed filled with devils who nust be driven away by such precautions
bef ore any cerenony or serious business could be transacted.

There was another flitter parked here. It had no distinguishing conmpany
mar ki ngs, so | was not about to buck a combine man. O course | hardly
expected to find one here. The pickings, as far as they were concerned, were
too small. No, whoever was ready to deal with the canp was a free lance |ike
nmyself. | set down a length from the other transport. Now | could hear the
hi gh- pi tched, al nost squealing chant voiced by the devil-routers. Wth Eet
on ny shoulders | plunged into dry, stinging air, and the glare of a sun
agai nst which nmy goggles were only part protection

That air rasped against the skinas if it were filled with invisible but
very tangible particles of grit. Feeling it, one did not wonder at the |ong
robes, the cows, the hal f-masks the natives wore for protection

As | approached the ring of devil-lashers two of the whips curled out to
crack the air on either side, but | did not flinch, know ng that mnuch of
nomad custom Had I shown any surprise or recoil, I would have |abeled

nmysel f a denon in disguise and a shower of zoran-pointed spears would have
foll omed that exposure of ny true nature.

The tribesmen | passed showed no interest in nme; they were concentrating on
their duty of protection. | cut between two of the closed tents to a clear
space where | could see the assenbly the whi ppers were guarding.

There was a huddle of nomads, all males, of course, and so enwapped in
their robes that only the eye slits suggested that they were not just bales
of griny |lakis-wol cloth. The |akises thenselves, ungainly beasts with
bl oated bodies to store the food and water for days when there was need,
perched on long, thin legs with great wde, flat feet made for desert
travel. These were now folded wunder them for they lay to serve as
wi ndbreaks behind their masters. Their thick necks rested across each
other's bodies if they could find a neighbor to so serve them and their
di sproportionately small heads had the eyes closed, as if they were al
firmy asleep. Facing this assenbly was the suited and helneted figure of
one of my own race. He stood, some packages about his feet, naking the Four
CGestures of Geeting, which neant, considering his ease, that he had either
visited such a canp before, or else had made a careful study of record
tapes. The chieftain, like everyone else in that muffled crowd, could
certainly not be recognized by features, but only by his badge of office,
t he bl oated abdomen which was the result of much prideful padding. That
| ayer upon layer of swaddling was not sinply a shield against assassination
(chieftainship anong the Lorgalians was based upon weapon skill, not
birthright); to be fat was a sign of wealth and good fortune here. And he
who produced a truely noticeable belly was a man of prestige and standing.

| could not even be sure that this was the tribe wth whom Vondar had
traded. Only luck mght help nme in that. But surely, even if it was not,
t hey woul d have heard of the wonder rmachine he had introduced and would be
the nore eager to acquire one of their own.



When | had entered the gathering | had come up behind the trader. And the
nomads did not stir as they sighted ne. Perhaps they thought me one of the
stranger's followers. I do not think he was aware of ne wuntil | stepped
I evel with himand began nmy own gestures of greeting, thus signifying that
he was not speaking for ne, but that | was on ny own.

He turned his head and | saw one | knew-Ilvor Akkil He had been no match for
Vondar Ustle; few were. But he was certainly nore than | woul d have chosen
to contend against at the beginning of ny independent career. He stared at
me intently for a monent and then grinned. And that grin said that in me he
saw no threat. We had fronted each other for several hours once at a Salarik
bar gai ning, but there | had been only an onl ooker, and he had been easily
def eat ed by Vondar.

He did not pause in his ritual gestures after that one glance to assess his
opposition and disnmiss it. And | becane as unseeing of him W waved enpty
hands, pointed north, south, east, and west, to the blazing sun, the
cracked, sandy earth under us, outlined synbols of three denons, and that of
the lakis, a nomad, and a tent, signifying that by local customwe were
devout, honest nen, and had come for trade.

By right Akki had the first chance, since he was first on the scene. And
had to wait while he pulled forward several boxes, snapped them open. There
was the usual small stuff, nostly plastic--sone garish jewelry, some goblets
whi ch were fabul ous treasure to the eye but all plastic to the touch, and a
couple of sun torches. These were all nake-gifts--offered to the chief. And
seeing their nature | was a little relieved.

For such an array nmeant this was not a return visit but a first try by Akki
If he were here on spec and had not heard of Vondar's success with the food

converter, | could beat himyet. And | had had this much luck, a small flag
fluttering by the chieftain's tent told me--this was the tribe Vondar had
treated with. And | needed only tell them that | had a nore easily

transported machine to sweep all the zorans they had to offer out of their
bags. But if |I felt triunph for a few seconds it was speedily swept away as
Akki  opened his | ast box, setting out a very fanmiliar object and one | had
not expected to see.

It was a converter, but still nore reduced in size and nore portable than
those | had chanced wupon in the warehouse, undoubtedly a I|ater and yet
further inproved nodel. | could only hope that he had just the one and that

| mght halve or quarter his return by offering two.

He proceeded to denonstrate the converter before that silent, never-noving
conpany. Then he wait ed.

A hairy hand with long dirty nails flipped out fromunder the bundle of the
chieftain's robes, naking a sign. And one of his followers hunched forward
to unfold a strip of lakis hide on which were many | oops. Each loop held a
chunk of zoran and only strict control Kkept ne standing, seemngly
indifferent, where | was. Four of those unworked stones were of the
crystalline type and each held an insect. It was a better display than | had
ever heard of. Vondar had once taken two such stones and the realization of
their value off world had seened fabulous to ne. Four--with those | would
not have to worry about a year's running of the ship. I would not even have
to trade at all. W could be off after the zero stone after a single sale.
Only Akki was the one to whomthey were offered, and | knew very well that
none of them was ever going to come to ne.

He deliberated, of course--that was custom again. Then he rmade his choice,
sweeping up the insect pieces, as well as three of the blue-green-purple
stones of size large enough to cut well. What was left after his choices had
been fingered seened refuse.

Then he raised his head to grin at ne again as he slipped his hoard into a
travel case, clapped his hand twice on the converter, and touched the rest
of the goods he had spread out, releasing themall formally.

"Tough luck," he said in Basic. "But you ve been having that all along,
haven't you, Jern? To expect to fill Ustle's boots--" He shook his head.



"Good fortune," | said, when | would rather have voi ced di sappoi nt nent and
frustration. "Good fortune, smooth lifting, with a sale at the end." | gave
hima trader's formal farewell.

But he made no nove to | eave. Instead he added the insulting wave of hand
signi fying anong the Lorgal -ians a master's introduction of a follower. And
that, too, | had to accept for the present, since any dispute between us
must be conducted outside the canmp. A flare of tenper would be swift
i ndication that a devil had entered and all trading would be under ban, |est
that unchancy spirit enter into some piece of the trade goods. | was al nost
tenpted to do just that, in order to see Akki's offerings ritually pounded
into splinters, the zorans treated the sanme way. But though such tenptation
was hot in ne for an instant, | withstood it. He had won by the rules, and
woul d be the smaller were | to defeat himso, to say nothing of destroying
all thought of future trade with Lorgal not only for the two of us, but for
all other off-worlders. | could take a chance and try to find another tribe
sonmewhere out in the stark wilderness of the continent. But to withdraw from
this canmp now wi thout dealing would be a delicate matter and one | did not
know quite how to handle. I mght offend sonme | ocal custom past nendi ng. No,
like it or not, | would have to take Akki's | eavings.

They were waiting and perhaps growi ng inpatient. My hands spun into the sign
| anguage, aided by the throaty rasping nmy translator nade as it spoke words
in their own sparse tongue.

This"--1 indicated the converter--"1 have also--but larger--in the belly of
ny sky lakis."

Now that | had nmade that offer there was no turning back. In order to retain
the good wll of the nomads | would have to trade, or |lose face. And
inwardly I was aware of ny own inaptitude in the whole encounter. | had nade

my mstake in ever entering the canp after | had seen Akki's flitter already
here. The intelligent nove would have been then to prospect for another
clan. But | had rushed, believing ny wares to be unduplicated, and so |ost.
Agai n that hairy hand waved and two of the bundled warriors arose to tail ne
to the flitter, cracking their whips above us as we crossed the line kept by
the lashing guards. | pulled the heavy case from where | had so hopefully
wedged it. And with their aid, one protecting us fromthe devils, the other
hel ping nme to carry it, | brought it back to the canp.

W set it before the chieftain. Either by accident or design, it |anded next
to Akki's, and the difference in bulk was marked. | went through the process
of proving it was indeed a food converter and then awaited the chieftain's
deci si on.

He gestured and one of ny assistants booted a lakis toits feet, the
creature bubbling and conplaining bitterly with guttural grunts. It came up
with a splayfooted shuffle which, awkward as it | ooked, would take it at an
unvaryi ng pace day after day across this tormented | and.

A kick on one foreknee brought it kneeling again and the two converters were
set beside it. Then proceeded a demponstration to prove the inferiority of ny
of fering. Akki's machine mght be put in a luggage sling on one side of the
beast, a load of other equipment on the other--while if it bore the one
had brought, it could carry nothing el se.

The chieftain wiggled his fingers and a second roll of lakis hide was
produced. | tensed. | had thought |I would be offered Akki's |eavings, but it
woul d seem | was too pessimstic. My elation |asted, however, only until the

roll was opened. What lay within its |oops were zorans right enough. But
nothing to conpare wth those shown to Akki. Nor was | even allowed to
choose fromhis rejects. | had to take what was offered--or else return to

the ship enpty-handed, with a profitless set-down to ny credit, or rather
discredit. So | made the best of a very bad bargain and chose. There were,
naturally, no insect pieces, and only two of the nore attractive vyellow
ones. The blues had faults and | had to exam ne each for flaws, taking what
| could, though in the end | was certain | had hardly nade expenses.

| still had the second converter, and | mght just be able to contact



another tribe. Wth that small hope, | concluded the bargain and picked up
what still seenmed trash conpared with Akki's magnificent haul

He was grinning again as | wapped the pieces of ny choice into a packet and
stood to nake the farewel|l gestures. Al this time Eet had been as inert as
if he were indeed a fur piece about ny shoulders. And it was not until | had
to wal k away fromthe canp, badly defeated, that | wondered why he had not
taken sone part in the affair. O had | cone to | ean so heavily on himthat
I was not able to take care of nyself? As that thought hit ne | was startled
and alarned. Once | had | eaned upon mny father, feeling secure in his w sdom
and experience. Then there had been Vondar, whose know edge had so far
exceeded ny own that | had been content to accept his arrangenment of both
our lives. Soon after disaster had broken that tie, Eet had taken over. And
it would seemthat | was only half a nman, needi ng the guidance of a stronger
will and mind. | could accept that, becone Eet's puppet. O | could be
willing to make my own mistakes, learn by them hold Eet to a partnership
rather than a master-servant relationship. It was up to ne, and perhaps Eet
wanted ne to rmake such a choice, having deliberately left me to ny own
bungling today as a test, or even an object |esson as to how helpless | was
when | tried to deal on my own.

"Good fortune, smooth lifting--" That was Akki nockingly echoing ny farewell

of minutes earlier. "Crab pearls next, Jern? Want to wager | will take the
best there, too?"
He |aughed, not waiting for nmy answer. It was as if he knew that any

defiance on ny part would be in the nature of a hollow boast. Instead, he
tranped off to his flitter, letting ne settle into mne

| did not take off at once to follow him back to his ship. |If he also
expected to hunt another canp, | did not want himto follow ny path--though
he m ght put a scanner on ne.

Triggering the com | called Ryzk. "Coming in." | would not add to that. The

channels of all flitter corns were the same and Akki could pick up anything
I now sai d.

Nor did | try to contact Eet, stubbornly resolved | would Ileave him in
mental retirenent as | tried to solve my own probl ens.
Those problens were not going to becone any lighter, I saw as | took off.

There was an odd greenish-yellow cast to the sky. And the surface of the
ground, wherever there was a deposit of sand, threw up whirling shapes of
grit. Seconds later the very sky about us seened to explode and the flitter
was caught in a gust which even her power could not fight.

For a space we were caught in that whirlwind and | knew fear. The flitter
was never meant for high altitudes, and skimng the surface beneath the
worst of the wind carried with it the danger of being smashed agai nst sone
escarprment. But | had little choice. And | fought grimy to hold the craft
steady. W were driven south and west, out over the dead sea bottom And
knew bl eakly that even if | did get back to the Wendwind my chances of
finding another tribe were finished. Such a storm as this drove themto
shelter and | could spend fruitless weeks hunting them But | was able bit
by bit to fight back to the Big Pot. And when | finally entered the hatch
was so weak | slunped forward over the controls and was not really aware of
anything nore until Ryzk forced a nug of caff into my hands and | knew I was
in the nmess cabin.

"This pest hole has gone crazy!" He was drumring with his fingers on the
edge of the table. "According to our instrunents we are sitting over a
bl owhol e now. W& up ship, or we are blown out!"

| did not quite realize what he nmeant and it was not wuntil we had spaced
that he explained tersely; the readings of planet stability under the Big
Pot had suddenly flared into the danger zone, and he had feared | would not
get back before he would be forced to Ilift. That | had squeezed in by what
he considered a very narrow margi n he thought |uck of a fabul ous kind.

But that danger was not real to ne, since | had not been aware of it unti
afterward. The realization of ny trade failure was worse. | nust lay better



pl ans or | ose out as badly as | would have, had we never raised from Theba.
Akki had nmentioned crab pearls--which mght or mght not nean that his
itinerary had been planned along the same course as mne. | laid out the
poor results of ny zoran dealing and considered themfretfully. Akki m ght
have done two things: he mght have boastfully warned me off the planet
where he was going to trade (his ship had lifted, Ryzk informed ne, at once
upon his return), or he might just have said that out of malice to nake ne
change ny own plans. | wondered. Eet could tell ne. But straightaway I
rebelled. I was not going to depend on Eet!

Where was my next-best market? | tried to recall Vondar's listings. There
was--Sororis! And it was not from Ustle' s notes that menory canme, but from
my father. Sororis had been an "exit" planet for years, that is, a very far
out station in which outlaws could, if they were at the end of their
resources and very desperate indeed, find refuge. It had no regular service
of either passenger or trade ships, though tranps of very dubious registry
woul d put in there now and then. The refuse of the galaxy's crimnal el ement
conjoined around the half-forgotten port and naintained thensel ves as best
they could, or died. They were too useless for even the Guild to recruit.
However, and this was the inportant fact, there was a native race on
Sororis, settled in the north where the off-worlders found the land too
i nhospitable. And they were supposed to have sone form dable weapons of
their own to protect thensel ves against raiders fromthe port.

The main thing was that they had a well-defined religion and god-gifts were
an inportant part of it. To present their god with an outstanding gift was
the only real means of wi nning status anong them Such presentations gave
t he donor the freedomof their city for a certain nunber of days.

My father had been given to telling stories, always supposedly about nmen he

knew during his years as a Quild appraiser. | believed, however, that sone
concerned his own exploits as a youth. He had told of an adventure on
Sororis in detail, and now | could draw upon that for a way to retrieve the

Lorgal fiasco. To the inhabitants of Sororis these chunks of zoran would be
rare and strange, since they would not have seen them before. Suppose
presented the largest at the tenple, then offered the rest to men who w shed
to make simlar gifts and thus enhance their standing anong their fellows?
What Sororisan products mght be taken in exchange | did not know. But the
hero of ny father's story had cone amay wth a greenstone unheard of
el sewhere. For there was this about the Sororisans--they traded fairly.

It was so wild a chance that no one but a desperate man would think of it.
But the conbination of nmy defeat by Akki and the need for asserting ny
i ndependence of Eet made nme consider it. And after | had finished the caff |
went to the conputer in the control cabin and punched the code for Sororis,
wagering with nyself that if | received no answer | would accept that as a
nmeani ng there was no chance of carrying through such a wild ganble.

Ryzk watched ne speculatively as | waited for the conputer's answer. And
when, in spite of ny half-hopes, a series of nunbers did appear on the small
screen, he read them al oud:

"Sector 5, VI--Norroute 11-- \ere in the name of Asta-lvista is that? O
what ?"

| was conmitted now “"That is where we are going." | wondered if he had
heard of it. "Sororis."
Chapter Six

"Where are your beam |l asers and protect screens?" Ryzk asked in the voice,
deci ded, one used for addressing soneone whose nmental bal ance was in doubt.
He even gl anced at the control board, as if expecting to see such arnmanents
represented there. And so convincing was his question that | found nyself
echoi ng that gl ance--which mght not have been so fruitless had the ship

still carried what scars proclai mred she once had.
"If you don't have those," he continued, his logic an irritation, "you m ght
just as well blow her tubes and end us all right here w thout wasting the

energy to take wus to Sororis--if you do know what awaits any ship crazy



enough to planet there. It's a rock prison and those dunped on it will storm
any ship for a way to lift off again. To set down at whatever port they do
have is sinply inviting take-over."

"W are not going in--that is, the shipis not." At least | had pl anned that
far ahead, drawing on ny father's very detailed account of how his "friend"
had made that single visit to the planet's surface. "There is the LB. It can
be fitted with a return nechanismif only one is to use it."

Ryzk | ooked at nme. For a very long nonment he did not answer, and when he
did, it was obliquely.

"Even a parking orbit there would be risky. They nay have a converted
flitter able to try a ship raid. And who is goi ng down and why?"

"I am-to Sornuff--" 1 gave the native city the best pronunciation | could,
though its real tw st of consonants and vowel s was beyond the powers of the
human tongue and larynx to produce. The Sororisans were humanoi d, but they
were not of Terran col ony stock, not even nutated col ony stock

"The tenple treasures!" His instant realization of what | had in nmnd told
me that his Free Trader's know edge of the planet's people was nore than
just surface.

"It has been done," | told him though | was aware that | was dependi ng
per haps too rmuch on ny father's story.

"An orbit park for Sornuff," Ryzk continued, alnmost as if thinking aloud,
"could be polar, and so leave us well away fromthe entrance route for
anything setting dowmn at the real port. As for the LB, yes, there can be
lift-off nodifications. Only"--he shrugged--"that's a job you don't often
tackle in space.”

"You can do it?" | demanded. | would admt frankly that | was no nmech-tech
and such adjustments were beyond either ny know edge or ny skill. If Ryzk
could not provide the know edge, then we would have to risk sone other and
far nore dangerous way to gain Sornuff.

"I"ll take a |look--" He was al nbst grudging. But that was all | wanted for
now. Free Traders by the very nature of their lives were adept in nore
fields than the wusual spacer. Wiile the fleet nen were alnost rigorously
conpartnented as to their skills, the men of the irregular ships had to be
able to take over sone other's duties when need arose. The LB nust have been
periodically overhauled or it would not have had the certification seal on
its lock. But it still dated to the original fitting of the ship, and so
must have been intended to carry at least five passengers. Thus we were
favored in so much room And Ryzk, dismantling the control board with the
ease of one well used to such problens, grunted that it was in better shape

for conversion than he had supposed.

It suddenly occurred to ne that, as on Lorgal, Eet had made no suggestions
or coments. And that started a small nagging worry in ny nind, gave ne a
twi nge of foreboding. Had Eet read in ny mnd ny decision for independence?
If so, had he some nmeasure of foreknow edge? For never yet had | been able
to discover the limt of his esper powers. Wenever | thought | knew, he
produced somrething new, as he had on Theba. So, possessing foreknow edge,
was he now preparing to allow ne to run into difficulty fromwhich he alone
could extricate us, thus proving for once and for all that our association
was | ess a partnership than one of naster and servant, with Eet very much in
the master's seat? He had closed his nind, offering no coments or
suggestions. Nor did he now ever acconpany us to the |ock where Ryzk and
I--1 as the unhandy assistant-worked to give us possible entry to a hostile
world where | had a thin chance of w nning a ganble. | began to suspect he
was playing a devious ganme, which made nme nore stubborn-set than ever to
prove | could plan and carry through a coup which did not depend upon his
powers. On the other hand, | was willing enough to use what | had | earned
fromEet, even though it now irked ne to adnmit | owed it to him The
hal | uci natory di sgui se was so apt a tool that | systematically worked at the
exercise of mnd and will which produced the tenporary changes. | found that
by regular effort I could hold a mnor alteration such as the scar | had



worked so hard to produce as long as | pleased. But conplete change, a
totally new face for instance, came |less easily. And | nust |abor doggedly
even to produce the slurring of line which would pass nme through a crowd

unnoticed for a short space. It was Eet's added force which had held that
before, and | despaired of ever having enough power to do it nyself.

Practice, Eet had said, was the base of any advance 1| could neke, and
practice | had tine for, in the privacy of ny own cabin, with a mrror set

up on a shelf to be nmy guide in success or failure.

At the back of nmy mind was al ways the hope that so disguised | might slip
through Guild watch at any civilized port. Sororis might be free of their
men, but if | won out wth a precious cargo, | wuld have to reach one of
the inner planets and there sell ny spoil. Stones of unknown val ue were only
of fered at auction before the big nerchants. Peddl ed el sewhere, they were
suspect and could be confiscated after any informer (who got a percentage of
the final sale) turned in atip. It did not matter if they had been honestly
enough acquired on sonme heretofore unmarked world; auction tax had not been
paid on them and that made t hem contraband.

So | spent our voyage time both acting as an extra pair of inept hands for
Ryzk and staring into a mirror trying to reflect there a face which was not
that I had seen all ny life.

W canme out of hyper in the Sororis systemwi th pronptitude, which again
testified to Ryzk's ability, leading ne to wonder what had grounded himin
the scumof the Of-port. There were three planets, two, dead worlds, balls
of cracked rock with no atnosphere, close enough to the sun to fuse any ship
finning dowmn on themlike a pot to fry its crew.

On the other hand, Sororis was a frozen world, or largely so, with only a
belt of livable Iand, by the standards of ny species, about its mddle. It
was covered by glaciers north and south of that, save where there were
narrow fingers of open land running into that ice cover. |In one of these
Sornuff was supposed to exist, well away fromthe outcast settlenent about
the port. Ryzk, whom | left at the controls, set up his hold orbit to the
north while | packed into the LB what | judged | would need for ny visit to
the ice-bound city. Co-ordinates would be fed to the director, and that,
too, was Ryzk's concern. On such automatic devices would depend nmy safe
arrival not too far from Sornuff and ny eventual return to the ship, the
latter being even less sure than the forner. If Ryzk's fears were realized
and a high-altitude conditioned flitter fromthe port raised with a pilot
skillful or reckless enough to attenpt a take-over of the Wendwi nd, it m ght
be that the ship would be forced out of orbit in sone evasive maneuvering
during my absence. If so, | had a warning which would keep ne planetside
until the ship was back on a course the LB was progranmmed to intercept.

| checked all ny gear with double care, as if | had not already checked it
at least a dozen tinmes while we were in hyper. | had a small pack containi ng
special rations, if the local food was not to be assimlated, a translator
a mke call Ryzk would pick up if he were safely in orbit, and, of course,
the stones from Lorgal. There was no weapon, not even a stunner. | could not
have smuggl ed one on board at Theba. | could only depend upon nmy know edge
of personal defense until | was able to outfit nyself with whatever |oca
weapons were avail abl e. Ryzk's voice rasped over the cabin comto say that
all was clear and | picked up the pack. Eet was stretched on the bunk,
apparently asl eep as he had been every time | had come in recently. Was he
sulking, or sinmply indifferent to my actions now? That small germ of worry
hi s unexpected reaction to nmy bid for independence had planted in ne was
fast growing into a full-sized doubt of myself--one | dared not allow if
were to face the tests of ny resourceful ness bel ow

Yet | hesitated just to wal k out and I eave him Qur growing rift hurt in an

obscure way, and | had to hold stubbornly to ny purpose to keep from
surrender. Now | weakened to the degree that | ained a thought at him
"I am goi ng--" That was weakly obvious and | was ashanmed | had done it.

Eet opened his eyes calmy. "Good fortune." He stretched out his head as if



savoring a confort he was not in the |east desirous of |eaving. "Use your
hind eyes as well as the fore." He closed his own and snapped our |inkage.
"Hind eyes as well as fore" nade little sense, but | chewed angrily upon it
as | went to the LB, setting the door seals behind ne. As | lay down in the
hammock | gave the eject signal to Ryzk, and nearly blacked out when the
force of ny partition fromthe ship hit.

Since | was set on automatics, using in part the LB's built-in function to
seek the nearest planet when disaster struck the ship, | had nothing to do
but lie and try to plan for all eventualities. There was an oddly naked fee
to traveling without Eet, we had been in conpany for so long. And I found
that nmy rebellion did not quite blank out that sense of |oss.

Still, there was an exultation born of ny reckless throwing over of al
prudent warnings, trying a wholly new and dangerous venture of my own. This,
too, part of ne warned against. But I was not to have very long to think

about anything. For the cushioning for landing cane on and | knew | had made
the jump to planet-side and was about to be faced by situations which would
demand every bit of nmy attention

The LB had set down, | discovered, in the narrow end of one of those
cl aw shaped valleys which cut into the ice. Perhaps the glacial covering of
Sororis was now receding and these were the first signs of thaw There was
water running swiftly and steadily fromthe very point of the earth claw,
form ng a good-sized streamby the time it passed the LB. But the air was so
chill that its freezing breath was a bl ow against the few exposed portions
of my face. | snapped down the visor of ny helnet as | set the LB hatch on
persona |ock and, taking up ny pack, crunched the ice-packed sand under ny
space boots. |If Ryzk's reckoning had been successful | had only to go down
this valley to where it joined a hand-shaped wedge from which other narrow
val l eys stretched away to the north and | would be in sighting distance of
the walls of Sornuff. Wen | reached that point | rnust depend upon ny
father's tale for guidance. And now | realized he had gone into exhaustive
detail in describing the country, alnost as if he were trying to inpress it
upon ny nenory for sone reason--though at the tine it had not seemed so. But
then | had listened eagerly to all his stories, while ny foster brother and
sister had apparently been bored and restless.

Between ne and the city wall was a shrine of the ice spirit Zeeta. Wile she
was not the principal deity of the Sororisans, she had a sizable follow ng,
and she had acted for the hero of ny father's story as an internediary wth
the priests of the magjor tenples in the city. | say "she" for there was a
[iving woman--or priestess--in that icy fane who was deened to be the
eart h-bound part of the ice spirit, and was treated as a supernatural being,
even differing in body fromher foll owers.

| came to the join of "claw' and "hand" and saw indeed the walls of the
city--and not too far away, the shrine of Zeeta.

My landing had been made just a little after dawn, and only now were thin
beanms of the hardly warm sun reaching to raise glints fromthe nmenace of the
tall ice wall at ny back. There was no sign of any life about the shrine and
| wondered, with apprehension, if Zeeta had been, during the years since
that other visitor was here, w thdrawn, forsaken by those who had petitioned
her here. My worries as to that were quickly over as | came closer to the
buil ding of stone, glazed over with glistening ice. It was in the formof a
cone, the tip of which had been sliced off, and it was perhaps the size of
the Wendwi nd. Qutside, a series of tables which were nmerely slabs of hewn
ice as thick as ny arm mounted on sturdy pillars of the sane frozen
substance encircled the whole truncated tower. On each of these were
enbedded the offerings of Zeeta's worshipers, some of them now so encased in
|ayers of ice that they were only dark shadows, others lying on the surface
with but a very thin coat of noisture solidifying over them

Food, furs, sone stal ks of vegetable stuff black-blasted by frost lay there.
It would seemthat Zeeta never took fromthese supplies, only left themto
become part of the growing ice blocks on which they rested.



I wal ked between two of these chill tables to approach the single break in
t he rounded wall of the shrine, a door open to the wind and cold. But | was
heartened to see further proof of ny father's story, a gong suspended by
that portal. And | boldly raised my fist to strike it with the back of ny
gl oved hand as lightly as | coul d--though the boom ng note whi ch answered ny
tap seemed to ne to reach and echo through the gl aci er behind.

My transl ator was fastened to ny throat and | had rehearsed what | would
say--though the story had not supplied me with any cerenonial greeting and
woul d have to inprovise.

The echoes of the gong continued past the tine | thought they would die. And
when no one cane to answer, |  hesitated, uncertain. The fairly fresh
of ferings spelled occupancy of the shrine, but perhaps that was not so, and
Zeeta, or her chosen counterpart, was not in residence.

| had al nost made up ny mind to go on when there was a flicker of novenent
within the dark oblong of the door. That novenent becane a shape which faced
me. It was as nmuffled as a Lorgalian. But they had appeared to have humanoid
bodi es covered by ordinary robes. This was as if a creature conpletely and
tightly wound in strips or bandages which reduced it to the |Iikeness of a
I arva bal anced there to confront ne.

The coverings, if they were strips of fabric, were crystaled with patterns
of ice which had the glory of individual snowflakes and were di anond-bri ght
when the rising sun touched them But the body beneath was only dinly
visible, having at least two lower linbs (were there any arns they were
bound fast to the trunk and conpletely hidden), a torso, and above, a round
ball for a head. On the fore of that the «crystal encrustrations took the
formof two great faceted eyes--at |east they were ovals and set where eyes
woul d be had the thing been truly humanoi d. There were no other discernible

features. | made what | hoped woul d be accepted as a gesture of reverence or
respect, bowing ny head and holding up ny hands enpty and palmout. And
though the thing had no visible ears, I put nmy pleainto speech which

energed frommy translator as a rising and falling series of trills, weirdly
akin in sone strange fashion to the gong note.

"Hail to Zeeta of the clear ice, the ice which holds forever! | seek the
favor of Zeeta of the ice |l ands."
There was a trilling in return, though |I could see that the head had no

nmouth to utter it.

"You are not of the bl ood, the bones, the flesh of those who seek Zeeta. Wy
do you trouble ne, strange one?"

"I seek Zeeta as one who cones not enpty-handed, as one who knows the honor
of the Ice Maiden--" | put out ny right hand now, laying on the edge of the
nearest table the gift I had prepared with some thought --a thin chain of
silver on which were threaded rounded | unps of rock crystal. On one of the
inner worlds it had no value, but worth is relative to the surroundi ngs and
here it flashed bravely in the sunlight as if it were a string of the
crystals such as adorned Zeeta's w appi ngs.

"You are not of the blood, the kind of ny people," cane her trilling in
reply. She made no nove to inspect my offering, nor even, as far as | could
deduce, to turn her eyes to viewit. "But your gift is well given. \Wat ask
you of Zeeta? Swi ft passage across ice and snow? Good thoughts to |ight your
dr eans?"

"I ask the word of Zeeta spoken into the ear of mighty Torg, that | may have
a daughter's fair will in approaching the father."

"Torg al so does not deal with men of your race, stranger. He is the CGuardi an
and Maker of Good for those who are not of your kind."

"But if one brings gifts, is it not neet that the gift-giver be able to
approach the Maker of Good to pay hi m honage?"

"It is our custom but you are a stranger. Torg may not find it well to
swal | ow what is not of his own people.”

"Let Zeeta but give the foreword to those who serve Torg and then | et him be
the judge of my notives and needs."



"A small thing, and reasonable," was her comment. "So shall it be done."

She did turn her head then so those bl azing crystal eyes were | ooking to the
gong. And though she raised nothing to strike its surface, it suddenly
trenbled and the sound whi ch booned fromit was enough to summon an arny to
attack.

"It is done, stranger."

Before | could give her any thanks she was gone, as suddenly as if her whole
crystal -encrusted body had been a flame and some rise of wnd had
extinguished it. But though she vanished fromnmy sight, | still lifted ny
hand in salute and spoke ny thanks, lest | be thought |acking in gratitude.
As before, the gong note continued to runble through the air about ne,
seem ngly not wholly sound but a kind of vibration. So heral ded, | began to
walk to the city.

The way was not quite so far as it seenmed and | came to the gates before |
was too tired of trudging over the ice-hardened ground. There were people
there and they, too, were strangely enough clad to rivet the attention

Fur garnments are known to many worl ds where the tenperature is such that the
i nhabitants rmust add to their natural covering to survive. Such as these,

t hough, | had not seen. Judging by their appearance, aninals as large as a
man standing at his full height had been slain to obtain skins of shaggy,
gol den fur. These had not been cut and remade into conventional garb but had
retained their original shape, so that the nmen of Sornuff displayed humanoid
faces | ooki ng out of hoods designed from the aninmal heads and still in one
piece with the rest of the hide; the paws, still firm on the linbs, they
used as cover for hands and feet. Save for the showing of their faces they
m ght well be beasts |unbering about on their hind I egs.

Their faces were many shades darker than the golden fur fram ng them and
their eyes narrow and slitted, as if after generations of holding themso in
protection against the glare of sun on snow and ice this had beconme a norma
characteristic.

They appeared to keep no guard at their gate, but three of them who nust
have been sunmoned by the gong, gestured to ne with short crystal rods.
Whet her these were weapons or badges of office |l did not know, but
obediently went with them down the central street. Sornuff had been built
incircular form and its center hub was another cone tenple, nuch |arger
than Zeeta's shrine. The door into it was relatively narrow and oddly
fashi oned to resenbl e an open nouth, though above it were no other carvings
to indicate the rest of a face. This was Torg's place and the test of ny

plan now lay before ne. | could sense no change in warnth in the |large
circular room into which we cane. |If there was any formof heating in
Sornuff it was not used in Torg's tenple. But the chill did not in any way
seem to bother my guides or the waiting priests. Behind them was the
representation of Torg, again a w dely open nouth, in the wall facing the
door.

"I bring a gift for Torg," | began boldly.

"You are not of the people of Torg." It was not quite a protest, but it

carried a faint shadow of warning and it came fromone of the priests. Over
his fur he wore a collar of red nmetal fromwhich hung several flat plaques,
each set with a different color stone and so nmasively engraved in an
interwined pattern that it could not be foll owed.

"Yet | bring a gift for the pleasures of Torg, such as perhaps not even his

children of the blood have seen.” | brought out the best of the zorans, a

bl ue-green roughly oval stone which nearly filled the hollow of ny hand when
| had unrolled its wappings and held it forth to the priest.

He bent his head as if he sniffed the stone, and then he shot out a pale
tongue, touching its tip to the hard surface. Having to pass it through sone
strange test, he plucked it out of nmy hold and turned to face the great
mouth in the wall. The zoran he gripped between the thunb and forefinger of
each hand, holding it in the air at eye |evel

"Behol d the food of Torg, and it is good food, a welcome gift," he intoned.



| heard a stir and nmutter frombehind me as if | had been followed into the
templ e by others.

"It is a welcone gift!" the other priests echoed. Then he snapped his
fingers, or appeared to do so, in an odd way. The zoran spun out and away,
falling through the exact center of the waiting nouth, to vani sh from sight.
The cerenony over, the priest turned once nmore to face ne.

"Stranger you are, but for one sun, one night, two suns, two nights, three
suns, three nights, vyou have the freedomof the city of Torg and may go
about such business as is yours wthin the gates which are under the
Guar di anship of Torg."

"Thanks be to Torg," | answered and bowed ny head. But when | in turn faced
around | found that ny gift giving had i ndeed had an audi ence. There were a
dozen at least of the furred people staring intently at nme. And though they
opened a passage, giving ne a free way to the street wthout, one on the
fringe stepped forward and laid a paw gl oved hand on nmy arm

"Stranger Who Has Gven to Torg." He made a title of address out of that
statement. "There is one who woul d speak with you."

"One is welcone,” | replied. "But I amindeed a stranger wthin your gates
and have no house roof under which to speak."

"There is a house roof and it is this way." He trilled that hurriedly,
glancing over his shoulder as if he feared interruption. And as it did seem
that several others now coming forth fromthe tenple were ninded to join us,
he kept his grasp on ny armand drew ne a step or two away.

Since time was a factor in any trading | would do here, I was willing enough
to go with him

Chapt er Seven

He guided me down one of the side streets to a house which was a mniature
copy of shrine and tenple, save that the cone tip, though it had been cut
away, was nounted with a single lunmp of stone carved wth one of the
intricate designs, one which it sonehow bothered the eyes to study too
closely. There was no door, not even a curtain, closing the portal, but
inside we faced a screen, and had to go between it and the wall for a space
to enter the roombeyond. Along its walls poles jutted forth to support
curtains of fur which divided the outer rimof the single chanber into small

nooks of privacy. Most of these were fully drawn. |I could hear novenent
behind them but saw no one. M guide drew nme to one, jerked aside the
curtain, and notioned nme before himinto that tent.

Fromthe wall protruded a | edge on which were nore furs, as if it mght

serve as a bed. He waved ne to a seat there, then sat, hinmself, at the other
end, leaving a goodly expanse between us as was apparently demanded by
courtesy. He cane directly to the point.

"To Torg you gave a great gift, stranger."

"That 1is true," | said when he paused as though expecting some answer. And
then | dared ny trader's advance. "It is frombeyond the skies.”

"You cone fromthe place of strangers?"

| thought | could detect suspicion in his voice. And | had no wish to be
associated with the derelicts of the off-world settlenent.

"No. | had heard of Torg fromny father, many sun tines ago, and it was told
to nme beyond the stars. My father had respect for Torg and | came with a
gift as nmy father said nust be done."

He pl ucked absent-m ndedly at sone wi sps of the |long fur making a ruff bel ow
hi s shin.

"It is said that there was another stranger who cane bringing Torg a gift
fromthe stars. And he was a generous man."

"To Torg?" | pronpted when he hesitated for the second tine.

"To Torg--and others." He seemed to find it difficult to put into words what
he wanted very nmuch to say. "All men want to please Torg with fine gifts.
But for some nen such fortune never cones."

"You are, perhaps, one of those men?" | dared again to speak plainly, though
by such speech | night defeat nmy own ends. To ny nmind he wanted



encour agenent to state the core of the matter and | knew no other way to
supply it.

"Perhaps--" he hedged. "The tale of other days is that the stranger who cane
carried with himnot one frombeyond-the-stars wonders but several, and gave
these freely to those who asked."

"Now the tale which I heard fromny father was not quite akin to that,"
replied. "For by ny father's words the stranger gave wonders from beyond,
yes. But he accepted certain things in return.”

The Sororisan blinked. "Ch, aye, there was that. But what he took was token
paynment only, things which were not worth Torg's noting and of no rmneaning.
Whi ch nmade hi m one of generous spirit."

| nodded slowy. "That is surely true. And these things which were of no
nmeani ng- - of what nature were they?"

"Like wunto these." He slipped off the | edge to kneel on the floor, pressing
at the front panel of the ledge base imediately bel ow where he had been
sitting. That swung open and he brought out a hide bag from which he shook

four pieces of rough rock. | forced nyself to sit quietly, making no
comment. But, though |I had never seen greenstone, | had seen recorder
tri-dees enough to know that these were uncut, unpolished genms of that
nature. | longed to handle them to make sure they were unflawed and worth a
trade.

"And what are those?" | asked as if | had very little interest in the
di spl ay.

"Rocks which cone fromthe foot of the great ice wall when it grows the Iess
because the water runs fromit. | have themonly because--because |, too,

had a tale fromny father, that once there cane a stranger who would give a
great treasure for these."

"And no one else in Sornuff has such?"

"Perhaps--but they are of no worth. Wiy should a man bring theminto his
house for safekeepi ng? They have made | aughter at me many times when | was a
youngl i ng because | believed in old tales and took these."

"May | see these rocks fromthe old story?”

"OfF a surety!" He grabbed up the two |argest, pushed themeagerly, wth

al nost bruising force, into my hands. "Look! Did your tale speak also of
such?"

The larger piece had a center flaw, but it could be split, | believed, to
gai n one nediumsized good stone and naybe two small ones. However, the

second was a very good one which would need only a little cutting. And he
had two ot her pieces, both good-sized. Wth such at auction | had ny profit,

and a bigger, nore certain one than | had planned in ny conplicated series
of tradings beginning with the zorans.

Perhaps | could do even better somewhere else in Sornuff. | renenbered those
ot her men who had noved to contact ne outside the tenple before nmy present
host had hurried nme off. On the other hand, if | nmade this sure trade
woul d be quicker off world. And sonehow | had had an eerie sensation ever
since | had left the LB that this was a planet it was better to visit as

briefly as possible. There were no indications that the outlaws of the port
cane this far north, but | could not be sure that they did not. And should
be di scovered and the LB found-- No, a quick trade and a speedy retreat was

as nmuch as | dared now. | took out ny pouch and displayed the two snall and
i nferior zorans | had brought.

"Torg mght well look with favor on himwho offered these."

The Sororisan |unged forward, his fur-backed hands reaching with the fingers
crooked as if to snatch that treasure fromme. But that | did not fear
Since | had fed Torg well this norning, | could not be touched for three

days or the wath of Torg would speedily strike down anyone trying such a
bl asphenous act .
"To gift Torg,"
woul d be his!"

"W have shared an old tale, you and |, and have believed in it when others

the Sororisan said breathlessly. "He who did so--all fortune



made | aughter concerning that belief. Is this not so?"

"Stranger, it is sol"

"Then l et us prove their |aughter naught and bring truth to the tale. Take
you these and give me your stones from the cold wall, and it shall be even
as the tale said it was in the days of our fathers!™

"Yes--and yes!" He thrust at me the bag with the stones he had not yet given
me, seized upon the zorans | had | aid down.

"And as was true in the old tale," | added, ny uneasiness flooding in now
that | had achi eved ny purpose, "I go again into beyond-the-sky."

He hardly | ooked up fromthe stones Iying on the fur

"Yes, let it be so."

When he made no nove to see ne forth fromhis house, | stowed the bag of
greenstones into the front of ny weather suit and went on ny owmn. | could
not breathe freely again until I was back in the ship, and the sooner

gai ned that safety the better

There was a crowd of Sororisans in the street outside, but oddly enough none
of them approached ne. Instead they |ooked to the house fromwhich |I had
cone, alnmost as if it had been told themwhat trade had been transacted
there. Nor did any of thembar nmy way or try to prevent ny |eaving. Since
did not know how far the protection of Torg extended, | kept a wary eye to
right and left as | walked (not ran as | wished) to the outer gate.

Across the fields which had been so vacant at ny coming a party was
advanci ng. Part of themwore the fur suits of the natives. But anbng them
were two who had on a queer nixture of shabby, patched, off-world weather
clothing. And | could only think they nust have connection with the port.
Yet | could not retreat now, | was sure | had already been sighted. My only
hope was to get back to the LB with speed and raise off world.

The suited nen halted as they sighted ne. They were too far away for nme to
di stinguish features within their helmets, and | was sure they could not see
m ne. They would only mark my of f-world clothing. But that was new, in good
condition, which would hint to themthat | was not of the port conpany.

| expected themto break fromtheir traveling conpanions, to cut ne off, and
I only hoped they were unarned. | had been schooled by my father's orders in
unarmed conbat which conbined the lore of nore than one planet where man
made a science of defending hinmself using only the weapons wi th which nature
had endowed him And |I thought that if the whole party did not come at ne at
once | had a thin chance.

But if such an attack was in the mnd of the off-worlders, they were not
given a chance to put it to the test. For the furred natives cl osed about
them and hustled themon toward the gate of the city. | thought that they
m ght even be prisoners. Judging by the tales | had heard of the port, an
i nhabitant there might well give reason for retaliation by the natives.

My fast wal k had beconme a trot by the tine | passed the shrine of Zeeta and
| made the best speed | could back to the LB, panting as | broke the sea
and scranbled in. | snapped sw tches, enpowering the boat to rise and |Ilatch
on to the hom ng beamto the Wendw nd, and threw nyself into a hamock for a
take-of f so ungentle that | blacked out as if a great hand had squeezed hal f
the life out of ne.

When | cane groggily to nmy senses again, nenory returned and | knew triunph.
| had proved ny belief in the old story right. Under the breast of ny suit
was what woul d nake us independent of worry--at least for a while--once we
could get it to auction

| rendezvoused with the ship, thus proving ny last worry wong, and stri pped
off the weather suit and helnet, to clinb to the control cabin. But before
could burst out with my news of success, | saw that Ryzk was frowning.

"They spy-beaned us--"

"What!" From a normal port such a happening night not have been too
irregular. After all, a strange ship which did not set down openly but
cruised in a tight orbit well away from any entrance | ane woul d have invited
a spy beamas a matter of regulation. But by all accounts Sororis had no



such equi prment. Its port was not defended, needed no defense.

"The port?" | demanded, still unable to believe that.

"On the contrary." For the first time in what seemed to nme days, Eet nade
answer. "It came fromthe direction of the port, vyes, but it was from a
ship."

This startled me even nore. To ny know edge only a Patroler would nount a
spy beam and that would be a Patroler of the second class, not a roving
scout. The @ild, too, of course, had the reputation of having such
equi prent. But then again, a @Quild ship carrying such would be the property
of a Veep. And what would any Veep be doing on Sororis? It was a place of
exile for the dregs of the crimnal world.

"How | ong?"

"Not | ong enough to | earn anything," Eet returned. "l sawto that. But the
very fact that they did not learn will make them question. W had better get
into hyper--"

"What course?" Ryzk asked.

"Lyl estane. "

Not only did the auction there give me a chance to sell the greenstones as
qui ckly as possible, but Lylestane was one of the inner planets, |ong

settled, even over-civilized, if you wish. O course the Guild would have
some connections there; they had with every world on which there was a
profit to be made. But it was a well-policed world, one where |aw had the
upper hand. And no @uild ship would dare to follow us boldly into Lyl estane
skies. So long as we were clear of any taint of illegality, we were,
according to our past bargain with the Patrol, free to go as we woul d.

Ryzk punched a course with flying fingers, and then signaled a hyper
entrance, as if he feared that at any nonment we might feel the drag of a
traction beam hol ding us fast. H's concern was so apparent it bani shed nost
of ny elation. But that returned as | brought out the greenstones, exani ned
them for flaws, weighed, neasured, set down ny ninimmbids. Had | had nore
training, | might have attenpted cutting the two smaller. But it was better
to take less than to spoil the stones, and | distrusted nmy skill. | had cut
genms, but only inferior stones, suitable for practice.

The largest piece would cut into three, and the next make one flaw ess one.
The other two might provide four stones. Not of the first class. But,
because greenstone was so rare, even second- and third-quality stones would
find eager bidders.

| had been to auctions on Baltis and Anbn with Vondar, though |I had never
visited the nore fanobus one of Lylestane. Only two pl anet years ago one of
Vondar's friends, whom | knew, had accepted the position of appraiser there,

and | did not doubt that he would remenber nme and be prepared to steer ne
through the local legalities to offer nmny stones. He might even suggest a
private buyer or two to be warned that such were up for sale. | dreamed ny

dreans and spun ny fantasies, turning the stones around in my fingers and
thinking | had redeened ny stupidity on Lorgal

But when we had set down on Lyl estane, being relegated to a far corner of
the teemng port, | suddenly realized that comng to such as a spectator
wi th Vondar responsible for sales and nyself merely acting as a combination
recording clerk and bodyguard, was far different fromthis. Al one-- For the
first time | was alnost willing to ask Eet's advice again. Only the need to
reassure nyself that I could if |I wished deal for and by ny lone kept ne
fromthat plea. But as | put on the best of ny limted

war dr obe--inner-planet nmen are apt to dress by station and judge a man by
t he covering on his back--the nutant sought ne out.

"I go with you--" Eet sat on ny bunk. But when | turned to face himl saw
hi m becone indistinct, hazy, and when the outlines of his person again
sharpened | did not see Eet, but rather a pookha. On this world such a pet
woul d i ndeed be a status synbol .

Nor was | ready to say no. | needed that extra feeling of confidence Eet

woul d supply by just riding on ny shoulder. | went out, to nmeet Ryzk in the



corridor.

"CGoi ng pl anetside?" | asked. He shook his head. "Not here. The Of-port is
too rich for anyone less than a conbine mate. This air's too thick for ne.
"Il stay ranmp-up. How long will you be?"

"I shall see Kafu, set up the auction entry, if he will do it, then cone
strai ght back."
"I"ll seal ship. Gve me the tone call." | wondered a little at his answer.

To seal ship neant expectation of trouble. Yet of all the worlds we m ght
have visited we had the least to fear fromviol ence here.

There were hire flitters in the |lanes down-field and | <clinbed into the
nearest, dropping in one of my now very few credit pieces and so engaging it
for the rest of the day. At Kafu's nane it took off, flying one of the | ow
| anes toward the heart of the city.

Lyl estane was so long a settled world that for the npst part its four
continents were great cities. But for sonme reason the inhabitants had no
liking for building very high in the air. None of the structures stood nore
than a dozen stories high--though underground each went down |evel by |Ievel
deep under the surface.

The robo-flitter set down without a jar on a rooftop and then flipped out an
occupied sign and trundled oft to a waiting zone. | crossed, to repeat
Kafu's name into the disk beside the grav shaft, and received a voiced
direction in return:

"Fourth |l evel, second crossing, sixth door."

The grav float was well occupied, nostly by nmen in the foppish inner-planet
dress, wherein even those of Ilower rank went with |aced, puffed, tagged
tunics. To ny frontier-trained eyes they seened nore ridiculous than in
fashion. And ny own plain tunic and cropped hair attracted sideways eyei ng
until | began to wish | had applied some of the hallucinatory arts at |east
to cloud my appearance. Fourth | evel down beneath the ground gave Kafu's
standi ng as one of reasonably high rank. Not that of a Veep, who would have
a wi ndowed roomor series of roons above surface, but not down to the two-
and three-nmile depth of an wunderling. I found the second crossing and
stopped at the sixth door. There was an announce com screwed in its surface,
a pick-up visa-plate above it--a one-way visa-plate which would allow the

i nhabitant to see ne but not reveal hinmself in return. | fingered the comto
on, saw the visa-plate come to life
"Murdoc Jern," | said, "assistant to Vondar Ustle."

The wait before any answer cane was so long | began to wonder if perhaps
Kafu was out. Then there did come a nuffled response fromthe com

"Leave to enter." The barrier rolled back to let ne into a roomin vivid
contrast to the stone-walled Sororisan house where | had done ny |ast
tradi ng. Though nen went in gaudy and colorful wear, this room was in
subdued and nmuted tones. My space boots trod springy sumead noss, a living
carpet of pale yellow And along the walls it had raised |l onger stalks wth
dangling green berries which had been carefully tw ned and nassed toget her
to formpatterns. There were easirests, the kind which vyielded to one's
wei ght and size upon bodily contact, all covered in earth-brown. And the
light diffused fromthe <ceiling was that of the gentle sun of spring.
Directly ahead of ne as | came in, one of the easirests had been set by the
wal | where the berry stalks had been trained to frame an open space. One
m ght have been |ooking out of a window, viewing niles upon niles of
| andscape. And this was not static but flowed after holding for atime into
yet another view, and with such changes in vegetation one could well believe
that the views were neant to show not just one pin net but many.

In the easirest by this "wi ndow' sat Kafu. He was a Thothian by birth, bel ow
what was considered to be the normin height for Terran stock. H's very
brown skin was pulled so tightly over his fragile bones that it would seem
he was the victim of starvation, hardly still alive. But fromthe deep
sockets of his prom nent skull, his eyes watched ne alertly.

Instead of the fripperies of Lylestane he wore the robe of his home world,



somewhat primy, and it covered himfromthroat, a stiffened collar standing
up in a frame behind his skull, to ankles, with w de sleeves com ng down
over his hands to the knuckl ebones.

Across the easirest a table | evel had been swng, and set out on that were
flashing stones whi ch he was not so nuch exanmi ning as arranging in patterns.
They mi ght be counters in sone exotic gane.

But he swept these together as if he intended to clear the board for
busi ness, and they di sappeared into a sl eeve pocket. He touched his fingers
to forehead in the salute of his people.

"I see you, Miurdoc Jern."

"And |, you, Kafu." The Thothians accepted no address of honor, making a
virtue of an apparent hunbl eness which was really a very great sense of
their own superiority.

"It has been nany years--"

"Five." Just as | had been suddenly restless on Sororis, so this room half
alive withits careful tended growth, affected ne with a desire to be done
wi th nmy business and out of it.

Eet shifted weight on ny shoulder and | saw, | thought, a flicker of
interest in Kafu's eyes.

"You have a new conpani on, Murdoc Jern."

"A pookha," | returned, tanping down inpatience.

"So? Very interesting. But you are thinking now that you did not cone to
discuss alien life forms or the passage of years. Wiat have you to say to
ne?"

I was truly startled then. Kafu had thrown aside customin coming so quickly
to the point. Nor had he offered me a seat or refreshment, or gone through
any of the forns always wused. | did not know whether | faced veiled
hostility, or sonmething else. But that | was not received with any desire to
pl ease | did know.

And | decided that such an approach mght be met by nme with its equal in
curtness.

"I have gens for auction."”

Kafu's hands canme up in a gesture which served his race for that repudiation
m ne signified by a shake of the head.

"You have nothing to sell, Miurdoc Jern."

"No? What of these?" | did not advance to spill the greenstones onto his |ap
table as | nmight have done had his attitude been welcom ng, but held the
best on the palmof nmy hand in the full light of the room And | saw that
that |ight had special properties--no false, doctored, or flawed stone could
reveal aught but its inperfections in that glow That ny greenstones would
pass this first test | did not doubt.

"You have nothing to sell. Miurdoc Jern. Here or with any of the legally
establ i shed auctions or nerchants."”

"Why?" H's calmmess carried conviction. It was not in such a man as Kafu to
use a lie to influence a sale. If he said no sale, that was. true and I was
going to find every legitimte market closed to nme. But the magnitude of
such a bl ow had not yet sunk in, and as yet | only wanted an answer.

"You have been listed as unreliable by the authorities,” he told me then
"The lister?" | clung desperately to that one way of possible clearance. Had
my detractor a name, | could legally denmand a public hearing, always
supposing | could raise the fees to cover it.

"Fromoff world. The nane is Vondar Ustle."

"But--he is dead! He was ny nmaster and he is dead!"

"Just so," Kafu agreed. "It was done in his nanme, under his estate seal."
This meant | had no way of fighting it. At |least not now, and maybe never,
unless | raised the astronomcal fees of those |egal experts who would be
able to fight through perhaps nore than one planet's courts.

Listed, | had no hope of dealing with any reputable merchant. And Kafu said
| had been listed in the nane of a dead man. By whom and for what purpose?
The Patrol, still wishing to use me in sonme gane for the source of the zero



stones? Or the @iild? The zero stone--1 had not really thought of it for
days; | had been too intent on trying ny trade again. But perhaps it was
like a poison seeping in to disrupt my whole life.

"It is a pity. They look like fine stones--" Kafu continued. | slapped the
gens back in their bag, stowing it inside ny tunic. Then | bowed w th what
outward i npassiveness | coul d sunmon.

"I beg the Gentle Hono's pardon for troubling himwith this matter."

Kaf u made anot her snmall gesture. "You have sonme powerful enery, Mirdoc Jern.
It would be best for you to walk very softly and | ook into the shadows."

"If I go walking at all,"” | nuttered and bowed agai n, somehow getting nyself
out of that roomwhere all mny triunph had been crushed into nothi ngness.
This was bottom | would |ose the ship now, since | could not pay field fees

and it would be attached by the port authorities. | had a small fortune in
gens | could not legally sell
Legal | y--

"This may be what they wish." Eet followed ny thoughts.

"Yes, but when there is only one road left, that is the one you walk,"
told himgrimy

Chapt er Ei ght

On some worlds | might have nmoved into the shadowy places with greater ease
than | could on Lylestane. | did not know any contacts here. Yet it seened
to nme when | had a nonent to think that there had been something in Kafu's
talk with me--perhaps a small hint--

What had he said? "You have nothing to sell wth any of the legally
est abl i shed nerchants or auctions--" Had he or had he not stressed that word
"legally"? And was he so trying to bait ne into an illegal act which would

bring himan informer's cut of what | now carried? Wth a | esser man than
Kafu nmy suspicions mght be true. But | believed that the Thothi an woul d not
lend his name and reputation to any such murky ganme. Vondar had consi dered
Kafu one of those he could trust and | knew there had been an old and deep
friendship between ny late master and the little brown nan. Did sone small
feeling of friendliness born of that lap over to me, so that he had been
subtly trying to give me alead? O was | now fishing so desperately for

anything which might save ne that | was letting ny imagination rule ny
conmon sense?
"Not so--" For the second time Eet interrupted my train of thought "You are

right in supposing he had friendly feelings for you. But there was such in
that roomthat he could not express them-"

"A spy snoop?"

"A pick-up of sone sort," Eet returned. "I amnot as well attuned to such
when they are born of machines rather than the nmind. But while this Kafu
spoke for nore than your ears alone, his thoughts followed different paths,
and they were thoughts of regret that he nust do this thing. What does the
nane Tacktile nean to you?"

"Tacktile?" | repeated, speculating now as to why Kafu had been under
observation and who had set the spy snoop. My only solution was that the
Patrol was not done wth ne and were bringing pressure to bear so that |
woul d agree to the schenme their man had outlined when he offered ne a pilot
of their choosing.

"Yes--yes!" Eet was inpatient now "But the past does not matter at this
nonment--it is the future. Wo is Tacktile?"

"I do not know. Why?"

"The name was forenost in this Kafu's mnd when he hinted of an illega
sale. And there was a dimpicture there also of a building with a sharply
pointed roof. But of that | could see little and it was gone in an instant.
Kafu has rudi nentary esper powers and he felt the mnd-touch. Luckily he
believed it some refinenment of the spy snoop and did not suspect us."

Us? WAs Eet trying to flatter ne?

"He had a crude shield," the mutant continued. "Enough of a one to nuddle
reception when | did not have time to work on him But this Tacktile,



bel i eve, would be of benefit to you now "

"If he is an IGB--a buyer of illegal gens--he might just be the bait in
sonmeone's trap."

"No, | think not. For Kafu saw in hima solution for you but no way to make
that clear. And he is on this planet."

"Which is helpful,"” I returned bitterly, "since I lack the years it could

take to run him down on nane alone. This is one of the nost densely
popul ated worlds in the inner systens.”
"True. But if a man such as Kafu saw this Tacktile as your aid, then he

would be known to other gem dealers also, would he not? And | would
suggest --"
But this tine | was ahead of him "I nake the rounds, not accepting Kafu's

word that | amlisted. Wile you try to mnd-pick those | neet."

It mght just work, though |I rmust depend upon Eet's gifts and not ny own
this time. However, there was also the thin chance that some one of the
m nor nerchants might take a chance at an undercounter sale when they saw
the quality of the stones | had to offer. And | decided to begin with these
smal | er men. Evening was close when | had finished that round of
di sappoi nting refusals. Disappointing, that is, on the surface. For though
some of those | had visited | ooked with greed on what | had to offer, all of
themrepeated the forrmula that | was listed and there was no deal. Only Eet
had done his picking of minds, and as | sat in the ship's cabin again, very
tired, I was not quite so discouraged as | m ght have been, for we knew now
who Tacktile was and that he was right here in the Of-port.

As ny father had done, so did Tacktile here--he operated a hock-Iock for
spacers wherein those who had tasted too deeply of the pleasures of the
Of-port parted with small portable treasures in return for enough either to
hit the gam ng tabl es unsuccessfully again or to eat until they shipped out.
Bei ng a hock-1ock, he undoubtedly had dealings with the Guild, no matter how
wel | policed his establishment mght be. But, and this was both strange and
significant, he was an alien from Warl ock, a male Wvern, which was queer
Havi ng for sonme reason fled that matriarchy and reached Lyl estane, he kept
his own planet's citizenship and had sonme contact wth it still which the
Patrol did not challenge. Thus his hol ding was al nbst a quasi consulate for
the world of his birth. Hs relationship with the female rul ers of Warl ock
no one understood, but he was able to handle sonme off-world matters for them
and was given a semdiplomatic status here which allowed himthe privil ege
of breaking mnor |aws.

Tacktile was not his right name, but a human approxi mati on of the sounds of
his clacking speech--for audible speech was used by the nmales of Warlock
while the femal es were tel epathic.

"Well"--Ryzk faced me--"what | uck?"

There was no reason to keep the worst fromhim And | did not think he would
junp ship here in a port where he had already decided he could not even
afford to visit the spacer's resorts.

"Bad. | amlisted. No merchant will buy."
"So? Do we nove out now or in the norning?' He | eaned back against the wall
of the cabin. "I don't have anything to be attached. And | can always try

the |abor exchange." His tone was dry and what lay behind it was the dul
despair of any pl anet-bound spacer

"We do nothing--until | make one nore visit--tonight." Tinme, as it had been
since the start of our venture, was our eneny. W nust raise our port fees
ina twenty-four hour period or we would have the ship base-locked and
confi scat ed.

"But not," | continued, "as Murdoc Jern." For | had this one small thread of
hope left. If | were listed and suspect, then this ship and its crew of
two--for Eet might well be overlooked as a factor in our conpany--would be
wat ched and known. | would have to go in disguise. And already | was worKking

out how that m ght be done.
"Dark first, then the port passenger section--" | thought out |loud. Ryzk



shook hi s head.

"You'll never make it. Even a @uild runner could be picked up here. That
entrance is the focus of every scanner in the place. They screen out all the
undesi rabl es when they are funnel ed through at |anding."

"I shall chance it." But | did not tell him how M attenpts at Eet's art
were still a secret. And all the advantages of any secret lie in the fact
that it is not shared.

W ate and Ryzk went back to his own cabin--1 think to consider gloomly

what appeared to be a black future. That he had any faith in nme was now
i nprobable. And | could not be sure he was not right

But | set up the mirror in my cabin and sat before it. Nothing as sinple as
a scar now. | must sonmehow put on another face. | had already altered ny
cl ot hi ng, taking off my good tunic and donning instead the worn coveralls of
an undercrew man to a tranp freighter

Now | concentrated on ny reflection. Wat | had set up as a nodel was a

small tri-dee picture. | could not hope to make nmy copy perfect, but if |
could only create a partial illusion--. It required every bit of ny energy,
and | was shaking with sheer fatigue when I could see the new face. | had

the slightly greenish skin of a Zorastian, plus the |arge eyes, the show of
fanged side teeth under tight-stretched, very thin, and near colorless |ips.
If | could hold this, no watcher could identify me as Murdoc Jern

"Not perfect." | was shaken out of ny survey of ny newself by Eet's
conmment .

"The usual beginner's reach for the outre. But in this case, possible, yes,
entirely possible, since this is an inner planet with a big mngling of ship
types."

Eet--1 had turned to | ook--was no | onger a pookha. Nor was he Eet. |nstead
there lay on ny bunk a serpent shape with a narrow, arrow shaped head. The
kind of alife formit was | could not put name to.

There was no question that Eet was going to acconpany nme. | could not depend
now on ny limted human senses alone, and what rested on nmy visit to
Tacktile was nore inportant than ny pride.

The reptile wound about nmy arm coiled there as a massive and repul sive
bracelet, its head a little upraised to view And we were ready to go, but
not openly down the ranp.

Instead | descended through the core of the ship to a hatch above the fins,
and in the dark felt for the notches set on one of those supports for the
conveni ence of repair techs. So that we hit ground in the ship's shadow.

| had Ryzk's ident disk, but hoped I would not have to showit. And luckily
there was a liberty party fromone of the big intersolar ships straggling
across the field. As | had done when disenbarking from our first port, |
tailed this and we tranped in a group through the gate. Any reading on ne
woul d be reported as ny own and | had the Iliberty of the port. But the
scanners, being robos, would not report that ny identity did not match ny
present outward appearance. Or so | hoped as | continued to tag al ong behind
t he spacers, who steered straight for the Of-port.

This was not as garish and strident as that in which | had found Ryzk--at
| east on the main street. | had a very short distance to go, since the
sharply peaked roof of Tacktile's shop could be seen plainly fromthe gate.
He appeared to depend upon the strange shape of his roof rather than a sign
for advertisenent. That roof was so sharply slanted that it fornmed a very
narrow angle at the top and the eaves well overhung the sides. There was an
entrance door so tall it seenmed narrower than it was, but no w ndows. The
door gave easily under ny touch

Hock-1 ocks were no nystery to ne. Two counters on either side nade a narrow
ai sle before nme. Behind each were shelves along the wall, crowded wi th hock
items, protected by a thin haze of force field. It would seem Tacktile
conducted a thriving business, for there were four clerks in attendance, two
on either side. One was of Terran blood, and there was a Trystian, his
feathered head apparently in nmolt, as the fronds had a ragged appearance.



The gray-skinned, warty-hided clerk nearest ne | did not recognize, but
beyond hi m was anot her whose very presence there was a jarring note.

In the galaxy there is an elder race, of great dignity and | earning--the
Zacat hans, of lizard descent. These are historians, archaeologists,
teachers, scholars, and never had | seen one in a nercantile follow ng
before. But there was no nmistaking the race of the alien, who stood in a
negl i gent pose against the wall, fitting the strip of reader tape in his
clawed hands into a recorder. The gray creature blinked sleepily at nme, the
Trystian seened renote in sone personal misery, and the Terran grinned
ingratiatingly and | eaned forward.

"Greetings, Gentle Honb. Your pleasure is our delight." He nouthed the
customary wel cone of his business. "Credits pronptly to hand, no hard
bar gai ni ng-- we pl ease at once!"

| wanted to deal directly with Tacktile and that was going to be a matter of
some difficulty--unless the Wvern had Quild affiliations. If that were so,
I could use the knowl edge of the correct codes gained fromny father to make
contact. But | was going to have to walk a very narrow |ine between
di scovery and conplete disaster. If Tacktile was honest, or wanted to
protect a standing with the Patrol, the nere showi ng of what | carried would
lead to denunciation. If he was Guild, the source of ny genms would be of
interest. Either way | was ripe for betrayal and nmust make nmy deal quickly.

Yet | knew well the value of what | held and was going to | ose no nore of
the profit than | was forced to. | gave the Terran what | hoped was a
meani ngful stare and out of the past | recalled what | hoped would
wor k- -unl ess the code had been changed.

"By the six arms and four stomachs of Saput,” | nunbled, "it is pleasing |
need now. "

The clerk did not show any interest. He was either well schooled or wary.
"You i nvoke Saput, friend. Are you then | ate from Jangour?"

"Not so late that | amforgetful enough to wish to return. Her tears nmake a
man remenber--too nuch.” | had now given three of the Guild code phrases
which in the old days had signified an unusual haul, for the attention of
the master of the shop only. They had been well drilled into me when | had
stood behind just such a counter in ny father's establishment.

"Yes, Saput is none too kind to off-worlders. You will find better treatnent
here, friend." He had placed one hand pal mdown on the counter. Wth the
ot her he pushed out a dish of candied bic plunms, as if |I rmust be wooed as a
buyer in one of the Veep shops uptown.

| picked up the top plum laying the smallest of the greenstones inits
pl ace. A quick flicker of eyes told himwhat | had done. He withdrew the
dish, putting it under the counter, where | knew a small vis-comwould pick
up the sight for Tacktile.

"You have, friend?" he continued smoothly. | laid dowmm one of the |esser
zorans from ny unhappy Lorgal trade.

"It is flamed." He gave it a quick professional exanmination. "But as it is

the first zoran we have taken in in sone tine, well, we shall do our best
for you. Hock or sale?"
n Sal e. n

"Ah, we can hock but not buy. For sale you nust deal with the master. And
sonetines he is not in the nbod. You would do better at hock, friend. Three
credits--"

| shook ny head as might a stupid crewnan set for a higher price. "Four
credits--outright sale."

"Very well, | shall ask the master. If he says no, it will not even be hock
friend, and you will have lost all." He allowed his finger to hover over the
call button set in the counter as if awaiting some change in ny nind.

shook ny head and with a comni serating shrug he pressed the button

Why the el aborate byplay |I did not know. Except for ne there was no one el se
in the shop, and surely the other <clerks were equally well versed in the
code. The only answer nmust be that they feared sone type of snoop ray, at



least in the public portion of the shop

A brief spark of light flashed by the button and the «clerk notioned ne
toward the back of the shop. "Don't say you weren't warned, friend. Your
stone is not enough to interest the master, and you shall |ose all the way."
"I will see." | passed the other clerks, neither of whom |l ooked at ne. As |
cane to the end of the aisle a section of wall swng inand | was in
Tacktile's office.

It did not surprise me to see the dish of sticky pluns on his desk, the
greenstone already laid out conspicuously in a pool of light. He raised his
gargoyl e head, his deep-set eyes searching nme, and | was glad that he | acked
that other sense given Wvem femal es and could not read mny thoughts.

"You have nore of these?" He cane directly to the point.

"Yes, and better"

"They are listed stones, with a crimnal history?"

"No, received in fair trade."

He rapped his blunted tal ons on the desk top, alnost uneasily. "What is the
deal ?"

"Four thousand credits, on acceptance of value."

"You are one bereft of wits, stranger. These on the open market--"

"At auction they would bring five tines that anmount."” He did not offer ne a
seat, but | took the stool on the other side of the desk.

"I'f you want your twenty thousand, let themgo at auction," he returned. "If
they are indeed cl ean stones, there is no reason not to."

"There is a reason." | noved two fingers in a sign

"So that is the way of it." He paused. "Four thousand --well, they can go

off world. You want cash?"

| gave an inward sigh of relief. My biggest ganble had paid off--he had
accepted ne as a GQuild runner. Now | shook nmy head. "Deposit at the port."
"Well, very well." Eet's words were in ny nmind: "He is too afraid not to be
honest with us."

Tacktile pulled a recorder to him "Wat nanme?"

"Eet," | told him "Port credit, four thousand, to one Eet. To be delivered
on a voice order repeating," and | gave hi mcode nuneral s.
| had cone to Lylestane with high hopes. | was getting away with a nodest

return of port fees and supplies, and the danger of mmking a contact which
could alert nmy enem es.

Now | produced the greenstones, and the Wvemrapidly separated them |
could tell by his examination that he had some know edge of gens. Then he
nodded and gave the final signal to the recorder

| retraced ny path through the shop and now none of the clerks noticed ne.
The word had been passed | was to be invisible. Wien | reached the outside

Eet spoke.
"It mght be well to drink to your good fortune at the Purple Star." And so
out of the ordinary was that suggestion that | was startled into breaking

stride. It would be far wiser and better to get back to the ship, to prepare
for take-off and rise off world before we got into any nore difficulty. Yet
Eet's suggestions were, as | well knew from the past, never to be
di sregarded.

"Why?" | asked and kept on my way, the port lights directly ahead.

"That Zacathan has been planted in Tacktile's," Eet returned as snoothly as
if he were reading it all from a tape. "He is hunting for information
Tacktile has it. The Wvern is to nmeet soneone at the Purple Star within the
hour and it is of vast inportance."

"Not to us," | denied. The last thing to do was to become involved in sone
mur ky deal, especially one with the Guild--
"Not Quild!'"™ Eet cut into my train of thought. "Tacktile is not of the

@Quild, though he deals with them This is sonething else again. Piracy--or
Jack raiding--"

"Not for us!"

"You are listed. If the Patrol has done this, you can perhaps buy your way



out with pertinent information."

"As we did before? | do not think we can play that game twice. It would have
to be information worth a lot--"

"Tacktile was excited, tenpted. He visualized a fortune," Eet continued.
"Take me into the Purple Star and | can discover what excites him If you
are listed, what kind of future voyages can you expect? Let us buy our
freedom W are still far from seeking the zero stones.”

The source of the zero stones had receded fromny mnd to a hal f-renmenbered
dream snothered by the ever-present need to provide us with a living. All
my instincts told me that Eet proposed running us headlong into a mneteor
storm but the ganble mght go two ways. Supposing he could nmnd-read a
neeting between the Wvern and some nysterious second party --the affair
must be inportant if the Zacathans had seen fit to plant an agent in the
shop. And having a drink in a spacers' bar would add to ny disguise as an
alien crewmran who had nmade a successful deal at the hock-1ock

"Back four buildings," Eet dictated. And when | turned | saw the purple
five-pointed Iight.

It was one of the better-class drinking places and the door attendant eyed
me questioningly as | entered with all the boldness | could nuster. |
t hought he was going to bar ne, but if that was so he changed his mnd and
st epped asi de.

"Take the booth to the right under the nask of luta," Eet ordered. There was
anot her beyond that but the curtain had been dropped to give its occupants

privacy. | settled in and punched the robo-server on the table for the |east
expensive drink in the house--it was all | could afford and I did not intend
to drink it anyway. The |I|ights were dimand the occupants very m xed, but
nore were of Terran descent than alien. I had no sight of Tacktile. Eet

nmoved on ny armso that his arrow head now pointed to the wall between ne
and the curtained boot h.

"Tacktil e has arrived," he announced. "Through a sliding wall panel. And his
contact is already there. They are scribo-witing."

I could hear the murmur of voices and guessed that those behind nme were

di scussing some ordinary matter while their fingers were busy wth the
scri bos, which could communi cate inmpervious to any snoop ray. But if their
t houghts were intent wupon their real business, that dodge would not hide
their secrets from Eet.

"It is a Jack operation," ny conpanion reported. "But Tacktile is turning it
down. He is too wary--rightly so--the victins are Zacathans."

"Some archaeol ogical find, then--"

"True. One of great value apparently. And this is not the first one to be so
Jacked. Tacktile says the risk is too great, but the other one says it has
been set up with nuch care. There is no Patrol ship within light-years, it
will be easy. The Wvern is holding fast, telling the other to try
el sewhere. He is going now "

| raised nmy glass but did not sip the brew it contained.

"Where and when is the raid?"

"Co-ordinates for the where--he thought of them while tal king. No when."

"No concrete proof then for the Patrol,"” | said sourly, and spilled npost of
nmy glass's contents on the floor

"No," Eet agreed with me. "But we do have the coordinates and a warning to
the intended victins--"

"Too risky. They m ght already have been rai ded and then what? W are caught
suspi ci ously near a Jack raid."

"They are Zacathans," Eet rem nded ne. "The truth cannot be hid fromthem
not with one tel epath contacting another."

"But you do not know when--it m ght be Now "

"I do not believe so. They have failed with Tacktile. They rmust now hunt
anot her buyer, or they nmay feel they can eventually persuade him You took a
ganbl e on Sororis. Perhaps this is another for you, with a bigger reward at
the end. Get Zacat han backing and your listing will be forgotten."



| got up and went out on the noisy street, the port my goal. In spite of ny
intentions it would seemthat Eet could nold ny future, for reason and | ogic
were on his side. Listed, | no longer had a trade. But suppose | did nanage
to warn some Zacat han expedition of a Jack raid. Not only would it nean that
| would gain sonme very powerful patrons, but the Zacathans dealt only in
antiquities and the very great treasure the stranger had used to tenpt
Tacktile m ght well be zero stones!

"Just so." There was a smug satisfaction in Eet's thought. "And now | woul d
advi se a speedy rise fromthis far from hospitable planet."

| jogged back to the ship, wondering how Ryzk woul d accept this |atest

devel opnent. To go up against a Jack raid was no one's idea of an easy life.
More often it was quick death. Only, with Zacat hans invol ved, the odds were
the least small fraction inclined to our side.

Chapter N ne

Bel ow us the ball of the planet was a sphere of Sirenean anber, not the
honey-anber or the butter-anmber of Terra, but ocher very lightly tinged wth
green. The green areas grew, assumed the nmarkings of seas. There were no
very large | and nasses but rather sprays of islands and archi pel agoes, with
only two providing possible |anding sites.

Ryzk was excited. He had protested the co-ordi nates we had brought back from
the Purple Star, saying they were in a sector conpletely off any known map.
Now | think all his Free Trader instinct awoke when he realized that we had
homed in on an uncharted world. We orbited with caution, but there was no
trace of any city, no sign that this was anything but an enpty world.
However, we decided at |last that the sanme tactics used at Sororis would be
best here--that Eet and | should |leave the ship in orbit and nake an
exploratory trip in the converted LB. And since it seened |logical that the
two |largest |land nmasses were the nost probable sites for any archaeol ogi ca
dig, | nade a choice of the northern. Dawn was the tine we descended. Ryzk
having experimented with the LB, had added some refinements to his origina
adaptations, making it possible to switch fromautomatics to hand controls.

He had run through the drill patiently with ne until he thought | could
master the craft. Though | did not have the training of a spacer pilot, |
had wused flitters since | was a child and the techniques of the LB were not
too far fromthat skill. Eet, once nore in his own form curled up on the

second hamock, allowing me to navigate unhindered as we went in. As the
| andscape becanme nore distinct on the viewplate | saw that its ocher color
was due to trees, or rather giant, lacy growths, waving fronds with delicate
trunks hardly thicker than nmy two fists together. They were perhaps twenty
or thirty feet tall and swayed and tossed as if they were constantly swept
by wind. In color they shaded from a bright rust-brown to a pale
green-yellow with brighter tints of reddish tan between. And they seened to
grow uniformy across the ground, with no sign of any clearing where the LB
m ght set down. | had no desire to crash into the growth, which night be far
tougher than it |ooked, and I went on hand controls to cruise above it,
searching vainly for some break. So untouched was that wllow expanse that
| had about decided nmy choice of island had been wong and that we nust

head south to investigate the other.

Now the fronds gave way fromtaller to shorter. Then there was a stretch of
red sand in which the sunlight awoke points of sharp glitter. This was
washed by the green waves of the sea, and such green | had only seen in the
flaw ess surface of a fine Terran enerald.

At this point the beach was wide and in the niddle of it was ny first
signpost, a broad blot of glassified sand bl asted by deter rockets, a ship's
landing place. | guided the LB past that a little along the fringe of the
growmh, bringing it down under the overhang of vegetation wth a care of
which | was rightfully proud. Unless that mark had been left by a scout,
shoul d be able to find traces of the archaeol ogi cal canp not too far away,
or so | hoped. The atnosphere was breathable without a helmet But | took
with nme something Ryzk had put together. W mght not be allowed |asers or



stunners, but the forner Free Trader had patiently created a weapon of his
own, a spring gun which shot needl e darts. And those darts were tipped wth
my contribution, made from zorans too flawed to wuse, cut with a jeweler's
tool, and deadly. | have used a laser and a stunner, but this, at close
range, was to ny mnd an even deadlier weapon, and only the thought that I
m ght have to front a Jack crew prepared me to carry it. Those in space
learned long ago that the first instinct of our species, to attack that
which is strange as being al so dangerous, could not be allowed to influence
us. And in consequence, mnd blocks were set on the first explorers. Such
precautions continued until those who were explorers and col onizers becane
i nhibited against instant hostility. But there were tines when we stil
needed arns, mainly agai nst our own species. The stunner with its tenporary
ef fect on the opponent was the approved weapon. The |aser was strictly a war
choice and outlawed for nost travelers. But as a former Patrol suspect, |
could not have ny pernit to carry either renewed for a year. | was a
"pardoned" man, pardoned for an offense | never conmitted--sonething they
conveniently forgot. And I had no wish to denmand a permt and give them sone
formof control over nme again. Now that | dropped out of the LB, Eet riding
on ny shoulder, | was very glad Ryzk had found such an arm Not that this
seened a hostile world. The sun was bright and warm but not burning hot. And
the breeze which kept the fronds ever in play was gentle, carrying with it a
scent which woul d have made a Sal arik swoon in delight. From ground | evel
could see that the trunks of those fronds had smaller branches and those
bent under the weight of brilliant scarlet flowers rinmed wth gold and
bronze. Insects buzzed thickly about these. The soil was a mxture of red
sand and a darker brown earth where the beach gave way to forested | and. But
| kept to the edge between sand and wood, angling along until | was opposite
that patch of glass forned by the heat of the rockets at some ship's
fin-down. There | discovered what had not been visible fromabove, covered
by the trees and vegetation--a path back into the interior of the forest. |
am no scout, but elenmentary caution suggested that | not walk that road
openly. However, | soon found that forcing a passage along parallel to the
route was difficult. The clusters of flowers beat against ny head and
shoul ders, |o0o0sing an overpowering scent, which, pleasant as it was, becane
a cloying, choking fog when close to the nose. That and a shower of floury,
rust-yell ow pollen which made the skin itch where it settled finally forced
me into the path. Though fronds had been cut down to open that way, yet the
press of the thick growh had spread out overhead to again roof in the
channel , providing a dusky, cooling shade. On sonme of the trees the clusters
of flowers were gone and pods hung there, pulling the trunks well out of
line with their weight. The path ran straight, and in the ground underf oot
were the marks of robo-carriers. But if the canp had been so well
established, why had | not been able to sight it fromthe air as the LB had
passed overhead? Certainly they nust have cut down enough fronds to nmake a
clearing for their bubble tents.

Suddenly the trail dipped, |leaving rising banks on either side. They had not
had to cut a path here, for the earth had been scraped away by their
carriers to show a pavenment, while the fronds growing on the bank spread to
cover the cut conpletely.

I knelt to exanmi ne the pavenent, sure that it had been set of a purpose a
long tinme ago, that it was no fortuitous rock shelf! Thus the banks on
ei ther hand mght well be walls Iong covered by earth.

The passage continued to deepen and narrow, growi ng darker and nore chill as
Il went. | slowed nmny advance to a creep, trying to listen, though the
constant sighing of the wind through the fronds m ght cover any sound.

"Eet?" Finally, out of a need for nore than my own five senses, | appeal ed
to my compani on

"Not hing--" H's head was raised, swaying slowy fromside to side. "This is

an old place, very old. There have been nen here--
and | could feel his small body tense agai nst mnine

Then he stopped short



"What is it?"

"Death snell--there is death ahead."

| had ny weapon ready. "Danger for us?"

"No, not now. But death here--"

The cut had now | ed underground, the earth lips closing the slit above, and

what | ay ahead was totally dark. | had a belt beaner, but to use it m ght
bring on us the very attention which woul d be danger

"I's there anyone here?" | demanded of Eet as | halted, unwilling to enter
t hat pocket of utter bl ack.

"CGone," Eet told ne. "But not long ago. And--no--there is a trace of life,
very faint. | think soneone still lives--a little--"

Eet's answer was obscure, and | did not know whether we dared go on.

"No danger to wus," he flashed. "I read pain--no thoughts of anger or of

wai ti ng our com ng--"

| dared then to trigger the beamer, which flashed on stone walls. The bl ocks
had been so set together that only the faintest of lines marked their
joining, with no trace of nortar at all, only a sheen on their surface, as
if their natural roughness had been either polished away or given a slick
coating. They were a dull red in hue, a shade unpleasantly rem niscent of
bl ood. As we advanced the space w dened, the walls al nost abruptly expandi ng
on either side to give one the feeling of being on the verge of sone vast
under ground chanber. But ny beanmer had picked up sonething else, a tangle of
wr ecked gear which had been thrown about, burned by lasers. It was as if a
battl e had been fought in this space.

And there were bodies--

The too-sweet scent of the flowers was gone, lost in the stomach-tw sting
stench of seared flesh and bl ood-- until | wanted to reel out of that hole
into the clean open.

Then | heard it, not so nuch a npan as a kind of hissing plaint, with that
init which | could not refuse to answer. | detoured around the worst of the
shanbles to a place near the wall where sonething had craw ed, |eaving a
ghastly trail of splotches on the floor that glistened evilly in the beam
ray. It was a Zacathan and he had not been burned down in a surprise attack
as had the others | had caught glinpses of amd the chaos of the canp. No,
this was such treatnment as only the nost sadistic and barbaric tribe of sone
backward pl anet night have dealt a battle sl ave.

That he still lived was indicative of the strong bodies of his species. That
he would continue to live | greatly doubted. But |I would do all | could for
him | summoned up deternination enough to search through the welter of the
canp wuntil | found their nedical supplies. Even these had been smashed
about. In fact, the whole nmess suggested either a wild hunt for sonething
hi dden or el se destruction for the nere sake of wanton pill age.

One who roves space nmust learn a little of first aid and what | knew
applied now to the wounded Zacat han, though |I had no i dea of how one treated
alienills. But I did ny best and left himwhat small confort | could before

I went to | ook about the chanber. To take himback to the LB | needed sone
form of transportation and the camp trail had the marks of robo-carriers.
had not seen any such machines anong the weckage, which mght nean they
were somewhere in the dark

| found one at last, its nose smashed against the wall at the far end of
that space as if it had been allowed to run on its owm until the stone
barrier halted it. But beside it was sonmething else, a dark openi ng where
stones had been taken out of the wall, piled carefully to one side.
Curiosity was strong and | pushed in through that slit and flashed the
beamer. There was no nistaking the purpose of the crypt. It had been a tonb.
Agai nst the wall facing ne was a projecting stone outline, still walled up
Instead of being set horizontally as mght be expected of a tomb, it was
vertical, so that what lay buried there nmust stand erect.

There were shel ves, but all of them were now bare. And | could imagi ne that
what had stood there once had been taken to the canp and was now Jack | oot.



| had been too late. Perhaps he who had dealt wth Tacktile had not known
that the raid was already a fact, or had chosen to suppress that know edge.
| returned to the carrier. In spite of the force wth which it had ramed

the wall it was still operative, and | put it in |low gear, so that it
crawm ed, wth a squeal of protesting netal, back to the Zacathan. Since he
was both taller and heavier than I, it was an effort to load his inert body

on the top of the machine. But fortunately he did not regain consci ousness
and | thought one of the balnms Eet had suggested | enploy had acted as an
anesthetic. There was no use searching the weckage. It was very plain that
the raiders had found what they cane for. But the wanton smashing was
something | did not understand--unless Jacks were a different breed of thief
fromthe calmy efficient Guild.

"Can you run the carrier?" | asked Eet. It obeyed a sinple set of buttons,
usable, | believed, by his hand-paws. And if he could run it |I would be free
to act as guard. Though | thought the Jacks had taken off, there was no

sense in not being on the alert.

"Easy enough." He | eaped to squat behind the controls, starting the nachine,
though it still conplained noisily.

W reached the LB w thout picking up any sign that the raiders had |ingered
here or that there were any other survivors of the archaeol ogical party.
Getting the Zacathan into the hamock of the craft was an exhausting job
But | didit at last and flipped the automatic return which would take us to
the Wendwi nd. Wth Ryzk's help | carried the wounded survivor to one of the
| ower cabins. The pilot surveyed mny inprovised treatnment closely and at | ast
nodded.

"Best we can do for him These boys are tough. They wal k away from crashes
that would pul p one of us. \What happened down t here?"

| described what | had found--the opened tonb, the weckage of the canp.
"They nust have nmade a real find. Now there's sonething worth nore than al
your gem hunting, even if you made a mmjor strike!l Forerunner stuff--nust
have been,"

Ryzk sai d eagerly.

The Zacathans are the historians of the galaxy. Being exceptionally
long-lived by our accounting of planet years, they have a bent for the
keeping of records, the searching out of the source of |egends and the
archaeol ogi cal support for such |I|egends. They knew of several star-w de
enpires which had risen and fallen again before they thenselves had cone
into space. But there were others about whom even the Zacathans knew very
little, for the dust of tine had buried deep all but the faintest hints.
When we Terrans first came into the star |anes we were young conpared to
many worlds. W found ruins, degenerate races close to extinction, traces
over and over again of those who had proceeded us, risen to heights we had
not yet dreamed of seeking, then crashed suddenly or withered slowy away.
The Forerunners, the first explorers had called them But there were many
Forerunners, not just of one enpire or species, and those Forerunners had
Forerunners until the very thought of such |ost ages could nake a man's head
whirl.

But Forerunner artifacts were indeed finds to nmake a man wealthy beyond
everyday reckoning. My father had showmn ne a few pieces, bracelets of dark
metal meant to fit arns which were not of human shape, odds and ends. He had
treasured these, specul ated about them until all such interest had centered
upon the zero stone. Zero stone--1 had seen the ruins wth the caches of
these stones. Had there been any in this tonb which the Zacathans had
explored? O was this nerely another branch of linmitless history, having no
connection with the Forerunner who had used the stones as sources of
fantastic energy?

"The Jacks have it all now anyway," | observed. W had rescued a Zacat han
who might well die before we could get himto any outpost of galactic
civilization, that was all.

"W did not miss them by too nuch," Ryzk said. "A ship just took off from



the south island--caught it on radar as it cut atnosphere.”

So they mght have set down there and used a flitter to carry out the
raid--which neant they had either scouted the canp carefully or had a
straight tip about it. Then what Ryzk had said reached nmy inner alarnms. "You
pi cked them up--could they have picked us up in return?"

"If they were | ooking. Maybe they thought we were a supply ship and that's
why they cut out so fast. In any case, they will not be coming back if they
have what they wanted."

No, they would be too anxious to get their loot into safe hiding. Zacathans,
armed with telepathic powers, did not nake good enem es, and | thought that
the Jacks who had pulled this raid must be very sure of a safe hiding place
at some point far fromany port or they would not have attenpted it at all
"Makes vyou think of Waystar," comented Ryzk "Sort of job those pirates
woul d pull."

A year earlier | would have thought Ryzk subscribing to a | egend, one of the
tall tales of space. But my own experience, when Eet had informed ne that
the Free Traders who had taken me off Tanth, apparently to save ny life
after Vondar's nurder, had intended to deliver ne at Waystar, had given
credibility to the story. At least the crew of that Free Trader had believed
in the port to which I had been secretly consigned.

But Ryzk's casual nention of it suddenly awoke my suspicions. | had had that
near-fatal brush with one Free Trader crew who had operated on the shady
fringe of the @uild. Could | now have taken on board a pilot who was al so

too knowi ng of the hidden crimnal base? And was Ryzk--had he been pl anted?
It was Eet who saved nme from specul ati on and suspi ci on which m ght have been
crippling then

"No. He is not what you fear. He knows of Waystar through report only."
"He"--1 indicated the unconscious Zacathan--"mght just as well wite off
his find then."

My try at re-establishing our credit had failed, unless the Zacathan |ived
| ong enough for us to get himto some port. Then perhaps the gratitude of
his House mght work in nmny favor. Perhaps a cold-blooded neasuring of
assistance to a fellowintelligent being. Only I was so ridden by ny
ever - present burden of worry that it was very nuch a part of ny
t hi nki ng--though | would not have deserted any living thing found in that
pl undered canp. | appealed to Ryzk for the co-ordinates to the nearest port.
But, though he searched through the conputer for any clue as to where we
were, he finally could only suggest return to Lylestane. W were off any
chart he knew of and to try an unreckoned junp through hyper was a chance no
one took, except a First-in Scout as part of his usual duty.

But we did not decide the matter, for as we were arguing it out Eet broke
into our dispute to say that our passenger had regai ned consci ousness.
"Leave it up to him" | said. "The Zacathans nust have co-ordinates from
sone world to reach here. And if he can remenber those, we can return himto
hi s home base. Best all around--"

However, | was not at all sure that the alien, as badly wounded as he was,
could guide us. Yet a return to Lylestane was for me a retracing of a way
which might well lead to nore and nore trouble. If he died and we turned up

with only his body on board, who would believe our story of the Jacked canp?
It could be said that we had been responsible for the raid. My thinking was
becoming nore and nore torturous the deeper I went into the nuddle. It
seened that nothing had really gone right for nme since | had taken the =zero
stone fromits hiding place in my father's room that each nove | nade,
al ways hoping for the best, sinply pushed ne deeper into trouble.

Eet flashed down the | adder at a greater speed than we could make. And we
found himsettled by the head of the bed we had inprovised for the wounded
alien. The latter had his bandaged head turned a little, was watching the
mutant with his one good eye. That they were conversing tel epathically was
clear. But their nental wave |l ength was not mne, and when | tried to listen
in, the sensation was |like that of hearing a nmuttering of voices at the far



side of the room a |ow sound which did not split into neaning.

As | came from behind Eet the Zacathan | ooked up, his eye neeting mne
"Zilwrich thanks you, Mirdoc Jern." His thoughts had a sonorous dignity.
"The little one tells ne that you have the m nd-touch. Howis it that you
cane before the last flutters of nmy life were done?"

| answered himaloud so Ryzk could al so understand, telling in as few words
as possible about our overhearing of the Jack plot, and why and how we had
cone to the anmber world.

"It is well for me that you did so, but ill for my conrades that it was not
sooner." He, too, spoke Basic now. "You are right that it was a raid for the
treasures we found within a tonb. It is a very rich find and a remai nder of
a civilization not heretofore charted. So it is worth far nore than just the
val ue of the pieces--it is worth know edge!" And he provided that |last word
with such enphasis as | might accord a flawess gem "They will sell the
treasure to those collectors who value things enough to hide themfor just
their own delight. And the know edge will be lost!"

"You know where they take it?" Eet asked.

"To Waystar. So it would seemthat that is not a | egend after all. They have
one there who will buy it fromthem as has been done twice lately with such
loot. We have tried to find who has betrayed our work to these stit beetles,
but as yet we have no know edge. Wiere do you take me now?" He changed the
subj ect with an abrupt demand.

"W have no co-ordinates fromhere except those for return to Lyl estane. W
can take you there."

"Not so!" His denial was sharp. "To do that would be to | ose inportant tine.
I amhurt in body, that is true, but the body nends when the will is bent to
its aid. | nmust not lose this trail--"

"They blasted into hyper. W cannot track them" Ryzk shook his head. "And
the site of Waystar is the best-guarded secret in the gal axy."

"A mind may be bl ocked where there is fear of |osing such a secret. But a

bl ocked mind is also | ocked agai nst needful use,” returned Zilwich. "There
was one ampng those eaters of dung who cane at the last to | ook about, see
that nothing of value was left. Hi s mnd held what we rmust know-the path to
Wayst ar. "

"Ch, no!" | read enough of the thought behind his words to deny what he
suggested at once. "Maybe the Fleet could blast their way in there. W
cannot . "

"W need not blast," corrected Zilwich. "And the tine spent on the way wl|
be used to nake our plans."

| stood up. "Gve us the co-ordinates of your base world. W will set you
down there and you can contact the Patrol. This is an operation for them"
"It is anything but a Patrol operation," he countered. "They would make it a
Fleet matter, blast to bits any opposition. And how rmuch woul d then be |eft
of the treasure? One man, two, three, four"--he could not nove his head far
but sonehow it was as if he had pointed to each of us in turn--"can go with
nmore skill than an arny. | shall give you only those co-ordinates."

| had opened ny nouth for a firmrefusal when Eet's conmand rang in ny head.
"Agree! There is an excellent reason.”

And, in spite of myself, in spite of knowing that no excellent reason for
such stupidity could exist, |I found nyself agreeing.

Chapter Ten

It was so wild a schene that | suspected the Zacathan of exerting some
mental influence to achieve his ends--though such an act was totally foreign
to all | had ever heard of his species. And since we were committed to this

folly, we would have to make plans within the franework of it. W dared not
go blindly into the unknown.

To ny astoni shnent, Ryzk appeared to accept our destination with equaninity,
as if our dash into a dragon's nouth was the nost natural thing in the
world. But I held a session in which we pooled what we knew of Waystar
Since nost was only | egend and space tales, it would be of little value, a



statenment | nade gl oonily.

But Zilwich differed. "W Zacathans are sifters of |egends, and we have

di scovered many tinmes that there are rich kernels of truth hidden at their
cores. The tale of Waystar has existed for generations of your time, Mirdoc
Jern, and for two generations of ours--"

"That--that means it antedates our coming into space!" Ryzk interrupted.
"But--"

"Why not ?" asked the Zacathan. "There have always been those outside the
law. Do you think your species alone invented raiding, crime, piracy? Do not
congratul ate or shane yourselves that this is so. Star enpires in plenty
have risen and fallen and al ways they had those who set their own wills and
desires, lusts and envies, against the comon good. It is perfectly possible
t hat Waystar has |ong been a hide-out for such, and was redi scovered by sone
of your kind fleeing the aw, who thereafter put it to the same use. Do you
know t hose co-ordi nates?" he asked Ryzk

The pilot shook his head. "They are off any trade lane. In a 'dead sector."
"And what better place--in a sector where only dead worlds spin about
bur ned- out suns? A place which is avoided, since there is no life to attract
it, no trade, no worlds on which living things can nove w t hout cunbersone
protection which makes life a burden."

"One of those worlds could be Waystar?" | hazarded.

"No. The legend is too plain. Waystar is space-borne. Perhaps it was even
once a space station, set up eons ago when the dead worlds |ived and bore
men who reached for the stars. If so, it has been in existence |onger than
our records, for those worlds have al ways been dead to us."

He had given us a conception of time so vast we could not measure it. Ryzk

f r owned.

"No station could go on functioning, even on atomics--"

"Do not be too sure even of that," Zilwich told him "Sone of the
Forerunners had machi nes beyond our conprehension. You have certainly heard
of the Caverns of Arzor and of that Sargasso planet of Linbo where a device
intended for war and left running continued to pull ships to crash on its
surface for thousands of years. It is not beyond all reckoning that a space
station devised by such aliens would continue to function. But also it could
have been converted, by desperate nen. And those crimnals wuld thus have a

possession of great value, if they could continue to hold it--sonething
worth selling--"
"Safety!" | cut in. Though Waystar was not entirely Guild, yet surely the

@uild had sone ties there.

"Just so," agreed Eet. "Safety. And if they believe they have utter safety
there we may be sure of two things. One, that they do have sone defenses
whi ch would hold perhaps even against Fleet action, for they cannot think
that the situation of their hole would never be discovered. Second, that
having been so long inthe state of safety, they might relax strict
vi gil ance. "

But before Eet had finished, Ryzk shook his head. "W had better believe the
former. If anyone not of their kind had gotten in and out again, we would
know it. A story like that would sweep the |anes. They have defenses which
really work."'

| called on imgination. Persona detectors, perhaps |ocked, not to any one
personality, but rather to a state of mind, so that any invader could pass
only if he were a crinnal or there on business. The Quild was runored to
buy or otherw se acquire inventions which the general public did not know
exi sted. Then they either suppressed them or exploited themw th care. No,
such a persona detector might be possible.

"But such could be 'janmed,' " was Eet's answer. Ryzk, who could follow
Eet's nental broadcast but not mne (which was good for us both, as | well
knew), |ooked puzzled. | explained. And then he asked Eet:

"How could you jamit? You can't tanmper with a persona beam"

"No one ever tried telepathically," returned the mutant. "If disguise can



decei ve the eye, and careful manipul ation of sound waves, the ear, a change
in mental channels can do the sane for a persona detector of the type Mirdoc
envi si oned. "

That is so," Zilwich agreed. | nmust accept the verdict of the two of our
conpany who best knew what was possible with a sixth sense so few of ny own
speci es had.

Ryzk | eaned back in his seat. "Since we two do not have the right nental

equi prent, that lets us out. And you, and you"--he nodded to Eet and
Zilwich--"are not able to try it alone.™
"Unfortunately your statenent is correct,’

said the alien. "Limted as | now

am by nmy body, | would be a greater hindrance than help--in person--to any
such penetration. And if we wait wuntil | amhealed"--he could not nove
enough to shrug--"then we are already lost. For they will have disposed of

what they have taken. W were under Patrol watch back there--"

| stiffened. So we had been | ucky indeed in our quick descent and exit from
the island world. Had we conme during a Patrol visit--

"When the expedition's broadcast signal failed they nust have been alerted.
And since the personnel of our expedition are all listed, they will be aware
of my absence. But al so they have evidence of the raid. The Jacks nust have
foreseen this, since they have been acting on a reliable source of
i nformation. And so they will be quick to dispose of their loot."

I thought | saw one fallacy in his reasoning. "But if they have taken the
| oot to Waystar, and they need not fear pursuit there, then they may believe
they have plenty of tine to wait for a high bid on it and not be so quick to
sell."

"They wll sell it, probably to some resident buyer. No Jack ship will have
the patience to sit on a good haul ." Surprisingly Ryzk took up the argunent.
"They nmay even have a backer. Sone Veep who wants the stuff for a private
deal . "

"Quite true," said Zilwieh. "But we nmust get there before the collection is
di spersed, or even, Zludda forbid, broken wup for the metal and gens! There

was that anmong it--yes, | will tell you so you may know the prime inportance
of what we seek. There was anong the pieces a star map!"
And even | who was sunk in foreboding at that nonent knew a thrill at that.

A star nmap--a chart which would give those who could decode it a chance to
trace some ancient route, even the boundaries of one of the fabled enpires.
Such a find had never been nmade before. It was utterly priceless and yet its
worth might not be understood by those who had stolen it.

Not be recognized for what it was--ny thoughts clung to that. Fromit sprang
a wlder idea. My father had had fame throughout the Guild for appraising
finds, especially antiquities. He had had no anbition to clinb to Veep
status with always the fear of death from sone equally anbitious rival
grinning behind his shoulder. He had indeed bought out and presunedly
retired when his inmredi ate enployer in the system had been elim nated. But
he was so wi dely known that he had becone an authority, borrowed at tines
from his Veep to assist in appraising elsewhere. And he had been noted for
dealing with Forerunner treasure. Who woul d be the apprai ser on Waystar? He
woul d have to be conpetent, trusted, undoubtedly with Guild affiliations.
But supposing that a man of vast reputation turned up at Waystar fleeing the
Patrol, which was a very common occupational hazard. He m ght make his way
quietly at first, but then that very reputation would spread to the Veep who
had the treasure and he mght be asked for an independent report. Al a
series of ifs, and's, but's, but still holding together with a faint |ogic.
The only trouble was that the man who could do this was dead.

I was so intent upon ny thoughts that | was only dimy aware that Ryzk had
begun to say sonething and had been silenced by a gesture fromEet. They
were all staring at nme, the two who were able to follow ny thoughts
seemi ngly berused. M father was dead, and that appeared to put a very
definite end to what m ght have been acconplished had he been alive. It was
a useless speculation to follow, yet | continued to think about the



advant ages ny father woul d have had. Suppose an appraiser in good standing
with the Guild when he retired, one with special know edge of Forerunner
artifacts, were to show up at Waystar, settle down w thout any overt

approach to the Veep who had the treasure. It would very logically follow
that he woul d be asked to inspect the I|oot and then-- But at that point ny
specul ation stopped short. | could not foresee action leading to the

retaking of the treasure--that could only be planned after the setup on
Wayst ar had been reconnoitered.

Must be planned! | was conpletely noon-dazed to build on sonething
i mpossi ble. Hywel Jern was dead for near to three planet years now And his
deat h, which had undoubtedly been ordered by the Guild, would be comon

know edge. His reputation, in spite of his years of retirement, was too
wi despread for it to be otherw se. He was dead!

"Reports have been wong before." That suggestion slid easily into ny
t houghts before | knew Eet had fed it.

"Not in the case of executions carried out by the Guild,” | retorted,

aroused frommy preoccupation with a plan which m ght have been useful had
only stood in ny father's boots.

My father's boots--had that been a sly manipulation of Eet's? No, | was
sensitive enough now to his insinuations to be sure that it had been born
inside nmy own mind. When | was a child | had | ooked forward to being a copy
of Hywel Jern. He had filled nmy life nearly to the exclusion of all else.
did not know until years later that ny |uke-warmfeeling for his wife, son
and daughter must have cone fromthe fact that | was a "duty" child, one of
those babies sent from another planet for adoption by a colony famly in
order to vary what mght becone too inborn a strain. | had felt nyself
Jern"s son, and | continued to feel that even when ny foster nother
di sclosed the true facts after Jern's death, jealously pointing out that ny
"brother" Faskel was the rightful heir to Jern's shop and estate.

Hywel Jern had done as well by ne as he could. | had been apprenticed to a
gem buyer, a man of infinite resources and experience, and | had been given
the zero stone, as well as all | could absorb of nmy father's teachings. He
had considered ne, | was fully convinced, the son of his spirit, if not of
his body. There mi ght be some record sonmewhere of ny true parentage; | had
never cared to pursue the matter. But | thought that the same strain of

al oof curiosity and restl essness which had marked Hywel Jern nmust al so have
been born into nme. G ven other circunstances | mght well have followed him
into the cuild. So--1 had wanted to be |like Hywel Jern. Wuld it be possible
for me to be Jern for a period of tinme? The risk such an inposture would
entail would be enornous. But with Eet and his esper powers--"

"I wondered,” the mutant thought dryly, "when you would begin to see
clearly."

"What's this all about?" Ryzk demanded with sone heat. "You"--he |ooked
al nost accusingly at nme--"you have sone plan to get into Waystar?"

But | was answering Eet, though | did so aloud, as if to deny the very help

which might be the key to the whole plan. "It is too wld. Jern is dead,
they would be sure of that!"

"Who is Jern and what has his death got to do with it?" Ryzk wanted to know.
"Hywel Jern was the top appraiser for one sector Veep of the Guild, and ny

father." | stated the facts bleakly. "They murdered him-"

"On contract?" asked Ryzk. "If he's dead, howis he of any use to us now?
Sure, | can see how an appraiser wth Guild rank night get into Waystar
But--" He paused and scowl ed. "You got sone idea of pretending to be vyour

father? But they would know-if there was a contract on him they'd know "

Only now | was not quite so sure of that. My father had been in retirenent.
True enough, he had been visited fromtinme to tine by GQuild men. | had had
my proof of that when | had recogni zed as one of those visitors the captain
of the Guild ship who had ordered ny questioning on the unknown world of the
zero-stone caches. Jern nmust have been killed by Quild orders for the
possessi on of the zero stone, which his slayers did not find. But supposing



they had left a body in which they thought |life extinct and ny father had
revived? There had been a funeral service carried out by his famly. But
that, too, was an old cover for a man's escape from vengeance. And on the
sparsely settled frontier planet he had chosen for his hone, they could not
have investigated too much for fear of detection

So, we had Hywel Jern resurrected, smruggled off world perhaps-- There were
many radical nedical techniques--plastic surgery which could alter a nan.
No, that was wong. It nust be an unm stakable Hywel Jern to enter \Waystar

| tried again to dismss the plan busy fitting itself together piece by
piece in nmy mnd--utter folly, logic told ne it was. But | could not. | nust
| ook I'ike Hywel Jern. And nmy appearance would be baffling, for who would
beli eve that soneone woul d assune the appearance of a dead man, and one who
had been killed by Guild orders? Such a circunstance night give ne even
qui cker access to the Veeps on Waystar. |f past runmor spoke true, there was
a rivalry between the Veeps of Waystar and the center core of the Quild. The
former mght well receive a fugitive, one they could use, even if he were

now Cuil d-proscribed. After all, once at their station, he would be Ilargely
a prisoner they could control utterly. Thus--Hywel Jern, running fromthe
Patrol. After all, | had been a quarry of both sides for a while because

had the zero stone. The zero stone. My thoughts circled back to that. | had
not put to any use the one | carried next to ny body--not experinented to
step up the Wendwi nd's power as Eet and | had discovered it could do. | had
not even looked at it in weeks, nerely felt in nmy belt at intervals to know
| still <carriedit. To dare even hint that | carried such would nmake ne an
instant target for the @uild, break the uneasy truce, if that still held,

between the Patrol (who m ght suspect but could not be sure) and ne. No,
that | could not use to enter the pirate station. Back to Hywel Jern. He had
never been on Waystar. O that | was reasonably certain. So he would not
have to display famliarity with any part of it. And with Eet to pick out of
m nds what | should know But could |I be Hywel Jern for the length of tinme it
woul d--mi ght well--take for the locating of the |oot?

| had held ny scar-faced disguise for only hours, the alien countenance
had devised for the Lylestane venture even less. And | would have to be

Hywel Jern perhaps for days, keeping up that facade at all tines lest | be
snooped or surprised.
"It cannot be done, not by me," | told Eet, since | knew that he, of the

three facing me, was the one waiting for ny decision, preparing argunents to
counter it.

"You could not hold it either,"” | continued, "not for so |long."

"There you speak the truth," he agreed.

"Then it is inpossible."

"I have discovered"--Eet assuned that pontifical air which |1 found npst
i rksone, which acted on ne as a spur even when | was determined not to be
ridden by himin any direction--"that few things, very few things, are
i mpossi bl e when one has all the facts and exami nes themcarefully. You did
well wth the scar--for one of your linmited ability--your native ability.
You did even better with your alien space man. There is no reason why you
cannot --"

"I  cannot hold it--not for the necessary length of time!" | shot back at
him determined to find, for once and all, an answer which would satisfy ny
own thoughts as well as the subtle compulsion | sensed coming from both
t el epat hs.

"That, too, can be considered," Eet returned evasively. "But now, rest is
needed for our friend."

And | awoke to the fact that the Zacathan had i ndeed slunped on his bed. Hs
eye was near closed and he appeared to be conpletely exhausted. Toget her
with Ryzk | worked to nmake himas confortable as possible and then I went to
my own cabin. | threw nmyself on ny bunk. But | found that | could not shut
off my thoughts, bent as they were, in spite of ny desires, on the solving
of what seemed to be the first of the insurmountable problems. So | |ay



staring up at the ceiling of the cabin, trying to break my probl em down
logically. Hywel Jern mght get into Wystar. Possibly | could use Eet's
form of disguise to become Hywel Jern. But the exertion of holding that
woul d be a drain which could exhaust both of us and m ght not |eave nmy mnd

clear enough to be as alert as | nust be to cope with the dangers awaiting
us in the heart of the enemes' territory. If there was only sone way to
increase ny power to hold the illusion w thout draining nyself and Eet. For

Eet must have freedomfor the mnd reading which would be the additional
protection we had to have. Increase the power--just as we were able to
i ncrease the power of the Patrol scout with the zero stone. The zero stone!
My fingers sought that very small bulge in ny belt | sat up and swng ny
feet to the cabin floor. For the first time in weeks | unseal ed that pocket
and brought out the colorless, unattractive |unmp which was the zero stone in
its unawakened phase.

Zero stone--energy, extra energy for machines, for stepping up their power.
But when | strove to create the illusions, | used energy of another |and.
Still it was energy. But ny race had for so long been used to the idea of
energy only in connection wth machines that this was a new thought. |
closed both my hands over the gem so that its rough edges pressed tightly,
painfully, into ny flesh. The zero stone plus a machine already alive wth
energy neant a hei ghtened flow, an output which had been al nost too rmuch for
the engine in the scout ship to handle. Zero stones had apparently powered
the drifting derelict we had found in space, Eet and I. And it had been
their energy broadcast that had activated the stone | then carried, causing
it todrawus to the derelict in the first place. Just as on the unnaned
pl anet a simlar broadcast had guided us to the |ong-forsaken ruins where
the stones' owners had left their caches. Energy-- But the idea which was in
my mind was no wilder than others that had visited ne lately. There was a
very sinple trial. Not on nyself, not vyet. | was wary of experinentation
m ght not be able to control. | |ooked about ne hurriedly, seeing Eet curled
apparently asleep, on the foot of ny bunk. For a nmoment | hesitated--Eet?
There was hunor in that, and sonething else--the desire to see Eet for once
startled out of his usual conpetent control over the situation

| stared at Eet. | held the zero stone, and | thought--
The cold gem between ny hands began to warm grew hotter. And the |ines of
Eet's body began to dim | dared not allow one small spark of triunph to

break ny concentration. The stone was afire alnpst past the point where
could continue to hold it. And Eet--Eet was gone! Wat |lay on the foot of ny
bunk now was what his nother had been, a ship's cat.

| had to drop the stone. The pain was too intense for ne to continue to hold
it. Eet cane to his feet in one of those quick feline nmovenents, stretched
his neck to right and left, to ook along his body, and then faced ne, his
cat's ears flattened to his skull, his nouth open in an angry hiss.

"You see!" | was exultant. But there was no answer to my m nd-touch--nothing
at all. It was not that I net the barrier which Eet used to cut off
conmuni cati on when he desired to retire into his own thoughts. Rather it
seened that Eet was not! | sank down on the pull seat to stare back at the
angry cat now crouched snarling, as if to spring for nmy throat Could it be
true that | had done nore than create an illusion? It was as if Eet was now
a cat and not hinmself at all! |I had indeed stepped up energy and to what
di sastrous point? Frantically | took the stone tightly into ny seared hands,
grasped it between ny painful palms, and set about undoi ng what | had done.
No cat, | thought furiously, but Eet--Eet in his nmutation fromthe enraged
bundle of fur now facing ne with anger enough, had it been larger, to tear
out ny life. Eet, ny thoughts commanded as | fought panic and tried only to
concentrate on what | rnust do--get Eet back again.

Agai n the stone warned, burned, but | held it in spite of the tornent to ny
flesh. The furry contours of the cat dimed, changed. Eet crouched there
now, his rage even sonehow hei ghtened by the change into his rightful body.
But was it truly Eet?



"Fool!" That single word, hurled at me as a | aser beam m ght be ainmed, nade
me relax. This was Eet.

He |eaped to the table between us, stalked back and forth, lashing his
ridged tail; in his fury, very feline.

"Child playing with fire," he hissed. | began to [ augh then. There had been
little to amuse one in the weeks imredi ately behind wus, but the relief of
having pulled off this inpossibility successfully, plus the pleasure of
having at |ast surprised and bested Eet in his own field, nmade ne continue
to laugh helplessly, wuntil | |eaned weakly back against the wall of the
cabin, unwitting of the pain in my hands. Eet stopped his angry pacing, sat
down in a feline posture (it seemed to ne his cat ancestry was nore no-table

than before) with his tail curled about himso that its tip rested on his
paws. He had closed his mind tightly, but | was neither alarned nor abashed
by his attitude. |1 was very sure that Eet's startled reaction to

transformation was only nmonentary and that his alert intelligence would
speedily be bent to consider the possibilities of what we had | earned.
stowed the stone carefully in ny belt and treated nmy burned hands with a
soothing paste. The nutant continued to sit statue-still and | rmade no
further attenpts at mind-touch, waiting for himto make the first nove.

That | had made a nmonent ous di scovery exhilarated nme. At that nmonment not hi ng
seened outside my grasp. It was not only nachi ne energy which the zero stone
furthered; it could also be nmental. As a cat, Eet had been silenced and,

was sure, unable by hinself to break the image I had thought on him even
for his own defense. This must nean that any illusion created with the aid
of the stone would have no tine limt, remaining so until one thought it
away.

"Entirely right." Eet came out of his sulk--or perhaps it was a deep study.
H's rage also seened to have vani shed. "But you were indeed playing with a
fire which m ght have consumed us both!"™ And | knew that he did not nean the
burns on ny hands. Even so, | was not going to say that | was sorry the
experiment had worked. W needed it. Hywel Jern could indeed go to \Waystar
and it would require no expenditure of energy to keep the illusion intact as
long as he carried the zero stone.

"To take that in," remarked Eet, "is a great hazard." And his reluctance
puzzl ed me.

"You suspect"--1 thought | guessed what bothered him-"they m ght have one,

able to pick up emanations from ours?"

"We do not know what the @uild had as their original guide to the stones.
And Waystar woul d be an excellent stronghold for the keeping of such. But I
agree that we cannot be choosers. W nust take such a chance.”

Chapt er El even

"I't nust be here." Ryzk had brought us out of hyper in a very old system
where the sun was an al nost-dead red dwarf, the planets orbiting around it
bl ack and burned-out cinders. He indicated a snmall asteroid. "Thereis a

defense shield up there. And | don't see how you are going to break through
that. They nust have an entrance code and anything not answering that and
getting within range--" He snapped his fingers in a significant gesture of

i nst ant aneous extinction. Zilwich studied what showed on the small relay
vi sa-screen we had set up in his cabin. He | eaned agai nst the back rest we
had i nprovised, his inert head frill crunpled about his neck. But though he

appeared very weak, his eye was bright, and I think that the interest in the
unusual which notivated his race nmade hi mforget his wounds now.

"I'f I only had ny equipnent!" He spoke Basic with the hissing intonation of
his species. "Sonehow | do not believe that is a true asteroid."

"It may be a Forerunner space station. But knowi ng that is not going to get
us in undetected," rasped Ryzk.

"We cannot all go in," | said. "We play the same gane over. Eet and | shal
take in the LB."
"Bl asting through screens?" scoffed Ryzk. "I tell you our detect picked up

emanations as strong as any on a defensive Patrol outpost. You' d be | asered



out of existence quicker than one could pinch out an angk bug!"

"Suppose one dogged in a ship which did have the pass code," | suggested.
"The LB is small enough not to enlarge the warn beep of such a one--"

"And when are you going to pick up a ship to dog in?" Ryzk wanted to know.
"W m ght hang here for days--"

"I think not," Eet cut in. "If this is truly Waystar, then there will be
traffic, enough to cut down days of waiting. You are the pilot. Tell us if
this could be done--could the LB ride in behind another ship in that way?"

It secretly surprised ne that there were sone things Eet did not know Ryzk
scow ed, his usual prelude to concentrated thought.

"I could rig a distort combined with a weak traction beam Cut off the power
when that connected with another ship. You'd have this in your favor--those
defenses may only be set for big stuff. They'd expect the Fleet to burn them
out, not a one-man operation. O they might detect and | et you through. Then
you'd find a wel come-guard waiting, which would probably be worse than being
| asered out at first contact."

He seened determined to paint the future as black as possible. | had only
what | had learned of the =zero stone to support ne against the very
unpl easant possibilities ahead. Yet the confidence nmy experinment had bred in
me wavered only in the slightest degree.

In the end, Ryzk turned his Free Trader's ingenuity to nore work on the LB
giving it what defenses he could devise. W could not fight, but we were now
provided with distorters which would permt us to approach the blot our
ship's radar told us was Waystar, and then wait for the slimchance of
making a run into the enem es' nost securely guarded fortress.

Meanwhi | e, the Wendwi nd set down on the nmnoon of the nearest dead planet, a
ball of creviced rock so bleak and black that it should afford a good hiding
pl ace. And the co-ordinates of that temporary landing site were fed into the
conputer of the LB to home us if and when we left the pirate station--though
Ryzk was certain we would never be back and said so frankly, demanding at
| ast that |1 make a ship recording releasing him from contract and
responsibility after an agreed-upon length of tine. This | did, Zlwich
acting as witness. Al this did not tend to make ne set about the next part
of our venture with a great belief in success. | kept feeling the lunmp of
the zero stone as a kind of talisman against all that could go wong, too
long a list of possible disasters to count.

Eet made a firm statement as we prepared our disguise.

"I choose ny own form" he said in a manner | dared not question. W were in
my cabin, for | had no wish to share the secret of the =zero stone with
either Ryzk or the Zacat han --though what they m ght think of our disguises
| could not tell.

But Eet's demand was fair enough. | took the dull, apparently lifeless gem
and laid it on the table between us. My own change was al ready thought out.
But in case | needed a rem nder of sonme details, | had something else, a
vividly clear tri-dee of nmy father. He had never willingly allowed such to
be taken, but this had belonged to ny foster nmother and had been the one
thing | had taken, besides the zero stone, from my home when his death
closed its doors to me. Wiy | had done so | could not have said--unless
there was buried deep inside ne a fragnent of true esper talent, that of
precognition. | had not |ooked at the tri-dee since the day | had lifted
from that planet. Now, studying it carefully, | was very glad | had it. The
face | renenbered had, as usual, been hazed by tine, and | found nmenory
differed fromthis nore exact record. Warned by the fury of heat in the
stone when | had wused it on Eet, | touched it now wth sone care, ny
attention centering on the tri-dee, concentrating on the face appearing
therein. | was only dimy aware that Eet crouched on the table, a clawed
hand-paw joining mne in touching the jewel. | could not be sure of the
change in ny outward appearance. | felt no different. But after an interval
| glanced at the nmirror ready for the necessary check, and indeed saw a
strange face there. It was ny father, yes, but in a subtle way younger than



| remenbered himlast. But then | was using as ny guide a picture taken
pl anet years before | knew him when he had first wed ny foster nother.
There could certainly be no mstaking his sharp, alnmost harsh features by
anyone who had ever known him And | hoped that Eet could help me carry out
the rest of the deception by mnd reading and supplying me with the nenories
necessary to nake ne a passable counterfeit of a man known in Guild circles.
Eet--what had been his choice of disguise? | fully expected sonething such
as the pookha or the reptilian formhe had taken on Lylestane. But this |
did not foresee. For it was no animal sitting cross-legged on the table, but
a humanoi d perhaps as large as a human child of five or six years.

The skin was not snooth, but covered with a short plushy fur, nuch |ike that
of the pookha. ©On the top of the head this grew longer, into a pointed
crest. Only the palns of the hands were bare of the fur, which in color was
an inky black, and the skin bared there was red, as were the eyes, large and
bulging a little fromtheir sockets, the red broken only by vertical pupils.
The nose had a narrow ridge of fur wup and down it, giving a greater
prom nence to that feature. But the nouth showed only very narrow slits of
lips and those as black as the fur about them

To ny know edge | had neither seen nor heard described such a creature, and
why Eet had chosen to assume this formfirst intrigued and then bothered ne.
Space-rovers were addicted to pets and one net wth many oddities
acconpanying their masters. But this was no pet, unusual as it |ooked. It

had the aura of an intelligent life form one which could be terned "man."
"Just so." Eet gave his old form of agreement. "But | think you wll
di scover that this pirate hold will have varied life forns aboard. And al so

this body has possibilities which may be an aid in future difficulties."
"What are you?" curiosity nade nme ask

"You have no name for ne," Eet returned. "This is a life formwhich
bel i eve | ong gone from space."

He ran his red-palmed hands over his furred sides, absent-mindedly
scratching his slightly protrudent mddle. "You, yourselves, adnit you are
| ate-coners to the stars. Let it suffice that this is an adequate body for
nmy present need."

| hoped Eet was right, as there was no use in arguing with him Now | saw
somet hing el se. That hand not occupied wth nethodical hide-scratching
hovered near the =zero stone--though if Eet was preparing to snatch that
treasure | did not see where, in his present unclothed state, he would stow
it. However, ny fingers closed pronmptly on the gemand sealed it back in ny
belt. Eet was apparently not concerned, for his straying hand dropped back
on his knee. W bade good-by to Ryzk and the Zacathan. And | did not mss
that Zilwich watched Eet with an attention which m ght have been rooted in
puzzl ement but which grew into a subdued excitenent, as if he recognized in
t hat bl ack-furred body sonethi ng he knew.

Ryzk stared at us. "How |long can you keep that on?" It was plain that he
t hought our appearances the result of some plasta change. But how he could
have believed we carried such el aborate equi pnent with us | did not know.
"As long as necessary," | assured him and we went to board the greatly
altered LB

As we took off, forceably ejected fromthe parent ship by the origina
escape nethod, we ained in the general direction of the pirate station. But
Ryzk's nodifications allowed us to hover in space, waiting a guide. And it
was Eet in his new formwho took over the controls.

How | ong we woul d have to patrol was the question. MWiiting in any form is
far nore wearisone than any action. W spent the slowy dragging tine in

silence. | was trying to recall every small scrap of what ny father had said
about his days with the Guild. And what lay in Eet's mind | would not have
tried to guess. In fact, | was far too occupied with the thought that ny

father had been remarkably reticent about his @Quild activities and that
there m ght be as many pitfalls ahead as those pocking the dead noon, wth
only hair-thick bridges spanning them



But our silence was broken at last by a clatter fromthe control board and
knew our radar had picked up a nmoving object. The tiny visa-screen gave us a
shi p heading purposefully for the station. Eet glanced over his shoul der and
| thought he was | ooking at me for orders. The nutant was not accustoned,
once a matter had been decided, to wait for pernission or agreenent. | found
nmysel f noddi ng ny head, and his fingers nmade the necessary adjustnments to
bring us behind that other ship, a little wunder its bulk where we m ght
apply that weak traction beam w t hout being sighted, or so we hoped.

The size of the newconmer was in our favor. | had expected sonething such as
a scout ship, or certainly not larger than the smallest Free Trader. But
this was a bul k-cargo vessel, of the smallest class, to be sure, but stil
of a size to be considered only a wall owi ng second-rate transfer ship.

Qur traction beamcentered and held, drawing us under the belly of the
bi gger vessel, which overhung us, if anyone had been out in space to see, as
a covering shadow. W waited tensely for sone sign that those in the other
ship mght be alarmed. But as |ong nonents slipped by we breathed nore
freely, reassured by so nmuch, though it was very little.

However, on the visa-screen what we picked up now was not the ship, but what
| ay ahead. For additional safety Eet had snapped on the distort beam and
t hrough that we could see just a little of the amazing port we neared.

What ever formed its original core--an asteroid, a nmoon, an anci ent space
station--could not be distinguished now What renai ned was a mass of shi ps,
derelicts declared so by their broken sides, their general decrepit
appear ances. They were mmssed, janmed tightly together into an irregular
ovoid except in one place directly before us, where there was a dark gap
into which the ship controlling our path was now headed.

"Looted ships--" | hazarded, ready to believe nowin every wild story of
Waystar. Pirates had dragged in victim ships to help form their hiding
pl ace--though why any such |abor was necessary | could not guess. Then
saw-and felt--the faint vibration of a defense screen. The LB shuddered but
it did not break linkage with the ship. Then we were through w thout any
attack. As the wall of those crunpled and broken shi ps funnel ed about us,
foresaw a new danger, that we nmight be scraped or caught by the weckage,
for that space down which we were being towed narrowed the farther we
advanced. Al so, though the ships had seened tightly massed at first sight,
this proved not to be so upon closer inspection. There were evidences that
t hey had been intended as an envel oping cover for whatever core lay at the
heart. There were girders and patches of skin wel ded together, anchoring one
wreck to another. But it was a |oose unity and there were spaces in between,
some | arge enough to hold the LB

Seeing those, and calculating that we might cone to grief ahead were the
passage to narrow to the point where only the cargo ship night wedge

t hrough, | deci ded one ganbl e was better than another

"Wedge in here"--1 nade this nore a suggestion than an order--"then suit up
and go through?"

"Perhaps that is best," Eet answered. However, | suddenly renmenbered that
though | might suit up, there was no protective covering on board which

woul d take Eet's smaller body.

"The di saster bag," Eet reminded ne as his hands noved to | oose our tie with
t he bul k of ship overhead.

O course, the baglike covering intended to serve a seriously injured
escapee using the LB, one whose hurt body could not be suited wup if the
energency | andi ng had been made on a planet with a hostile atnosphere and it
was necessary to |l eave the boat. | unstrapped, and opened the cupboard where
the suit lay at full length. The disaster bag was in tight folds beside its
booted feet. Passage in that would |eave Eet hel pl ess, wholly dependent on
me, but there was hope it would not be for |ong.

He was busy at the controls, turning the nose of the LB to the left,
pointing it into one of those hollows in the mass of weckage. The inpetus
left wus by the pull of the ship sufficed to give us forward nmovenent, and



two girders welded just above the hole we had chosen held the pieces of
wreckage forming its walls steady. There was a bunp as we scraped in, and
anot her, nonments later, as the nose of the LB rammed agai nst sone obstacle.
W could only hope that the crevice had swallowed us entirely and that our
tail was not sticking betrayingly into the ship passage.

| suited up as fast as | could, wanting to make sure of that fact--though
what we could do to renmedy matters if that had happened | did not have the
slightest idea. Then | hauled out the disaster bag and Eet clinbed in so
that | could make the various sealings tight and inflate its air supply.
Since it was made for a man he had anple room in fact noved about in it in
the manner of one swinmming in a very limted pool, for there was no gravity
inthis place and we were in free fall.

Activating the exit port, | crawed out with great care, fearing nore than
wanted to admit some raw edge which could piece the protecting fabric of the
suit or Eet's bag. But there was space enough to wiggle down the Iength of
the LB, nostly by feel, for | dared not flash a beaner here.

Fortune had served us so far. The tail of the LB was well within the hole.
And | had to hitch and pull, the weight of Eet draggi ng ne back, by grasping
one piece of weckage and then the next for several lengths until | was in

t he mai n passage.
There was a weak light here, though | could not see its source, enough to

take ne from one handhold to the next, boring into the unknown. | made that
journey with what speed | could, always haunted by the fear that another
ship mght be coming in or going out and | wuld be caught and ground

agai nst the weckage. The band of rmurdered ships ended suddenly in a clear
space, a space which held other ships--three | could see. One was the cargo
shi p whi ch had brought us in, another was one of those needl e-nosed, deadly

raiders | had seen used by the @uild, and the third was plainly a yacht.
They were in orbit around what was the core of this whole amazing world in
space. And it was a station, oval in shape Ilike the protecting mass of

wreckage, with landing stages at either end. Its covering was opaque, but
with a crystalline ook to the outer surface, which was pitted and pocked
and had obviously been nended time and tinme again with substances that did
not match the original material. The cargo ship had opened a hatch and swung
out a robo-carrier, heavily laden. I held on to my last anchorage and
wat ched the robo spurt into a landing on a stage. The top half carrying the
cargo dropped off and nmoved into an open hatch of the station while the robo
took off for another |oad. There was no suited overseer to be seen, just

robos. And | thought | saw a chance to make use of themto reach the
station, just as we had used the robos to | eave the caravansary.
Only | was not to have an opportunity to try. Qut of nowhere cane a beam

the force of which plastered me as tightly to the weckage at nmy back as if
my suit had i ndeed been wel ded in eternal bondage.

There was no breaking that hold. And nmy captors were very tardy about com ng
to collect nme, finally spurting fromthe hatch of the yacht on a mni air
sled. They lashed me into a tangle cord and used it as a drag to pull ne
behi nd them not back to the ship fromwhich they had issued, but to the
| andi ng stage where the robo had set down. Then, disnmounting fromtheir
narrow craft, they tugged us both through a lock and into the interior of
the station, where a weak gravity brought my boots and Eet's relaxed body to
the floor. Those who had taken me prisoner were hunmanoi d, perhaps even of
Terran breed, for they had that |ook. They snapped up their helnmets and one
did the sane for nme, letting in breathable air, though it had that peculiar
faint odor of reprocessed oxygen. Leaving the tangle about ny arns, they
| oosed ne enough to walk, pointing with a |aser to enforce ny going. One of
them took the bag fromnme and towed Eet, turning now and then to study the
mutant narromy. So it was as prisoners that we came to the |egendary
Waystar, and it was an anmazing place. The center was open, a diffused |ight
filling it, a greenish Iight which gave an unpleasant sheen to nost of the
faces passing. By sone unknown neans there was a light gravity giving a true



up and down to the corridors and bal coni es opening on that center. | caught
sight of what could be |abs, passed other doors tightly shut. There was
popul ati on enough to equal that of a village on an ordinary planet--though
as | guessed, those who used the station as home base were often in space
and the permanent dwellers were limted in nunber.

It was one of the latter | was taken before. He was an Orbsleon, his barre
bulk imersed in a bow chair with the pink fluid he needed for constant
nouri shment washing about his winkled shoulders, his boneless upper
tentacles floating just beneath its surface.

Hs head was very broad in the Ilower part, dwindling toward a top in which
two eyes were set far apart, well to the sides. H s far-off ancestor of the
squid clan was still recognizable in this descendant. But that alien body
housed a very shrewd and keen intelligence. A Veep in Waystar would be a
Veep indeed, no matter what form of body held him

A tentacle tip flashed from the bow chair to trigger keys on a Basic
tal ker, for the Obsleon was a tactile conmunicator.

"You are who?"

"Hywel Jern." | gave him an answer as terse as his question. \Wether that
nane rmeant anything to him | had no way of knowing. And | received no aid
fromEet. For the first time | doubted that the mutant could carry sone

of the burden of ny inpersonation. It mght well be that the alien thought
process woul d prove, in sone cases, beyond his reading. Then | would be in
danger. Was this such a tine?

"You cane--how?" The tentacle tip played out that question

"On a one-man ship. | crashed on a noon--took an LB--" | had my story ready.
I could only hope it sounded pl ausi bl e.

"How through?" There was of course no readable expression on the alien's
face.

"I saw a cargo ship conming in, hung under it. The LB played out halfway
t hrough the passage. Had to suit up and cone al ong--"

"Why conme?"

"I ama hunted man. | was Veep Estanpha's value expert, | thought to buy
out, live in peace. But the Patrol were after nme. They sent a man on
contract when they could not take ne legally. He left ne for dead. | have
been on the run ever since." So thin a tale it mght hold only if I were
recogni zed as Hywel Jern. Now that | was well into this | realized nore and
nmore ny utter folly. Suddenly Eet spoke to nme. "They have sent for one who
knew Jern. Also they did not register 'dead" when you gave your nane."

"What do here?" my questioner went on

"I  am an appraiser. There is perhaps need for one here. Al so--this is the

one place the Patrol is not likely to take nme." | kept as bold a front as |
could. A man canme in at the slow and rather stately pace the |low gravity
required. To ny know edge I had not seen himbefore. He was one of the

mut ants of Terran stock having the colorless white hair and goggl e protected
eyes of a Faltharian. Those goggles made his expression hard to read. But
Eet was ready.

"He did not know your father well, but had seen him several tinmes in Veep
Estampha' s quarters. Once he brought hima Forerunner piece, a plaque of
irridiumset with bes rock. Your father quoted hima price of three hundred
credits but he did not want to sell."

"I know you," | said swiftly as Eet's mind read that for nme. "You had a
pi ece of Forerunner loot--irridiumw th bes setting--"
"That is the truth." He spoke Basic with a faint lisp. "I sold it to you."

"Not so! | offered three hundred, you thought you could do better. Did you?"
He did not answer nme. Rather his goggled head swng toward the O bsleon. "He
| ooks Iike Hywel Jern, he knows what Jern would know. "

" Somet hi ng--you do not |ike?" queried the tentacles on the keys.

"He is younger--"

I managed what | hoped would register as a superior smle. "A nman on the run
may not have time or credits enough for a plasta face change, but he can



take rejub tablets.™

The Faltharian did not reply at once. | wished | could see the whole of his
face without those maski ng goggles. Then, alnobst reluctantly, he did answer.
"It could be so."

During all those noments the Orbsleon's gaze had held on ne. | did not see
his small eyes blink; perhaps they did not. Then he played the keys of the
t al ker agai n.

"You apprai ser, maybe use. Stay."

Wth that, not sure whether | was a prisoner or perhaps now an enpl oyee,
was marched out of the roomand led to a cubby on a |lower |evel, where Eet
and |, having been searched for weapons and had the suit and bag taken from
us, were left alone. I tried the door and was not surprised to find it
seal ed. W were prisoners, but to what degree | could not be sure.

Chapter Twel ve

What | needed nost at that nonent was sleep. Life in space is always |ived
to an artificial tinmetable which has Ilittle relationship to sun or noon,
night or day, in the neasured tinme of planets. |In hyper, when there is

little to do for the smooth running of the ship, one sinply sleeps when
tired, eats when hungry, so that regular neasurenment of tinme does not apply.
| did not know really how long it had been since | had had a nmeal or slept.
But now sl eep and hunger warred in ne.

The roomin which we had been so summarily stowed was a very small one,
having little in the way of furnishings. And what there was resenbled that
pl anned for the econonmy of space, such as is found in a ship. There was a

pul | -down bunk, snapped up into a fold in the wall when not in use, a
fresher, into which | would have to pack nyself, when needful, with sone
care, and a food slot. On the off chance that it mght be running, | whirled

the single dial above it (there seemed to be no choice of nenu). And
somewhat to ny surprise, the warn lights in the panel snapped on and the
front flipped open to display a covered ration dish and a seal ed contai ner
of liquid. It would appear that the inhabitants of Wystar were on tight
rations, or else they believed that wuninvited guests were entitled only to
the bare m nunum of sustenance. For what | uncovered were truly space
rations, nutritious and sust ai ni ng, to be sure, but practically
tastel ess--intended to keep a man alive, not in any way to please his taste
buds. Eet and | shared that bounty, as well as the somewhat sickening vita

drink in the container. | did have a fleeting suspicion that perhaps sone
foreign substance had been introduced into either, one of those drugs which
will either make a man tell all he knows or eradicate his will, so that for

atine thereafter he becones nerely the tool of whoever exerts mastery over
him But that suspicion did not keep me from eating.

As | dunped the enpty containers down the disposal unit |I knew that just as
| had had to eat, so | nmust now sleep. But it seened that Eet did not agree,
or not as far as he hinmself was concerned.

"The stone!" He made a conmmand of those two words. | did not have to ask
what stone. My hand was already at the small pocket in my belt.

"\Why 2"

"Do you expect ne to go exploring in the body of a phwat?"

G exploring? How? | had already tried the cabin door and found it seal ed.
Nor did | doubt that they had guards outside, perhaps in the very walls
about us --scan rays--

"Not here." Eet appeared very sure of that. "As to how-through there." He
indicated a narrow duct near the ceiling, an opening which, if the gril
over it were renoved, might offer a very small exit.

| sat on the bunk and glanced fromthe hairy man-thing Eet now was to that
openi ng. When we had first tried this kind of change | had believed it al
illusion, though tactile as well as visual. But now, had Eet really altered
in bulk so that what | saw before me was actually many tines the size of ny
alien companion? If so-- how had that been done? And (in me a sharp fear
stabbed) if one did not have the stone, would changes remai n permanent ?



"The stone!" Eet demanded. He did not answer any of ny thoughts. It was as
if he were suddenly pressed for time and nust be off on some inportant
errand fromwhich | detained him

I knew | was not going to get any answers fromEet until he was ready to
give them But his ability to read m nds was perhaps our best key to this
venture and if he now saw the necessity for crawling through ventilation
ducts, then | nust aid him

| kept nmy hand cupped about the stone. Though Eet had said there were no
snoop rays on us, yet | would not uncover that treasure in Waystar. | stared
at Eet where he hunkered on the floor and forced nyself to see with the
mnd s eye, not a furred humanoid, but rather a nutant feline, until just
that crouched at ny feet.

It was easy to screw out the mesh covering of the duct. And then Eet, wusing
me as a ladder, was up into it with speed. Nor did he I|eave nme with any
assurance as to when he would return, or where his journey would | ead,
t hough perhaps he did not know hinsel f.

| wanted to keep awake, hoping that Eet might report via mnd-touch, but ny
body needed sleep and | finally collapsed on the bunk into such slunber as
m ght i ndeed have cone from bei ng drugged.

From that | awoke reluctantly, opening eyes which seened glued shut. The
first thing | saw was Eet, back in his hairy disguise, rolled in a ball. |
sat up dazedly, trying to win out over the stupor of fatigue.

Eet was back, not only in this <cell but in his other body. How had he
managed the latter? Fear sharpened ny senses and sent ny hand to ny belt
again, but | felt with relief the shape of the stone in the pocket.

Even as | watched bleerily, he wunwound, sat up blinking, and stretched his
arms, as if aroused froma sleep as deep as m ne had been

"Visitors comng." He might give the outward seem ng of one only half awake,
but his thought was clear.

| shanbled to the fresher. Best not let any arrival know | had warning. |
used the equiprment therein and enmerged feeling far nore alert. Even as

| ooked to the food server, the door opened and one of the Orbsleon's
foll owers | ooked in.

"Veep wants you."

"I have not eaten." | thought it well to show sone independence at the
suggestion that I was now the Orbsleon's creature.
"All right. Eat now " If he made that concession (and the very fact that he

did was a matter of both surprise and returning confidence for nme) he was
not going to enlarge upon it. For he stood in the doorway watching ne dial
t he unappetizing food and share it with Eet.

"You--" The guard stared at the mutant. "What do you do?"

"No good talking to him" | inprovised hurriedly. "You would need a sonic.
He is--was--my pilot. Only fourth part intelligence, but good as a tech."
"So. What is he anyway?" \Wether he spoke out of idle curiosity or was
followng an order to learn more, | did not know But | had nade a
reasonabl e start on providing Eet with a background and | enlarged upon it a
little with the name he had gi ven hinsel f.

"He is a phwat, from Formalh--" 1 added to ny inventions. Wth so many
pl anets supporting intelligent or quasi-intelligent Ilife in the galaxy, no
one coul d be expected to know even a thousandth of them

"He stays here--" As | prepared to |l eave, the guard stepped in front of Eet.
| shook ny head. "He is enpathic-oriented. Wthout me he will will hinself
to death.” Now !l referred to sonething | had al ways thought a | egend--t hat
two species could be so emptionally intertied. But since | had believed,
until last year, that the place in which | now stood was also a |egend,
there mght be truth in other strange tales. At least the guard seened
inclined to accept what | said as a fact; he allowed Eet to shanble al ong
behind me. W did not return to the roomin which the Obsleon had
interviewed ne, but rather to one which mght be a small edition of the
hock-locks | well knew There was a long table with various specto-devices



clanped on it. In fact, it was a |ab which many an apprai ser on a pl anet
m ght have envied. And on the walls were outlines of "safe" cupboards, each
one wth the locking thunb hole conspicuous in the center, where only the
t hunb of one authorized to open it would register to release its contents.

"Snooper ray on us," Eet informed me. But | had already guessed that,
knowi ng why | had been brought here. They were going to prove ny claim of
bei ng an apprai ser, which neant tricky business. | would have to call on al

| had learned fromthe nman | seemed to be, all that | had picked up since
had left his tutelage, in order to survive such a test.

The things to be valued were spread on the table, under a protective nul
web. | went straight toit, for in that nonent ny lifetime preoccupation
t ook command. There were four pieces in all, gemmed and set in netal--their
glitter sparking life clear across the room

The first was a neckl ace--koro stones, those prized gens fromout of the
Sargolian seas which the Sal ari ki doubly value because of their ability to
give forth perfume when warnmed by the body heat of the wearer.

| held it up to the light, weighed each of the jewels in ny hand, sniffed at
each stone. Then | let it slide carelessly frommy grasp to the bare surface
of the table.

"Synthetic. Probably the work of Ranper of Norstead--or of one of his
apprentices--about fifty planet years old. They used marquee scent on
it--five, maybe six steepings." | gave ny verdict and turned to the next
pi ece, knowing | did not have to inpress the guard, or the two other nen in
the room but rather those who held the snooper ray on ne.

The second piece was set in a very sinple nounting. And its dark rich fire
held ne for a nmonent or two. Then | put it in the cup below the infrascope
and took two readi ngs.

"This purports to be a Terran ruby of the first class. It is unflawed, true
enough. But it has been subjected to two forms of treatnent. One | can
identify, the other is newto ne. This has resulted in a color shift. |
think it was originally a much Iighter shade. It will pass, save for quality
lab testing. But any expert genol ogi st woul d be uneasy about it."

The third on that table was an armband of netal which was reddish but
carried a golden overcast that shifted across the surface when the ornament
was handl ed. The maker had taken advantage of that overcast in working out
the pattern on it, which was of flowers and vine, so that the gold appeared
to line some of the leaves at all times. There was no mistaking it and ny
mnd junped back to the day ny father had shown nme such work, but then as a
smal | pendant he had sold to a nuseum

"This is Forerunner, and it is authentic. The only piece | have previously
seen was taken from a Rostandian tonb. That was decided by the
archaeol ogi sts to be very much ol der than the tonb even. Perhaps it had been
found by the Rostandian buried there. Its origin is unknown as yet."

In contrast to the three other offerings the fourth was dull, |eaden-gray,
ugly netal set with an ill-formed cluster of badly-cut stones. It was only
the center stone, one of perhaps four carats, which seenmed to have any rea
Me, and that, too, had been unimagi nately treated.

"Kanperel work. The centerpiece is a sol sapphire and would pay recutting.
The rest"--1 shrugged--"not worth working wth. A tourist bauble. If
this"--1 turned to the two men, who had not spoken--"is the best you have to
show nme, then indeed, runor has greatly overrated the take of \Waystar."

One of them canme around the table to restow the four pieces under the web. |
was wondering if | were nowto be returned to ny cell when the nonotonous
click of the Veep's voice sounded from some conceal ed com

"As you think, this was test. You will see other things. The sol--can you
recut ?"

Inwardly | sighed with relief. My father had not had that training, | need
not be forced to claimit.

"I am an appraiser, not a cutter. It will take skill to make the nost out of

that stone after it has been mishandled the way it has. | would suggest that



it be offered as is"--1 thought furiously--"to such a firmas Phatka and
Nila."

Again | pulled nanes frommy nenory, but this time from Vondar's warning
about borderline dealers whose inventories of stones were kept in two or
three different accountings, those they could sell openly, those to be sold
privately. That they had Guild affiliations was suspected but unproved. But
my ability to name them would be nore proof that | had dealt on the border
line of the law. There was a period of silence. The nan who had re-w apped
the treasures in the web now sealed theminto one of the wall cubbies. No

one comented, nor did the comspeak again. | shifted fromone foot to the
ot her, wondering what woul d happen now.
"Bring here--" the comfinally clicked. So | was taken back to the room

where the Orbsleon Veep wallowed in his fluid-filled seat. Swng out over
the surface of that was a lap table and on it lay a single small piece of

metal. It had no gemand it was an odd size. But the shape | had seen before
and knew very well indeed. Aring--meant to fit, not a bare finger, but over
the bulky glove of a space suit. Only this had no zero stone, dull and
lifeless, inits enpty prongs. That it was, or had been, twin to the ring
whi ch had caused ny father's death, | was sure. Yet the nost inportant part
was mssing. | knew instantly that this was another test, not of ny

know edge as an appraiser, but of how much I m ght know on another subject.
My story must hold enough truth to convince them

"There is a snooper ray on." Eet had picked up ny thought.

"What this?" The Veep wasted no tine in comng to the test.

"May | examine it?" | asked.

"Take, 1ook, then say," | was ordered. | picked up the ring. Wthout its
stone it was even nore like a piece of battered junk. How much dared | say?
They must know a great deal about my father's "death"-- So | would give them
all ny father had known.

"I have seen one of these before--but that had a stone.” | began with the
truth.

"A dim stone. It had been subjected to some process which rendered it
lifeless, of no value at all. The ring was found on the space glove of a

dead alien--probably a Forerunner--and brought to ne for hock-1ock."

"No value," clicked the voice of the Veep. "Yet you bought."

"It was alien, Forerunner. Each bit we |earn about such things is know edge>
whi ch makes sonme nen richer. A hint here, a hint there, and one can be |ed
to afind. This in itself has no value, but its age and why it was worn over
a space glove--that makes it worth payment."

"Why worn on gl ove?"

"I do not know. How much do we know of the Forerunners? They were not even
all of one civilization, species, or tine. The Zacathans list at |east four
different star enpires before they thensel ves devel oped a civilization, and
claimthere are nore. Cities can crunble, suns bumout, sometimes artifacts
remai n--given proper circunstances. Space itself preserves, as you know
well. Al we can learn of those Forerunners conmes in bits and pi eces, which
makes any bit of value."

"He asks," Eeet told nme, "but the questions are now from anot her."

"Who?"

"One nmore inportant than this half-fish." For the first tine Eet used a
derogatory expression, allowed an aura of contenmpt to pervade his
m nd-t ouch

"That is all | know The other wears a protective antiesper, anti-snoop
devi ce. "

"This was a ring," | repeated aloud and laid the plundered circlet back on
the lap table. "It held a stone now gone, and it resenbles the one | held

for a tinme which had been found on a Forerunner."

"You hel d--now where?"

"Ask that," | returned sharply, "of those who left me for dead when they

pl undered ny shop." Fal se now, but woul d any snooper detect that? |I waited,



al nost expecting some loud contradiction of ny lie. If any had been nmade
perhaps those in the roomwere not aware of it yet. And if ny | ast statenent
were accepted as truth, perhaps there nmight be awkward questions asked
i nside the ranks of the CGuild, the which would do ne no harmat all

"Enough, " the voicer clicked. "You go--sales place-watch."

My escort noved for the door. He did not snap to attention as a Patrol man,
but he wore a tangler at his belt and | did not dispute his right to see ne
to where the Veep ordered ny attendance.

W passed along one of the balcony corridors which rinmed the open center
It was necessary to shuffle, not lifting the feet nuch, keeping a handhold
on the wall rail, or the low gravity becane a hazard. Wen our way | ed down
on a curled rod with handholds instead of stairsteps, we nanaged al nost as
if we wereina grav lift, coming to the third |evel below that where the
Veep had his quarters. This possessed sonme of the bustle of a market place.
There was a coming and going of many races and species, Terrans,
Terran-nutants, hunmanoi ds, and non- humanoi d al i ens.

Most of them wore ship uniforms, though unmarked by any official badges. And
all of themwre stunners, though I saw no lasers. And | thought perhaps
there m ght be sone rul e against nore | ethal weapons here.

The booth into which | was ushered | acked the el aborate detection equiprent
of the lab. Another O bsleon (plainly of inferior caste, since he still had
the crab legs |l ong ago renoved fromthe Veeps) squatted in a bowl with just
enough liquid washing in it to keep himon the edge of confort. It was plain
he was in charge and must have expected nme. He clicked nothing on his
tal ker, but gestured wth one tentacle to a stool back against the wall,
where | obediently sat down, Eet hunkering at ny feet. There were two others
there, and seeing them | realized, with a shudder | hoped |I successfully
suppressed, just how far outside the bounds of law | was.

There has al ways been slavery within the gal axy, sonetimnmes planet-orientated,
someti nes spread through a solar system or systens. But there are kinds of
sl avery whi ch nake nen's stomachs turn nore readily than the war-captive
farm|abor type nost w dely known. And these--these--things--were the result
of selective breeding in a slavery the Patrol had worked for years to
elimnate fromany star |ane.

The Orbsleon's servants were humanoid--to a point. But there had been both
surgical and genetic nodifications, so that they were not truly "nen" as the
Lankorox scale defines nen in an alien-Terran-nutant society. They were
rather Iliving machines, each programmed for a special type of service,
knowi ng nothing else. One sat now wth his hands resting linply on the
table, his whole puffy body slack, as if even the energy which brought him
pseudo life had drained away. The other worked with precise and delicate
speed at a piece of jewelry, a gemstudded collar such as is worn at a feast
of state by a Warl ockian Wvern. He pried each gemfromits setting, sorting
themw th unerring skill, and at the same tinme graded them placing the gens
in arow of small boxes before him The many-1lensed orbs in his m sshapen
too large, too round head were not turned upon what he did but rather stared
strai ght ahead out of the booth, though they were not focused on anything

beyond.

"He is a detect--" Eet told me. "He sees all, reports w thout defining what
he sees. The other is a relay."

"Esper!" | was suddenly afraid, afraid that that |oosely sprawing hul k of

flesh before us might tune in on Eet, know that we two together were far
nore than we seened.

"No, he is on a |lower band," Eet returned. "Only if his master w shes--"

He | apsed into silence and | knew he, too, knew the danger

Way | had been sent here |I did not know. Time passed. | watched those go to
and from outside. The detect slave continued his work until the collar was
entirely denuded of its jewels and then the nmetal went into a |larger box.
Now t he busy fingers brought out a filigree tiara. Selections were nmade from
t he boxes of gems, and with alnost the same speed with which they had been



pried forth fromtheir first settings they were put into the tiara. Though
all the jewels were not used, | could see that the result of the work would
be a piece which would easily bring a thousand certified credits in any
i nner planet shop. But all the tine he worked, the slave never |ooked at

what he wought. Wat were to be my duties, if any, I was not told. And
while the activities of the detect slave interested nme for awhile, it was
not enough to hold my attention too long. |I found the inactivity wearing and

| was restless. But surely anyone in ny situation would want enployment
after awhile and no one would be suspicious if |I showed ny boredom

I was shifting on what becane an increasingly hard stool the longer | sat on
it when a nman stepped inside the booth. He wore the tunic of a space captain
wi t hout any conpany insignia and he appeared to be famliar with the
establ i shnent, as he bypassed the table where the slaves sat and cane
directly to the O bsleon

He had been pressing his left hand against his middle--remnding nme of ny
own frequent check on ny gembelt. Now he unsealed his runic and funbled
under its edge. The alien pushed forward a swing table rmuch like the one his
Veep had used to display the ring.

The spacer produced a wad of null web, picked it apart to showa very
famliar spot of color--a =zoran. The Orbsleon's tentacle curled about the
stone and without warning threwit to me. Only instinct gave ne the reflex
to catch the flying stone out of the air.

"What!" Wth a sharp exclamation the captain swng around to eye ne, his
hand on the butt of his stunner. | was turning the stone around, examn ning
it.

"First grade,"” | announced. VWich it was--about the best | had seen for sone

time. Also it was not a raw stone but had been carefully cut and nounted in
a delicate claw setting, hooked to hang as a pendant.

"Thank you." There was sarcasmin the captain's voice. "And who may you be?"
He | ost now sone of his aggressive suspicion

"Hywel Jern, appraiser,” | answered. "You wish to sell?"

"I wouldn't come here just for youto tell nmeit's first grade," he
retorted.

"Si nce when has Vonu added an apprai ser ?"

"Since this day." | held the stone between ne and the light to look at it
agai n.

"A fleck of clouding," | conmented.

"Where?" He went across the booth in two strides, snatched the jewel out of
nmy hand. "Any cl ouding canme fromyour breathing on it. This is a top stone."
He swung around to the O bsleon. "Four trade--"

"Zorans are not four trade," the talker clicked. "Not even top grade."

The captain frowned, half turned, as if to march out of the booth. "Three
then. ™

" One- "

"No! Tardorc will give ne nore. Three."

"Go Tadorc. Two only."

"Two and a half--"

| had no idea what they bid, since they did not use the conventiona
credits. Perhaps Waystar had its own scal e of val ue.

The Orbsleon seenmed to have reached a firm decision

"Two only. CGo Tadorc--"

"All right, two." The captain dropped the zoran on the Ilap table and the
alien's other tentacle stretched to a board of small burtons. Wen that
mobile tip punched out a series on it there was no vocal reply. But he used
t he tal ker again.

"Two trade--at four wharf--take supplies as needed."

"Two! " The captain nmade an explosive oath of that word as he left with a
force which nmight have been a stanp in a place of higher gravity.

The alien again threw the zoran, this time to be caught by the detect, who
tucked it away in one of his boxes. And it was then that ny earlier



gui de-guard cane to the front of the booth.

"You"--he gestured to me--"conme along.”" @ad for the noment to be released
fromthe boredom of the booth, | went.

Chapter Thirteen

"Top Veep," Eet's warning came, to match nmy own guess as to where we were
bei ng taken. W again clinbed through the Ievels to the higher ways of the
station, this tine passing the one where the Orbsleon had his quarters. Now
the tine-roughened walls about us showed di mtraces of what had once been
ornanent ati on. Perhaps for whatever creatures had built this station this
had been officer territory.

| was notioned through a roll door, my guards renai ning outsi de. They nmade a
hal f-hearted attenpt to stop Eet, but he suddenly developed an agility he
had not shown before and pushed past them | thought it odd they did not
follow Then, a monent later, | discovered why the inhabitant of these
particul ar quarters did not need their attendance, for wi th another step
struck rather painfully against a force wall.

Also, inside this roomthe light gravity to which | had partially adjusted
not only had becone full for my race, but had an added pull, so it was an
effort to take a step.

Beyond that invisible barrier the roomwas furnished as might be one in a
| uxury caravansary on sone inner planet. Yet the furniture did not harnonize
but was jamred together, showi ng even differences in scale size, as if sone
pi eces had been made for bodies smaller or larger than nmy own. The one thing
these had in commobn was their richness, which in some cases was gaudy and
bl atantly fl anmboyant.

Stretched in an easirest was the Veep. He was of Terran descent, but wth
certain subtle differences, nodifications of feature, which suggested
mut ati on. Probably he cane froma race which had been anobng the early
colonists. Hi s hair had been cut so that it stood above his partially shaven
skull in a stiffened roach, making himresenble one of the mercenaries of
old times, and | wondered how he got a space helnet over that crest, if he
ever did. Hs skin was brown, not just space-tanned, and there were two
scars, too regular to be anything but inflicted on purpose for a patterning,
running fromcorner of eye to chin on either side of his nouth.

Li ke the gaudy room his clothing was a colorful nixture of planetary styles
fromseveral worlds. His long |l egs, stretched out in the rest, which fitted
itself to give himgreatest confort, were encased in tight-fitting
breech-1 eggi ng-boots of a pliable, white-furred hide, the fur patterned with
a watered rippling. Above his waist he wore the brilliant black-and-silver
conbi nati on of a Patrol adnmiral's dress tunic conplete with begermed stars
and ribbons of decorations. But the sleeves of that had been cut out,
leaving his arnms bare to the shoulders. Below his elbows he wore on both
arms very wide bracelets or armets of irridium one mounted with what could
only be Terran rubies of the first water, the other with sol sapphires and
| okerals running in alternate rows, the vivid greens and bl ues in harnoni ous
contrast. Both armets were barbaric in taste.

In addition, his stiffened top ridge of hair was encircled by a band of mesh
nmetal, green-gold--fromwhich hung, flat against his forehead, a pendant
bearing a single koro--about ten carats and very fine. The whole effect was
that of what he nmust be, a pirate chief on display.

Whet her he wore that mixture of splendor and bad taste by choice or for the
ef fect such a bold showi ng of wealth m ght have on his underlings, | did not
know. The Guild men in the upper echelons were usually inclined to be
conservative in dress rather than ostentatious. But perhaps as master, or
one of the masters, of Waystar, he was not Guild.

He watched ne reflectively. Meeting his dark eyes, | had the inpression that
his clothing was a mask of sorts, meant to bedazzle and mislead those wth
whom he dealt. He was holding a small plate of white translucent jade in one
hand, fromtine to time raising it to his nmouth to touch tongue tipin a
smal | |icking novenent to the gob of blue paste it held.



"They tell me"--he spoke Basic with no definable accent--"that you know
Forerunner material."

"To some extent, Centle Honb. | have seen, have been able to exam ne perhaps
ten different art forms."

"Over there--" He pointed, not with his enpty hand, but with his chin, to ny
left. "Take a | ook at what lies there and tell ne--is it truly Forerunner?"
A round-topped table of Sal odi an marbl e supported what he wanted appr ai sed.
There was a long string of interwoven netal threads dotted here and there
with tiny brilliant rose-pink gens; it could have been intended as either a
necklace or a belt. Next to it was a crown or tiara, save that no human
could have worn it in confort, for it was oval instead of round. There was a
bow or basin, etched with Iines and studded here and there with gens, as if
they had been scattered by chance or whim rather than in any obvious
pattern. And last of all, there was a weapon, still in a sheath or
hol ster--its hilt or butt of several different netals, each of a different
color but inlaid and mngled with the others in a way | knew we had no neans

of duplicating. But what was nmore, | knew we had found what we had entered
this kolsa's den to seek. This was the larger part of the treasure the
Zacat hans had found in the tonmb; | had been too well briefed by Zilwich to

mstake it. There were four or five other pieces, but the best and nost
i mportant lay here. It was the bow which drew ny attention, though I knew
if the Veep had not already caught the significance of those seemn ngly
random | i nes and gens he nust not be given a hint, by any action of mne
that it was a star map. | walked toward the table, com ng up against the
barrier again before | reached it--a circunstance which gave ne a chance to
assert nyself as | was sure Hywel Jern would have done.

"You cannot expect an appraisal, CGentle Hono, if | cannot inspect closely.”
He tapped a stud on the chair armand | could advance, but | noted that he
tapped it again, twice, when | reached the table, and | did not doubt | was
now seal ed in.

| picked up the woven cord and ran it through ny fingers. In the past | had
seen many Forerunner artifacts, some in ny father's collection, sone through
t he aid of Vondar Ustle. Many others | had studied via tri-dee

representation. But this stolen treasure was the richest it had ever been ny
good fortune to inspect. That the pieces were Forerunner would of course
have been apparent even if | had not known their recent past history. But as
everyone knew, there were several Forerunner civilizations and this
wor kmanshi p was new to nme. Perhaps the Zacathan expediti on had stunbl ed upon
the remains of yet another of those forgotten stellar enpires.

"It is Forerunner. But, | believe, a newtype," | told the Veep, who stil
licked at his confection and watched me with an unwavering stare. "As such
it is worth nuch nore than its intrinsic value. |In fact, | cannot set a

price on it. You could offer it to the VWdyke Conmi ssion, but you m ght even
go beyond what they could afford--"

"The gens, the netal, if broken up?"

At that monent his question was enough to spark revul sion and then anger in
me. To talk of destroying these for the worth of their metal and gens al one
was a kind of blaspheny which sickened anyone who knew what they were.

But he had asked me a direct question and | dared not display ny reaction.

pi cked wup each piece in turn, longing to linger in nmy exam nation of the
bow nap, yet not daring to, lest | arouse his suspicion.

"None of the jewels is large," | reported. "Their cutting is not of the
nmodern fashion, which reduces their value, for you would | ose even nore by
attenpting to recut. The netal--no. It is the workmanship and history which
makes themtreasure.”

"As | thought." The Veep gave a last lick to his plate and put It aside
enpty.

"Yet a market for such is difficult to find."

"There are collectors, Gentle Honmpb, who are perhaps not as free-handed as
the VWydyke, but who would raise rmuch on all their available resources to



have a single piece of what lies here. They would know it for a black dea
and so keep what they obtained hidden. Such nen are known to the Guild."

He did not answer ne at once, but continued to stare, as if he were reading
my mnd nore than concentrating on my words. But | was famliar enough with
m nd-touch to know he was not trying that. | judged rather that he was
considering carefully what | had just said.

But I was now aware of sonmething else which first alarmed and then excited
me. There was warnth at nmy mddle, spreading fromthe pocket which held the
zero stone. And that could only mean, since | was not putting it to service,
that somewhere near was another of those nysterious gens. | |ooked to the
nost obvious setting, that of the crown, but | sawno telltale glow there.
Then Eet's thought reached ne.

"The bow !'"

| put out ny hand, as if to reinspect that piece. And | saw that on the
surface nearest me, luckily turned away fromthe Veep, there was a bright
spark of light. One of those seemingly random jewels | had thought were
nmeant to mark stars had cone to life!

Picking up the bow, | turned it idly around, holding my palmto cover the

zero stone, and felt both at nmy mddle and fromthe bow the heat of life.
"Which do you think of greatest inportance?" the Veep asked. | put down the
bowl, the live gemagain turned away fromhim |ooking over the whole array
as if to make up my mind.

"This perhaps." | touched the strange weapon.

"\Why 2"

Again | sensed a test, but this time | had failed.

"He knows!" Eet's warning came even as the Veep's hand noved toward the
buttons on the chair arm

| threw the weapon | held. And by sonme superlative fortune | did not have
any right to expect, it crashed against his forehead just beneath that
dangling koro stone, as if the force field no longer protected him or else
| was inside it. He did not even cry out, but his eyes closed and he sl unped

deeper into the hold of the easirest. | whirled to face the door, sure he
had alerted his guards. The force field mght protect me, but it would al so
hold ne prisoner. | saw the door open, the guards there. One of them cried

out and fired a | aser beam The force field held, deflected that ray enough
to send a wave of flanme back, and the man farthest into the room staggered,
dropped his weapon, and fell against the one behind him

"There is a way." Eet was by the easirest. He reached up and grabbed at the

strange weapon now lying in the Veep's lap. | swept up the other treasures,
hol di ng t hem bet ween ny body and armas | followed Eet to the wall, where he
fingered a stud and so opened a hidden door. As that fell into place behind
us, he m nd-touched agai n.

"That will not hold themfor Iong, and there are alarns and saf eguards al
through this wall way. | scouted themout when | explored. They need only
throw those into action and we are trapped.”

| leaned against the wall, unsealing ny tunic and making its front into a
bag to hold what | had snatched up. It was so awkward a bundle that | had
difficulty in closing the tough fabric over it.

"Did your exploring see a way out?" | asked now. Qur escape fromthat room

had been largely a matter of unthinking reflex action. Now | was not sure we
had not trapped oursel ves.

"These are old repair ways. There are suits in a locker. They still have to

patch and repatch the outside. It depends now upon how fast we can reach the
suit | ocker."

The gravity here was practically nonexistent, and we rmade our way through
t he dark, which was near absolute, by swinmng through the air. Luckily
there were handholds at intervals along the outer wall, proving that this
nmet hod of progression had been used here before. But ny mind worried at what
| ay ahead. Supposing fortune did favor us enough to |l et us reach the suits,
get into them and out on the outer shell of the station. W still had a



long strip of space to cross to the ring of weckage, and then to find our
LB. This tine the odds were clearly too high against us. | believed that the
whole of Waystar would be alerted to track us down, they to hunt over
fam liar ground, we lost in their territory.

"Wait--" Eet's warning brought ne up with a bunp against him "Trap ahead."
"What do we do--?"

"You do not hing, except not distract me!" he snapped. | half expected himto
make sone nove forward, for | thought his intention was to di sarm what
waited us. But he did not. Though no mnd-touch was ained at nme, | felt what
could only be waves of mental energy striking sone di stance ahead--and the
zero stone in nmy belt grew unconfortably warm agai nst ny body.

"Well enough," Eet reported. "The energy is now burned out. W have a clear
path for a space.”

W encountered two nore of what Eet declared to be pitfalls, but which

never saw, before we cane out of a sliding panel in the wall into a blister
conpartnent on the outer skin of the hull. There we found the suits, just as
Eet had foretold. Since | could not stuff nyself plus the loot | carried
into the one nearest ny size, | had to pass the bow and the tiara on to
Eet, who was in the smallest, still much too large for him

But how we woul d reach the outer shell of weckage and the LB, | had not the

| east idea. The suits were both equipped, it was true, with blast beans,

i ntended to give any worker who was jolted off into open space a chance of
returning to the surface of the station. But if we used those, their power
m ght not be enough to take us all the way to the weckage, and in addition
we would be in plain sight of any watcher or radar screen. However, we did
have the treasure and--

"That m stake | nmade--does the Veep know the inmportance of the bow ?"
demanded now.

"Part of it. He knows it is a map."

"Which they would not destroy willingly." | hoped that was true.

"You argue from hope, not know edge," the nutant returned. "But it is al

t he hope we may have."

| signaled exit fromthe bubble, and crawl ed out, the nagnetic plates on ny
boots anchoring nme to the surface of the station. Once before Eet and I had
so gone into space and | was touched nowwith the terrible fear which had
gripped me then when I had lost nmy footing on the skin of the Free Trader
ship and ny contact with security, and floated into enpty space.

But here there was a Ilimt to enptiness. The cargo ship which we had
followed into this port was gone, but the needl e-nosed raider and the yacht
were still in orbit, and above, all around, was the mass of w eckage--

t hough | could sight no | andmarks there and wondered how we were ever going
to discover the narrow inlet in the jagged, tangled mass which hid the LB

| could see no reason to wait. Either we would coast across to the w eckage
or our power would fail. But to wait here any longer was to risk being
captured before we had even tried. However, we did take the precaution of
i nki ng together by one of the hooked lines nmeant to anchor a worker to the
surface of the station. So united, we took off between the two ships hangi ng
om nousl y above.

"I cannot reach the controls of ny jet--" Eet delivered what might be a
final blow doomng us to capture. Wuld the power in ny own shoul der-borne
rocket be enough to take us both over?

| triggered the controls, felt the push thrust which sent nme and the suit
containing Eet away fromthe station. My aimwas the nearest of w eckage. |
m ght be able to work my way along that in search of the passage if | could
get to it. But every nmonent | expected to be caught by tangle beans, sonehow
sure that the Veep would not risk an annihilating weapon whi ch woul d destroy
his treasure.

The spurt of thrust behind ne continued, in spite of the drag Eet caused as
he spun slowy about at the end of the line, and there did not cone any
pursuit or pressure beam | did not feel any triunph, only a foreboding



which wore on ny nerves. It is always worse to wait for an attack. | was
certain that we had been sighted and that any nonment we woul d be caught in a
net. The thrust failed while we were still well away fromthe weckage. And
though | got one nore small burst by frantic fingering of the controls, it
did little nore than set nme spinning across a snall portion of that gap. Eet
had been carried ahead of ne by sone chance of nmy own efforts, and now | saw
his suit roll fromside to side, as if, within it, he fought to reach his
controls and so activate his own power.

What he did | could not tell, but suddenly there was a |lunge forward of his

spinning suit, and he towed ne wth him The power of his progress
intensified, for he no longer rolled. Now he was as straight as a dart flung
at some target, and he dragged nme easily behind as he headed for the

wreckage. Still | could not guess why we had not been foll owed.
The splintered and dangerous mass of that wall of derelict ships grew nore
distinct. | trusted Eet could control his power, so that we would not be

hurled straight into it. The nmerest scrape of some projection could tear
suits and kill us in an instant.

Eet was rolling again, fighting against the full force of the power. Though
| could do little to control ny own passage, | rolled, too, hoping to neet
feet first a piece of ship's side which would afford a reasonably snooth
| andi ng anmong t he debris.

W whirled on at a faster pace than ny own pack had sent us. And | guessed
suddenly that Eet was naking use of the zero stone on the map to trigger the
energy of his rocket.

"OFfl" 1 thought that as an order. "Well be cut to ribbons if you do not."
Whet her he could not control the force now, I did not know, but ny feet
sl ammed with bone-shaki ng i npact against the snooth bit |I had ained for. |
reached out, trying to grip Eet's suit. He had managed to turn, to coast
al ongsi de of the debris, just far enough away not to be entangled in it,
yet. The magnetic plates in ny boots kept me anchored, but not for |ong.
Though | stopped Eet's advance with a sharp jerk, | was immediately
thereafter torn | oose by the power which dragged hi mon

W nudged al ong beside the wreckage, tw sting and turning as best we could
to avoid any contact. Even if we might not be picked up by sight scanners
against the canouflaging irregularities of that mass of netal, any heat
identification ray could pick us up. And | did not doubt in the |least that
such equi prent was in use at \aystar

Was it that they dared not attack for fear of losing the treasure? Had they
sent ahead of us sonme conmand to activate the outer defenses, to keep us
bottled up until they could collect wus at their |eisure? Perhaps when | oss
of air had rendered us perfectly harm ess?

"I think they want you alive." Eet's answer canme in response to ny |last dark
specul ation. "They guess that you know the value of the map. They want to
know why. And perhaps they know that Hywel Jern did not really rise fromthe

dead. | may read minds, but in that nest back there I could not sort out al
t houghts. "
I was not interested in the notives of the eneny. | was absorbed now in

escape, if that was at all possible. Gven time, we mght work our way
conpletely around the wall of debris to find the entrance. But such time our
air supply would not offer.

"Ahead--the ship with the broken hatch," Eet said suddenly. "That | have
seen before!"

| could nake out the broken hatch. It took the shape of a hal f-opened nout h.

And in me, too, nenory stirred. | had set gloved hand to the edge of that
very sane hatch just before the pressure beam had nade us captive. We could
not be far now fromthe entrance, though | could hardly believe in such

fortune. Eet put on an extra burst of speed, drawing out a space fromthe
wr eckage, and certainly this energy could not all come fromthe suit rocket.
The spurt was enough to bring us inside the ship passage. And we worked our
way back fromone handgrip to another, or rather | did so, pulling Eet's



suit along. Only the fact that we were both relatively weightless nmade it
possi bl e. And even then, | was weak, shaking with fatigue, not certain |
could nake the full journey. Every handhold |l won to and from was a
struggle. | did not direct ny attention to the whol e passage yet ahead, but
limted it to the next hold only, and then to the next. | even lost ny fear
of what might lie behind ny concentration was so great on just swinging to
the next hold-- W gained, | was not quite sure how, the crevice in which we
had left the LB and crawed to its hatch. But once | slamed the door shut
behind us | lost my last ounce of energy, and slid down, unable to nove,
watching Eet, in the clunsy suit, lift one armwith visible effort to reach
the inner controls, fail, and then with grimpatience try again.

Eventual | y he succeeded. Air hissed in around ne and the inner hatch opened.
The suit holding Eet squirmed and wiggled, and then the nutant energed,
kicked the suit away in an al nmost vindictive gesture, and scranbled over to
me to funble with the sealings which held me in the protective covering.

The ship air revived nme to the extent that | was able to shed that shell and
crawl on into the <cabin. Eet had preceded nme, and now squatted in the
pilot's web, fingering the buttons to ease us out and away.

| dragged nyself to the hammock, lay weakly back in it. | did not believe at
that noment that we had the |east chance of breaking through the outer
def enses of Waystar. We and our ship must neet sone force field which would
hold wus, intact, as our captors wanted. But sonme reckless desire to go down
fighting nade ne take the zero stone out in nmy shaking hands. | broke the
disguise it had given ne, or hoped | did. Having no mirror | could not be
sure. Now-there was sonething | could do which would at | east confuse them
if they slapped a spy ray on us.

"Such comes now," Eet reported and then closed his nmind tightly, intent only
on getting us out of the tunnel

How much tine did | have? The stone burned ny hands but | held on. I had no
mrror to mark the course of ny transformation, but | willed it with all the
energy and resource | had left. Then | lay back weakly, unable even to put

away the precious source of ny pain.
| looked blearily down what | could see of ny prone body. There were, surely

| could not be mnistaken, the furred breeches, and above themthe brilliance
of a space admiral's tunic. | turned ny head a fraction fromside to side.
My arnms were bare, below the elbow wearing the gemred armets. | was, |

hoped, by the power of the zero stone, a conplete copy of the Veep. If they
now snooped us wth a seeing ray, the change nmight give us a snall
advant age, a few nmonments of confusion anbng our enemies.

Eet did not turn to | ook at me but his thought rang in nmy head.

"Very well done. And--here cones their snoop ray!"

Not having his senses, | nust take his word for that. | levered nyself up in
t he hamock with what energy | could sumon, which was only enough to keep
me braced with sonme small senblance of alertness. Eet suddenly slapped a
furred fist on the board and the answering | eap of the LB pinned ne against

t he hanmmock. My head spun, | was sick--then | was swept into darkness.
Chapt er Fourteen
When | roused groggily | lay staring at the rounded expanse above ne, not

abl e at once to renmenber where | was, or perhaps even who | was. Wth what
seened painful and halting sl owness, nenory of the imredi ate past returned.
At least we were still in existence; we had not been snuffed out by sone
defense weapon of the pirate stronghold. But were we free? O held captive
by a force bean? | tried to lever nyself up and the LB hammock swayed

But | had had a | ook at ny own body and | was not now wearing the senblance
of the Veep--though a furry dwarf still hunched at the controls of the small
craft. My hand went to the bulge in ny belt. The sooner | was sure | was
nmysel f again, the better. | had a strange feeling that | could not think or
plan until 1 was Miurdoc Jern outwardly as well as inwardly, as if the outer
di sgui se could change ne fromnyself into a weak copy of the man ny fat her
had been. Eet had been a cat, but | had wlled that on himwthout his



desire. This | had taken upon nyself by nmy own w sh, nmeant to be outer, not
conpl ete. What did make sense any nore?

"You are yourself," cane Eet's thought. But there was sonething else. W
hand rested upon a pocket wherein all those days, nonths, | had carried the
zero stone. And there was no reassuring hard lump to be felt. It was
flat--enptyl

"The stone!" | cried that aloud. | drew nyself up, though ny body was weak

and drained of energy. "The stone--"

Then Eet turned to me. His alien face was a mask as far as | was concerned.
I could read no expression there.

"The stone is safe,"” he thought-flashed.

"But where--?"

"It is safe,” he repeated. "And you are Murdoc Jern outwardly again. W are
t hrough their defenses. The snooper ray caught you in the Veep's seem ng and
was decei ved | ong enough for the stone to boost us out of range."

"So that is the way you used it. | will take it now" | held myself upright,
though I nust still clutch at the hamobck to keep that position. Eet had
used the zero stone even as we had once used it to boost the power of a
Patrol scout ship and so escape capture. | was angry with nyself for having
over| ooked that one weapon in our armament. "I will take it now," | repeated
when Eet made no nmove to show ne where it was. Though | had worked on the LB
under Ryzk's direction | could not be sure where Eet had put it for the

greatest effect in adding to our present drive.
"It is safe,” he told ne for the third time. Now the evasiveness of that
reply made an inpression on ne.

"It is mine--"

"Qurs." He was firm "Or, rather, it was yours by sufferance.”

Now | was thinking clearly again. "The--the tinme | turned you into a cat..
You are afraid of that--"

"Once warned, | cannot be caught so again. But the stone is danger if wused
in an irresponsible fashion."

"And vyou"--1 controlled nmy rising anger with all the strength | had

| earned--"are going to see that it is not!"

"Just so. The stone is safe. And what is nore to the purpose--1o00ok here." He
pointed with one of his fingers to sonething which, for the want of other
saf ekeeping, lay in the second hamock.

| loosed one hand to pull that webbing a little toward nme. There lay the
bow wth the map incised onits outer surface. A noment later | held it
close to ny eyes.

Wth the bow turned over, the bottomwas a half sphere on which the small
jewel s which nust be stars winked in the light. And | saw, now that | had
the time and chance to view it searchingly, that those varied. M own
species rate stars on our charts by color--red, blue, white, yellow, dwarfs
and giants. And here it would seemthat the unknown maker of this chart had
done the same. Save in one place alone, where next to a yellow gem which
m ght denote a sun was a zero stone!

Quickly I spun the bow around, studying the |oose pattern. Yes, there were
other planets indicated about those colored suns, but they were done in
tiny, ampst invisible dots. Only the one was a gem

"Wy, think you?" Eet's question reached ne.

"Because it was the source!" | could hardly believe that we m ght hold the
answer to our quest. | think my unbelief was bomin the subconsci ous thought
that it would be one of those quests, such as fill the ancient ballads and

sagas, wherein the end is never quite in the grasp of nortals.

But it is one thing to hold a star map and another to find on it sone
already known point. | was no astro-navigator and unless some point of
reference marked on this netal matched our known charts, we could spend a
lifetime |ooking, unable even to locate the territory it pictured.

"We know where it was found," Eet suggested.

"Yes, but it nmay be another case of a relic of an earlier civilization



treasured by its finder long after and buried with one who never even knew
the life formthat fashioned it, let alone the planets it lists."

"The Zacathan may furnish our key, together with Ryzk, who does know t hese
star lanes. The stars this shows may be Ilargely uncharted now But still,
those two together mght give us one point fromwhich we can work."

"You will tell then?" That surprised nme sonewhat, for Eet had never before
suggested hinting to anyone that the caches we had disclosed to the Patrol
were not the sumtotal of the stones nowin existence. In fact, our quest
had been his plan fromits inception

"What is needful. That this is the clue to another treasure. The Zacathan

will be drawn by his |ove of know edge, Ryzk because it will be a chance for
gain."

"But Zilwich is to be returned with the treasure to the nearest port. O
course--" | began to see that perhaps Eet was not so reckless as he seened

in suggesting that we plunge into the unknown wth a map which nmight be
ol der than ny species itself as our only guide. "Of course, we did not say
when we would return him"

There was in the back of ny mind the thought that the Zacathan night even
willingly agree to our plan to go exploring along the bow route, the thirst
for know edge being as keen as it was anong his kind.

But though | held that star map in ny hand, nmy attention returned to the
nore inportant point for now

"The stone, Eet."

"It is safe.” He did not enlarge upon that. There was, of course, this other
stone, which, conpared to the one we had used, was a nere pin point of
substance, now so dull as to be overlooked by anyone not aware of its
unusual properties. Did the anbunt of energy booster depend upon the size of
the stone? | remenbered how Eet had produced that burst of power which had
brought us along the barrier of the weckage. Had all that cone fromthis
dull bit which | could well cover with only a fraction of the tip of ny
little finger? It nust be that we had learned only a small portion of what
the stones coul d do.

I was nost eager to get back to the ship, away from Waystar. And as the LB

was on course, | began to wonder at the length of our trip. Surely we had
not been this far fromwhere we had set down on the dead noon.
"The honer--" | noved to see that dial. Its indicator showed set to bring us

back on automatics to the Wendwi nd. Suddenly | doubted its efficiency. Most
of the alterations in the controls of the LB had been rigged by Ryzk, were
nmeant to be only tenporary, and had been made with difficulty--though it was
true that a Free Trader had training in repairs and extenpore riggi ng which
t he average spacer never | earned.

Suppose the linkage with the parent ship was faulty? W could be lost in
space. Yet it was true we were holding to a course.

"Certainly," Eet broke into ny omnous chain of thought. "But not,
believe, to the noon. And if they go into hyper--"

"You mean--they have taken of f? Not waiting for us?" Perhaps that fear, too,
had ever lainin the depths of ny mnd. Qur visit to Wystar had been so
rash an undertaking that Ryzk and the Zacathan could well have witten us
of f al most as soon as we left for the pirate station. O Zilwich night have
begun to fail and the pilot, realizing the Zacathan was too far spent to
object, and wanting to get himto sone aid-- There were many reasons | could
count for nyself for the Wndw nd to have taken off. But we were still on
course for something--a course which would hold only until the ship went
into hyper for a system junp. If that happened, our guide line would snap
and we would be adrift-- with only a return to Waystar or a |anding on one
of the dead worlds for our future.

"If they left for out-systemthey would hyper--"

"If they do not know the systemthey must reach its outernost planet before
they do," Eet rem nded ne.

"The stone--if we use that to step up energy to join them-"



"Such a journey nust be nmade with great care. To naneuver the LB and the

ship together during flight--" But it was apparent that Eet was thinking for
hinself as well as for ny enlightennent. He studied the control board and
now he shook his head. "It is a matter of great risk. These are not true

controls, only inprovised, and so nmight not serve us at a nonent of pressing
need. "

"A choice between two evils,” | pointed out. "W stay here and die, or we
take the chance of neeting with the ship. As long as we remain on course we
are linked with her. Wy doesn't"--1 was suddenly struck by a new

t hought--"Ryzk know we are follow ng? The fact that we are should have
regi stered--"

"The indicator in the ship may have failed. O perhaps he does not choose to
wait."

If the pilot did not want to wait--he had the Wendw nd, he had the Zacat han
and he had an excellent excuse for our disappearance. He mght return to the
nearest port with the rescued archaeol ogist, the coordi nates of Waystar to
deliver to the Patrol, a ship he could claimfor back wages. Al in all, the
master stars lay in his hand in this game and we had no comets to cut across
the playing board to bring himdown--except the zero stone.

"Into the hamock," Eet warned now. "I shall cut in the stone power. And
hope that the ship does not hyper before we can catch up."

| lay down again. But Eet remmined by the controls. Could the alien body he
had wi shed upon hinself stand the strain of not using such protection as the
LB afforded? If Eet blacked out, | could not take his place, and we could
wel |l strike the Wendwind with projectil e speed.

In the past | had been through the strain of take-offs in ships built for
speed. But the LB was not such. I could only remenber that the origina
purpose of the craft was to flee a stricken ship, and that it nust thus be
fit to take the strain of a |eap away from danger. To sustain such energy,

however, was another matter. Now | lay in the hamock and endured, though
did not quite black out. It seemed as if the very material of the walls
about us, protested against the force. And the bow, which | still held, had
a fiery spot of light on its surface where the infinitely smaller stone
answered the burst of power fromthe | arger, which Eet had conceal ed.

| endured and | watched through a haze the furred body of Eet, his arns

flung out, his fingers crooked to hold in position at the controls. Then
heard the | oud rasp of painful breathing which was not mne alone. And every
second | expected a break in the link tying us to the ship, the signal that
t he Wendwi nd has gone into hyper, vanished out of the space we knew

Either ny sight was affected by the strain or el se Eet was so pinned by our
speed that he could not function well, but | saw mstily his one hand creep
at a painfully slowrate to thunb a single lever. Then we were free of that
puni shing pressure. | clawed ny way out of the hanmpbck, swung across to
el bow Eet aide, and took his place, facing the small battery of w nking
lights and warnings | did understand and whi ch Ryzk had patiently drilled ne
to respond to. We had reached match distance of the Wendwi nd and nmust now
join her. Automatics had been set up to deal with nuch of this, but there
were certain alarnms | nust be ready to answer if they were triggered. And if
Ryzk had ignored our following signal, he could not, short of w nking
instantly into hyper, avoid our present hom ng.

| sweated out those endless seconds at the board, nmy fingers poised and
ready to nake any correction, watching the dials whose reading could nean
life or death not only to us but to the ship we fought to join. Then we were
at our goal. The visa-screen winked on to show the gap of the bay for the LB
and we bunped into it. The screen went dark again as the |eaves of the bay
closed about us. | was weak with relief. But Eet arose fromwhere he had
crouched, hanging to one end of the other hamock.

"There is trouble--"

He did not conplete that thought. I cannot tell now- there are no words
known to ny species to describe what happened then--for we were not bedded



down, prepared for the transition as was needful. W were not even warned.
Seconds only had brought us in before the ship went into hyper

There was the taste of blood in ny nouth. | drooled it forth to flow
stickily down ny chin. When | opened nmy eyes | was in the dark, a dark which
brought the terror of blindness wth it. My whole body was one great ache
which, when | tried to nove, becanme sheer agony. But sonehow | got my hand

to ny head, wiped it w thout know ng across the stickiness of blood. | could
not see!

"Eet!" | think | screamed that. The sound echoed in nmy ears, adding to the
pain in ny head.

There was no answer. The dark continued. | tried to feel about nme and ny
hand struck agai nst solid substance as nenory stirred. | was in the LB, we

had returned to the ship just an instant before it had gone into hyper

How badly | was hurt | did not know As the LBs had originally been
fashioned to take <care of injured survivors of some space catastrophe,
needed only get back to the hammock and the craft would be activated into
treating ne. | felt about nme, seeking the touch of webbing. But though ny

one arm obeyed nme, | could not nove the other at all. And | touched nothing
but wall. I tried to inch nmy body along, sliding ny fingers against that
wal I, seeking sone break, some change in its surface. The quarters of the LB
were so confined that surely | could soon find one of the hamrocks. | flung

my armup and out, rotating it through the thick darkness. It encountered
nothing. But | was in the LB and it was too small for me not to have found
the hamrock by now. The thought of the hammock, that it was ready to soothe
my pain, to apply restoratives and healing, so filled ne that |I forced
nmyself to greater efforts to find it. But ny agonizing novenents, so slow
and limted, told me that there was no hamobck. And whatever space in which
I now lay was not in the LB. My hand fell to the floor and touched a small,
inert body. Eet! Not as | had seen himlast, ny exploring fingers reported.
But Eet, the nutant, as he had been frombirth.

| drew ny fingers down his furred side and thought | detected a very faint

fluttering there, as if his heart still beat. Then | tried to discover by
touch al one whet her he bore any noticeabl e wounds. The darkness--1 woul d not
allow nyself to accept the thought that | was blind--took on a heavy,
snothering quality. | was gasping as if the lack of light was also a | ack of

air. Then | feared that it was, and that we had been sealed in sonewhere to
suffocate. Eet did not answer ny thoughts, which I tried to nake coherent.

felt on, beyond him and sonetime |ater gave up the hope we were in the LB
Instead we lay in a confined space with a door which would not yield to the
small  force | could exert against it. W mnust be on board the Wendw nd--and
| believed we were now inprisoned in one of those stripped |ower cabins
whi ch had been altered for cargo transport. This could only nean that Ryzk
had taken comand. What he might have told the Zacathan | did not know Qur
actions had been strange enough to give credence to some story that we
operated outside the law, and Ryzk could testify truly that we had brought
him on board w thout his know edge. The Zacat hans were esper--tel epaths.
Ryzk could tell the exact truth and Zilwich would have to believe him W
could well be on our way now to being delivered to the Patrol as ki dnapers
and shady dealers with the pirates of Waystar. Yes, as | painfully marshal ed

the facts as another would see them | realized that Ryzk could make an
excel l ent case, and Zilwich would back himup. That we brought back part of
the treasure neant nothing. We could have done that and still planned to

keep it, and the Zacathan, for ransom Such deals were far from unknown.

If Ryzk had been black-listed, bringing us in nmight return himto the rolls.
And if we underwent, or | underwent, deep interrogation--the whole affair of
the zero stone would be known. It would be clear that we were guilty of what
the Patrol night deem double-dealing. Ryzk had only to play a conpletely
honest man at the nearest port and we woul d have | ost our big ganble.

It seened so hopel ess when | thought it all out that | could see no possible
counter on our part. Had we one of the zero stones we m ght--so nuch had



cone to accept the unusual powers of those strange gens-have a fighting
chance. Eet--if he were not dead--or dying--mght just--

| felt my way back to that snmall body, gathered it carefully up so that
Eet's head rested against ne, and put nmy good armprotectingly around it. |
t hought now that | no longer felt that small stirring of a heartbeat. There

was no answer to nmy mind-call. So there was good reason to believe that Eet
was dead. And in that nonent | forgot all ny annoyance at his interference
inm life, the way he had taken over the ordering of mnmy days. Perhaps | was
one who needed such dependence upon a stronger wll. There had been ny

father, then Vondar Ustle, then Eet--

Only | would not accept that this was the end. |f Eet was dead, then Ryzk
woul d pay for that death. | had thought of the aid of the stone, and the aid
of Eet, and both of them were gone. Wat renmai ned was nyself, and | was not
ready to say | was finished.

| had always believed that I was no esper. Certainly no such talent was
apparent in me before | net Eet. He had touched nmy mind for communication
and | had |l earned that use fromhim He had at one unconfortable tinme given
me rmental contact with another human in order to prove our innocence to a
Patrol officer. Then he had taught ne to use the hallucinatory change and
had been the one to discover that the zero stone could bring about an al npst

total change. But Eet--he was either dead or very close to it. | had neither
Eet nor the stone. | was hurt, how badly |I could not tell, and | was a
prisoner. There was only one small --very small--spark of hope Ileft--the

Zacat han. He was normally esper, as was Eet. Could | possibly reach hi m now?
Make some appeal ?

| stared into a dark which |I hoped would not be ny portion all the rest of
my life, but in ny mind | pictured the face of Zilwich as | had seen it
last. And | strove to hold that face in mnd, not now for the purpose of
making it mne, but rather as a homng point for ny thought-seek. And
ai mred, not a coherent thought, but a signal for attention, a cry for help.
Then--1 touched! It was as if | had put tip of finger to a fal der |eaf which
had instantly coiled away fromcontact with nmy flesh. Then--it returned.

But | was racked with di sappointnment. Wth Eet m nd-touch had been clear, as
it had been with the Zacathan when the nmutant was present. This was a junble
of a language | did not know, poured at me in a wealth of inpressions too
fast for ne to sort and understand, form ng a sickening, chaotic whirl, so
that | mnust retreat, drop touch

Eet was the connecting link 1 nust have. Gtherwise | could only try unti
that whirl of alien thought drove nmny brain into m ndl essness. | considered
the chances. | could stay prisoner here for whatever purpose Ryzk had in
mnd. O | could try the Zacathan again. And it was not in nme to accept the
hel pl essness of that first choice.

So, warily, as a man mght seek a path across a quaki ng bog ready to swall ow
himup in a thousand hungry mud nouths, | sent out once nore the m nd-seek
But this time | thought nmy message--slowy, inpression by inpression, and
doggedly held to what | had to convey as the streamof the alien mnd | apped

over it. | didnot try to tell Zilwich anything, as | would have "tal ked"
to Eet. | merely thought out over and over again what | woul d have hi m know,
letting it lie for him to pick up as he could. Though | feared ny slow
channel was as unintelligible to himas his frighteningly swift flowwas to
me. Once, twice, three tines, a fourth, | thought through what | nade as ny
plea. Then | could hold no Ilonger. The pain of nmy body was as nothing
conpared to the pain nowfilling ny mind. And | lost contact as well as

consci ousness, just as | had when we had snapped into hyper
It was as if | were being pricked over and over again by the sharp point of

a needle. | stirred under that torment, which was snall and far away at
first, and then becane so much the greater, nore insistent. And |I fought to
remain in the safety of nothingness. Prick-- the summons to what | did not

want conti nued.
"Eet?" But it was not Eet--no--



"Vit--"

Wait for what, who? | did not care. Eet? No, Eet was dead. And | would be
dead. Death was not caring, not needing to care, or feel, or think-- And
wanted just that--no nore stirring of 1life, which hurt both mind and body.
Eet was dead, and | was dead, or would be if the' pricking would only stop
and | eave ne in peace.

" Anake- -"

Awake? | thought it was "wait." Not that it mattered. Nothing mattered--

" Anake! "

A shouting in ny head. | hurt and that hurting came fromoutside. |I turned
nmy head fromside to side, as if to shake out the voice in ny nind.

"Keep awake!" screamed that order and the pain it caused ne aroused ne
further fromny stupor. | was noaning a little, whinpering through the dark
a pleato be let alone, left to the death which was rest.

"Keep awake!"

Hamering inside nmy skull. Now | could hear my own whinpering plaint and was
unable to stop. But also with the pain came an awareness whi ch was a barrier
agai nst my slipping back into the nothi ngness.

" Awake- - hol d--"

Hold what? My rolling head? There was nothing to hold.

Then | sensed, not words echoing through nmy bruised mnd, but sonething
el se--a stiffening, a support against which my feeble thoughts could find
root and sustenance. And this continued until | stared wi de-eyed into the
dark, as much another person inwardly as | had been outwardly with the

hal | uci nati ons born of the =zero stone. For only a limted time, sonehow
knew, would that support me. And during that tinme |I rmust make any attenpt
could to help nyself. Chapter Fifteen

Sonehow | got to ny feet, still holding Eet against ne with ny" good arm ny
ot her hangi ng uselessly by ny side. | was ready to nove, but where, against
what --or whon? Realizing | was still helplessly caught in this pocket of
dark, | was ready to slunp again into a stupor

"Wait--be ready--" There was a sense of strain in that nessage, as if he who
sent it were making a vast effort.

Vll, | was waiting and ready, but for howlong? And in this dark tine
seened forever and ever, not measured by any standard | had known.

Then came sound, a small grating, and | knew a leap of heart--1 was not
blind after all! There was a line of light to my right. | lurched in that
direction as that 1line grew from a slit into an opening | could squeeze

t hrough --though | was blinking agai nst the disconfort of |ight.

| brought out and up against the wall of the well which was the core of the
ship, too spent for a nmonent to turn and see who had freed me. But | eaning
one shoul der against the wall, | was able to face about.

Zilwich, whom!| had last seen |lying on the pallet, supported hinself wth
his two arms rigid against "the floor, clearly at the end of the flutter of
strength which had made himcrawl to the door of ny cell. He lifted his head
with nmanifest effort.

"You--are--free-- To you--the rest--"

Free but weaponless, and as near the end of ny resources as the Zacathan
t hough not yet finished. Somehow | was able to lay Eet on the floor, get ny
good armabout Zilwich, and half drag the Zacathan back to the bed he had
crawm ed from Then | stunbled out, picked up the nutant, and brought him
back, nursed against nme, though no tending would return life to that snall
body.

"Tell me." | used the Basic speech, glad to be able to relinquish touch with
that bewi |l dering alien mnd. "What happened?”

"Ryzk"--Zilwich spoke slowy as if each word cane hard--"wuld go to
Lyl estane--return me--the treasure--"

"And turn us in," | ended, "probably as acconplices in Guild plotting."
"He--w shes--reinstatement. | did not know you had returned alive--unti
your m nd-seek. He said--you died --when we went into hyper."



| glanced down at the |inp body pressed to mne. "One of us did."
I mght be free inside the ship, but that I could do anything to change the

course of events | doubted. Ryzk would return us to Lylestane and
we--1--would find the balance of justice heavily weighted against nme. Not
only were circunstances largely in the pilot's favor, but under the scanner
they would have out of nme all that the =zero stone nmeant. And--the zero
stone! Eet had concealed it sonewhere in the LB. As far as | knew Ryzk did
not suspect it. If | could get hand on it again-- I was not sure how | could

use it as a weapon. But that it had possiblities of this sort there was no
doubt. The LB-but Eet had hidden the stone and Eet was dead.

The bowl --if | had that | could trace the zero stone by the fire of the one
inlaidinit.

"The treasure--where is it?"

"In the lock safe." Zilwich's eyes were on nme with piercing keenness, but
he was ready enough with that information

The I ock safe-- If Ryzk had sealed that with his own thunb, | had no chance
of getting the bow. The conpartnent would remain closed until he chose to
release it.

"No." It would seemthat |like Eet the Zacathan could readily read my mnd
but that did not matter. "No--it is sealed to ne."

"He all owed that?"

"He had to. What is this thing you must have--that the bow wll bring you
nearer to--a weapon?"

"I do not knowif it can be a weapon. But it is a source of power beyond our
reckoning. Eet hid it in the LB; the bowl will find it for ne."

"Help me--to the |l ock safe.”

It was a case of the lanme |leading the crippled. W nmade a hard journey of a
short space. But | was able to steady the alien while he activated the thunb
| ock and | scooped out the bowl. He held it tightly to himas | guided and
supported hi mback to his bed.

Before he released the bowl to me he turned it around in his hands,
examining it closely. Finally one of his finger talons tapped the tiny zero
st one.

"This you seek."

"W have long sought it, Eet and |I." There was no use in concealing the
truth any longer. W mght not nake the voyage we had pl anned, going out
anong the uncharted stars in search of an ancient world which was the source
of the stones, but it was the here and now which mattered nost--the finding
of the one Eet had hi dden

"It is a mp, and you hunt the treasure you believe lies at its end?"

"More than such treasure as you found in the tonb." And, as tersely as
could, | told himthe story of the zero stones--the one in ny father's ring,
t hose of the caches on the unknown planet, that which Eet had secreted, and
how we had used it since.

"I see. Take this then." Zilwich held out the bow. "Find your hidden
stone. It would seemthat we were on the edge of a vast discovery when we
uncovered this--but one which would unleash perils such as a man thinks
twi ce about | oosing."

| held the bowl to ne as | had held Eet, using my shoul der against the wall
to keep erect, shanbling fromZilwich's cabin to the |adder, down which
fell rather than clinbed, to reach the LB's berth. The last steps of that
journey were such a drain that | could hardly take them

Then | was back in the craft which had served us so well. | fought to keep
nmovi ng, holding the bow a little away fromne now, watching the zero stone.
It glinmered and then broke into vivid life. But it was hard to see how |
could wuse it as a guide, since there seened no variation in that |ight.
However, | must try.

| rmoved jerkily, first to the tail, w thout any change | could detect in the
degree of emanation fromthe bow stone. But as | cane up the right side of
the small ship on return the bow noved in ny grasp, fought my hold.



released it. As the zero stone, on its first awakening, had pulled ne across
space to the derelict ship where others of its kind lay, so did the bow
cross, to hang suspended against a part of the casing. | jerked and tore at
the rimof the casing, hoping Eet had not been able to seal in the stone too
tightly. As ny nails broke and ny fingers were | acerated by the sharp edgi ng
| began to despair. One-handed there was little | could do to force it.

But | continued to fight, and at last |I nust have touched what |ock was
there, for a whole section of panel fell down and | saw the brilliant blaze
of the large stone within. The bow snapped to neet it until stone touched
stone, and | did not try to part them Wth the bow | began to retrace ny
way. Wien | subsided beside Zilwich, the bowl on the floor between us, he
| ooked at the gens but seened as content as | at that nmonent to do no nore.
Not only was | too weak to prod ny body to nore effort, but my thoughts were

dull ed, slow. Now that | had found the second stone, | could not see any way
to make use of it against Ryzk. It seened that, having achieved this one
smal | success, | was finished.

Eet lay on the edge of the Zacathan's pallet and one of the alien's scaled
hands rested on the nutant's head.

"This one is not dead--"

| was startled out of ny lethargy. "But--"

"There is still the spark of life, very low, very dim but there."

I was no nmedico, and even if | had been |I would have had no know edge to
deduce the mutant's hurts. My own hel pl essness was an added burden. Eet
woul d die and there was nothing | could do--

O was there?

For a little beyond Eet's head was the bow, the stones close-wel ded
toget her. The zero stone was power. It had the power to turn us into the
seeming of others and hold that seeming. And | had been able to turn Eet

into a cat because I had sprung that change on hi mwhen he did not expect
it. Could | will, not change, but will life itself into the nmutant's body?
As long as there was a faint spark left, | nust try.

| took the left hand on ny linp and useless armwith ny right, noved the
nunb palmto rest on the stones, not caring if | would be burned. At |east |
woul d not feel it. The right | put on Eet's head. | set ny mnd to the task,
sumoni ng, not some strange disguise for my conpani on, but rather the sight
of himas he was alive. So did | fight ny battle--with nind, with a hand
which wll always bear the scars, with my determ nation, against death
itself, or what Eet's kind knew as the end of existence. And | strove wth
the power passing through ne to find that spark Zilwich said existed, to
fan it into flame. The stones nade a fire to fill one's sight, shutting out
the cabin, the Zacat han, even Eet, but | continued to hold the i mage of the
live Eet in my mnd. My eyes which had been useless in the dark of the cel
were now blinded again, by light. But I held fast in spite of that in ne
whi ch cringed, and cried, and tried to flee.

Nor was | truly conscious of why | fought that battle, save that it was one
which | nust face to the end. | was at |ast done, ny seared hand lying palm
up on ny knee, the bow and stone hidden fromme by a fold of cloth. Eet no
longer lay linp, with the senbl ance of death, but sat on his haunches, his
paw hands folded over his mddle, his stance one of alert life, of conplete
restoration. | caught conmunication, or the edge of it, between the Zacat han
and my conpanion. But so difficult was it now for me to hold to any thought
that it was nore |ike hearing a murmur or whisper from across a room

Eet moved with all his old agility, bringing out the aid kit, seeing to ny
hand, giving ne also a shot to counteract the hurt in my arm But to ne this

had little or no neaning. | watched the Zacathan agree to sonething Eet
suggested and the nmutant carry the bow out of the room-into hiding again,
| supposed. But all | wanted was sl eep

Hunger awoke ne. | was still in the Zacathan's cabin. If Ryzk had paid hima

visit during the tine | slept he had not seen fit to return me to custody.
But that | had slept worried me vaguely. There was nuch to be done and | had



failed to do it

Eet whisked in, alnost as if nmy waking had sent himsone signal. He carried
in his mouth as he cane two of those tubes of E-rations. And seeing them

for a second or two | forgot all else. But when | had squeezed one into ny
mouth and savored the first few swallows (though normally | would not have
consi dered them appetizing) | had a question

"Ryzk?"

"We can do nothing while in hyper," Eet reported. "And he has found his own

anusenment. It seens that this ship was not thoroughly searched when it was
taken in as a smuggler. Somehow Ryzk wuncovered a supply of vorx and is now
havi ng sweet dreanms in his cabin.”

Vorx was potent enough to give anyone dreans-- though whether they we're
sweet was another question. It was not only an intoxicating drink, but so
acted on Terran bodies that it was also hallucinatory. That Ryzk had been
searching the ship did not surprise ne either. The boredom of space travel
woul d set any man inmured within these walls during hyper passage to do such
to relieve his tedium And Ryzk m ght have known this was a smuggler sold
after confiscation.

"He had help--" Eet comented. There was such a bubbling renewal of
well-being in himas nmade nme envious, perhaps tired of being on the edge
wash of such energy.

"From you?"

"From our distinguished coll eague." Eet nodded to the Zacat han

"It would seemthat Ryzk's weakness is drink," Zilwich agreed. "VWhile it is
wrong of anyone to play upon another's weakness, there are tinmes when such a

fall fromFull Gace is necessary. | deenmed that |I might take on error-1|oad
for once in this way. W need Ryzk's roomrather than his conpany."

"I'f we come out of hyper in the Lylestane system we shall be in Patrol
territory," | replied a little sourly.

"It is possible to come out and go in again before a challenge of boarding
can be delivered," Zilwich returned. "I have a duty to report the raid on
our canmp, that is true. But | have also a duty to those who sent ny party

there. This map is such a find as we cone upon perhaps once in a thousand
years. If we can find a clue to the location of the planet it marks, then a
scouring trip thither at this time means nore than arousing the law as to
what has happened in one raid."

"But Ryzk is pilot. He wll not agree to go off known charts. And if he's
made up his mind to turn us in--"

"OFf the charts,” repeated the Zacathan thoughtfully. "Of that we cannot be
sure as yet. Look--"

He produced a tri-dee projector which | knew to be part of the equi pnent of
the control cabin. At a push of his finger there flashed on the wall a
bl omup of a star chart. Being no astro-navigator, | could not read it to any
real purpose, save that | could nake out the position of stars and sight the
coded co-ordi nates for hyper junps under each

"This is on the edge of the dead strip," Zilwich inforned me. "To your |eft
and third fromthe corner is the blasted systemof Waystar. It nust have
been scouted three centuries ago, by your time, fromthe dates on this
chart. This is one of the old Blue maps. Now, |ook upon the bow , i magine
that the dead sun on that systemis a red dwarf, turn the bow two degrees
left--"

| held up the bowl and rotated it slowy, looking from it to the tri-dee
chart on the wall. Though | was not taught to read such maps | could see he
was right! Not only did the blasted systemwe had just fled appear on the
bow as one about the red-dwarf star--a dying sun --but there was a course
to be traced fromthat to the zero stone

"No co-ordinates for hyper," | pointed out. "It would be the nost reckless
ki nd of guesswork. And even a scout trained for exploring junps would take
chances of two comets to a star of coming out safe.”

"Look at the bow through this." It would seem that Eet nust have been



gathering aids fromall over the ship, for what the Zacathan handed ne now
was my own jeweler's |ens.

As I inspected the constellation engraved on the nmetal through the
magni fication of the lens | saw there were mnute identations there, though
| could not translate any.

"Their hyper code perhaps," the Zacathan conti nued.

"Still no good to us."

"OfF that | amnot sure. We have those of the dead system-fromthat--"

"You can work?" O course, he was an archaeol ogi st and such puzzles were
common to him | |ost something of nmy nmood of depression. Perhaps because ny
hunger had been satisfied and I could now use ny armand hand to better
advantage, | was regaining confidence not only in myself but in the
know edge and i ngenuity of ny conpanions.

When | put the bow on the floor, open side down so that its star-specked
done was reveal ed, Eet squatted by it. He had taken up the lens, holding it
in his paw hands, his head bent over it as if his nose were snelling out the
pi ctured sol ar systens.

"It can be done." His thought was not only clear; it was as confident as if
there had been no obstructions at all between us and success. "W return to
t he dead system by reversing Ryzk's tape--"

"And so straight into what may be a vlia-wasp nest,” | conmmented. "But
continue. Perhaps you have an answer for that also. Then what do we do,
unless the Honorable Elder"--1 gave Zilwich the proper title of formal

address--"can read these co-ordi nates."

Eet did not close his nmind as he had upon occasion, but | read a side flash
of what m ght be indecision. | had never read fear in Eet's
conmuni cati ons- - awar eness of danger, but not fear. But this had the aura of
just that enotion.

And inspiration hit me in the sane instant. "You can read these!" | had not
perhaps neant it as an accusation, but it came forth that way.

H s head turned on his too-long neck so that he could | ook at ne.

"dd habits, menories, die hard,” he answered obliquely, as he sonetines
did. He turned the |Iens about, giving me the inpression of uneasiness, of
one wanting to escape coning to a decision

| caught a flicker of alien mnd-flow, and for a nonent resented that

conmuni cation | could not share. It was ny guess that the alien and the

mutant mnmight be in argunent about just the know edge | accused Eet of
havi ng.
"Just so." Eet resunmed touch with nme. "No, | cannot read these. But they are

enough |i ke another formof record for ne to guess to nore purpose than the
rest of you." And such was the finality of that answer that | knew better
than to try to pry at how he could be famliar with any record approxi mating
that of a Forerunner race living mllenniunms ago. The ol d probl em of who--or
what - - Eet was crossed ny m nd.

Though he made no comment, the inpression remained that any guessing he
woul d do would be against his inclination and that he had a personal reason
for disliking the situation fortune had forced upon him

It seemed that now | was to serve as his hands. And back in the contro
cabin | made ready to follow his instructions to reverse the course Ryzk had
set and return us, as soon as we enmerged near Lylestane, to the vicinity of
Waystar. Ryzk did not appear. Apparently the smugglers' drink was of great
pot ency. What woul d have happened when we cane out of hyper and he was not
at the controls, | do not know. Perhaps we would have aimessly cruised the
Lyl estane systemas a traffic hazard until some Patrol ship |inked beam and
dragged us in as a derelict

| punched out the figures Eet fed me and we were wrenched back on a return
course once again fromLylestane. Once nore in hyper, we had plenty of tine
to neditate on the numerous dangers our appearance near \Waystar would range
against us. Certainly our successful escape with the treasure had alerted
all the defenses of the pirate stronghold. They woul d be expecting a visit



from the Patrol on one hand, now that strangers knew the co-ordi nates of
their hide-out, and trouble from others, perhaps even the GQuild, demanding
an account of how or why loot could be so sunmarily renoved from what was
bel i eved to be an i npregnabl e safe pl ace.

The only answer would be that we dared not |linger |ong enough in the dead
system to be detected. Qur unarmed ship had no defense against what the
Jacks could easily rnmuster. Therefore, we nust follow exactly the sane
procedure we had on energing near Lylestane: W nust have the other course
ready to punch in and spend as little tine in normal space as we coul d.
Success in that maneuver would depend entirely on what Zilwich and Eet
could produce in the way of a new course. And since | was no help to them
the ship and Ryzk were ny concern

My nost practical answer to Ryzk was to apply a force lock on his cabin. He
sobered up when we were back in hyper and his struggle with the door |ock
led ne to state through the intercomthat we had taken over. More than that
| did not explain, and | turned off the comthereafter, so his demands went
unheard. E-rations and water went to himthrough the regular supply vent and
| left himto consider, soberly |I hoped, the folly of the imrediate past in
relationship to the Wendwi nd and her owners.

For the rest I tinkered in the snall repair shop. The crossbows Ryzk had
earlier produced |I refined, naking nore zoran heads for their bolts. I had
no mnd to go exploring on an unknown planet unarned, as | had once done in
the past If by sone nmiracle of fortune we did reach the world indicated by
the zero stone, we would not know what we night face there. It could be a
pl anet on which those of our kind could not live without suits; it could be
i nhabited by beings infinitely superior to us in every way, who would be as
hostile to strangers as the Veeps of Waystar. Though the civilization the
bow represented nust have ended eons past, others could have arisen from
t he degenerate dregs of that, and we might face such challengers as we could
not even imagine. Wien | got to that point of ny specul ations, | handl ed ny
crossbows with very bleak attention to all their manifest defects.

Qur first test would come when we |eft hyper in the dead system As that
nmonent approached | was tense and nervy. | saw practically nothing of Eet
and Zilwich except when | supplied themwth food and drink. And | was
almbst tenpted to let Ryzk out of his cabin in order to have soneone to
match fears with. But when the alarmshattered the too-great silence of the
ship, Eet was on hand in the control <cabin. He curled intonmy lap as |
settled in the pilot's seat--though he kept his mnd closed, as if it were
full of sone precious know edge and sharing that too soon night spill what
could not be regained. W cane out of hyper and | punched the proper buttons
for a reading of our present site. At least fortune had favored us to the
point that we had enmerged very close to that place where we had entered on
our first trip, at the outer edge of the dead system

But we were given very little time to congratul ate oursel ves on besting what
was perhaps the smallest portion of the ordeal facing us. For there was an
alarm ringing wildly through the cabin. W had been caught by a snooper and
now we could expect a traction beam M hands rested on the edge of the
control board. | was ready to punch out the course Eet supplied. But would
he feed ne one, and could I set it quickly enough to avoid the |inkage which
woul d hold us for taking by the eneny?

Chapt er Sixteen

Eet was ready for me, though the co-ordinates he flashed into ny nmind had no
meaning for me. | was nmerely the nmeans of putting finger tip to controls to
punch themin. Only, it seened those fingers did not nove fast enough. |
could feel the force of the |ocking beam catch at our ship.

W passed into hyper. But once the dizzy spin in ny head cleared and I knew
we had nade the transition, | was aware that we had brought our eneny with
us. Instead of snapping the lock beamin our return to hyper, we had,
t hrough some bal ance of force against force, dragged the source of that beam
with us! W had danger |ocked to the ship, ready to attack as soon as we



noved i nto normal space again.

There is no maneuvering in hyper. To do so wuld be to nullify the
co-ordi nates. And one would emerge utterly lost in space, if one were | ucky,
or perhaps in the very heart of a blazing sun. W were both prisoners here
until we finished the voyage the Zacathan and Eet had set us. But there was
this much: The enenmy was as hel pless as we--until we went out. And not being
prepared for hyper transfer, they m ght be badly shaken, though they would
have the length of our trip in which to pull thensel ves together

"Jern!" Ryzk bawl ed through the ship's com "Jern, what are you trying to
do?"

It sounded very much as if the pilot not only had recovered from his
drinki ng bout but was genuinely alarned. Al arnmed enough, | specul ated, to be
willing to work with us? Not that | trusted hi m now

| picked up the mke. "We are in hyper--with a conpanion.”

"We're linked!" he roared back.

"I said we had a conpanion. But he cannot nove any better than we. W are
both in hyper."

" CGoi ng where?"
"You name it!" Qur nonmentary escape was acting on ne |like a shot of exult.
Not that | had ever tried the stuff, but I had heard enough to judge that

this rmust be akin to the heady feeling those addicts gai ned. Wien we snapped
out of hyper we might be in grave danger, but we had now a respite and tine
to plan. But his question echoed in nmy mnd. Going where? To a pl anet which
m ght or mght not still exist. And if it did--what would it be Iike?

At that noment | felt as if | would nmore than anything like to be a believer
in the gods of the planet-rooted. This was the time when one would prefer to
kneel in some fane as did, say, the Alfandi, thrusting a god-call deep into
ground already pitted with holes left by other's rods, pulling hard upon the
cord which would set its top quivering to give off the faint sound neant to
reach the ear--if one nmight grant a spiritual being an ear--of that High
One, and thus alerting the Over-Intelligence to listen to one's plea. | had
met with the worshi ppers of many gods and many denons on many worlds. And
conpl ete belief gave a nman security which was denied to the onl ooker. That

there was a purpose behind the Galaxy I would be the first to agree. But |
could not bow ny head to a pl anet-based god.
There was one belief | had read in the old tapes, that brain and mnd are

not the same. That the brain is allied to the body and serves it, while the
mnd is able to function in nore than one dinension--hence esper talents,
born of the mind and not the brain.

Now when | came fromthe control cabin | found Zilwich seated on his
pallet, and it seened that he tried to prove the truth of this old theory,
for he held between his two hands the bowl. H s eyes were closed and he was
breathing in small, shallow gasps. Eet, who had preceded ne at his usua
speed, had taken a position which nimcked that of the Zacathan, his small
hand- paws resting on the rim of the bow, his eyes also closed. And there
was an aura of esper power which even | could feel

What they were trying to do | did not know. But |I felt that nmy presence was

an intrusion there. | backed away, closing the door behind nme. But at the
same time ny triunmph ebbed. And the fact that we had a conpanion | ocked to
us began to assunme the shadow of nmenace. |f Ryzk could only be trusted!

Perhaps he could as long as his own skin was in danger. The coordi nates
whi ch had brought us here--1 reclinbed the way to the control cabin. W had
used a return of Ryzk's setting to take us back to the dead system Suppose
I now erased those co-ordinates fromthe tape. Then no nmove of Ryzk's could
return us, only what lay in Eet's and the Zacathan's nenories. Loosed in the
unknown, the pilot would be no great danger, and we needed badly any
know edge he might have to help us to deal with the eneny once we returned
to normal space. | set the erase on the tape before allow ng myself to have
second thoughts. Then I went to unseal the pilot's cabin. He lay on his bunk
but turned his head to stare at ne as | stood in the doorway. | had not



brought one of the crossbows. After all, | was trained in a variety of
weaponl ess fighting methods, and | did not think we were |less than evenly
mat ched, since he had nothing save simlar skills to use agai nst ne.

"What are we doing?" He had lost the anger tinged with alarmwhich had
colored his first demand through the com

"Headi ng for a point on a Forerunner chart."

"Who's linked with us?"

"Someone out of Waystar is our best guess.”

"They followed us!" He was genuinely astonished. | shook ny head. "W cane
back to the Waystar system It was the only recogni zabl e point of reference
on the chart."

He turned his head away, now | ooking to the ceiling. "So--what happens when
we come out of hyper?"

"Wth luck we are in a systemnot on the charts. But --can we break |inkage
when we cone out of hyper?"

He did not answer at once. There was a sharp frown |ine between his brows.
And then he replied to my question with another.

"What are you after, Jern?"

"Perhaps a whol e world of Forerunner artifacts. Wat is that worth?"

"Why ask ne? Anyone knows that is not to be reckoned in credits. Is Zilwich
behind this? O is it your ganble?"

"Both. Zilwich and Eet together set up the co-ordinates."

He grimaced. "So we sweat out a |anding, maybe to be sun-cooked or worse
when we cone out--"

"And if we are not, but take the others with us?" | brought himback to the
matter over which we m ght have some control

He sat up. The sickly-sweet snmell of the drink was strong. But to ny eyes he
appear ed sober. Now he put his el bows on his knees and bent over to rest his

head on his hands. | could no | onger see his face. He sighed.

"Al'l right. In hyper we can't switch course. So we can't try to shake them

| oose. W can set the energe on high velocity. It wll mean blacking out,
maybe taking a bearing. But it is the only way | know of to break the |ink
W will have to rig special webbing or we won't survive at all."

"And if we do break the |ink?"
"I'f we pulled themin with us, the course is only set on our ship. The break

will take us out, not them They would have to ganble on an energe. It m ght
land themin the same system or sonmewhere else. How do | know? | say it is
barely possible. | amnot planning on nore than one thin chance in ten

t housand." And his voice said that was very optim stic odds.

"You can do it?"

"It looks as if we have no choice. Yes, | canrig it, given time enough

Wiat are the odds if we conme out still |inked?"

"W are unarmed, and they can take us over. They have no use for us, only
what we carry."

He sighed again. "About what | thought. You're all fools and | have to go

al ong. "

But perhaps he was not wholly convinced until we entered the control cabin
and he pushed past nme to read the dial above the journey setting.

"Erased!" He whirled to face nme, his lips twisted into a snarl

"No turning back." |I braced nyself, tensed against attack. Then | saw his
eyes change and knew that if he meant me harmin the future, he was wlling
to wait for such a reckoning. The main interest now nust be the ship and our
possi bl e manner of escape from our unseen compani on

Just as Eet and Zilwich in their nysterious occupation with the bow had
given ne no explanations, so did Ryzk keep his own counsel about the
alterations he nade in sone wring. But he did keep me with himas a very
i gnorant assistant, to hand tools, to hold this or that while he nade
del i cate adjustnents.

"This will have to be redone," he said, "before we nmake a return. It is only
temporary. | cannot even swear it will work. W'll need heavy webs--"



W set about providing those, too. The two shock-prepared seats in the
control cabin were reinforced with what we could strip off the bunks in our
two cub-bys. Then we descended to the section where Eet and the Zacathan
were in sessionto provide Zilwich with such safeguards as we could rig.
Eet, | supposed, would share ny seat as usual

| tapped lightly on the door behind which | had left the two enwapt, wth
the bowl between them

"Enter," <called Zilwich. He lay now, his whole body expressive of a vast
exhaustion. | could not see the bow. Eet, too, lay there, but his head cane
up and he watched us al nmost warily. | explained what we woul d do.

"This thing is possible?"

Again Ryzk shrugged. "l cannot swear to it on ny name, if that is what you
mean. It remains theoretical until we prove it one way or another. But if
what you say is true, we have little choice.”

"Very well," the Zacathan agreed. | waited for some conment, pro or con

fromEet. But such did not cone. And that made ne uneasy. But | would not
press him lest he confirm ny worst doubts. It is better not to be nmet by
pessi m smwhen the situation al ready | ooks dark

But Zilwich had suggestions as to the rigging we nmust provide to counteract
the strain on his body. And we carried out his instructions with all the
skill we could sunmon. When we fastened the |last of the inprovised webbing
Ryzk arose and stretched.

"I'"ll take cabin watch," he said as if there was no disputing that. But
did not miss the sudden flicker of eye Zilwich nade in my direction, as
t hough he expected nme to protest. However, we did not have Ryzk's experience
and training in the pilot's seat. And with the erase on | did not see how he
could do any harm

He could have no reason to wish to surrender to a Waystar force. And they
would give him | was certain, no time to parley if he tried it. He left and
| said to Eet via thought-send: "The tape is on erase. He cannot send us
back. "

"An el enentary precaution," Eet returned crushingly. "If he does not kill us
all at emerge, and his theory works, we may have a small chance.™

"You do not sound too sure of that." M inner uneasiness increased.

"Machi nes are nmachines and cannot be nade to function too far fromtheir
norm or they will cease to function at all. However, doubtless this is the
only answer. And we shall have other matters to consider after the energe.”
"Such as what?" | was not prepared to accept vagueness now. Forewarned is
al ways forearned

"W have tried psychonetry," the Zacathan broke in. "I am not greatly
talented in that direction, but the two of us working so--"

The term he used neant nothing to me and he nust have read ny ignorance, for
he explained, and | was glad that it was he and not the nmutant, for he did
not condescend.

"One concentrates upon some object and he who has the talent can so gather

i nformati on concerning its past owners. There is, of course, the belief that
any object connected with high enmpotion in usage, say a sword used in battle,
will carry the nost vivid inpressions to be picked up by the sensitive."

And the bow ?"

"Unfortunately it has been a center point for the enotions of nore than one
i ndividual, of nore than one species even. And sone of those owners nust
have been far renoved fromthe normwe accept today. Thus we received a nass
of enotional residue, some violent. Many inpressions are overlaid, one upon
another. It is as if one took a tattered skin, put over it a second, also
rent but in other places, and over that a third such, then tried to see what
| ay beneath those unmatched rents.

"Qur supposition that the bow m ght be much older than the tonb in which it
was found, belonging to a people different from those with whomit was
buried, is right. For we have deduced, though it is very hard to define any
one well, at least four overlays left by former possessors.”



"And the zero stone?"

"That perhaps is the source of sone of the difficulty we encountered. The
force which animates it nmight well govern the wunfortunate nixture of
i npressions. But this we <can tell you--the map was of prinme inportance to

those who first wought it, though the bow itself nmeant nore to later
possessors. "
"Suppose we do find the source of the stones,” | said. "Wat then? W cannot

hope to control the traffic in them Any man who has a nonopoly on a
treasure sets hinself up as a target for the rest.”

"A logical deduction," Zilwich agreed. "W are four. And a secret such as
this cannot remain a secret long, because of the nature of what we nust

exploit. Like it or not, you--we--shall have to deal with the authorities,
or else live hunted nmen."
"We can choose the authorities with whom we deal,"” | replied, an idea

formng in ny mnd.
"Logical and perhaps the best." Eet cut across my thought, picking it up in
its half-formed state, following it straight to a decisive concl usion

"And if those authorities are Zacathan--" | said it aloud. Zilwich eyed ne.
"You pay us much honor."
"By right." It gave ne a small quirk of shanme to have to answer so, to admt

that it was the alien whom | mght trust above those of ny own species. Yet
that was so. And | would hand to any one of their Council the secret of what
we found here (if we found anything worth the title of secret) nore
willingly than | would to any of nmy own |eaders. The Zacat hans have never
been enpire builders, never sought <colonies anong the stars. They are
observers, historians, teachers at times. But they were never swayed by the
passions, desires, fanaticismwhich has fromthe first made both great
heroes and vill ains anong nmy own ki nd.

"And if this secret mght well be one not to be shared?" Zilwich asked.
"That, too, | could accept,” | said pronptly. But | knewthat | did not
speak for Eet, or for Ryzk, who rmust now be included as one of our number.
"W shall see," Eet answered, his reservations plain. Not for the first tine
| wondered whether Eet's dogged insistence that the quest of the stone's
source be our main goal did not have sone reason he had never shared with
me. And then, could I, nyself, conpletely surrender the stones, know ng what
| could do with them knowi ng that perhaps there was nore, much nore, we
m ght |earn fromthen? Supposing the Zacath-ans advi sed us to hide, destroy,
bl ot out all we know of the gems. Could | agree to that with no regret?

Later | lay in ny cabin thinking. Eet, lying beside me, did not touch those
t houghts. But at last, to escape a dilemma | could not resolve until we had
passed many it's and buts in the future, | asked the nmutant:

"This reading of the past of the bow, what did you |learn of its past?"

"As Zilwich said, there were several pasts and they were overlaid, nixed
wi th one another until what we gained was so disjointed it was difficult to
read any part of it and be sure we were correct. It was not made by those
who fashioned the tonb. They came, | believe, long after, finding it
thenselves as a treasure-trove, leaving it with some ruler to whomthey
wi shed to pay funeral honor

"The source of the stone--" he hesitated and the thought | picked up was one
of puzzlenent--"was not clear. Save that we do go now, if we have read the
co-ordinates right, to that source. And the stone was set in the chart as a
guide to those to whomit was very inportant. But that its native planet was
their world of origin--that | do not think is the truth either. However, the
reading was enough to set one's mnd upside down, and the Iess |I rethink on
it the better!" Wth that he snapped mind-touch and curled into a ball to
sleep. A state |I foll owed.

The warning that we were at the end to our journey in hyper cane sone tinme
later. As the Zacathan had assured us when we rigged his protection that he
could nanage it by hinmself, | nade speed to the control cabin, Eet with ne.
Soon | was well wapped in nmy webbing, watching Ryzk in a |ike cocoon at the



controls, trying to relax when the final test of our drastic energe cane.

It was bad, as bad or perhaps a fraction worse than that which had hit when
we had joined the ship in the LB before the other junp-- Only this tinme we
had all the protection Ryzk's experience had been able to devise, and we
cane out in better shape.

As soon as | was fully conscious | |ooked to the radar. There were points
registering on it, but they marked planets, not the ship |locked to us
t hr ough hyper.

"We did it!" Ryzk alnpbst shouted. At the sane tine Eet scrambled along ny

still nearly immbilized body. | saw then what he held in a forepaw agai nst
hi s upper belly--the zero stone.
It was blazing with a brilliance | had not seen before except when we had

put it to action. Yet now it was not adding to any power of ours. The glare
grew, hurting the eyes. Eet gave an exclamation of pain and dropped it. He
tried to pick it up again, but it was clear he could not use his paw hand
near that spot of fire. Now |l could not even |look directly at it.

| wondered if it was about to eat its way through the deck by the heat it
was engenderi ng.

"Blanket it!" Eet's cry was a warning. "Think dark-Dblack!"

The power of his own thought swept mne along with it. | bent what nental
energy | could sumon to thinking dark. That we were able to control the
surge of energy in the stone by such neans astounded ne. That awful
brilliance faded. However, the stone did not return to its original dul
lifelessness; it continued to contain a core of light which set it above any
gem | had ever known and it lay in a small hollow which its power had nelted
out of the substance of the deck.

"Pliers--" 1 did not know whether they would help, for the heat of the stone
mght nelt any nmetal touching it. But we could not pick it up in bare
fingers and we dared not leave it lie, maybe to eat straight through the

fabric of the ship level by level.

Ryzk stared at it, unable to understand just what had happened. But | had
pul | ed out of the cocoon of webbing and managed to reach the box of tools he
had wused earlier. Wth pliers in hand | knelt to pick up the gem fearing
mght find it welded to the floor

But it came away, though | could still feel heat and see that a hole in the
deck beneath it was nearly nelted through. Once on |land, once in space, once
on the edge of the weckage we had used the zero stone as a guide. Could
this small gemnow bring us to the final goal of its hone world?

W did not need it, since the bow chart had already |ocated the planet for
us, fourth out fromthe sun. And oddly enough, once placed within the bow,
the furious blaze of the | oose stone subsided into a fraction of its gl ow,
as if the bow governed the energy.

Though we kept a watch on the radar, there was no sign that the eneny had
followed us into this system And Ryzk set course for the fourth planet.

| half expected that time would have wought a change in the sun, that it
m ght have gone nova, inploded into a red dwarf, even burned out. But this

was not so. It tested in the same class as was indicated on the ancient
chart. We went into scan orbit, our testers questing to informus it was
truly Arth type, though we were suspicious enough to keep all indicators on
alert. What we picked up on our viewers was amazing. | knew that Terra, from

whi ch nmy species had cone into an inmeasurably ancient galaxy, had been
nmonstrously overcrowded in the |ast days before general emgration to the
stars began--that cities had soared skyward, tunneled into depths, eaten
their way across nost of the continental |land nasses, even swung out into
the seas. | knew that, but | had never seen it. Terran by descent | am but
Terra is across the gal axy now and nore than half | egend. Oh, we see the old
tri-dees and listen to archaic tapes which are copied over and over again.
But nmuch of what we see is nmeaningless and there are |long argunents as to
what really did or did not exist in the days before Terrans roamed the star
| anes. Now | | ooked upon sonething like the jostling, crowded--terribly



crowded--erections those tri-dees had shown. This was a planet where no
enpty earth, no sign of vegetation showed. It was covered, on the |and
masses by buil dings, and even across the seas by strings of |large platforms
which were too regular in outline to be islands. The whole gave one a
terrible sensation of claustrophobia, of choking pressure, of erection
agai nst erection, or against the earth of its foundations.

W passed from day to night in our orbit. But on the dark side no |Iight
showed. If there was life bel ow -

But how coul d there be? They woul d be snot hered, pushed, wedged out of

exi stence! | could not conceive of life here.

"There is a landing port," Ryzk said suddenly, but he had a keener eye than
I, or else we had swng over and past what he had seen. To me there was no
break in that infernal mass of structures.

"Can you | and?" | asked, knowi ng that treasure or no treasure, stone or no
stone, | nust force nyself to set foot down there.

"On deters,"” Ryzk said. "Obit twice for a bearing. There are no guide
beanms. Probably deserted.” But he |looked far from happy, and | thought

per haps he m ght share sonme of ny feeling about what |ay bel ow

He began to set a course. Then we lay back in our seats, our eyes on the

vi sa-screen, watching the dead city-world reach up--for that was what it
seened to be doing--as if its towers were ready to drag us down to the world
t hey had conpl etely devoured.

Chapt er Sevent een

It was a tribute to Ryzk's skill that our |anding was three-point, exactly
on fins. He rode the ship down her tail rockets as only a master pilot could
do. Ad not for the first tine | was led to wonder what had exiled himfrom

his kind--drink alone? Then we lay in our webbing watching the visa-screen
as our snooper made a conplete circuit of what [ay about us, reporting it
within. Wth that report | cane to respect Ryzk's skill even nore. It was as
if we had been threaded into a slit between walls of towers whose assault
against the sky was such that one could not imediately adjust one's
thoughts to what one's eyes reported. Only now that we were in that forest
of man-nade giants could we see the hurts time had dealt them

For the nost part they were either gray-brown or a blue-green in color, and

there was no sign of seamor join as one mght sight with stone bl ocks or
the like. But there were cracks in their once snmooth sides, rents in their
fabric, which were not w ndows or doors. W could see no indication of
those. Ryzk turned to check the atnosphere dials. "Arth type, livable," he
said. But he nmade no nove to | eave his webbing, nor did I

There was sonet hi ng about those crowding |ines of buildings which dwarfed,

t hreatened us, not actively, but by their being. W were as insects, unable
to raise ourselves fromthe dust in which we crawl ed, confronted by men who
were giants with clouds gathering about their barely seen heads. And about
it all there hung a feeling that this was a place of old death. Not a decent
tomb in which honor had been paid to the one who slept there through the
centuries, but rather a place in which decay had reduced to a common
anonymty all that had neant aught--nen, |earning, belief-Nothing noved out
there. No flying thing flitted anong the towers. There was no sign of
vegetation. It was truly a forest of bones long renoved fromlife. W could
see nothing to fear, save that feeling which grewin us, or in nme (though
Ryzk's actions led ne to believe he must share ny uneasi ness), that |life had
no pl ace here now.

"Let us nove!" That was Eet. There was a tenseness in his small body, a
feral eagerness in the way his head darted fromside to side, as if he tried
to focus nore intently on the visa-screen--though as that continued its sl ow
sweep | saw no change in the nonotony of the towered vista.

| left the webbing, Ryzk also. The bow with the zero stone was on the deck

with Eet crouched over it as if he were on guard above its contents. And the
stone bl azed, though perhaps with not the sane intensity as earlier

W clinbed dowmm to join Zilwich. The Zacathan was on his feet, |eaning



against the wall. He | ooked to Eet and | guessed sone nmessage passed between
them | lent ny shoulders to the Zacathan's support and, together with Ryzk
ai ded himout of the hatch, down the ranp, to the apron of the space port.
There arose a hol |l ow noaning and the pilot slewed around in a half crouch

| ooking down one of the narrow passages between the towers. Save for the
open pocket of the port, there was gl oom unbroken in those ways, such dusk
as | had seen in forests of other worlds. The npaning shrilled and then our
startl ement vani shed as we realized it was caused by the wi nd. Perhaps that
acted upon the rents in the building to produce such sounds.

But outside the Wndw nd the vast desolation was worse even than it had
seened on the screen. And | had not the slightest desire to go exploring. In

fact, | was gripped by the feeling that to venture away fromthe port was to
enter such a maze as one could never issue from again. As to where to
search-- Seen fromthe air, this planet-wide city covered all the ground,

part of the sea. W night be half, three quarters, or the world away from
what we sought, and it would take days, nonths of searching--

"I think not!" Eet had brought the bow with him Now he held it out and we
saw t he doubl e bl aze of the point on its surface and of the jewel within. He
turned his head sharply to the right. "That way!"

But whatever lay "that way" might still be |leagues fromthe port. And
Zilwich could certainly not tranp any distance on his unsteady feet, nor
would | leave any of our party wth the ship this time. W had the

flitter--if we could cromd two of us into its cargo space, then we could
guest some di stance above the surface.

W settled Zilwich with Eet at the end of the ranmp and returned to the
ship. What supplies we had roomfor and the crossbows went into the flitter
Three of us, plus Eet, would make such a heavy |oad we could not gain nmuch
altitude, but it was the best we could do.

The LB had been so nodified it might take days to alter it again, and we had
no tinme to waste.

Judgi ng by the sun, it was |late afternoon when we were ready. | suggested
waiting until the nmorning, but to nmy surprise the Zacathan and Eet overrul ed
me. They had been in a huddle over the bow and seened very sure of what
nmust be done.

As a matter of course Eet took command after we packed ourselves into the
small craft, using ny hands to his service. W hovered perhaps twice ny
hei ght fromthe ground, then headed off sharply to the right, crossing the
edge of the port, turning down a dusky channel between the towers.

The dark cl osed about wus nmore and nore as the buildings cut out the sun
Again | wondered how nen could have lived here. Anay fromthe port there
appeared aerial runways connecting the buildings at different |Ievels,
crisscrossing into a net which finally grew so thick as to shut off npst of
the light fromthe level at which we travel ed. Sone of the ways were broken
and the debris of their disintegration weighted those below, or had | anded
in a heap of remains on the surface of the break bel ow.

W had the beaner on, and | cut the speed to hardly nore than a hover |est
we crash into one of those piles. Yet Eet seemed entirely sure of our
direction, sending nme out of one half-filled | ower way into another

Dusk became full night. I had a growing fear we would be utterly |1ost,
forever wunable to find our way back to the conparative open of the port.
There was a saneness to this level, just here and there the remains of a

bridge fallen fromthe heights, the snooth bases of the buildings totally
unbr oken by any sign of an entrance.

Then the beaner picked up a flash of novenent. It had been so quick that I

t hought mny imagination had betrayed me into thinking 1 had seen it--unti
our beamtrapped the thing against one of the walls. So cornered, it turned
to face us, slavering defiance, or perhaps fear.

| have seen many strange beings on many worlds, so that weird defections
from what is the norm to ny species were not unknown to nme. Yet there was
somet hing about this thing in the dark and forgotten ruins which brought an



instant reaction of loathing in ne. Had | been in the open, a laser in ny
hand, | think I would have slain it wthout thought or conpassion

Only for a noment did we see it so, backed agai nst the unyiel ding buttress,
pinned by the light. Then it was gone, with such speed as |eft me astounded.
It had gone on two | egs, then dropped to four. And the worst thing was that
it looked like a man. O what mi ght have been a man eons ago, before tine
had burned out all which nmakes ny kind nore than an unthi nking creature set
upon survival al one.

"So it would seemthat the city still has its inhabitants,” Zlwich
comment ed.

"That thing--what was it?" The disgust in Ryzk's voice matched nmy own
enot i on.

"Where did it go?"

"Turn to the left." Eet appeared unaffected by what we had seen. "In
there--"
"There" was the first opening | had seen on the ground |evel of any

building. It was too regular to be another rent. The gap was | arge enough to
accommodate the flitter. But | had a very unpleasant suspicion that it was
al so where the scuttling creature had di sappeared. To search further would
nmean |eaving the craft, and to be trapped by that "thing" or others of its
ki nd--Yet | obeyed Eet's direction, bringing the flitter to a standi ng hover
within the shell of chanber beyond that doorway. We were in a circular
space. If there had been any furnishings, those were |Iong since gone. But
the floor was heaped wth gritty, flaky stuff which perhaps had once been
fittings. This was pathed, beaten solid in some places. And the paths--there
were two of them-led directly to another dark opening in the floor, a well.

| moved the flitter cautiously wuntil we nosed the 1lip of that descent. W
could indeed lower into it in the nmachine. But to do this, unaware of what
mght lie below, was a peril | was not ready to face. If | had such fears,

Eet was not concerned with them He hung over the bow in which the gem
bl azed.

"Down!" he urged. "Now down!"

I woul d have refused, but the Zacat han spoke.

"It is true. Thereis a very strong force belowus. And if we go with
caution--"

| certainly would not descend outside the flitter, but to go init would
give us a small neasure of protection. Yet | thought it foolhardy to try at

all. | fully expected a protest from Ryzk. Only when | glanced to himl saw
he was as berused by the gemin the bow as Eet.
Moving out over the well | eased the flitter onto settle-hover, thankful

that we were using a craft meant for exploration. And | kept a wary eye on
the walls as we began the descent at as slow a speed as | could hold us to.
What had been the original use of this opening we could not know But that
it was also a passage for later users was apparent. Into the once snooth
wal I s had been pounded or wedged a series of projections neant to serve as
hand- and foot-holds, a very crude |adder. And the bits and pieces so used
were rough, some of themsurely ripped fromnmore complex fittings. The work
was very bad, its quality far beneath that of the city constructions, as if
it had been done by a race who was at a printive |evel

W were descending by floors, passing dark openings in the walls of the
shaft, as if that were a hub of a series of wheels whose spokes were evenly
spaced passages. | counted six such Ilevels, yet the circunference of the
well did not dwindle in size as | feared it might. And though the crude
| adder led to several of the «cross-corridor openings, it also continued on
down and down, as if it served a vast warren of burrows.

| watched the nouths of any opening the | adder served, but there was no sign
of life, and our beamer could not penetrate them very far. Down and down,
six levels, ten, a dozen, twenty--the wall grewno smaller. But it was a
growing strain to hold the flitter on settle-hover at this slow speed. And
al ways that |adder kept pace with us. Fifty--



"Soon, very soon now" Eet's thought was excited, nore filled with enotion
than any | had ever received before. | looked to the dials. W were sone
mles below the surface. | cut our speed to the | owest and waited. There was
a bunp, and we had |l anded. Only a single tunnel nmouth faced us now, a little
to the right. And it was too small for the flitter. Any further exploration
must be on foot, and | had no desire to |leave the confines of the small
safety offered by that craft My prudence was justified. There was novenent
at the nouth of that tunnel, though |I remenbered that crude | adder had ended
four |evels above our present position. Only what came into our beamwas a
machi ne, unlike any | had seen before. But there was enough resenbl ance to
things I knew to suggest that the tube rising to aimat us was about to
di scharge sonet hi ng meani ng no good to invaders.

When | put a finger to the rise button, both Eet and the Zacathan spoke, Eet
by thought, the alien in Basic.

"Do not!"

Do not? They were crazed. W had to get out of the range of that thing, if
we coul d, before it fired!

"Look--" That was Zilwich. Eet was still staring at the stone in the bow .
Look | did, expecting death to cone at me from that sinister tube. \Wat I
did see was--nothing at all!

"Esper inpressions," Zilwich answered. "It is known that certain things,
trees, water, stones--and perhaps other objects--can hold visual inpressions
for many vyears, release them to one in the proper frame of mnd for
reception. The buil ders here may have known and used that principle. O what
we have seen may be only a report of its use at sone tine in the past,
action which inpelled such heightened enotions in those viewing it that the
i mpression renained to be activated by us."

"W go--there--" Eet brushed aside the need for any explanation. Instead he
was pushing the bowl ahead, using it as an indicator that our way | ed down
t hat dark passage.

In the end he had his way. Gt herwi se he and the Zacat han woul d have set off
al one. And ny pride, such as it was, would not let nme hold back. Because we
were now a party united against the unseen perils of the unknown, | gave
Ryzk once of the crossbows. So arned, we started out, Eet riding on ny
shoul der, where his weight was something of a problem Zilwich and Ryzk on
nmy heels. | had taken a snmaller beaner fromour supplies, but we did not
need its ray long. Soon the gemin the bow gave us light. And what it
showed ahead for a goodly space was snooth, unbroken walling, as if we were
advanci ng al ong a great tube.

Di stance in the dark underground was relative. | thought we mght find |ack
of air a danger. But apparently whatever systemsupplied this depths with a
br eat habl e at nosphere was still operative.

At last we canme to the end of the passage and out. Not into a mne
burrowing, as | had conme nore and nore to expect, but into a room cranmed
wi th apparatus, equipnent, sone firmy based on the floor, the rest on
tables or long counters. In the mddle of this expanse was a bl aze of |ight
toward which Eet wanted to go.

A cone-shaped object perhaps as tall as | sat on a table by itself. And in
it a transparent porthole allowed one to view an inner rack on which rested
a dozen of the zero stones, vibrant with glowing life as we brought the two
we carried closer to their container

Resting beside the <cone, on the table, was a second rack to which were
cl anped a further dozen rough, uncut stones. They were as black as lunps of
carbon, vyet they did not have the burned-out |ook of the exhausted zero
stones we had found in the derelict space ship on our first trial of the
power of the genms. Eet sprang frommny shoulder to the top of the table, put
down the bow , and set about prying at the porthole in the cone, trying to
get at the jewels within. But sonething about that whole array triggered ny
menory. There are many ways of cheating known to the experienced gem buyer.
Stones may be so treated as to change their color, even hide flaws. Heat



wi Il transform anethyst to gol den topaz. A conbination of heat and chemnica
skillfully used can nmake a near undetectabl e royal rovan of the best crinson
hue from a pal e- pi nk one. Heat can do--

| 1 oosened one of the black lunps fromthe rack and brought out ny jeweler's

lens. | had no way of testing the thing | held, yet there grewin ne the
belief that this was the matrix, the true zero stone. They night not be
natural gens at all, but nmanufactured--which could logically give them the

power to step up energy.

The thing | held was certainly odd. Its surface was velvety to the eye, but
not the touch. If it had been shaped |like a seed pod--1 drew a deep breath.
Mermory was playing a strange trick on ne. Surely it had to be a trick

Once before |I had found stones, or what appeared to be stones, tunbled in a
stream To the eye, though not to the touch, they had had a vel vety, al npst

furred surface. One of those stones had been appropriated by the ship's cat,
who had licked it, swallowed it, to give birth to--Eet! These were hunks of
m neral, not rounded, podlike. But their surfaces--

| looked to Eet as | weighed that lunp in ny hand. He had di scovered the
secret of the latch on the porthole, jerked it open, and was taking out the
rack wth the finished genms. Then, to ny anazenent, as the weight of the

tray was lifted fromthe |atches which held it, | saw the cone cone to life,
alight flash onin its interior. Wthout thinking (further than wanting)
past ny desire to prove the truth of ny suspicion, | inserted the second
rack, saving out only the lunp | had taken fromit. My fingers were al npst

trapped as the porthole snapped shut of its own accord. And blazing 1ight,
blinding to any direct gaze, gathered behind the viewplate.

| had ny answer. "Made stones."

Zilwich picked up one fromthe other rack, took fromne the black lunmp to
conpar e.

"Yes, | believe you are correct. And | do not think that this"--he indicated
the black lunp--"is true ore or matrix either." He turned his bandaged head
from right to left to viewthe room The |light was breaking in fierce waves
fromthe cone, giving us a far radiance. "This was, | am certain, a
| aboratory."

"Which rmeans," Ryzk conmented, "that these are the |ast stones we may ever
see. Unless they left records of how-"

There was sudden horrible shrilling, hurting one's ears, reaching into the
brain. I gave one glance at the cone and grabbed for Eet, shoul dered
Zilwich back, and cried out a warning. Then fire broke through the top of
t he oven, fountained up. Somehow | hit the floor, Eet fighting in ny hold,
t he Zacathan's body hal f under m ne

Then--the Iight went out!

The following dark was so thick it snmothered one. | groped for the beaner at
nmy belt, for the second tine unable to be sure whether ny eyes or the 1ight
itself had failed. But a ray answered my press of button

| aimed at the table, or where the table had stood. Now there was not hing at
all! Nothing but a fan of clear space, as if the power had eaten a path for
itsel f--but away, not toward us. Only one thing still lay there, seemingly
unharned, as if it was armored for all time against destruction--the map
bow . Eet uttered a sound, one of the few he had ever made. He broke from ny
hold and ran for it. But before he reached it he stopped short and | cried
out even | ouder, noved by enotion in which fear and awe were ni ngl ed.

For in the beamof the torch Eet's furred body shimered. He reared on his
hind | egs as m ght an animal caught by a throat collar and tight |eash as it
reached the end of the slack allowed it.

H s hand-paws flailed at the air, and fromhis jaws cane a wail of agony.
But no mind-touch. It was as if then he was only ani nal .

Wth his back stiff, high-reared on his hind | egs, he began to nove jerkily,
in a kind of weird, manifestly painful dance, round in a circle, the center
of which was the bow . Froth gathered on his muzzle, his eyes rolled wldly,
and his body continued to shinmrer until he was only a mi sty col um.



That columm grew taller, larger. It mght be that the atons which had forned
the sustance of Eet's half-feline body were being dispersed, that he was
literally being shaken into nothingness. Yet, instead of spreading out then
into wsps, the mst began to coalesce again. Still the solidifying colum
was not as small as Eet, nor was it gathering into the same shape.

I could not nmove, nor did Zilwich, nor Ryzk. The beamer had fallen from ny
hand, but lay so that its ray, if only by chance, held full on Eet, or what
had been Eet, and the bow .

Darker, thicker, and nore solid grew the colum of that shuddering thing.
Eet had been as large as his foster nmother, the ship's cat. This was al nost

as tall asI. At last it stopped growing, and its frenzied circling about
the bow becane slower and slower, then finally halted.
I was still held in frozen astoni shnent.

| had seen Eet take three shapes by hallucinatory disguise: the pookha, the
reptilian thing at Lyl estane, and the hairy subhuman who had entered \Waystar
with nme. But that he had willed this last change | was certain was not true.
He was hunmanoi d and- -

A sl ender body, yet curved, with long shapely legs, a small waist, and above
t hat - -

He- - no--SHE--stood very still, staring at her outstretched hands, their skin
soft, wth a pearly sheen to their golden hue. She bent her head as if to
vi ew that body, ran her hands up and down it, perhaps to reassure herself
that this was what she now saw

VWhile fromZilwich broke a single word: "Luar!"

Eet's head turned, she |ooked at us wth |large eyes, a deeper and richer
gol den than her skin, drew her |ong dark-red hair about her as a cloak. Then
she stooped and picked up the bow. Balancing it on the pal mof one hand,
she wal ked to us along the beamof the torch, as if to inpress upon us her
al t ered appear ance.

"Luar?" Her |ips shaped the word. "No--Thal an!"

She hesitated, her eyes not on us for a nonment but |ooking beyond us, as if
t hey saw what we never could. "Luar we knew, vyes, and dwelt there for a
space, Honorable One, so that we left traces of our passage there. But it
was not our hone. W are the Searchers, the Born-again ones. Thalan, vyes.
And before that, others, nany others."

She held out the bowl, reversed it so we could see the map. But the wi nk of
the zero stone on it was dead, and that other stone it had held had
vani shed. "The treasure we sought here--it is now gone. Unless your wi se
ones, Honorable Elder, can read very forgotten riddles."

"Thanks to you, Jern!"

| staggered as a sudden bl ow against nmy armthrew nme hard agai nst one of the
pi eces of equi pnent based on the floor. | clung to it so as not to go down.
Eet, in one of those 1ightning nmovenents which had been his--hers--as a
feline mutant, snatched up the beaner fromthe floor. She swung the ful
light on Ryzk as the pilot was setting another bolt to his crossbow And
fromher lips came a clear whistle.

Ryzk twisted as if his body had been caught in the shriveling discharge of a
aser. His nmouth opened on a scream which remained soundl ess. And from his
now power | ess hands dropped his weapon.

"Enough!" Zilwich, noving with the dignity of his race, picked up the bow
The whistle stopped in md-note and Ryzk stood, turning his head from side
to side, as if he fought against sone mind daze and tried thus to shake it
away. G ngerly | investigated ny hurt by touch, since what light there was
Eet had focused on Ryzk, now weaving back and forth as if his will alone
kept himon his feet. | could find no cut, but the flesh was very tender
and | guessed it had been so close a niss that the shaft of the bolt had
brui sed ne sorely.

"Enough!" the Zacathan repeated. He dropped his hand on the pilot's
shoul der, steadied him as if they had been conrades-in-arnms. "The
treasure--the best treasure --still lies about us. Or"--he |ooked to Eet



measuringly-- "is now a part of us. You have what you have | ong w shed, One
Qut of Time. Do not begrudge | esser prizes to others.”

She spun the bowl on her hand and her lips curved in a snmle. "OF a surety,
Honorable Elder, at this hour I wish no hurt to any, having, as you have
poi nted out, achieved a certain purpose of ny own. And know edge is
treasure--"

"No nore stones,"” | said aloud, not really knowi ng why. "No nore trouble. W
are |luckier w thout them-"
Ryzk raised his head, blinking in the Ilight. He looked to where | |eaned

agai nst my support but | think he did not really see ne.

"Well enough!" Eet said alnost briskly then. "The Honorable Elder is right.
We have found a treasure world, which he and his kind are best fitted to
exploit. Is this not so?"

"Yes." | had no doubts of that. Ryzk shook his head once nore, but not in
denial. It was rather to try and clear his nind

"The stones--" he said hoarsely.

"Were bait for too many traps,” | answered. "Do you want the @uild, those of

Waystar, the Patrol, always at your heel s?"

He rai sed his hand, wiped it back and forth across his face. Then he | ooked
to Zilwich, keeping his eyes carefully fromEet, as if fromthe Zacathan
al one he m ght expect an answer he could accept as the truth.

"Still treasure?" There was sonmething curiously childlike in that question
as if Eet's strange attack had wi ped fromthe pilot years of suspicion and
war i ness.

"More than can be reckoned." Zilwich spoke soothingly. But treasure no
longer interested ne. | watched rather Eet. As nmutant and trader we had been
conpani ons. But what would follow now? M nd-touch instead of words,
anusement in part but delicately so, came swiftly in answer to nmy chaotic
t houghts. "1 told you once, Miurdoc Jern, we each have in us that which nust
depend upon the other. | needed your body in the beginning, you needed
certain attributes which I possessed in the woefully limted one | acquired.
W are not now i ndependent of each other-- unless you wish it, just because
| have found a body better for ny purposes. In fact, one which, as I
renenber, served ny race very well thousands of years ago. But | do not
decl are our partnership at an end because of that. Do you?"

She came forward then, tossing fromher the bow, the torch, as if both were
no | onger of service to her. Then her touch was on ny body, l|ight, soothing
above ny bruised hurt.

| had chaffed against Eet's superiority many tinmes, sought to break his--her
(I still could not quite accept the change) hold on nme, that tie which fate,
or Eet, had sonehow spun between us since he--she--had been born on nmy bunk
in the Free Trader.

It seened that her touch now drew away the pain in ny armand side. And

knew that for better or worse, for ill tines and good, there was no casting
away of what that fate had given nme. Wen | accepted that, all else fel
into pl ace.

"Do you--?" Her mnd-touch was the faintest of whispers.
"No!" My reply was strong, clear, and | nmeant it with all of ne.
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