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Star Born By Andre Norton

1
SHOOTI NG STAR

THE TRAVELERS had sighted the cove fromthe sea-a narrow bite into the land, the first break in
the cliff wall which protected the interior of this continent fromthe pounding of the ocean. And,
al though it was still but m dafternoon, Dalgard pointed the outrigger into the pronised shelter
the dip of his steering paddle swinging in harnony with that w el ded by Sssuri in the bow of their
narrow, wave-riding craft.

The two voyagers were neither of the sane race nor of the sanme species, yet they worked
toget her without words, as if they had established sone bond which gave them a rapport
transcendi ng the need for speech

Dal gard Nordis was a son of the Colony; his kind had not originated on this planet. He was
not as tall nor as heavily built as those Terran outl aw ancestors who had fled political enemes
across the Galaxy to establish a foothold on Astra, and there were other subtle differences
between his generation and the parent stock
,. Thin and wiry, his skin was brown fromthe gentle toasting of the sumer sun, meking the
fairness of his closely cropped hair even nore noticeable. At his side was his |ong bow, carefully
wrapped in water-resistant flying-dragon skin, and fromthe belt which supported his short
breeches of tanned duo corn hide swng a two-foot bl ade-half wood-knife, half sword. To the eyes
of his Terran forefathers he woul d have presented a barbaric picture. In his own mnd he was anply
clad and arned for the man-journey which was both his duty and his heritage to nake before he took
his place as a full adult in the Council of Free Men

In contrast to Dalgard' s smooth skin, Sssuri was covered with a fluffy pelt of rai nbow
ti pped gray fur. In place of the human's steel blade, he wore one of bone, barbed and ugly, as
menaci ng as the spear now resting in the bottomof the outrigger. And his round eyes watched the
sea with the famliarity of one whose natural hone was beneath those same waters

The nouth of the cove was narrow, but after they negotiated it they found thenselves in a
pocket of bay, sheltered and calm into which trickled a | azy stream The gray-blue of the seashore
sand was only a fringe beyond which was turf and green stuff. Sssuri's nostril flaps expanded as
he tested the warm breeze, and Dal gard was busy catal oguing scents as they dragged their craft
ashore They could not have found a nore perfect place for a canp site.

Once the canoe was safely beached, Sssun picked up his spear and, wi thout a word or
backward gl ance, waded out into the sea, disappearing into the depths, while his conpanion set
about his share of canp tasks. It was still early in the sumer-too early to expect to find ripe
fruit But Dalgard runmaged in his voyager's bag and brought out a hal f-dozen crystal beads. He
laid these out on a flat-topped stone by the stream seating hinself cross-1egged beside it.

To the onl ooker it would appear that the traveler was neditating. A w de-w nged living
splotch of color fanned by overhead; there was a distant yap of sound. Dal gard neither | ooked nor
|istened. But perhaps a minute |later what he awaited arrived. A hopper, its red-brown fur sleek
and gleanming in the sun, its eternal curiosity drawing it, peered cautiously fromthe bushes.

Dal gard nmade mi nd touch. The hoppers did not really think-at |east not on the |evels where
conmmmuni cati on was possible for the col onists-but sensations of friendship and good will could be
broadcast, primtive ideas exchanged.

The small animal, its humanlike front paw hands dangling over its creany vest, cane out
fully into the open, black eyes flicking fromthe notionless Dalgard to the bright beads on

the rock. But when one of those paws shot out to snatch the treasure, the travel er's hand was

al ready cupped protectingly over the hoard. Dalgard forned a nental picture and beaned it at the
twenty-inch creature before him The hopper's ears tw tched nervously, its blunt nose wi nkl ed,
and then it bounded back into the brush, a weaving |ine of noving grass marking its retreat.

Dal gard wi thdrew his hand fromthe beads. Through the years the Astran col oni sts had cone
to recognize the virtues of patience. Perhaps the nutation had begun before they left their native
worl d. O perhaps the change in tenperanent and nature had occurred in the m nds and bodi es of
that determ ned handful of refugees as they rested in the frozen cold sleep while their ship bore
them t hrough the wi de, uncharted reaches of deep space for centuries of Terran tinme. How | ong that
sl eep had | asted the survivors had never known. But those who had awakened on Astra were
different.
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And their sons and daughters, and the sons and daughters of two nore generations were
war med by a new sun, nourished by food grown in alien soil, taught the mind contact by the
anphi bi an mernmen with whomthe space voyagers had made an early friendshi p-each succeeding child
nore atuned to the new hone, less tied to the far-off world he had never seen or woul d see. The
colonists were not of the same breed as their fathers, their grandfathers, or great-grandfathers.
So, with other gifts, they had also a vast, tine-consum ng patience, which could be a weapon or a
tool, as they pleased not forgetting the instantaneous call to action which was their ol der
heri t age.

The hopper returned. On the rock beside the shining things it coveted, it dropped dried
and shriveled fruit. Dalgard's fingers separated two of the gleanm ng marbles, rolled themtoward
the animal, who scooped themup with a chirp of delight. But it did not |leave. Instead it peered
intently at the rest of the beads. Hoppers had their own formof intelligence," though it m ght
not conmpare with that of humans. And this
one was enterprising. In the end it delivered three nore | oads of fruit fromits burrow and took
away all the beads, both parties well pleased with their bargains.

Sssuri splashed out of the sea with as little ado as he had entered. On the end of his
spear twisted a fish. His fur, slicked flat to his strongly nuscled body, began to dry in the air
and fluff out while the sun awoke prismatic lights on the scales which covered his hands and feet.
He di spatched the fish and cleaned it neatly, tossing the offal back into the water, where sone
shadowy things arose to tear at the unusual bounty.

"This is not hunting ground."” H's message formed in Dalgard' s mnd: "That finned one had
no fear of nme."

"W were right then in heading north; this is newland." Dalgard got to his feet.

On either side, the cliffs, with their alternate bands of red, blue, yellow, and white
strata, walled in this pocket. They would nake far better time keeping to the sea | anes, where it
was not necessary to clinb. And it was Dalgard's cherished plan to add nore than just an inch or
two to the explorers' map in the Council Hall.

Each of the colony mal es was expected to make his man journey of discovery sonetinme
between his eighteenth and twentieth year. He went alone or, if he fornmed an attachnent with one
of the nernmen near his own age, acconpanied only by his knife brother. And from know edge so
gained the still-small group of exiles added to and expanded their information about their new
hone.

Caution was drilled into them For they were not the first masters of Astra, nor were they
the masters now. There were the ruins left by Those Qthers, the race who had popul ated this planet

until their own wars had conpleted their downfall. And the nmernmen, with their traditions of
sl avery and dark beginnings in the experinental pens of the older race, continued to insist that
across the sea-on the unknown western continent-Those Qthers still held onto the remants of a

degenerate civilization. Thus the explorers from Honeport , went out by ones and twos and used the
fauna of the land as
a neans of gathering information.

Hoppers coul d renenber yesterday only dimy, and instinct took care of tonmorrow. But what
happened today sped from hopper to hopper and could warn by m nd touch both nerman and human. |f
one of the dread snake-devils of the interior was on the hunting trail, the hoppers sped the
warni ng. Their vast curiosity brought themto the fringe of any disturbance, and they passed the
reason for it along. Dalgard knew there were a thousand eyes at his service whenever he wanted
them There was little chance of being taken by surprise, no matter how dangerous this journey
north m ght be.

"The city-" He forned the words in his mind even as he spoke them al oud. "How far are we
now fromit?"

The nerman hunched his slimshoulders in the shrug of his race. "' Three days' travel
maybe five. And it"-though his furred face displayed no readabl e enption, the sensation of
di staste was plain-"was one of the accursed ones. To such we have not returned since the days of
falling fire-"

Dal gard was wel |l acquainted with the ruins which lay not many miles from Homeport. And he
knew t hat that sprawing, devastated nmetropolis was not taboo to the mermen. But this other
mysterious settlenent he had recently heard of was still shunned by the sea people. Only Sssur
and a; few others of youthful years would consider a journey to explore the |ong-forbidden section
their traditions | abel ed as dangerous | and.

The belief that he was about to venture into questionable territory had nmade Dal gard
evasi ve when he reported his plans to the Elders three days earlier. But since such trips: were,
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by tradition, always thrusts into the unknown, they had: not questioned himtoo nuch. Al in all
Dal gard thought, watching Sssuri flake the firmpink flesh fromthe fish, he. night deem hinsel f
I ucky and this quest ordained. He went

of f to hack out arnm oads of grass and fashion the sleep mats for the sun-warned ground.

They had eaten and were | ounging in content on the soft sand just beyond the curl of the
waves when Sssuri lifted his head fromhis folded arms as if he listened. Like all those of his
species, his vestigial ears were hidden deep in his fur and no |onger served any real purpose; the
m nd touch served himin their stead. Dal gard caught his thought, though what had aroused his
conpanion was too rare a thread to trouble his | ess acute senses.

"Runners in the dark-"

Dal gard frowned. "It is still sun tinme. Wiat disturbs thenf"

To the eye Sssuri was still listening to that which his friend could not hear

"They cone fromafar. They are on the nove to find new hunting grounds."

Dal gard sat up. To each and every scout from Honeport

e unusual was a warning, a signal to alert nmind and body.

e runners in the night-that furred nonkey race of hunters who bed the nmoonl ess dark of

Astra when nost of the higher fauna were asl eep-were very distantly related to Sssuri's species,
t hough the gap between them was that between highly civilized man and the jungle ape. The runners
were harm ess and shy, but they were noted also for clinging stubbornly to one particular district
generation after generation. To find such a clan on the nove into newterritory was to be fronted
with a puzzle it mght be well to investigate.

"A snake-devil-" he suggested tentatively, formng a mnd picture of the vicious reptilian
danger which the colonists tried to kill on sight whenever and wherever encountered. H's hand went
to the knife at his belt. One met with weapons only that hissing hatred notivated by a brainl ess
ferocity which did not know fear

But Sssuri did not accept that explanation. He was sitting

up facing inland where the thread of valley met the cliff wall. And seeing his absorption, Dalgard
asked no distracting questions.

"No, no snake-devil-" after |long noments canme the answer. He got to his feet, shuffling
through the sand in the.', curious little half dance which betrayed his agitation nmore' strongly
than his thoughts had done.

"The hoppers have no news," Dal gard said.

Sssuri gestured inpatiently with one out flung hand. "Do'. the hoppers wander far from
their own nest nounds? Sone-: where there-" he pointed to the left and north "there is trouble,
bad trouble. Tonight we shall speak with the runners. and di scover what it may be."

Dal gard gl anced about the canmp with regret. But he made no protest as he reached for his
bow and stripped off its protective casing. Wth the quiver of heavy-duty arrows slung across his
shoul der he was ready to go, follow ng Sssuri in-,

| and. The easy valley path ended | ess than a quarter of a nile:
fromthe sea, and they were fronted by a wall of rock with", a,
no other option than to clinb. But the weltering sun nade
pl ain every possible hand and foot hold on its surface.

When they stood at |ast on the heights and | ooked ahead, it was across a broken stretch of
bare rock with the green” of vegetation beckoning fromat |east a nmle beyond. Sssuri, hesitated
for only a nonment or two, his round, alnopst. featureless head turning slowy, until he fixed on a

north-. easterly course-striking out unerringly as if he could al-. ready sight the goal. Dal gard
fell in behind, |ooking over. the country with a wary eye. This was just the type of land to
harbor flying dragons. And while those pests were snall, their lightning-swift attack from above

made t hem foes not, to be disregarded. But all the flying things he saw were two.. nmoth birds of
delicate hues engagi ng far over the sun-baked rock in one of their graceful w nged dances.

They crossed the heights and cane to the inland sl ope, a
drop toward the central interior plains of the continent. As they plowed through the high grasses
Dal gard knew they were under observation. Hoppers watched them And once through a break in a line
of trees he saw a snmall herd of duocorns race into the shelter of a wood. The presence of those
two- horned creatures, so |like the pictures he had seen of Terran horses, was insurance that the
snake-devils did not hunt in this district, for the swift-footed duocorns were never found w thin
a day's journey of their archeneni es.

Late afternoon faded into the long sumer twilight and still Sssuri kept on. As yet they
had come across no traces of Those OGthers. Here were none of the doned farm buil dings, the
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monorail tracks, the other relics one could find about Honeport. This wi de-open | and coul d have
been always a wilderness, left to the aninmals of Astra for their own. Dal gard specul ated upon
that, his busy inmagination supplying various reasons for such tract. Then the voicel ess
conmmuni cati on of his conpani on provi ded an expl anation

"This was barrier land."

"What ?"

Sssuri turned his head. His round eyes which blinked so seldomstared into Dalgard' s as if
by the intensity of that gaze he could drive home deeper his point.

"What lies to the north was protected in the days before the falling fire. Even Those"-the
di storted nernmen synbol for Those Ot hers was sharpened by the very hatred of all Sssuri's kind,
whi ch had not pal ed during the generations since their escape fromslavery to Astra's one-tine
mast ers" could not venture into sonme of their own private places without special leave. It is
perhaps true that the city we are seeking is one of those restricted ones and that this w | derness
is a boundary for it."

Dal gard's pace slowed. To venture .into a section of |and which had been used as a barrier
to protect sone secret of Those Others was a highly risky affair. The first expedition sent out
from Honmeport after the landing of the Terran refu-

gee ship had been shot down by robot-controlled guns still set against sone |ong-dead invader
Wuld this territory be so guarded? If so they had better go carefully now

Sssuri suddenly struck off at an angle, heading not northeast now, but directly north. The
brush |l ands along the foot of the cliffs gave way to open fields, bare except for the grass
rippled by the wind It was not the type of country to attract the night runners, and Dal gard
wondered a little. They should di scover water, preferably a shallow stream if they wanted to find
what the nonkey creatures |iked best.

Wthin a quarter-hour he knew that Sssuri was not going wong. Cradled in a sudden dip in
the I and was the stream Dal gard had been | ooking for. A hopper lifted a dripping nuzzle fromthe
shore ripples and stared at them Dalgard contacted the animal. It was .its usual curious self,
not hi ng had alarned or excited its interest. And he did not try to establish nore than a casua
contact as they nade their way down the bank to the edge of the stream Sssuri splashing in ankle-
deep for the sheer pleasure of feeling liquid curl about his feet and | egs once nore

Water dwellers fled fromtheir passing and insects buzzed and hovered. O herw se they
nmoved through a deserted world. The stream bed w dened and snall islands of gravel, swept together
inuntidy piles by the spring floods, arose dry topped, sonme already show ng the green of
vent uresone pl ants.

"Here-" Sssuri stopped, thrusting the butt of his spear into the shore of one such islet.
He dropped cross-1egged on his choice, there to remain patiently until those he sought would come
with the dark. Dalgard withdrew a little way downstream and took up a simlar post. The runners
were shy, not easy to approach. And they would cone nore readily if Sssuri were al one.

Here the nmurnur of the streamwas |oud, rising above the rustle of the w nd-driven grass.
And the night was coming fast as the sun, hidden by the cliff wall, sank into the sea.

Dal gard, knowi ng that his night sight was far inferior to that of the native Astran fauna,
resignedly settled hinself for an all-night stay, not without a second regretful menmory of the
snug canp by the shore.

Twi | i ght and then night. How | ong before the runners would nake their appearance? He coul d
pi ck up the sparks of thought which marked the coning and goi ng of hoppers, nobst hurrying off to
their nud-plastered nests, and sometimes a flicker fromthe nmind of sone other night creature Once
he was sure he touched the avid, raging hunger which marked a flying dragon, though they were not
natural ly hunters by darkness.

Dal gard nade no nove to contact Sssuri. The merman nust be left undisturbed in his nental
quest for the runners.

The scout | ay back on his miniature island and stared up into the sky, trying to sort out
all the myriad inpressions of |life about him It was then that he saw .it. .

An arrow of fire streaking across the black bow of Astra's night sky. A [ight so vivid,
so alien, that it brought himto his feet with a chill prickle of apprehension along his spine. In
all his years as a scout and woodsman, in all the stories of his fellows and his el ders at
Honeport-he had never seen, never heard of the |like of that!

And through his own wonder and alert alarm he caught Sssuri's added puzzl enent.

"Danger-" The nmerman's verdict fed his own unease.

Danger had crossed the night, fromeast to west. And to the west |ay what they had al ways
feared. What was going to happen now?
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2
PLANETFALL

RAF Kurwi, flitter pilot and techneer, lay on the padded shock cushi on of his assigned bunk and
stared with wide, disillusioned eyes at the stretch of stark, gray netal directly overhead. He
tried to close his ears to the nutter of meaningless words conming from across the narrow cabin.
Raf had. known fromthe nmonment his name had been drawn as crew nenber that the whole trip would be
a ganble, a wild ganble with the odds all against them RS 10-those very' nunbers on the nose of
the ship told part of the story. Ten' exploring fingers thrust in turn out into the blackness of
space. RS 3's fate was known-she had bl ossoned into a pinpoint of flame within the orbit of Mars.
And RS 7 had clearly gone out of control while instrunents on Terra could. still pick up her
broadcasts. O the rest-well, none had re- . turned.

But the ships were built, manned by ot fromthe trainees,! and sent out, one every five
years, with all that had been
| earned fromthe previous job, each refinenent the engineers.” could discover incorporated into
the latest to rise fromthe
| aunchi ng cradl e.

RS 10- Raf closed his eyes with weary distaste. After, nonths of being trapped inside her
ever-vibrating shell, he= felt that he knew each and every rivet, seam and plate in her only too
well. And there was no reason yet to believe that the voyage would ever end. They would just go on
and; on through enpty space until dead nmen manned a drifting hul k-

There-to picture that was a danger signal. Wenever his, thoughts reached that particul ar
point, Raf tried to think of:
sonet hing else, to break the chain of dismal foreboding. How? By joining in Wnstead' s nonol ogue
of complaint and regret? Raf had heard the same words over and over so often that they no |onger
had any meani ng-except as a series of sounds he might mss if the man who shared this pocket were
suddenly stricken dunb.

"Shoul d never have put in for training-" Wnstead' s whine went up the scale.

That was unorigi nal enough. They had all had that idea the mnute after the sorter had
pl ucked their nanes for crew inclusion. No matter what notive had led thenml, into the stiff course
of training-the fabulous pay, a real interest iri the project, the exploring fever-Raf did not
believe that there was a single man whose heart had not sunk when he had been selected for flight.
Even he, who had dreaned all his |life of the stars and the wonders which might lie just beyond the
big junp, had been honestly sick on the day he had shoul dered his bag aboard and had first taken
his place on this mat and waited, dry nouthed and shivering, for blast-off.

One lost all sense of tine out here. They ate sparingly, slept when they could, tried to
whil e away the endless hours artificially divided into set periods. But still weeks mght be
mont hs, or nonths weeks. They coul d have been years in space-or only days. Al they knew was the
unendi ng nonot ony whi ch dragged upon a man until he either |apsed into a dreany rejection of his
surroundi ngs, as had Hanp and Floy, or flew into nmurderous rages, such as kept Morris in solitary
confinenent at present. And no foreseeable end to the flight-

Raf breathed shallowy. The air was stale, he could alnost taste it. It was difficult now
to remenber being in the open air under a sky, with fresh wi nds bl owi ng about one. He tried to
picture on that dull strip of netal overhead a stretch of green grass, a tree, even the blue sky
and floating white clouds. But the patch renai ned stubbornly gray, the nurnur

of Wbnstead went on and on, a drone in his aching ears, the throb of the ship's |ife beat through
his own thin body.

What had it been like on those |legendary early flights, ' when the secret of the
overdrive had not yet been discovered, . when any who dared the path between star and star had
surrendered to sl eep, perhaps to wake again generations |ater, perhaps never to rouse agai n? He
had seen the few ' docunents discovered four and five hundred years ago in the rai ded headquarters
of the scientific outlaws who had fled the regi mented world government of Pax and dared space on
the single hope of surviving such a journey in cold sleep, the secret of which had been |ost. At
| east, Raf thought, they had escaped the actual disconfort of the voyage.

Had they found their new world or worlds? The end of their ventures had been debated

t housands of tinmes since those docunents had been nade public, after the downfall,,'. of Pax and
the com ng into power of the Federation of Free
Men.
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In fact it was the publication of the papers which had given the additional spur to the
buil ding of the RS arnada. What nan had dared once he could dare anew. And the pursuit of
knowl edge whi ch had been so | ong forbidden under Pax was heady excitenent for the world. Research
and di scovery becane feverish avenues of endeavor. Even the slimhope of a successful star voyage
and the return to Terra with such rich spoils of infornmation was enough to harness three quarters
of the planet's energy for close to a hundred years.

And if the RS 10 was not successful, there would be 11, 12, nore-flaning into the sky and
out into the void, unless some newer and nore .intriguing experinment devel oped to center public
i magi nation in another direction

Ref's eyes cl osed wearily. Soon the gong would sound and this period of rest would be
officially ended. But it was hardly worth rising. He was not in the | east hungry for the
,a
concentrated food. He could repeat the information tapes they carried dull word for dull word.

"Not hi ng to see-nothing but these blasted walls!" Again Wnstead' s voice arose in
quer ul ous protest.

Yes, while in overdrive there was nothing to see. The ports of the ship would be seal ed
until they were in normal space once nore. That is, if .it worked and they were not caught up
forever within this -thick trap where there was no tine, light, or distance

The gong sounded, but Raf nade no nove to rise. He heard Wnstead nove, saw fromthe
corner of his eye the other's bul k heave up obediently fromthe pad.

"Hey- mess gong!" He pointed out the obvious to Raf.

Wth a sigh the other |evered hinself up on his elbows. If he did not nove, Wnstead was
capabl e of reporting himto the captain for strange behavior, and they were all too alert to a
di vagation which mght nean trouble. He had no desire to end in confinenent with Mrris.

“"I"'mcomng," Raf said sullenly. But he renained sitting on the edge of the pad until
Winstead | eft the cabin, and he followed as slowy as he coul d.

So he was not with the others when a new sound tore through the constant vibrating hum
which filled the narrow corridors of the ship. Raf stiffened, the icy touch of fear tensing his
nmuscl es. Was that the red alarm of disaster?

Hi s eyes went to the light at the end of the short passage. But no blink of warning red
shown there. Not danger-then what-?

It took hima full noment to realize what he had heard, not the signal of doom but the
sound which was to herald the acconplishnent of their nission-the sound whi ch unconsci ously they
had all given up any hope of ever hearing. They had rmade it!

The pilot | eaned weakly against the wall, and his eyes snmarted, his hands were trenbling
In that nonment he knew

that he had never really, honestly, believed that they would succeed. But they had! RS 10 had
reached the stars!

"Strap down for turnout-strap down for turnout-1" The di senbodi ed voi ce scream ng through
the ship's speecher was that of Captain Hobart, but it was al nost unrecogni zable with enotion. Raf
turned and stunbl ed back to his cabin, staggered to throw hinself once nore on his pad as he
funbled with the straps he nust buckl e over him

He heard rather than saw Wnstead blunder in to follow his exanple, and for the first time
in months the other was dunmb, not uttering a word as he stowed away for the breakthrough which
shoul d take them back into normal space and the star worlds. Raf tore a nail on a fastening,
mutt ered.

"Condition red-condition red- Strap down for breakthrough-" Hobart chanted at them from
the walls. "One, two, three" -the count swung on nuneral by nuneral; then- "ten -Stand by-"

Raf had forgotten what breakthrough was |ike. He had gone through it the first tinme when
still under take-off sedation. But this was worse than he renmenbered, so nuch worse. He tried to
scream out his protest against the torture which twi sted nmind and body, but he could not utter
even a weak cry. This, this was unbearable-a man could go mad . or die-die-die

He aroused with the flat sweetness of blood on his tongue, a splitting pain behind the

eyes he tried to focus on the too famliar scrap of wall. A voice booned, receded, and booned
again, filling the air and at |ast making sense, .in it aring of wild triunph!

“"Made it! This is it, men, we've nmade it; Sol-class sun three planets. W'Ill set an orbit
i n_ n

Raf licked his lips. It was still too nuch to swallow in one nental gulp. So, they had

made it-half of their venture was acconplished. They had broken out of their own solar' system
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made the big junp, and before themlay the un-
known. Now it was within their reach.

"D you hear that, kid?" demanded Wbnstead, his voice no | onger an accusing whine, nore
steady than Raf ever renenbered hearing it. "W got through! We'll hit dirt again] Dirt-" his
words trailed away as if he were sinking into sone blissful daydream

There was a different feeling to the ship herself. The steady drone which had ached in
their ears, their bones, as she bored her way through the alien hyperspace had changed to a purr
as if she, too, were rejoicing at the success of their desperate try. For the first time in weary
weeks Raf renenbered his own duties duties which would begin when the RS 10 cane in to a fl ane-
cushioned | anding on a new world. He was to assenble and ready the snmall exploration flyer, to man
its controls and take it up and out. Frowning, he began to run over in his nmnd each step in the
preparations he nust nake as soon as they pl aneted.

I nformati on cane down fromcontrol, where now the ports were open on nornal space and the
engi nes were under control of the spacer's pilot. Their goal was to be the third planet, one which
showed signs of atnosphere, of water and earth ready and waiti ng.

Those who were not on flight duty crowded into the tiny central cabin where they el bowed
each other before the viewer. The ball of alien earth grew froma pinpoint to the size of an
orange. They forgot time in the wonder which none had ever thought .in his heart he would see on
the screen. Raf knew that in control every second of this was being recorded as they began to
establish a braking orbit, which with luck would bring them down on the surface of the new world.

"Cities-those nust be cities]" Those in the cabin studied the plate with awe as the
information filtered through the crew. Lablet, their xenobiologist, sat with his fingers rigid on
the I ower bar of the visa plate, so intent that nothing could break his vigil, while the rest
specul ated wildly. Had they really seen cities?

Raf went down the corridor to the door of the sealed conpartnent that held the machi ne and
the supplies for . which he was responsi ble. These | ast hours of waiting were worse with their
naggi ng suspense than all the tinme which j had gone before. If they could only set down]

He had, on training trips which now seened very far in the past, trod the rust-red desert
country of Mars, waddled in a bulky protective suit across the peaked ranges of the dead Mbon
known sonething of the larger asteroids. But how wuld it feel to tread ground warned by the rays
of an- ,~, other sun? Inmagination with which his superiors did not credit himbegan to stir.
Traits inherited froma mixture of races were there to be summoned. Raf retreated once nore into
his cabin and sat on his bunk pad, staring down at his 4 own capabl e nmechani c's hands wi t hout
seeing them picturing instead all the wonders which might lie just beyond the p next few hours
i mprisonnent in this netallic shell he had grown to hate with a dull but abiding hatred.

Al t hough he knew t hat Hobart mnust be fully as eager as any of themto land, it seenmed to
Raf, and the other inpatient .1 crew nenbers, that they were very long in entering the atnosphere
of the chosen world. It was only when the order . cane to strap down for deceleration that they
were in a neasure satisfied. Pull of gravity, ship beaning in at an angle which swept it from
night to day to night again as it encircled that unknown gl obe. They could not watch their
obj ective any longer. The future depended entirely upon e the skill of the three nen in control -
and last of all upon Hobart's judgnent and skill.

The captai n brought them down, riding the flam ng counter-blasts fromthe ship's tail to
set her on her fins in an expert point landing, so that the RS 10 was a finger of light "into the
sky, amid w sps of snoke from brush ignited by her | anding.

There was another wait which seened endless to the restless men within, a wait until the
air was anal yzed, the
countrysi de surveyed. But when the go-ahead signal was given and the ranp swung out those first at
the hatch still hesitated for an instant or so, though the way before them was open

Beyond the burnt ground about the ship was a rolling plain covered with tall grass which
rippled under the wind. And the freshness of that wind cleansed their lungs of the taint of the
shi p.

Raf pulled off his helnet, held his head high in that breeze. It was like bathing in air
washi ng away the smog of those |ong days of inprisonment. He ran down the ranp, past the little
group of those who had preceded him and fell on his knees in the grass, catching at it with his
hands, a little overawed at the wonder of it all

The wi de sweep of sky above themwas not entirely blue, he noted. There was the faintest
suggestion of green, and across it noved clouds of silver. But, save for the grass, they m ght be
in a dead and enpty world. Where were the cities? O had those been born of inagination?

After a while, when the wonder of this |anding had sonewhat worn away, Hobart sunmoned
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them back to the prosaic business of setting up base. And Raf went to work at his own task. The
seal ed storeroom was opened, the supplies slung by crane down fromthe ship. The conpact assenbly,
streanlined for this purpose, was all ready for the norrow

They spent the night within the ship, nmuch against their will. After the taste of freedom
they had been given, the cranped interior weighed upon them closing like a prison. Raf lay on his
pad unable to sleep. It seemed to himthat he could hear, even through the heavy plates, the sigh
of that refreshing wind, the call of the open world lying ready for them Step by step in his
m nd, he went through the process for which he woul d be responsible the next day. The uncrating of
the small flyer, the assenbling of frane and notor. And sonetine in the nmidst of that survey he
did

fall asleep, so deeply that Whnstead had to shake hi m awake in the norning.

He bolted his food and was out at his job before it was far past dawn. But eager as he was
to get to work, he paused just to look at the earth scuffed up by his boots, to stare for a | ong
monent at a stal k of tough grass and renenber with, a thrill which never |essened that this was
not native earth or grass, that he stood where none of his race, or even of his kind, had stood
before-on a new planet in a new sol ar system

Raf's expert training and instruction paid off. By evening he had the flitter assenbled
save for the motor which still reposed on the turning block. One party had gone questing out into
the grass and returned with the story of a streamhidden in a gash in the plain, and Wnstead
carried the linp body of a rabbit-sized furred creature he had knocked over at the waterside.

"Acted tame." Wonstead was proud of his kill. "Stupid thing just stood and watched ne
while | let fly with a stone.”

Raf picked up the little body. Its fur was red-brown, plush
thick, and very soft to the touch. The breast was creany
white and the forepaws curiously short with an uncanny re
senbl ance to his own hands. Suddenly he w shed that Won
stead had not killed it, though he supposed that Chou, their
bi ol ogi st, would be grateful. grateful. But the aninal |ooked particu
larly defenseless. It would have been better not to mark
their first day on this newwrld with a killing-even if it
were the knocking over of a stupid rabbit thing. The pil ot
was gl ad when Chou bore it off and he no longer had to | ook
at it.

It was after the evening neal that Raf was called into consultation by the officers to
receive his orders. Wien he reported that the flitter, barring unexpected accidents, would be air-
borne by the follow ng afternoon, he was shown an enlarged picture fromthe records made during
the descent of the RS 10.

There was a city, right enough-showing up well fromthe air. Hobart stabbed a finger down
into the heart of it.

"This lies south fromhere. W' Il cruise in that direction."

Raf woul d have liked to ask sone questions of his own. The city photographed was a sizable
one. Way then this deserted | and here? Why hadn't the inhabitants been out to investigate the
puzzl e of the space ship's |landing? He said slowy, "I've nmounted one gun, sir. Do you want the
other installed? It will nean that the flitter can only carry three instead of four-"

Hobart pulled his lower |lip between his thunmb and forefinger. He glanced at his |ieutenant
then to Lablet, sitting quietly to one side. It was the latter who spoke first.

"I'd say this shows definite traces of retrogression." He touched the photograph. "The
pl ace may even be only a ruin."

"Very well. Leave off the other gun,"” Hobart ordered crisply. "And be ready to fly at dawn
day after tonmorrowwith full field kit. You're sure she'll have at |east a thousand-mle cruising
radi us?"

Raf suppressed a shrug. How could you tell what any nachi ne woul d do under new conditions?
The flitter had been put through every possible test in his home world. Wether she would perform
as perfectly here was another matter.

"They thought she would, sir,’
after the notor is installed.”

Captain Hobart dismssed himwith a nod, and Raf was glad to clatter down | adders into the
cool of the evening once nore. Flying high in a fornmation of two | anes were sone distant birds, at
| east he supposed they were birds. But he did not call attention to them Instead he watched t hem
out of sight, lingering alone with no desire to join those crew menbers who had built a canpfire a

he replied. "I'lIl take her up for a shakedown run tonorrow
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little distance fromthe ship. The flanes were faniliar and cheerful, a portion, somehow, of their
native world transported to the new.

Raf could hear the murnur of voices. But he turned and went to the flitter. Taking his
hand torch, he checked the work he had done during the day. Tonmorrowtonorrow he could take her up
into the blue-green sky, circle out over the sea of grass for a short testing flight. That much he
wanted to do

But the thought of the cruise south, of venturing toward that sprawling splotch Hobart and
Lablet identified as a city was sonehow di stasteful, and he was reluctant to think about
it.'

3
SNAKE- DEVI L' S TRAI L

DALGARD drew t he wat er proof covering back over his bow, making a careful job of it, preparatory to
their pushing out to sea once nore. But he was as intent upon what Sssuri had to tell as he was on
hi s occupati on of the noment.

"But that is not even a hopper runor,'’
fl ow of thought.

"No. But, renmenber, to the runners yesterday is very far away. One night is |ike another
they do not reckon tinme as we do, nor lay up nenories for future guidance. They left their native
hunting grounds and are drifting south. And only a very great peril would | ead the runners into
such a break. It is against all their instincts!"

"So, long ago-which may be nont hs, weeks, or just days there cane death out of the sea,
and those who lived past its conmng fled-".Dalgard repeated the scanty information Sssuri had won
for themthe night before by patient hour-long coaxing. "Wat kind of death?"

Sssuri's, great eyes, sonber and a little tired, net his. "To us there is only one kind of
death to be greatly feared.'

"But there are the snake-devils-" protested the col ony scout.

"To be hunted down by snake-devils is death, yes. But it is a quick death, a death which
can come to any living thing that is not swift or wary enough. For to the snakedevils all things
that live and nove are nerely nmeat to fill the aching pit in their swollen bellies. But there were
in the old days other deaths, far worse than what one neets under a snake-devil's claws and fangs.
And those are the deaths we fear." He was running the smooth haft of his spear back and forth
through his fingers as if testing the bal ance of the weapon because the time was not far away when
he must rely upon it.

"Those Ot hers!" Dal gard shaped the words with his lips as well as in his mnd

"Just so." Sssuri did not nod, but his thought was in conplete agreenent.

"Yet they have not cone before-not since the ship of ny fathers | anded here," Dal gard
protested, not against Sssuri's judgment but against the whol e idea.

The nernman got to his feet, sweeping his armto indicate not only the cove where they now
sheltered but the continent behind it.

"Once they held all this. Then they warred and killed, until but a handful lay in cover to
lick their wounds and wait. It has been many threes of seasons since they left that cover. But now
they conme again-to loot their place of secrets Perhaps in the tine past they have forgotten nuch
so that now they must renew their know edge."

Dal gard stowed the bow in the bottom of the outrigger. "I think we had better go and see,"
he commented, "so that we may report true tidings to our Elders-sonething nore than runors | earned
from night runners.”

"That is so."

he was protesting, breaking into his conpanion's

They paddl ed out to sea and turned the prow of the light! craft north. The character of
the land did not change. diffs® still walled the coast, in sone places rising sheer fromthe:
water, in others broken by a footing of coarse beach. Only, flying things were to be sighted over
their rocky crowns.

But by midday there was an abrupt alteration in the scene. A wide river cut through the
hei ghts and gave birth to a' fan-shaped delta thickly covered with vegetation. Half hidden'. by
the riot of growi ng things was a building of the dome' shape Dal gard knew so well. Its w ndow ess,
doorl ess surface reflected the sunlight with a gl assy sheen, and to casu
i nspection it was as untouched as it had been on the day its nasters had either died within it or
left it for the last tinme, perhaps centuries before.
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"This is one way into the forbidden city," Sssuri announced. "Once they stationed guards
here. "

Dal gard had been about to suggest a closer inspection of  the done but that remark nade
himhesitate. If it had been:. one of the fortifications riming in a forbidden ground, there: was
nore than an even chance that unwary invaders, even this long after, mght stunble into sone trap
still working, automatically.

"Do we go upriver?" He left it to Sssuri, who had the traditions of his people to guide
him to make the decision. _

The merman | ooked at the dome; it was evident fromhis= attitude that he had no wish to
examine it nore closely. ' "They had nmachi nes which fought for them and sonetines. those nachines
still fight. This river is the natural entrance for an eneny. Therefore it would have been well
def ended. "

Under the sun the green reach of the delta had a nost: peaceful appearaffce. There was a
fam |y of duck-dogs fishing fromthe beach, scooping their broad bills into the nud to | ocate
wat er worms. And noth birds danced in the air currents overhead. Yet Dalgard was ready to agree
with his' conpani on-beware the easy way. They di pped their paddles
deep and, cut across the river current toward the cliffs to the north.

Two days of steady coastw se traveling brought themto a great bay. And Dal gard gasped as
the full sight of the port confronting themburst into view

Tiers of |edges had been cut and blasted in the native rock, extending fromthe sea back
into the land in a series of giant steps. Each of them was covered with buildings, and here the
ancient war had left its mark. The rock itself had been brought to a bubbling boil and sent in now
frozen rivers down that stairway in a hal f-dozen places, overwhelmng all structures in its path,
and leaving crystallized streanms to reflect the sun blindingly.

"So this is your secret city!"

But Sssuri shook™ his round head. "This is but the sea entrance to the country," he
corrected. "Here struck the day of fire,' and we ,need not fear the nachines which doubtless lie
in wait el sewhere."

They beached the outrigger and hid it in the shell of one of the ruined buildings on the
| onest | evel. Dalgard sent out a questing thought, hoping to contact a hopper or even a duck-dog.
But seemingly the ruins were bare of aninmal life, as was true in nost of the other towns and
cities he had explored in the past. The fauna of Astra was shy of any holding built by Those
O hers no matter how long it nay have been left to the wind, and cl eansing rain.

Wth difficulty and detours to avoid the rivers of once nolten rock, they made their way
slowy fromledge to | edge up that giant's staircase, not stopping to explore any of the buildings
as they passed. There was a taint of alien age about the city which repelled Dal gard, and he was
eager to get out of it into the clean countryside once nore. Sssuri sped on silent feet, his
shoul ders hunched, his distaste for the structures to be read in every line of his supple body.

When they reached the top, Dalgard turned to gaze down to the restless sea. Wat a
prospect! Perhaps Those O hers

had built thus for reasons of defense, but surely they, too, ° nust have paused now and then to be
proud of such a feat.
It was the nost inpressive site he had yet seen, and his re- , port of it would be a worthy

addition to the Honeport records.

A road ran straight fromthe top of the stair, stabbing inland w thout taking any notice
of the difficulties of the ™ terrain, after the usual arrogant nmanner of the alien engi neers. But
Sssuri did not followit. Instead he struck off to the left, avoiding that easy path, choosing to
cross through tangles; which had once been gardens or through open fields.

They were well out of the sight of the city before they flushed their first hopper, a full-
grown adult with oddly pale= fur. Instead of displaying the usual fearless interest in
strangers, the animal took one swift look at themand fled; as if a snake-devil had snorted at its
t humpi ng heels. And' Dal gard received a sharp inpression of terror, as if the hop-' per saw in him
sonme frightening nenace.

"What - ?" Honestly astounded, he | ooked to Sssuri for enlightenment.

The hoppers could be pests. They stole any snall bright; object which aroused their
interest. But they could al so be= persuaded to trade, and they usually had no fear of either
col oni st or nernan.

Sssuri's furred face might not convey much enotion, but by all the signs Dalgard could
read he knew that the merman was as startled as he by the strange behavior of the grass dweller

"He is afraid of those who walk erect as we do," he made", answer.
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Those who wal k erect-Dalgard was quick to interpret-. that.

He knew that Those Gt hers were biped, quasi-human in ~° form closer in physica
appearance to the colonists than to ~ the nernmen. And since none of Dal gard s people bad
penetrated this far to the north, nor had the nernen i nvaded
this taboo territory until Sssuri had agreed to cone, that left only the aliens. Those strange
peopl e whom t he col onists feared w thout knowi ng why they feared them whomthe nmermen hated with
a hatred which had not |essened with the years of freedom The faint runor carried by the
m grating runners nmust be true, for here was a hopper afraid of bipeds. And it nust have been
recently provided with a reason for such fear, since hoppers' nenories were very short and such
terror would have faded fromits mnd in a matter of weeks.

Sssuri halted in a patch of grass which reached to his waist belt. "It is best to wait
until the hours of dark."

But Dal gard could not agree. "Better for you with your night sight," he objected, "but I
do not have your eyes in ny head."

Sssuri had to admit the justice of that. He could travel under the noonless sky as sure-
footed as under broad sunlight. But to guide a blundering Dalgard through unknown country was not
practical. However, they could take to cover and that they did as speedily as possible, using a
zi gzag tactic which del ayed their advance but took themfromone bit of protecting brush or grove
of trees to the next, keeping to the fields well away fromthe road.

They canped that night without fire in a pocket near a spring. And while Dal gard was al ert
to all about them he knew that Sssuri was mind questing in a far wider circle, trying to contact
a hopper, a runner, any aninmal that could answer in part the inquiries they had. Wen Dal gard
could no longer hold open weary eyes, his |ast waking nenory was that of his conpanion sitting

statue-still, his spear across his knees, his head leaning a trifle forward as if what he |istened
to was as vocal as the hum of night insects.
Wen the col ony scout roused in the norning, his companion was stretched full Iength on

the other side of the spring, but his head cane up as Dal gard noved.

"W may go forward without fear,'
has gone. "

"Along tine ago?"

Dal gard was not surprised at Sssuri's negative answer. "Wthin days they have been here.
But they have gone once nore. It will be wise for us to | earn what they wanted here."

"Have they cone to establish a base here once nore?" Dal gard brought into the open the one
threat which had hung over his own clan since they first |learned that a few of Those thers stil
lived-even if overseas.

"If that is their plan, they have not yet done it." Sssuri rolled over on his back and
stretched. He had lost that tenseness of a hound in | eash which had marked himthe night before.
"This was one of their secret places, holding nuch of their know edge. They may return here on
gquest for that |earning."

Al at once Dal gard was consci ous of a sense of urgency. Suppose that what Sssuri
suggested was the truth, that Those Others were attenpting to recover the skills which had brought
on the devastating war that had turned this whole eastern continent into a w |l derness? Equi pped
with even the crunbs of such discoveries, they would be enem es agai nst which the Terran col onists
could not hope to stand. The few weapons their outlaw ancestors had brought with themon their
desperate flight to the stars were long since useless, and they had had no way of duplicating
them Since chil dhood Dal gard had seen no arnms except the bows and the sword-knives carried by al
venturing away from Honmeport. And what use would a bow or a foot or two of sharpened metal be
agai nst things which could kill froma distance or turn rock itself into a flowing, nolten river?

He was inpatient to nove on, to reach this city of forgotten know edge whi ch Sssuri was
sure |lay before them Perhaps the colonists could draw upon what was stored there as well as Those
O hers coul d.

Then he remenbered-not only renenbered but was corrected by Sssuri. "Think not of taking
their weapons into your hands." Sssuri did not |ook up as he gave that warning. "Long ago your
fathers' fathers knew that the know edge of Those OGthers was not for their taking."

A dimy remenbered story, a warning inpressed upon himduring his first guided trips into
the ruins near Homeport flashed into Dalgard' s mnd. Yes, he knew that some things had been
forbidden to his kind. For one, it was best not to exam ne too closely the bands of color patterns
whi ch served Those Ot hers as a neans of witten record. Tapes of the aliens' records had been
found and stored at Honmeport. But not one of the colonists had ventured to try to break the col or
code and |l earn what |lay | ocked in those bands. Once | ong ago such an experinment had led to the

he shaped the assurance. "What has troubled this |and
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brink of disaster, and such del vings were now consi dered too dangerous to be all owed.

But there was no harmin visiting this city, and certainly he nmust nmake sone report to the
Counci | about what m ght be taking place here, especially if Those Gthers were in residence or
visited the site.

Sssuri still kept to the fields, avoiding the highway, until md-norning, and then he made
an abrupt turn and brought themout on the soil-drifted surface of the road. The | and here was
seemngly deserted. No noth birds perforned their air ballets overhead, and they did not see a
single hopper. That is, they did not until the road di pped before them and they started down into
a cupped hollow filled with buildings. The river, whose delta they had earlier seen, nmade a half
| oop about the city, lacing it in. And here were no signs of the warfare which had ruined the
port.

But in the niddle of the road |ay a bl oody bunch of fur and splintered bone, insects busy
about it. Sssuri used the point of his spear to straighten out the small corpse, displaying its
headl essness. And before they reached the outer buildings of the city they found four nore
hoppers, all nangl ed.

"Not a snake-devil," Dal gard deduced. As far as he knew only the huge reptiles or their
smal | er flying-dragon cousins preyed upon animals. But a snake-devil would have left no remains of
anything as small as a hopper, one nouthful which could not satisfy its gnawi ng hunger. And a
flying dragon woul d have pi cked the bones cl ean

"Them " Sssuri's reply was clipped. "They hunt for sport."

Dalgard felt a little sick. To his mind, hoppers were to be treated with friendship. Only
agai nst the snake-devils and the flying dragons were the colonists ever at war. No wonder that
hopper had run fromthem back on the plain during yesterday's journey!

The buil dings before them were not the rounded domes of the isolated farns, but a series
of upward-pointing shafts. They wal ked through a tall gap which nust have supported a now
di sappeared barrier gate, and their passing was signal ed by a whispering sound as they shuffled
t hrough the | oose sand and soil drifted there in a mniature dune.

This city was in a better state of preservation than any Dal gard had previously visited.
But he had no desire to enter any of the* gaping doorways. It was as if the city rejected him and
his kind, as if to the past that brooded here he was no nore than a curious hopper or a
fluttering, short-lived noth bird.

"Od-old and with wi sdom hidden in it-" he caught the trail of thought from Sssuri. And he
was certain that the merman was no nore at ease here than he hinsel f was.

As the street they followed brought theminto an open space surrounded by nore inposing
bui | di ngs, they nade anot her discovery which blotted out all thoughts of forbidden know edge and
awakened themto a nore normal and everyday danger.

A fountain, which no |onger played but gave birth to a crooked stream of water, was in the
center. And in the nuddy verge of the stream pressed deep, was the fresh track of a snake-devil
Al nost full grown, Dalgard estinated, ne
suring the print with his fingers. Sssuri pivoted slowy, studying the circle of buildings about
t hem

"An hour-maybe two-" Dal gard gave a hunter's verdict on the age of the print. He, too,
eyed those buildings. To neet a snake-devil in the open WAs one thing, to play hide and-seek with
the cunning nonster in a warren such as this was sonething el se again. He hoped that the reptile
had been heading for the open, but he doubted it. This mass of buil dings would provide just the
type of shelter which would appeal to it for a lair. And snake-devils did not den al one!

"Try by the river," Sssuri gave advice. Like Dalgard, he accepted the necessity of the
chase. No intelligent creature ever lost the chance to kill a snake-devil when fortune offered it.
And he and the scout had hunted together on such trails before. Now they slipped into faniliar
roles fromlong practice.

They took a route which should lead themto the river, and within a matter of yards, cane
across evidence proving that the mernman had guessed correctly; a second claw print was pressed
deep in a patch of drifted soil

Here the buildings were of a new type, w ndow ess, perhaps storehouses. But what pl eased
Dal gard nost was the fact that nmost of them showed tightly closed doors. There was no chance for
their prey to lurk in wait.

"We should snell it." Sssuri picked that worry out of the scout's mind and had a ready
answer for it.

Sure-they should snell the lair; nothing could cloak the horrible odor of a snake-devil's
hone. Dal gard sniffed vigorously as he padded al ong. Though odd snells clung to the strange
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bui | di ngs none of them were actively obnoxi ous-yet.

"Ri ver-"

There was the river at the end of the way they had been foll owi ng, a way which ended in a
wharf built out over the oily flow of water. Blank walls were on either side. If the snake-devi
had cone this way, he had found no hiding place

"Across the river-"

Dal gard gave a resigned grunt. For sone reason he disliked the thought of sw nming that
stream of having his skin laved by the turgid water with its brown sheen

"There is no need to swm"

Dal gard's gaze followed Sssuri's pointing finger. But what he saw bobbi ng up and down,
pulled a little downstream by the current, did not particularly reassure him It was nanifestly a
boat, but the formwas as alien as the city around them

4
Cl VI LI ZATI ON

RAF SURVEYED t he wi de sweep of prairie where dawn gave a gray tinge to soften the distance and
mark the rounded billows of the ever-rippling grass. He tried to analyze what it was about this
worl d which nade it seem so untouched, so fresh and new. There were | arge sections of his own
Terra whi ch had been abandoned after the Big Burn-Of and the atomic wars, or later after the
counterrevol uti on which had defeated the enpire of Pax, during which mankind had slipped far back
on the road to civilization. But he had never experienced this sanme feeling when he had Ventured
into those wildernesses. Al nost he could believe that the records Hobart had showed hi m were
false, that this world had never known intelligent life herding together in cities.

He wal ked sl owly down the ranp, drawi ng deep breaths of the crisp air. The day would grow
warnmer with the rising sun. But nowit was just the sort of norning which led him
to be glad he was alive-and young! Maybe part of it was because he was free of the ship and at
| ast not just excess baggage but a man with a definite job before him

Spacenen tended to be young. But until this nmonent Raf had never felt the real careless
freedom of youth. Now he was noved by a desire to disobey orders-to take the flitter up by hinself
and head off into the blue of the brightening sky for nore than just a test flight, not to explore
Hobart's city but to cruise over the vast sea of grass and find out its wonders for hinself.

But the discipline which had shaped him al nost since birth sent himnow to check the flyer
and wait, inwardly inpatient, for Hobart, Lablet, and Sorild, the comtech, to join him

The wait was not a long one since the three others, with equi pnent hung about, tranped
down the ranp as Raf settled hinself behind the control board of the flyer. He triggered the
shi el d which snapped over them for a w ndbreak and brought the flitter up into the spreading col or
of the norning. Beside him Hobart pressed the button of the automatic recorder, and in the seat
behi nd, Soriki had the headset of the com clanped over his ears. They were not only neking a
record of their trip, they were continuing in constant communi cation with the ship-now already a
silver pencil far to the rear

It was sone two hours later that they discovered what was perhaps one reason for the
isolation of the district in which the RS 10 had set down. Rolling foothills rose beneath them and
m | es ahead the white-capped peaks of a nountain range nade a broken outline against the turquoise
sky. The broken | ands would be a formnidable barrier for any foot travelers: there were no easy
roads through that series of sharp lifts and narrow valleys. And the one streamthey foll owed for
a short space descended fromthe heights in spectacular falls. Twi ce they skinmed thick growhs of
trees, so tightly packed that fromthe air they resenbled a nmatted carpet of green

blue. And to cut through such- a forest would be an inpossible task,

The four in the flitter sel dom spoke. Raf kept his attention on the controls. Sudden
currents of air were tricky here, and he had to be constantly alert to hold the small flyer on an
even keel. His glinpses of what |ay bel ow were only snat ched ones.

At last it was necessary to zoom far above the vegetation of the | ower slopes, to reach an
altitude safe enough to clear the peaks ahead. Since the air supply within the w ndshield was
constant they need not fear |ack of oxygen. But Raf was privately convinced,. as they soared, that
the range m ght well conpare in height with those Asian nountains which dom nated all the upflung
reaches of his native world.

When they were over the sharp points of that chain disaster alnbst overtook them A
freakish air current caught the hitter as if in a giant hand, and Raf fought for control as they
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| ost altitude past the margin of safety. Had he not allowed for just such a happening they m ght
have been smashed agai nst one of the rock tips over which they skinmed to a precarious safety.
Raf, his mouth dry, his hands sweating on the controls, took them up-higher than was necessary to
coast above the last of that rocky spine to see bel ow t he begi nning of the down slopes leading to
the plains the range cut in half: He heard Hobart draw a hissing breath.

"That was a close call." Lablet's precise, lecturer's voice cut through the drone of the
not or .

“Yeah," Soriki echoed, "looked |like we mght be sandwi ch neat there for a while. The kid
knows his stuff after all."

Raf grinned a little sourly, but he did not answer that. He ought to know his trade. Wy
el se woul d he be al ong? They were each specialists in one or two fields. But he had good sense
enough to keep his nouth shut. That way the | ess one had to regret mnutes-or hours-|ater

The land on the south side of the nountains was different in character to the wild
nort hern pl ains.

"Fields!"

It did not require that identification fromLablet to point out what they had al ready
seen. The section below was artificially divided into ong narrow strips. But the vegetation
growi ng on those strips was no different fromthe northern grass they had seen about the spacer

"Not cultivated now," the scientist anended his first report. "It's reverting to grassl and-

Raf brought the flitter closer to the ground so that when a domed structure arose out of a
tangl e of overgrown shrubs and trees they were not nore than fifty feet above it. There was no
sign of life about the dwelling, if dwelling it was, and the unkenpt straggle of grow ng things
suggested that it had been left to itself through nore than one season. Lablet wanted to set down
and explore, but the captain was intent upon reaching the city. A solitary farmwas of little
val ue conpared with what they might learn froma netropolis. So, rather to Raf's relief, he was
ordered on.

He coul d not have expl ai ned why he shrank from such investigation. Were earlier that
nmorni ng he had wanted to take the flitter and go off by hinmself to explore the world which seenmed
so bright and new, now he was glad that he was only the pilot of the flyer and that the others
were not only in his conpany but ready to nake the decisions. He had a queer distaste for the
countryside, a disinclination to |and near that done.

Beyond the first of the deserted farns they canme to the highway and, since the buckled and
hal f - buri ed roadway ran south, Hobart suggested that they use it as a visible guide. Mre isolated
dome houses showed in the course of an hour. And their fields were easy to map fromthe air. But
nowhere did the Terrans see any indication that those fields were in use. Nor were there any signs
of animal or bird Iife. The weird desol ati on of the | andscape began to work its spell on the nen
inthe flitter. There was sonethi ng unnatural about

the country, and with every mle the flyer clocked off, Raf |onged to be heading in the opposite
direction.

The dones drew cl oser together, nmade a cluster at crossroads, gathered into a town in
which all the buildings were the sanme shape and size, like the cells of a wasp net. Raf wondered
if those who had built them had not been hunmanoid at all, but perhaps insects with a hive nmnd
And because that thought was unpl easant he resolutely turned his attention to the machine he
pi | ot ed.

They passed over four such towns, all marking intersections of roads running east and
west, north and south, with preci se exactness. The sun was at noon or a little past that nark when
Captai n Hobart gave the order to set down so that they could break out rations and eat.

Raf brought the flitter down on the cracked surface of the road, mi strusting what m ght
lie hidden in the field grass. They got out and wal ked for a space al ong pavenent whi ch had once
been snoot h.

"Hi gh-powered traffic-
finger along the substance.

"Straight-" Soriki squinted against the sun. "Nothing stopped them did it? W want a road
here and we'll get it! That sort of thing. Mist have been master engi neers."

To Raf the straight highways suggested sonething el se. Master engineering, certainly. But
a ruthlessness too, as if the builders, who refused to accept any nodifications of their original
pl ans from nature, m ght be as arrogant and self-assured in other ways. He did not admire this
relic of civilization; in fact it added to his vague uneasi ness.

The land was so still, under the whisper of the wind. He discovered that he was |istening-

That was Lablet. He had gone down on one knee and was tracing a
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listening for the buzz of an insect, the squeak of some grass dweller, anything which would mean
that there was |ife about them As he chewed on the ration concentrate and drank sparingly from
his canteen, Raf continued to Iisten. Wthout result.

Hobart and Labl et were engrossed in specul ati on about what might |ie ahead. Soriki had
gone back to the flitter to make his report to the ship. The pilot sat where he was, content to be
forgotten, but eager to see an aninal peering at himfromcover, a bird winging through the air

"-if we don't hit it by nightfall- But we can't be that far away! 1'll stay out and try
tonmorrow. " That was Hobart. And since he was captain what he said was probably what they woul d do.
Raf shied away fromthe thought of spending the night in this haunted | and. Though, on the other
hand, he would be utterly opposed to lifting the flitter over those nountains again except in
broad dayl i ght.

But the problemdid not arise, for they found their city in the nidafternoon, the road
bringing them straight to an amazing collection of buildings, which appeared doubly alien to their
eyes since it did not include any of the | ow donmes they had seen heretof ore.

Here were towers of needle slimess, solid blocks of al nost wi ndow ess masonry | ooki ng
twi ce as bul ky besi de those same towers, archways stringing at dizzy heights above the ground from
one skyscraper to the next. And here tinme and nature had been at work. Sone of the towers were
broken off, a causeway displayed a gap- Once it had been a breathtaking feat of engineering, far
nore inpressive than the highway, nowit was a slowy collapsing ruin.

But before they had tine to take it all in Soriki gave an exclamation. "Sonething com ng
t hrough on our wave band, sir!" He leaned forward to dig fingers into Hobart's shoul der. "Message
of some kind-1'd swear to it!"

Hobart snapped into action. "Kurbi-set down-there!"

Hi s choice of a |anding place was the flat top of a near-by building, one which stood a
little apart fromits neighbors and, as Raf could see, was not overl ooked except by a ruined
tower. He circled the flitter. The machi ne had been specially designed to |l and and take off in
confined spaces, and he knew all there was possible to |learn about its handling on his hone

worl d. But he had never tried to bring it down on a roof, and he was very sure that now he had no
margin for error left him not with Hobart breathing inpatiently beside him his hands noving as
if, as a pilot of a spacer, he could well take over the controls here.

Raf circled twice, eying the surface of the roof in search of any break which could nean a
crack-up at |anding. And then, though he refused to be hurried by the urgency of the nmen with him
he cane in, cutting speed, bringing themdown with only a slight jar.

Hobart twi sted around to face Soriki. "Still getting it?"
The ot her, cupping his earphones to his head with his hands, nodded. "G ve ne a nminute or
two," he told them "and I'Il have a fix. They're excited about something-the way this jabber-

j abber is com ng through-"

"About us," Raf thought. The ruined tower topped themto the south. And to the east and
west there were buildings as high as the one they were perched on. But the town he had seen as he
maneuvered for a landing had held no signs of life. Around themwere only signs of decay.

Labl et got out of the flitter and wal ked to the edge of the roof, |eaning against the
parapet to focus his vision glasses on what |ay below After a nonent Raf foll owed his exanple.

Sil ence and desol ation, wi ndows |like the eye pits in bone picked skulls. There were even
sonme smal | patches of vegetation rooted and growing in pockets erosion had carved in the walls. To
the pilot's uninformed eyes the city | ooked whol |y dead.

"Cot it!" Soriki's exultant cry brought themback to the flitter. As if his body was the
i ndi cator, he had pivoted until his outstretched hand poi nted southwest. "About a quarter of a
mle that way."

They shi el ded their eyes against the westering sun. A block of solid masonry | ooned high
in the sky, dwarfing not only the building they were standing on but all the towers around
it. Its inmposing lines nade clear its one-tine inportance.

"Pal ace," nused Lablet, "or capitol. I'd say it was just about the heart of the city."

He dropped his glasses to swing on their cord, his eyes glistening as he spoke directly to

Raf .

"Can you set us down on that?"

The pilot measured the curving roof of the structure. A crazy fool mght try to make a
| andi ng there. But he was no crazy fool. "Not on that roof!" he spoke with decision

To his relief the captain confirned his verdict with a slow nod. "Better find out nore
first." Hobart could be cautious when he wanted to. "Are they still broadcasting, Soriki?"

The comtech had stripped the earphones fromhis head and was rubbing one ear. "Are they!"
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he exploded. "1'd think you could hear themclear over there, sir!"

And they coul d. The gabbl e- gabbl e which bore no resenbl ance to any | anguage Terra knew
boi |l ed out of the phones.

"Soneone's excited," Lablet commented in his usual mld tone.

"Maybe they've discovered us." Hobart's hand went to the weapon at his belt. "W nust make
peaceful contact-if we can."

Labl et took off his helmet and ran his fingers through the scrappy ginger-and-gray fringe
receding fromhis forehead. "Yes-contact will be necessary-" he said thoughtfully.

Well, he was supposed to be their expert on that. Raf watched the ol der nan with something
akin to anusenent. The pilot had a suspicion that none of the other three, Lablet included, was in
any great hurry to push through contact with unknown aliens. It was a case of dancing along on
shore before having to plunge into the chill of autumm sea waves. Terrans had explored their own
sol ar system and they had specul ated | earnedly for generations on the problemof intelligent
alien life. There had been all kinds of reports by experts and woul d-be experts. But the stark
fact remained

that heretofore mankind as born on the third planet of Sol had not encountered intelligent alien
life. And just how far did specul ations, reports, and argunents go when one was faced with the
problemto be solved practically-and speedily?

Raf's own solution woul d have been to proceed with caution and yet nore caution. Under his
technical training he had far nore inmagination than any of his officers had ever realized. And now
he was certain that the best course of action was swift retreat until they knew nore about what
was to be faced.

But in the end the decision was taken out of their hands. A nuffed exclamation from Labl et
brought themall around to see that distant curving roof crack w de open. Fromthe shadows within
a flyer spiraled up into the |ate afternoon sky.

Raf reached the flitter in two | eaps. Wthout orders he had the spray gun ready for
action, on point and ained at that bobbing nachi ne heading toward them Fromthe earphones Sori ki
had | eft on the seat the gabble had risen to a screech and one part of Raf's brain noted that the
sounds were repetitious: was an order to surrender being broadcast? H's thumb was firmon the
firing button of the gun and he was about to send a warning burst to the right of the alien when
an order from Hobart stopped himcol d.

"Take it easy, Kurbi."

Sori ki said sonething about a "gun-happy Hitter pilot," but, Raf noted with bl eak eyes,
the comtech kept his own hand close to his belt arm Only Lablet stood watching the onconing
alien ship with placidity.. But then, as Raf had | earned through the |ong voyage of the spacer, a
period of time which had left few character traits of any of the crew hidden fromtheir fell ows,
the xenobi ol ogi st was a fatalist and strictly averse to personal combat.

The pilot did not |eave his seat at the gun. But within seconds he knew that they had | ost
the initial advantage. As
t he tongue-shaped stranger thrust at themand then swept on to glide above their heads so that the
wei rd shadow of the ship licked themfromlight to dark and then to Iight again, Raf was certain
that his superiors had nade the wong decision. They should have left the city as soon as they
pi cked up those signals-if they could have gone then. He studied the other flyer. Its lines
suggest ed speed as well as nobility, and he began to doubt if they could have escaped with that
craft trailing them

Well, what would they do now? The alien flyer could not |and here, not w thout coning down
flat upon the flitter. Maybe it would cruise overhead as a warning threat until the city dwellers
were able to reach the Terrans in sone other nmanner. Tense, the four spacenen stood watching the
graceful novenents of the flyer. There were no visible portholes or openings anywhere along its
ovoid sides. It mght be a robot-controlled ship, it mght be anything, Raf thought, even a bonb
of sorts. If it was being flown by sone human -or nonhuman-flyer, he was a master pilot.

"I don't understand," Soriki noved inpatiently. "They're just shuttling around up there.
What do we do now?"

Labl et turned his head. He was smiling faintly. "We wait," he told the comtech. "I should
imagine it takes tinme to clinmb twenty flights of stairs-if they have stairs-"

Soriki's attention fell fromthe flyer hovering over their heads to the surface of the
roof. Raf had al ready | ooked that over w thout seeing any opening. But he did not doubt the truth
of Lablet's surnise. Sooner or later the aliens were going to appear. And it did not greatly
matter to the marooned Terrans whether they would drop fromthe sky or rise from bel ow
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5
BANDED DEVI L

FAM LI AR only with the wave-riding outriggers, Dalgard took his seat in the alien craft with

m sgi vings. And oddly enough it al so bothered himto occupy a post which earlier had served not a
nonhunan such as Sssuri, whom he adm red, "“but a humanoi d whom he had been taught from chil dhood
to avoid-if not fear.

The skiff was rounded at bow and stern with very shall ow sides and displayed a tendency to
whirl about in the current, until Sssuri, with his instinctive know edge of watercraft, used one
of the queerly shaped paddl es tucked away in the bottomto both steer and propel them They did
not strike directly across the river but allowed the current to carry themin a diagonal path so
that they cane out on the opposite bank sone distance to the west.

Sssuri brought them ashore with masterly skill where a strip of sod angled down to the
edge of the water, marking, Dal gard deci ded, what had once been a garden. The buildings on this
side of the river were not set so closely together. Each, standing some two or three stories high,
was encircled by green, as if this had been a section of private dwellings.

They pulled the light boat out of the water and Sssuri pointed at the open door of the
near est house. "In there-"

Dal gard agreed that it might be well to hide the craft against their return. Al though as
yet they had found no physical. evidence, other than the dead hoppers, that they night not be
alone in the city, he wanted a neans of escape ready if such a flight would be necessary. In the
meantime there was the snake-devil to track, and that wily creature, if it had swumthe river,

m ght be lurking at present in the next silent street-or mles away.

Sssuri, spear ready, was trotting along the paved | ane his head up as he thought-quested
for any hint of life about them Dalgard tried to follow that |ead. But he knew that it would be
Sssuri's stronger power which would warn themfirst.

They cast east from where they had | anded, studying the soil of each garden spot, hunting
for the unm stakabl e spoor of the giant reptile. And within a matter of mnutes they found it, the
mud still noist as Dalgard proved with an exploring finger tip. At the sane tinme Sssuri twirled
his spear significantly. Before themthe [ ane ran on between two walls wi thout any breaks. Dal gard
uncased his bow and strung it. From his quiver he chose one of the powerful arrows, the points of
whi ch were kept capped until use.

A snake-devil, with its nervous systemcontrolled not fromthe tiny, brainless head but
froma series of auxilliary "brains" at points along its powerful spine, could and would go on
fighting even after that head was shorn away; as the first col onists had di scovered when they
depended on the deadly ray guns fatal to any Terran life. But the poison-tipped arrow Dal gard now
handl ed, with confidence in its conplete efficiency, paralyzed within monents and killed in a
quarter-hour one of the scal ed nonstrosities.

“Lair-"

Dal gard did not need that warning thought from his conpani on. There was no m st aki ng that
sickly sweet stench born of decaying animal matter, which was the betraying effluviumof a snake-
devil's lair. He turned to the right-hand wall and with a running |l eap reached its broad top. The
| ane curved to end in an archway cut through another wall, which was hi gher than Dal gard' s head
even when he stood on his present elevation. But bands of ornamental patterning ran along the
taller barrier, and he was certain that it could be clinbed. He | owered a hand to Sssuri and
hoi sted the merman up to join him
But Sssuri stood for a |long nonent | ooking ahead, and

Dal gard knew that the nerman was disturbed, that the wall before them had sone terrifying meani ng
for the native Astran. So vivid was the inpression of what could only be termed horror that

Dal gard dared to ask a question

"What is it?"

The nerman's yell ow eyes turned fromthe wall to his conpanion. Behind his hatred of this
pl ace there was another enotion Dal gard could not read.

"This is the place of sorrow, the place of separation. But they paid-oh, how they paid-
after that day when the fire fell fromthe sky." His scaled and taloned feet noved in a little
shuffling war dance, and his spear spun and quivered in the sunlight, as Dal gard had seen the
spears of the nmerwarriors nove in the nock conbats of their unexplained, and to his kind
unexpl ai nabl e, rituals. "Then did our spears drink, and knives eat!" Sssuri's fingers brushed the
hilt of the wicked blade swinging fromhis belt. "Then did the Peopl e make separations and sorrows
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for theml And it was acconplished that we went forth into the sea to be no |onger bond but free.
And they went down into the darkness and were no nore-" In Dalgard s head the chant of his friend
skirled up in a paean of exultation. Sssuri shook his spear at the wall.

"No nore the beast and the death,"” his thoughts swelled, a shout of victory. "For where
are they who sat and watched nany deaths? They are gone as the wave smashes itself upon the coast
rocks and is no nore. But the People are free and never nore shall Those O hers put bonds upon
them Therefore do | say that this is a place of nothing, where evil has turned in upon itself and
come to nothing. Just as Those Others will cone to nothing since their own evil will in the end
eat themup!"”

He strode forward along the wall until he cane to the barrier, seeningly oblivious of the
carrion reek which told of a snake-devil's den sonmewhere about. And he raised his arm high
bringing the point of his spear gratingly along the carved surface. Nor did it seemto Dalgard a
futile gesture,
for Sssuri lived and breathed, stood free and arnmed in the city of his enem es-and the city was
dead.

Toget her they clinbed the barrier, and then Dal gard di scovered that it was the rimof an
arena whi ch nust have seated close to a thousand in the days of its use. It was a perfect oval in
shape with tiers of seats now formng a staircase down to the center, where was a section ringed
about by a series of archways. A high stone grille walled this portion away fromthe seats as if
to protect the spectators fromwhat m ght enter through those portals.

Dal gard noted all this only in passing, for the arena was occupi ed, very much occupi ed.
And he knew the occupiers only too well.

Three full-grown snake-devils were stretched at pul py ease, their filled bellies obscenely
round, their long necks crowned with their tiny heads flat on the sand as they napped. A pair of
hal f-grown nonsters, not yet past the six-foot stage, tore at sone indescribable remmants of their
el ders' feasting, hissing at each other and aimng vicious bl ows whenever they cane within
possi bl e fighting distance. Three nore, not |ong out of their nothers' pouches scrabbled in the
earth about the sleeping adults.

"A good catch,"” Dalgard signaled Sssuri, and the nernman nodded.

They clinbed down fromseat to seat. This could not rightfully be termed hunting when the
quarry mght be picked off so easily without risk to the archer. But as Dal gard notched his first
arrow, he sighted something so surprising that he did not |let the poisoned dart fly.

The nearest sleeping reptile which he had selected as his mark stretched | azily w thout
raising its head or opening its small eyes. And the sun caught on a glistening band about its
short foreleg just beneath the joint of the tal oned pawhands. No natural scales could reflect the
light with such a brilliant glare. It could be only one thing-netal! A nmetal bracelet about the
tearing armof a snake-devil! Dal gard

| ooked at the other two sl eepers. One was lying on its belly with its forearns gathered under it
so that he could not see if it, also, were so equipped. But the other-yes, it was. banded!

Sssuri stood at the grille, one hand on its stone divisions.

Hi s surprise equaled Dalgard's. It was not in his experience= either that the untanmed snake-
devils, regarded by nerman, and human ali ke as so dangerous as to be killed on sight, could be
banded-as if they were personal pets!

For a nonent or two a wild idea crossed Dalgard's nind

How | ong was the natural |ife span of a snake-devil? Until. the com ng of the colonists they had
been the undi sputed., rulers of the deserted continent, stupid as they were, sinply because of
their strength and ferocity. A twelve-foot, scale arnored nonster, that could tear apart a duocorn
with ease;; night not be successfully vanqui shed by any of the fauna of _ Astra. And since the
monsters did not venture into the sea, contact between them and the nernen had been limted to
casual encounters at rare intervals. So, how long did a snakedevil |ive? Wre these creatures
sprawl ed here in sleep;, ones that had known the donination of Those Others-" though the fall of
the master race of Astra nust have occurred generations, hundreds of years in the past?

"No," Sssuri's denial cut through that. "The snaller one is not yet full-grown. It |acks
the second neck ring. Yet it is: banded."

The nmerman was right. That unpl easant wattle of arnored, flesh which necklaced the serpent
throat of the devil Dalgard" had picked as his target was thin, not the thick roll of fat such as
di stinguished its two conpanions. It was not fully adult, yet the band was plain to see on the
forel eg now stretched to its full Iength as the sun bored down to supply_ the heavy heat the snake-
devils relished next to food.

"Then-" Dalgard did not like to think of what m ght be. the answer to that "then."
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Sssuri shrugged. "It is plain that these are not wild roaners. They are here for a
pur pose. And that purpose-" Suddenly his arm shot out so that his fingers protruded through the
slits in the stone grille. "See?"

Dal gard had al ready seen, in seeing he knew hot and terrible anger. Qut of the filthy ness
in which the snake-devils wall owed, sonething had rolled, perhaps thrown about in play by the
unspeakabl e of fspring. A skull, dried scraps of fur and flesh still clinging to .it, stared holl ow
eyed up at them At least one nmernman had fallen prey to the nightmares who rul ed the arena.

Sssuri hissed and the red rage in his mind was plain to Dalgard. "Once nore they dea
death here-" His eyes went fromthe skull to the nonsters. "Kill!" The conmand was inperative and
shar p.

Dal gard had qualified as a naster bowran before he had first gone roving. And the killing
of snake-devils was a task which had been set every colonist since their first brush with the
creatures.

He snapped the cap off the glass splinter point, designed to pin and then break off in the
hi de so that any claw ng foot which tore out an arrow could not rid the victimof the poi sonous
head. The archer's mark was under the throat where the scales were soft and there was a chance of
piercing the skin with the first shot.

The growl s of the two feeding youngsters covered the snap of the bow cord as Dal gard
shot.. And he did not niss. The brilliant scarlet feather of the arrow quivered in the baggy rol
of flesh.

Wth a screamwhich tore at the human's eardruns, the snake-devil reared to its hind feet.
It made a tearing notion with the banded forearm which scraped across the back of one of its
conpanions. And then it fell back to the bl ood-stained sand, linp, a greenish foamdrooling from
its fangs.

As the nonster that the dead devil had raked roused, Dal gard had his chance for another
good mark. And the second scarlet shaft sped straight to the target.

But the third creature which had been sl eeping belly down on the sand presented only its
arnored back, a hopel ess surface for an arrow to pierce. It had opened its eyes and was wat chi ng
the now notionl ess bodies of its fellows. But it showed no disposition to nove. It was al nost as
if it somehow understood that as long as it remained in its present position it was safe.

"The small ones-"

Dal gard needed no pronpting. He picked off easily enough the two hal f-grown ones. The
i nfants were anot her problem Far |ess sluggish than their huge el ders they sensed that they were
in danger and fled. One took refuge in the pouch of its now dead parent, and the others noved so
fast that Dalgard found themdifficult targets. He killed one which had al nost reached an archway
and at | ength nicked the second in the foot, knowi ng that, while the poison would be slower in
acting, it would be as sure.

Through all of this the third adult devil continued to lie notionless, only its w cked
eyes giving any indication that it was alive. Dalgard watched it inpatiently. Unless it would
nove, allow hima chance to aimat the soft underparts, there was little chance of killing it.

What followed startled both hunters, versed as they were in the usual nechanics of killing
snake-devils. It had been an accepted preni se, through the years since the colonists had known of
the nonsters, that the creatures were relatively brainless, nere nmachi nes which fought, ate, and
killed, incapable of any intelligent reasoning, and therefore only dangerous when one was
surprised by themor when the hunter was forced to face theminadequately arned.

Thi s snake-devil was different, as it becane increasingly plain to the two behind the
grille. It had remai ned safe during the slaughter of its conpanions because it had not noved,
almost as if it had wit enough not to nmove. And now, when it did change position, its maneuvers,
sinple as they were, underlined the fact that this one creature appeared
to have thought out a solution to its situation-as rational a solution as Dal gard m ght have
produced had it been his problem

Still keeping its soft underparts. covered, it edged about in the sand until its back
with the inpenetrable arnor plates, was facing the grille behind which the hunters stood.
Retracting its neck between its shoul ders and hunching its powerful back |inbs under it, it rushed
fromthat point of danger straight for one of the archways.

Dal gard sent an arrow after it. Only to see the shaft scrape al ong the heavy scal es and
bounce to the sand. Then the snake-devil was gone.

"Banded-" The word reached Dal gard. Sssuri had been cool enough to note that while the
human hunter had been only bewi |l dered by the untypical actions of his quarry.

It nust be intelligent." The scout's statenent was nore than half protest.
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"Where they are concerned, one may expect many evil wonders."

"W've got to get that devil!" Dalgard was determ ned on that. Though to run down, through
this maze of deserted city, an enraged snake-devil -above all, a snake-devil which appeared to have
sonme reasoni ng powers-was not a prospect to arouse any enotion except grimdevotion to duty.

"It goes for help."

Dal gard, startled, stared at his conpanion. Sssuri was still by the grille, watching that
archway through which the devil had di sappeared

"What kind of hel p?" For a nonent Dal gard pictured the nonster returning at the head of a
reginment of its kind, able to tear out this grille and get at their soft-fl eshed eneni es behind
it.

"Saf ety-protection,” Sssuri told him "And | think that the place to which it now flees is
one we should know. "

"Those Ot hers?" The sun had not clouded, it still streaned down in the torrid heat of
early afternoon, warmon their

heads and shoul ders. Yet Dalgard felt as chill as if sone autumm wind had laid its | ash across the
smal | of his back.

"They are not here. But they have been-and it is possible that they return. The devil goes
to where it expects to find them"

Sssuri was already on his way, running about the arena's curve to reach the point above
the archway t hrough which the snake-devil had raced. Dal gard padded after him bow, in hand. He
trusted Sssuri inplicitly when it cane to tracking. If the merman said that the snake-devil had a
definite goal in view, he was right. But the scout was still a little . benmused by a nonster who
was able to have any goal except. the hunting and devouring of neat. Either the one who fled was
a freak anong its kind or- There were several possibilities which could answer that "or," and none
of them were very pleasant to consider

They reached the section above the archway and clinbed the tiers of seat benches to the
top of the wall. Only to see no exit below them In fact nothing but a wi de sweep of crushed brown
tangl e which had once been vegetation. It was apparent that there was no door bel ow.

Sssuri sped down again. He clinbed the grille and was on, his way to the sand when Dal gard
caught up with him Together they ventured into the underground passage whi ch, the snake-devil had
chosen.

The stench of the lair was thick about them Dal gard coughed, sickened by the foul odor
He was reluctant to advance. But, to his growing relief, he discovered that it was not entirely
dark. Set in the roof at intervals were plates, which gave out a violet light, making a dim
twilight which was better than total darkness.

It was a straight passage w thout any turns or openings.: But the horrible odor was
constant, and Dal gard began thinking that they m ght be running head-on into another lair, perhaps
one as well populated as that they had left behind. them It was against nature for the snake-
devils he had
known to lair under cover; they preferred narrow rocky places where they could bask in the sun
But then the devil they now pursued was no ordi nary one.

Sssuri reassured him "There is no lair, only the snell because they have cone this way
for many years.™

The passage opened into a wide roomand here the violet |ight was stronger, bright enough
to nake plain the fact that al coves opened off it, each and every one with a barred grille for a
door. There was no m staking that once this had been a prison of sorts.

Sssuri did no exploring but crossed the roomat his shuffling trot, which Dal gard nat ched.
The way | eading out on the opposite side slanted up, and he judged it night bring them out at
ground | evel

"The devil waits,
ready-"

They were at another door, and before themwas a |long corridor with tall w ndow openings
near the ceiling which gave adnittance to the sunlight. After the gl oomof the tunnel, Dalgard
bl i nked. But he was aware of novement at the far end, just as he heard the hissing screamof the
nonster they trail ed.

Sssuri warned, "because it fears. It will turn on us when we cone. Be

6

TREASURE HUNT
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Ras, squatting on a small, padded platformraised sone six inches fromthe floor, tried to study
the inhabitants of the roomw thout staring offensively. At the first glance, in spite of their
strange clothing and their odd habit of painting their faces with weird designs, the city people
m ght have

been of his own species. Until one saw their too slender hands with the three equal-length fingers
and thunb, or caught a glinpse, under their el aborate head coverings, of the stiff, spiky
subst ance which served them for hair.

At | east they did not appear to be antagonistic. Wen they had reached the roof top where
the Terrans had landed their flitter, they had cone with enpty -hands, maki ng gestures of good
will and wel cone. And they had had no difficulty in persuading at |east three of the exploring
party to acconpany themto their own quarters, though Raf had been separated fromthe flyer only
by the direct order of Captain Hobart, an order he still resented and wanted to di sobey.

The Terrans had been offered refreshnment-food and drink. But knowing the first rule of
stellar exploration, they had refused, which did not mean that the hosts nust abstain. In fact,
Raf thought, watching the aliens about him they ate as if such a feast were novel. Hs two
nei ghbors had quickly divided his portion between them and made it di sappear as fast, if not
faster, than their own small servings.

At the other end of the room Lablet and Hobart were trying to conmmunicate with the nobles
about them while Soriki, a snmall palmrecorder in his hand, was nmeking a tape strip of the
pr oceedi ngs.

Raf gl anced from one of his neighbors to the other. The one on his right had chosen to
wear a sight-torturing shade of crimson, and the nmaterial was wound in strips about his body as if
he were engul fed in an endl ess bandage. Only his fluttering hands, his three-toed feet and his
head were free of the supple rolls. Having selected red for his clothing, he had picked a
brilliant yellow paint for his facial make-up, and it was difficult for the uninitiated to trace
what must be his nornal features under that thick coating of stuff which fashioned a nmask |ike
strip across his eyes and a series of circles outlining his nmouth, circles which al nost conpletely
covered his beardl ess cheeks. Mre tw sts of woven fabric,
opal escent and changi ng col or as his head nmoved, nmade a turban for his head.

Most of the aliens about the roomwore sone variation of the sane bandage dress, face
pai nt, and turban. An exception, one of three such, was the feaster on Raf's l|eft.

Hi s face paint was confined to a conservative set of bars on each cheek, those a stark
bl ack and white. H's sinew arns were bare to the shoul der, and he wore a shell of some netallic
substance as a breast- and back-plate, not unlike the very ancient body arnor of Raf's own world.
The rest of his body was covered by the bandage strips, but they were of a dead bl ack, which
because of the natural thinness of his |linbs, gave hima rather unpleasant resenblance to a
spi der. Various sheaths and pockets hung froma belt pulled tight about his wasp m ddle, and a
hel ret of the nmetal covered his head. Soldier? Raf was sure that his guess was correct.

The officer, if officer he was, caught Raf's gaze. H's snmall round nouth gaped, and then
his hands, with a few quick novenents which Raf followed, fascinated, pantonminmed a flyer in the
air. Wth those talking fingers, he was able to nake plain a question: was Raf the pilot of the
flitter?

The pilot nodded. Then he pointed to the officer and forced as inquiring an expression as
he coul d command.

The answer was sketched quickly and readably: the alien, too, was either a pilot or had
some aut hority over flyers. For the first time since he had entered this building, Raf knew a
slight degree . of relaxation

The wrinkl el ess, too smooth skin of the alien was a darkish yellow H's painted face was a
mask to frighten any sensible Terran child; his general appearance was not attractive. But he was
a flyer, and he wanted to tal k shop, as well as they could with no comobn speech. Since the
scar | et -wound nobl eman on Raf's right was conpletely engrossed in the feast, pursuing a few scraps
avidly about the dish, the Terran gave all his attention to the officer.

Twittering words poured in a streamfromthe warrior's

Iips. Raf shook his head regretfully, and the other jerked his shoulders in al nbost human
i mpati ence. Sonmehow that heartened Raf.

Wth many guesses to cover gaps, probably nore than half of which were wong, Raf gathered
that the officer was one of a very few who still retained the al nost forgotten know edge of how to
pilot the remaining airworthy craft in this crunmbling city. On their way to the building with the
curved roof, Raf had noted the evidences that the inhabitants of this netropolis could not be
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reckoned as nore than a handful and that nost of these now lived either within the centra
building or close to it. A pitiful collections of survivors lingering on in the ruins of their
past greatness.

Yet he was inpressed now by no feeling that the officer, eagerly trying to nmake contact,
was a degenerate nenber of a dying race. In fact, as Raf glanced at the aliens about
-the room he was conscious of an al ertness, of a suppressed energy which suggested a young and
Vi gor ous peopl e.

The officer was now urging himto go sone place, and Raf, his dislike for being in the
heart of the strangers' territory once nore aroused, was about to shake his head in a firm
negative when a second idea stopped him He had resisted separation fromthe flitter. Perhaps he
coul d persuade the alien, under the excuse of inspecting a strange machine, to take himback to
the flyer. Once there he would stay. He did not know what Captain Hobart and Labl et thought they
coul d acconplish here. But, as for hinself, Raf was sure that he was not going to feel easy again
until he was across the northern mountain chain and coming in for a | anding close by the RS 10.

It was as if the alien officer had read his thoughts, for the warrior uncrossed his black
| egs and got ninbly to his feet with a |lithe novenent, which Raf, cranped by sitting in the
unfam |iar posture, could not ermulate. No one appeared to notice their withdrawal. And when Raf
hesitated, trying to catch Hobart's eye and nake sonme explanation, the alien
touched his armlightly and notioned toward one of the curtai ned doorways. Conscious that he could
not withdraw fromthe venture now, Raf reluctantly went out.

They were in a hall where bold bands of color interwove in patterns inpossible for Terran
eyes to study. Raf |owered his gaze hurriedly to the gray floor under his boots. He had di scovered
earlier that to try to trace any thread of that wild splashing did weird things to his eyesight
and awakened inside hima sick panic. H's space boots, with the netal, magnetic plates set in the
soles, clicked loudly on the pavenment where his conpanion's bare feet made no whi sper of sound.

The hall gave upon a ranp | eading down, and Raf recognized this. Hi s confidence arose.
They were on their way out of the building. Here the nurals were mssing so that he coul d | ook
about himfor reference points.

He was sure that the banquet hall was sonme ten stories above street |level. But they did
not go down ten ranps now. At the foot of the third the officer turned abruptly to the left,
beckoni ng Raf al ong. Wen the Terran remai ned stubbornly where he was, pointing in the direction
which, to him neant return to the flitter, the other made gestures describing an aircraft in
flight. H's own probably.

Raf sighed. He could see no way out unless he cut and ran. And | ong before he reached the
street fromthis warren they could pick himup. Also, in spite of all the precautions he had taken
to menorize their way here, he was not sure he could find his path back to the flyer, even if he
were free to go. Gving in, he went after the officer

Their way | ed out on one of the spider-web bridges which tied building and tower into the
conplicated web which was the city. Raf, as a pilot of flitter, had always believed that he had no
fear of heights. But he discovered that to coast above the ground in a flyer was far different
than to hurry at the pace his conpani on now set across one of these narrow bridges suspended high
above the street. And he was

sure that the surface under themvibrated as if the slightest extra poundage woul d separate it
fromits supports and send it, and them crashing down.

Luckily the distance they had to cover was relatively short, but Raf swallowed a sigh of
relief as they reached the door at the other end. They were now in a tower which, unluckily,
proved to be only a way station before another swi ng out over enpty space on a span whi ch sl oped
down! Raf clutched at the guide rail, the presence of which suggested that not all the users of
this road were as nonchal ant as the officer who tripped lightly ahead. This nust explain the
other's bare feet-on such paths they were infinitely safer than his own boots.

The downwar d sl opi ng bridge brought themto a square buil di ng which sonehow had an
i nhabi ted | ook which those crowding around it | acked. Raf gained its door to beconme aware of a
hum a vibration in the wall he touched to steady hinself, hinting at the drive of motors, the
throb of nmachinery inside the structure. But within, the officer passed along a corridor to a ranp
whi ch brought themout, after what was for Raf a steep clinb, upon the roof. Here was not one of
the tongue-shaped craft such as had first net themin the city, but a gleam ng gl obe. The officer
stopped, his eyes noving fromthe Terran to the nachine, as if inviting Raf to share in his own
pride. To the pilot's mind it bore little resenblance to any formof aircraft past or present with
whi ch he had had experience in his own world. But he did not doubt that it was the present acne of
alien construction, and he was eager to see it perform

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt (22 of 73) [1/17/03 1:26:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt

He foll owed the officer through a hatch at the bottom of the globe, only to be confronted
by a | adder he thought at first he could not clinb, for the steps were nerely toe holds made to
accomodat e the long, bare feet of the crew. By snapping on the magneti c power of his space boots,
Raf was able to get up, although at a far slower speed than his guide.

"
They passed several |evels of cabins before coming out in what was clearly the control cabin of
the craft.

To Raf the bank of unfamliar |evers and buttons had no neani ng, but he paid strict
attention to the gestures of his conpanion. This was not a space ship he gathered. And he doubted
whet her the aliens had ever lifted fromtheir own planet to their neighbors in this solar system
But it was a long-range ship with greater cruising power than the other flyer he bad seen. And it
was being readi ed now for a voyage of sone |ength.

The Terran pilot squatted down on the small stool before the controls. Before hima visa
pl ate provided a clear view of the sky w thout and the gathering clouds of evening. Raf shifted
unconfortably. That signal of the passing of tinme triggered his inpatience to be away-back to the
RS 10. He did not want to spend the night in this city. Sonehow he nust get the officer to take
himback to the flitter-to be there would be better than shut up in one of the alien dwellings.

Meanwhil e he studied the scene on the visa plate, trying to find the roof on which they
had left the flitter. But there was no point he was able to recogni ze.

Raf turned to the officer and tried to make clear the idea of returning to his own ship
Ei t her he was not as clever at the sign | anguage as the other, or the alien did not wish to
understand. For when they left the control cabin, it was only to nake an inspection tour of the
other parts of the globe, including the space which held the notors of the craft and which, at
anot her tinme, would have kept Raf fascinated for hours.

In the end the Terran broke away and clinbed down the thread of |adder to stand on the
roof under the twilight sky. Slowy he wal ked about the broad expanse of the platform attenpting
to pick out sone | andmark. The central building of the city |oomed high, and there were any nunber
of towers about it. But which was the one that guarded the roof

where the flitter rested? Raf's deternination to get back to his ship was a driving force.

The alien officer had watched him and now a three-fingered hand was |aid on Rafs sl eeve
while its owner |ooked into Raf's face and nmouthed a trilling question.

Wt hout nuch hope the pilot sketched the set of gestures he had used before. And he was
surprised when the other led the way down into the building. This time they did not go back to the
bridge, which had brought them across the canyons of streets, but kept on down ranps within the
bui | di ng.

There was a humof activity in the place. Aliens, all in tight black w appi ngs and
burni shed nmetal breastplates, their faces barred with black and white paint, went on errands
through the halls or |abored at tasks Raf could not understand. It now seened as if his guide were
eager to get himaway.

It was when they reached the street level that the officer did pause by one door
beckoni ng Raf inperiously to join him The Terran obeyed rel uctantly-and was al nbst sick

He was staring down at a dead, very dead body. By the stained rags still clinging to it,
it was one of the aliens, a noble, not one of the black-clad warriors. The gapi hg wounds whi ch had
al nost torn the unfortunate apart were |ike nothing Raf had ever seen

Wth a guttural sound which expressed his feelings as well as any words, the officer
pi cked up fromthe floor a broken spear, the barbed head of which was dyed the sanme reddish yell ow
as the blood still seeping fromthe torn body. Sw nging the weapon so close to Raf that the Terran
was forced to retreat a step or two to escape contact with the grisly relic, the officer burst
into an inpassioned speech. Then he went back to the gestures which were easier for the spacenan
t o under st and.

This was the work of a deadly eneny, Raf gathered. And such a fate awaited any one of them
who ventured beyond
certain bounds of safety. Unless this enenmy were destroyed, the city-life itself-was no | onger
theirs-

Seei ng those savage wounds whi ch suggested that an insane fury had driven the attacker
Raf could believe that. But surely a prinmtive spear was no equal to the weapons his guide could
command.

When he tried to suggest that, the other shook his head as if despairing of making plain
his real message, and again beckoned Raf to come with him They were out on the littered street,
headi ng away fromthe central building where the rest of the Terran party nust still be. And Raf,

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt (23 of 73) [1/17/03 1:26:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt

seeing the | engtheni ng shadows, the pools of dusk gathering, and remenbering that spear, could not
resi st glancing back over his shoulder now and then. He wondered if the metallic click of his boot
sol es on the pavenent mght not draw attention to them attention they would not care to neet. H s
hand was on his stun gun. But the officer gave no sign of being worried; he wal ked along with the
assurance of one who has nothing to fear.

Then Raf caught sight of a patch of color he had seen before and rel axed. They were on
their way back to the flitter! He had cone down this very street earlier. And he did not nmind the
long clinb back, ranp by steep ramp, which brought himout at |ast beside the flyer. His relief
was so great that he put out his hand to draw it along the sleek side of the craft as he ni ght
have caressed a well-|oved pet.

" Kur bi ?"

At Hobart's bark he stiffened. "Yes, sir!"

"W canp here tonight. Have to nmake sone plans."

"Yes, sir." He agreed with that. To attenpt passage of the nobuntains in the dark was a
sui cide m ssion which he would have refused. On the other hand, to his nmind, they would sleep nore
soundly if they were out of the city. He specul ated whether he dared suggest that they use the few
remai ni ng nonents of twilight to head into the open and establish a canp sonmewhere in the
countrysi de.

The alien officer made some comrent in his slurred speech and faded away into the shadows.
Raf saw that the others had already dragged out their blanket rolls and were spreading themin the
shelter of the flitter while Soriki busied hinself at the com sending back a nessage to the RS
10.

" should not be too difficult to establish a comobn speech form" Lablet was saying
as Raf clinbed into the flitter to tug loose his own roll. "Color and pitch both seem'! to carry
meani ng. But the basic pattern is there to study. And with the scanner to sort out those record
strips-did you adjust them Soriki?"

"They're all ready for you to push the button. If the ' scanner can read them it- wll. |
got all that speech the chief, or king, or whatever he was, made just before we left." '

"CGood, very good!" In the light of the portable lanmp by Soriki's com Lablet settled down,
pl ugged the scanner tubes :' in his ears, absently accepting a ration bar the captain handed him
to chew on while he listened to the playback '* of the record the comtech had made t hat
af t ernoon.

Hobart turned to Raf. "You went off with that officer
What did he have to show you?",

The pilot described the gl obe and the body he had been shown and then added what he had
deduced fromthe sketchy expl anati ons he had been given. The captai n nodded.

"Yes, they have aircraft, have been using them too. But | think that there's only one of
the big ones. And they're ~', fighting a war all right. W didn't see the whole colony, but I'l]
wager that there are only a handful of themleft. '~ They're holed up here, and they need hel p or
the barbarians will finish themoff. They talked a | ot about that."

Lablet pulled the ear plugs fromhis ears. In the lanplight there was an excited
expression on his face. "You were entirely right Captain! They were offering us a bargain there at
the last! They are offering us the accunul ated scientific know edge of this world!"

"What ?" Hobart sounded bewi | dered.

"Over there"-Lablet made a sweep with his armwhich mght indicate any point to the east
"there is a storehouse of the original learning of their race. It's in the heart of the eneny
country. But the eneny as yet do not know if it. They' ve made two trips over to bring back
material and their ship can only go once nore. They offer us an equal share if we'll nake the next
trip in their conpany and hel p them cl ean out the storage place-"

Hobart's answer was a whistle. There was an avid hunger on Lablet's |lean face. No nore
potent bribe could have been devised to entice him But Raf, renenbering the spear torn body,
wonder ed.

In the heart of the eneny country, he repeated to hinself.

Labl et added another piece of information. "After all, the eneny they face is only
danger ous because of superior nunmbers. They are only aninals-"

"Animal s don't carry spears!” Raf protested.

"Experinental aninals that escaped during a worl d-wi de war generations ago," reported the
other. "It seems that the species have evolved to a senmi-intelligent level. 1 nust see them 1"

Hobart was not to be hurried. "W'll think it over," he decided. "This needs a little time
for consideration.”
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7
MANY EYES, MANY EARS

THI'S WAS NOT the first tine Dalgard had faced the raging fury of a snake-devil thirsting for a
kill. The slaying he had done in the arena was an exception to the rule, not the usual hunter's
I uck. And now that he saw the creature crouched at

the far end of the hall he was ready. Sssuri, also, followed their famliar pattern, separating
from his conpani on and slipping along the wall toward the nonster, ready to attract
its attention at the proper nonent. _

Only one doubt rerained in Dalgard' s mnd. This devil had not acted in the nornal
brainl ess fashion of its kind. Wat if it was able to assess the very sinple maneuvers, ' which
al ways before had conpletely baffled its species, and attacked not the noving nerman but the
wai ting archer?

It was backed agai nst another door, a closed one, as if it = had fled for refuge to sone
aid it had expected and did not find. But as Sssuri noved, its |long neck straightened until it was
al rost at right angles with its narrow shoulders, and fromits snake's jaws proceeded a horrific
hi ssing which arose to a screamas its | eg nuscles tensed for a spring.

At just the right nonent Sssuri's armwent back, his | spear sang through the air. And the
snhake-devil, with an incredible twist of its neck, caught the haft of the weapon between its
teeth, crunching the iron-hard substance into powder. But with that nove it exposed its throat,
and the arrow :' from Dal gard's bow was buried head-deep in the soft inner ~j flesh.

The snake-devil spat out the spear and tried to raise its head. But the rnuscles were
al ready weakening. It fought the poison |long enough to take a single step forward, its small red
eyes alight with brainless hate. Then it crashed and lay tw sting. Dalgard | owered his bow There
was no need for a second shot.

Sssuri regarded the remains of his spear unhappily. Not only was it the product of |ong
hours of work, but no merman | ever felt fully equipped to face the world w thout such a weapon to
hand. He sal vaged the barbed head and broke it free of the shred of haft the snake-devil had |eft.
Knotting it at his belt he turned to Dal gard.

"Shall we see what |ies beyond?" I

Dal gard crossed the hall to test the door. It did not yield
to an inward push, but rolled far enough into the wall to allow themthrough

On the other side was a room whi ch amazed the scout. The colonists had their |aboratory,
their workshops, in which they experinmented and tried to preserve the remants of know edge their
forefathers had brought across space, as well as to discover new. But the extent of this
storehouse with its bew |l dering mass of odd machi nes, tanks, bales, and stocked shel ves and
tables, was too nmuch to be taken in without a careful and m nute exam nation

"We are not the first to walk here." Sssuri had given little attention to what was stacked
about him Instead he bent over the disturbed dust in one aisle. Dalgard noted as he went to join
the merman that there were gaps on those tables which ran the full Iength of the room lines |left
in the griny deposit of years which told of things recently noved. And then he saw what had
interested Sssuri: tracks, sone resenbling those which his owmn bare feet m ght | eave, except that
there were only three toes!

"They."

Dal gard who had been a hunter and a tracker before he was an explorer crouched for a
clearer view. Yes they were recent, yet not nmade today or even yesterday; there was a thin film of
dust resettled in each.

"Sone days ago. They are not in the city now," the nerman declared with certainty. "But
they will come again."

"How do you know t hat ?"

Sssuri's hand swept about to include the wealth around them "They have taken sone,
perhaps to them the nost needful. But they will not be able to resist gathering the rest. Surely
they will return, perhaps not once but nany tinmes. Until-"

"Until they come to stay." Dalgard was grimas he conpleted that sentence for the other

"That is what they will work for. This land was once under their nmastery. This world was
theirs before they threw it

away warring anmong thensel ves. Yes, they dream of holding all once nore. But"-Sssuri's yellow eyes
took on sone of the fire which had shone in those of the snake-devil during its |ast seconds of
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life-"that nust not be sol"

"If they take the |land, you have the sea," Dal gard pointed out. The nermen had a neans of
escape. But what of his own clansnmen? Large families were unknown anong the Terran colonists. In
the little nore than a century they had been on this planet their nunbers, fromthe forty-five
survivors of the voyage, had grown to only sone two hundred and fifty, of which only a hundred and
twenty were old enough or young enough to fight. And for themthere was no retreat or hiding
pl ace.

"W do not go back to the depths!" There was stern determination in that declaration from
Sssuri. His tribe had been long hunted, and it wasn't until they had nade a | oose s alliance with
the Terran colonists that they had dared to | eave the dangerous ocean depths, where they were the

prey of nonsters nore ferocious and cunni ng than any snake-devil, to house their fanilies in the
coast caves and on the small islands offshore, to .increase in nunbers anal devel op new skills of
civilization. No, know ng the stubbornness which was bred into their small, furry bodies, Dal gard

did not believe that nmany of the sea people would willingly go back into the sunless depths. They
woul d not surrender tanely to A
the rulership of the |oathed race. .

"I don't see," Dalgard spoke aloud, half to hinself, as he studied the tables closely
packed the machi nes standing on bases about the walls, the wealth of alien technol ogy, 3 "what we
can do to stop them"

The restriction drilled into himfromearly chil dhood, that the know edge of Those O hers
was not for his race and in some way dangerous, gave himan uneasy feeling of guilt just to be
standi ng there. Danger, danger which was far worse _.x than physical, lurked there. And he could
bring it tolife by nmerely putting out his hand and picking up any one of those
fascinating objects which lay only inches away. For the pull of curiosity was warring inside him
agai nst the stern warnings of his Elders.

Once when Dal gard had been very snall he had raided his father's trip bag after the next
to the last exploring journey the elder Nordis had made. And he had found a clear block of sone
ki nd of greenish crystal, in the heart of which threadlike lines of color wove patterns which were
utterly strange. Wien he had turned the block in his hand, those |lines had whirled and changed to
formnew and intricate designs. And when he had watched themintently it had seened that sonething
happened inside his mnd and he knew, here and there, a word, a fragnent of alien thought just as
he normal ly conmuni cated with the cub who was Sssuri or the hoppers of the field. And his surprise
had been so great that he had gone running to his father with the cube and the story of what
happened when one watched it.

But there had been no praise for his discovery. Instead he had been hurried off to the
chanber where an old, old man, the son of the G eat Man who had planned to bring them across
space, lay in his bed. And Forken Kordov hinself had talked to Dalgard in his old voice, a voice
as withered and thin as the hands crossed hel pl essly on his shrunken body, explaining in sinple,
kindly words that the know edge which lay in the cubes, in the oddly shaped books which the
Terrans sometines cane across in the ruins, was not for them That his own great-grandfather Dard
Nordi s, who had been one of the first of the mutant line of sensitives, had discovered that. And
Dal gard, inpressed by Forken, by his father's concern, and by all the circunstances of that day,
had never forgotten nor |ost that warning.

"W cannot hope to stop them" Sssuri pointed out. "But we rmust |earn when they will cone
again and be waiting for themw th your people and nine. For | tell you now, brother of the knife,
they must not be allowed to rise once norel"

"And how can we foretell their com ng?" Dal gard wanted to know.

"Perhaps that al one we cannot do. But when they cone they will not |eave speedily. They
have stayed here before without harm and their distrust has been lulled. Wen next they cone, it
will be only according to their natures that they will wish to stay |onger. Not snatching up the
closet ; to hand of these treasures of theirs, but choosing out with care those things which wll
give themthe best results. Therefore they nay nake a canp, and we can sunmon others to aid us."

"To return to Honmeport will take several days even if we push," pointed out the scout.

"Word can pass swifter than man," the nmerman returned,
with confidence in his own plan of action. "W shall put '~
other eyes, other ears, many eyes, many ears, to service for
us. Be assured we are not the only ones to fear the return
of Those Ot hers from overseas." -

Dal gard caught his neaning. Yes, it would not be the first time the hoppers and ot her
small animals living in the ; grasslands, the runners and even the noth birds that only the mermnen
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could mnd touch, would relay a nessage across the land. It night not be an accurate nessage--to
transmt -° that by small ani mal brains was inpossible-but the nmeaning would reach both nerman and
colony Elders: trouble in the north, help needed there. And since Dalgard was the only explorer at
present who had chosen the northern trails, his people would know that he had sent that warning
and woul d act upon it, as Sssuri's nmessage would in turn be heeded by the warriors of his tribe.

Yes, it could be done. But what of the traces they had , left here-the slaughtered snake-
devils-?

Sssuri had an answer for that also. "Let them believe that one of my race cane here, or
that a party of us ventured to explore inland. W can nake it appear that way. But they nust not
know of you. | do not believe that they ever |earned
of you or how your fathers cane fromthe sky. And so that may swing the battle in our favor if .it
conmes to open warfare."

VWhat the nerman said was sensible enough, and Dalgard was willing to obey orders. As he
left the storehouse, Sssuri trailed him scuffing each dusty print the scout left. Perhaps a
master of trailcraft could unravel that spoor, but the colonist was ready to believe that no such
master existed in the ranks of Those O hers.

In the outer hall the nerman approached the now dead snake-devil and jerked from.its
| oose skin the arrow which had killed it. Loosing the head of his ruined spear fromhis belt, he
dug and gouged at the snmall wound, tearing it so that its original nature was conceal ed forever.
Then they retraced their way through the underground passages until they reached the sanded arena.
Al ready insects buzzed hungrily about the hul ks of the dead nonsters.

There was a shrill squeal as the remaining infant reptile fled fromthe pouch where it had
hi dden. Sssuri hurled his knife, and the bl ade caught the small devil above the shoul der |ine,
hal f cutting, half snapping its tender neck, so that it bounded aimessly on to crash against the
wal | and fall back squirning feebly.

They collected the darts which had killed the others. Dalgard took the opportunity to
study those bands on the forearms of the adults. To his touch they had the slick snpot hness of
metal, yet he was unfamliar with the material. It possessed the ruddy fire of copper, but through
it ran small black veins. He would have |iked to have taken one with himfor investigation, but it
was out of the question to pry it off that scaled |inb.

Sssuri straightened up fromhis |ast gruesonme bit of stage setting with a sigh of relief.
"Go ahead." He pointed to one of the other archways. "I will confuse the trail."

Dal gard obeyed, treading as lightly as he could, avoiding all stretches in which he could
| eave a clear print. Sssuri ran

lightly back and forth nixing the few inpressions to the
best of his ability. #

They backtracked to the river, retrieved the boat and recrossed, to |leave the city behind
and strike into the open -j country beyond its sinister walls. N ght was falling, and Dal gard was
very glad that he was not to spend the time of darkness within those haunted buil di ngs. But he
knew 1 that it was nore than a dislike for being shut up in the alien dwellings which had brought
Sssuri out into the fields. The
second part of their plan nust be put into operation

While Dalgard willed his body notionless, the nerman |lay rel axed upon the ground before
himas he m ght have fl oated upon his bel oved waves in sone secluded cove. His brilliant eyes were
cl osed. Yet Dalgard knew that Sssuri was far fromasleep, and with all his own power he tried to
join in the broadcast: that urgency which should send sone hopper, sonme night runner, on to spread
the runor that there was trouble in the north, that danger existed and rmust be investigated. They
had al ready met one col ony of runners ranging southward to escape. But if they could send anot her
such tribe traveling, arouse and aimsouth a hopper exodus, the story would spread until the
fringe woul d reach the animals who lived in peace within touch of Honeport.

The sun was gone, the dark gathered fast. Dalgard could ' not even see the clustered
buil dings of the city now And since he |acked Sssuri's range and staying power, he had no idea
whet her their efforts had met with even a shadow of . success. He shivered in the bite of the w nd
and dared to lay his hand on Sssuri's shoul der, feeling anew the electric . shock of warnth and
bursting life which was al ways there.

Havi ng so broken the other's absorption he asked a question: "Wuld it not be well,
brother of the knife, if with the rising sun you returned to the sea and struck out to join our
tri besnen, |eaving ne here to watch until you return?"

Sssuri's answer cane with a speed whi ch suggested that he, too, had been consi dering that
problem "W shall see
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what happens with the sun's rising. It is true that in the sea | can travel with greater speed,
that there are hunting parties of ny people striking into these waters. But they will not cone to
this city without good reason. It is -an accursed place.”

Wth the early norning the city drew themonce nore. Dalgard's curiosity pulled himto
that storehouse. He could not stifle the hope that with luck he mght find sonething there which
woul d solve their problemfor them If there could only be a way to avoid open conflict with Those
O hers, sonme solution whereby the aliens need never know of the existence of the Colony. For so
many generations, even centuries, the aliens had been confined, or had confined thensel ves, safely
overseas on the western continent. Perhaps if now they were faced by sone new catastrophe, they
woul d never attenpt to cone east again. He had visions of discovering and activating sonme trap set
to protect their treasures which could be turned against them But he realized that he | acked the
techni cal know edge whi ch woul d have aided himin the search for such a weapon.

The remmants of Terran sci ence and mechani cs, which the outlaws had brought with them from
their native world, had been handed on; the experinents they had managed since with crude
equi pnent had been carefully recorded, and he was acquainted with the outlines of npbst of them
But the few destructive arns they had i nported were | ong since worn out or |acked charges, and
they had not been able to duplicate them just as they had torn asunder the ship in which they had
crossed space, to use its parts for the building of Honeport, so had they hoarded all else they
had brought. But they were linmted by |lack of materials on Astra, and their fear of the know edge
of the aliens had kept them from experimenting with things found in the ruins.

There m ght be hundreds of objects on the shelves of that storage place, which, properly
used, would reduce not only just the roomand its contents to glow ng slag, but take half

the city with it. But he had no i dea which, or which conbination, would do it.

And here Sssuri could be no hel p. The nmermen had nmade great strides forward in biological
and nmental sciences, but nechanics was a closed section of |earning because of their enforced
habi tat under the sea, and of nachines they knew | ess than the col oni sts.

"I have been thinking-" Sssuri broke into his companion's chain of reasoning, "of what we
may do. And perhaps there is a way to reach the sea nore swiftly than by returning overland."

"Downriver? But you said that way may have its watchi ng devices."

"Whi ch woul d be centered on objects conming upstream not down. But in this city there
shoul d be yet anot her way-"

He did not enlarge upon that, but since he apparently knew what he was doing, Dalgard |et
hi m pl ay gui de once nore. They recrossed the sluggish river, the scout looking into its nurky
depths with little relish for it as a neans of transportation. Though it had an oily, flow ng
current, there was a suggestion of stagnant water with unpl easant surprises waiting beneath its
turgid surface

For the second tine they entered the arena. Avoiding the bodies, Sssuri nmade a circuit of
the sanded floor. He did not turn in at the archway which led to the storage place, but paused
before another as if there |lay what he had been searching for

Dal gard' s-1ess sensitive nostrils picked up a new scent, the not-to-be-m ssed fetor of
danp under ground ways where water stood. The nernan edged around a barred gate as Dal gard sniffed
again. The snell of danp was crossed by other and even | ess appetizing odors, but he did not catch
the stench of the snake-devils. And, relying on Sssuri's judgnment, he followed the merman into the
dar k.

Once again patches of violet light glinmrered over their heads as the passage narrowed and
sl oped downward. Dalgard tried to renmenber the general geography of the section which was above
them now. He had assuned that this way with its dank chill nust give on the river. But when they
had pattered on for a | ong di stance, he knew that either they had passed beneath the stream or
that he was totally lost as to direction.

As their eyes adjusted to the gloomof the passage the violet |ight grew stronger. So
Dal gard saw clearly when Sssuri whirled and faced back al ong the way they had cone, his body in a
hal f crouch, his knife ready in his hand.

Dal gard, his bow useless in the danp, drew his own sword knife. But, though his nind
probed and he listened, he could sense or hear nothing on their trail.

8
Al RLI FT

THEY WERE air-borne once nore, but Raf was not pleased. In the seat beside him which Captain
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Hobart shoul d be occupying, there now squirmed an alien warrior who apparently was unconfortabl e
in the chair |like depression so different fromthe |ow stools he was accustoned to. Soriki was
still in the second passenger place, but he, too, shared that with another of the men fromthe
city who rested across bony knees a strange weapon rather like a Terran rifle.

No, the spacenen were not prisoners. According to the official statenment they were allies.
But, Raf wondered, as against his will he followed the gl obe in a northeastern course, how | ong
woul d that fiction last if they refused to fall in with any suggestions the aliens m ght nake? He
did not doubt that there was on board the gl obe sonme surprise which

could shoot the flitter out of the air, if, for exanple, he adjusted the controls before himand
bore west toward the nountains and the safety of the space ship. Either of the aliens he now
transported could bring himunder control by using those weapons, which m ght do anything from
boiling a man in sone unknown ray to snothering himin gas. He had not seen the arms in action
and he did not want to.

Yet Hobart and Lablet did not, as far as he could tell, share his suspicions. Lablet was
eager to see the nysterious storehouse, and the captain was either noved by the same desire or
el se had | ong since deduced the folly of trying to nake a break for it. Thus they were now headi ng
seaward with the captain and Labl et sharing quarters with the | eaders of the expedition on board
the gl obe, and Raf and the comtech, w th conpani ons-or guards-bringing up the rear. The aliens
had even insisted on stripping the flitter of much of its Terran equi pment before they left the
city, pointing out that the cleared storage space would be filled with sal vage when they nade the
return voyage

The gl obe had been trailing along the coastline, and now it angled out to glide over a
I ong finger of cape, rocky and water worn, which pointed at alnost a right angle into the sea.
This dwindled into a reef of rock, like the nail on a finger. The sea ahead was no unbroken
expanse. Instead there was a series of islands, sone nerely tops of reefs over which the waves
broke, others nore substantial, rising well above the threatening water, and one or two show ng
the green of vegetation

The chain of islets extended so far out that when the flitter passed over the |ast one the
mai n continent was out of sight. Now only water stretched beneath them The gl obe skidded on as if
its pilot had given it an extra burst of power, and Raf accelerated in turn, having no desire to
| ose his guide. But they were not to nake the ocean-wide trip in one junp.

At m dday he saw again a break in the snooth carpet of
waves, another island, or perhaps the southern tip of a northern continent for the land swept in
that direction as far as he could see. The gl obe spiraled dowmn to make a neat |anding on a flat
pl ateau, and Raf prepared to join it. \Wen the undercarriage of the flitter jarred lightly on the
rock, he saw signs that this was a nan- or alien-fashioned place which nust have had nuch use in
the di m past when his new conpanions ruled all their native world.

The rock had been snoothed off to a flat surface, and at its perineter were several snall
doned buildings. Yet, as there had been in the countryside and in the city, except at its very
heart, there was an aura of desertion at the site.

Both his alien passengers junped out of the flitter, as if only too pleased at their
rel ease fromthe Terran flyer. For the first time Raf was shaken out of his own preoccupation wth
his dislike for the aliens to wonder if they could be noved by a simlar distaste for Terrans.
Labl et mght be interested in that as a scientific problemthe pilot only knew how he felt and
that was not confortable

Sori ki got out and wal ked across the rock, stretching. But for a | ong nonent Raf renmined
where he was, behind the controls of the flyer. He was as cranped and tired of travel as the com
tech, perhaps even nore so since the responsibility of the flight had been his. And had they
| anded in open country he would have |liked to have thrown hinself down on the ground, taking off
his hel met and unhooking his tunic collar to let the fresh wind blow through his hair and across
his skin. Perhaps that would take away the arid dust of centuries, which, to his mnd, had grined
himsince their hours in the city. But here was no open country, only a | andi ng space which
rem nded himtoo nmuch of the roof of the building in the netropolis.

A hal f-dozen of the breast plated warriors filed out of the globe and went to the nearest
dome, returning with heavy boxes. Fuel -supplies-Raf shrugged off the problem The pilot was
secretly relieved when Captain Hobart dropped

out of the hatch in the gl obe and made his way over to the flitter
"Everythi ng runni ng snoot hl y?" he asked with a glance at the two aliens who were Raf's
passengers.
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"Yes, sir. Any idea how nuch farther-?" Raf, questioned.

Hobart shrugged. "Until we work out basic | anguage difficulties,"” he nuttered, "who knows
anyt hing? There is at | east one nore of these way stations. They don't run on atonmics, need some
kind of fuel, and they have to have new supplies every so often. Their head man can't understand
why it isn't necessary for us to do the sane."

"Has he suggested that his techneers want a | ook at our notors, sir?"

Hobart unbent a little. It was as if in that question he had read sonethi ng which pl eased
him "So far we've managed not to understand that. And if anyone tries it on his own, refer himto
me- under st and?"

"Yes, sir!" Sone of the relief in Raf's tone cane through, and he saw that the captain was
wat chi ng hi m narrow y.

"You don't |ike these people, KurbiP"

The pilot replied with the truth. "I don't feel easy with them sir. Not that they've
shown any unfriendliness. Maybe it's because they're alien-"

He had said the wong thing and knew it i mredi ately.

"That sounds |ike prejudice, Kurbil" Hobart's voice carried the snap of a reprinand.

"Yes, sir," Raf said woodenly. That had done it as far as the captain was concerned. The
fierce racial and econonical prejudi ces which had been the keystones of the structure of Pax had
left their shadow on Terra's thinking. Nowadays a man woul d better be condemed for nurder than
for prejudice against another-it was the unforgivable crime. And in that unconsi dered answer Raf
had rendered unreliable in the eyes of authority any future report on the aliens which he m ght be
forced to make.

Silently cursing his lack of judgnment, Raf nade a carefu
check of the flyer, which m ght not be necessary but going through the notions of doing his duty
gave himsone relief. Once the idea struck himof claimng some trouble that woul d take them back
to the spacer for repairs. But Hobart was too good a nechanic hinself not to see through that.

They covered the second stage of their flight by evening, this time putting down on an
i sl and where, by sone ancient and titanic feat of |abor, the top had been sheared 0$ a centra
mountain to nmake a base. Aring of reefs cut off the land fromthe action of the waves. At once a
party of aliens left the main conpany and nade their way down the nountain to prow along the
shore. They nade a di scovery of sorts, for Raf saw themring in some object they had pulled up on
the sand. What it was and what neaning it had for themthey did not try to explain to the
Terrains'.,

The party spent the night there, the four spacenen wapped in their sleeping rolls by the
flitter, the aliens in their globe ship. The Terrans did not miss the fact that the others had
unobtrusively posted guards at the only two places where the nountain could be clinbed. And each
of those guards cradled in the crook of his armone of the rifle weapons.

They were aroused shortly after dawn. As far as Raf could see the island was barren of
life, or else any creature native to it kept prudently out of the way while the flyers were there.
They took off, the globe rising |like a balloon into the norning sky, the flitter waiting until it
was air-borne before scaling after it.

The nount ai nous i sl and where they had based was the sea sentinel of an archipel ago, which
they saw spread out below themas if soneone had flung a handful of pebbles into a shall ow pool
Most of the islands were nmerely rocky crags. But there were two which showed the green of snal
open fields, and Raf thought he caught a glinpse of a dome house on the |ast.

They were now over a region thick with islands, the first

collection giving way to a second and then a third. Raf, expecting no sudden nove on the part of
the gl obe he trailed, was startled when the alien ship made a downward swoop. At the sane tine the
warrior seated beside himtugged at the sleeve of his tunic and jabbed a finger toward the ground,
clearly an order to follow Raf cut speed and cautiously lost altitude, determ ned that he was not
going to be rushed into any nmove for which he did not know the reason

The gl obe was hovering over a snall island set a little apart fromthe others. A nonment
later Soriki's excited voice drew Raf's attention fromhis controls to what was goi ng on bel ow.

"There're people down there! Look at themrun!"

They were too far away to be sure of the nature of the brown-gray things so close to the
col or of the sea-washed rock that they could only be detected when they noved. But it was evident
that they were alive, and as Raf brought the flitter closer, he was also certain that they ran on
their two hind feet instead of on an animal's four pads.

From the under part of the globe ship licked a tongue of fire. Wth the force of a
whi pl ash it coursed across the rock and in its passing enbrace, the creatures bel ow withed and
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withered to charred heaps. They had no chance under that nethodical blasting. The alien beside Raf
signal ed again for a drop. He patted the weapon that he held and notioned for Raf to rel ease the
covering of the windshield. But the pilot shook his head firmy.

This might be war. The aliens could have a very good reason for their deadly attack on the
creatures surprised below. But he wanted no part of it, nor did he want to get any closer to the
scene of slaughter. And he nmade an enphatic gesture that the wi ndshield could not be opened while
the flitter was air-borne.

But as he did so they glided down, and he caught a single good | ook at what was goi ng on
the rock-a | ook which remained to haunt his dreans for |ong years to conme. For
now he saw clearly the creatures who ran fruitlessly for safety. Sone reached the edge of the
cliff and | eaped to what was an easier death in the sea. But too nany others could not nake it and
died in flanming agony. And they were not all of one size!

Children! There was no nmistaking the infant in its nother's arnms, the two small ones who
fled hand in hand until one stunbled and the burning | ash caught them both as the other strove to
pull the fallen to its feet. Raf gagged. He triggered the controls and soared up and away,
fighting the heaving in his mddle, shaking off with one savage jerk the insistent paw ng hand of
the alien who wanted to join in the fun

"Did you see that?" he demanded of Sori ki

For once the comtech sounded subdued. "Yes," he replied shortly.

"Those were children," Raf hanmmered hone the point.

"Young ones anyway," the comtech conceded. "Maybe they aren't people. They had fur al

over them™
Raf grinned mirthlessly. Should he now accuse Sori ki of prejudice? Wiat did it matter if a
thinking creature was clothed in a space suit, silken bandages, or natural fur-it was still a

thinking creature. And he was sure that those had been intelligent creatures he had just seen

bl asted wi thout a chance to fight back. If these were the enenmy the aliens feared, he could
understand the vicious cruelty of the attack which had killed the man he had been shown back in
the city. Fire against primtive spears was not equal, and when the spears got their chance they
must nake up for nuch to bal ance the scal es of justice.

He did not even wonder why his enptions were so whol eheartedly enlisted upon the side of
the furred people. Nor did he try to analyze his feelings. He was only sure that nore than ever he
wanted to be free of the aliens and out of this whole venture.

The warrior sharing his seat was sul king now, tw sting about to | ook back at the island as
Raf circled in ever-widening glides to get away fromthe site and yet not |ose track of the gl obe
when it would have finished its dirty business and take once nore to the air. But the alien ship
was in no hurry to | eave

"They are making sure," Soriki reported. "Gving the whole island a fire bath. | wonder
what that stuff is-"
"I'd just as soon not know," Raf returned from between set teeth. "If that is one of their

pi eces of precious know edge, we're as well off without it-" he stopped short. Perhaps he had said
too much. But Terra had been racked by the torrid horror of atomic war, until all his kind had
been so revolted that it was bred into themnot to neddle again with such weapons. And war by fire
aroused in themthat old horror. Surely Soriki rmust feel it too, and when the comtech did not
comment, Raf was sure of that. He hoped that the slaughter had nade sone inpression on the captain
and on Lablet into the bargain.

But when, as if sated with killing, the globe rose again fromits position over the
i sl and, noving al nost sluggishly into the fresh sky, he had to follow it on. Mre islands were
bel ow, and he feared that each one m ght show sonme sign of life and tenpt the killers to a second
hunti ng.

Luckily that did not happen. The chains of islands becane a cape as they had on the coast.
of the western continent. And now the gl obe swng to the south, trailing the shore line. Forests
made green splotches with bluish overtones running fromthe sea cliffs back to carpet the land. So
far no signs of civilization were to be seen. This | and was as untouched as that where the spacer
had | anded.

Then they saw the bay, stretching out wide arns to engulf the sea. It could have harbored
a whole fleet. And marching down to its waters were broad |l evels of buildings, a giant's staircase
|l eading fromsea to cliff tops.

"They had it here-!"

Raf saw what Sori ki neant by that outburst. Destruction had struck. He had seen the atomc
ruins of his own world,
those which were free enough fromradiation to explore. But he had never seen anything |like these
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chilling scars. In long strips the very stone which provided foundation for the tiered city had
been churned and boiled, had run .in rivulets of |ava down to the sea, enclosing narrow tongues of
still untouched structures. The fire whip the gl obe had used, magnified to sone infinitely greater

extent-? It could be.

The alien at his side pressed tightly against the wi ndshield gazing down at the ruins. And
now he nout hed a gabbl e of words which was echoed by his fellow sitting with Soriki. Their
excitement nust nean that this was their goal, Raf slacked speed, waiting for the globe to point a
way to a | andi ng.

But to his surprise the alien ship shot forward inland. The | ong day was al nost over as
they canme to a second city with a river knotting a ribbon through .its nmddle. Here were no traces
of the fury which had | aced the seaport with havoc. This collection of buildings seened whol e and
perfect.

There was, oddly enough, no landing strip within the city. The gl obe coasted over the
rough oval and came down in open fields to the west. It was a maneuver whi ch Raf copied, though he
first dropped a flare as a precaution and brought the flyer down in its red glare, with the
warrior expressing shrill disapproval

"I don't think they like fireworks," Soriki renarked.

Raf snorted. "So they don't like fireworks! Well, | don't |ike crack-ups, and |I'mthe
pilot!" But he didn't believe that the comtech was really protesting. Soriki had been very qui et
since they had witnessed the attack on the island.

"Gimlooking place," was his second comment as they touched ground.

Since Raf privately had held that opinion of all the alien settlenents he had so far seen
he agreed. Their two alien passengers were out of the flitter as soon as he opened the bubble
shield. And as they stood by the Terran flyer, they held their weapons ready, facing out into the
dusk as if they

hal f expected trouble. After the earlier episode that day, Raf did not wonder at their
preparedness. Terror begets terror, and ruthl essness arouses retaliation in kind.

“"Kurbi! Soriki!" Hobart's voice sounded out of the shadows. "Stay where you are for the
present."”

Soriki settled deeper in his seat. "He doesn't have to tell ne to brake jets," he
muttered. "I like it here-"

Raf did not need to echo that. He had a strong surnise that had he been tenpted to roam
away fromthe flitter the nove woul d not have been encouraged by the alien guardsnen. |f this was
their treasure city, they would not wel come any independent investigation by strangers.

When the captain joined them he was acconpanied by the officer who had first shown Raf
the gl obe. And the warrior was either disturbed or angry, for he was talking in a steady stream
and his hands were whirling in explanatory gestures.

"They didn't like that flare," Hobart remarked. But there was no reproof in his words. As
a spacer pilot he knew that Raf had only done what duty denmanded. "W're to remain here-for the
ni ght."

"Where's Lablet?" Soriki wanted to know.

"He's staying with Yussoz, the alien commander. He thinks he has the | anguage problem
about sol ved. "

"Good enough." Soriki pulled out his bed roll. "W're out of touch with the ship-"

There was a second of silence, unduly prolonged it seened to Raf. Then Hobart spoke:

"We couldn't expect to keep in call forever. The best comhas its range. Wen did you | ose
contact ?"

"Just before these wapped-up heroes played with fire back there. | gave the boys all |
knew up until then. They know we were headed west, and they had us beanmed as |ong as they could."”

So it wasn't too bad, thought Raf. But he didn't like it; even with that mtigating
factor. To all purposes the four
Terrans were now surrounded by sone twenty tines their nunber, in an unknown country, out of al
conmuni cation with the rest of their kind. It could add up to disaster

9
SEA GATE

"WHAT IS | T?" Dal gard asked his question as Sssuri, his attention still on their back trail, stole
al ong cautiously on a retracing of their path.
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But that retreat ended abruptly with the nmerman pl astered against the wall, his whole
shadowy form a tense warni ng which stopped Dal gard short. In that noment the answer flashed from
m nd to m nd.

"There are those which fol |l ow"

"Snake-devil s? Those Ot hers?" The col ony scout supplied the only two expl anations he had,
sendi ng his own thought out questing. But as usual he could not hope to equal the nore sensitive
mer man whose race had al ways used that form of conmunicati on.

"Those who have | ong haunted the darkness,"” was the only reply he could get.

But Sssuri's actions were far nore indicative of danger. For the nerman turned and caught
at Dalgard, pulling the larger colonist along a step or two with the urgency of his grip.

"W cannot return this way-and we must travel fast!"

For Sssuri who woul d face and had faced up to a snake devil with a spear his sol e weapon,
this timdity was new. Dal gard was wi se enough to accept his verdict of the wi sdomof flight.
Toget her they ran along the underground corridor, soon putting a nmle between them and the point
where the merman had first taken alarm

"From what do we flee?" As the merman began to sl acken pace, Dalgard sent that query.

"There are those who live in this darkness. By one, or by two, we could speedily renove
themfromlife. But they hunt in packs and they are as greedy for the kill as are the snake devils
scenting neat. Also they are intelligent. Once, |long before the days of burning, they served Those
O hers as hunters of gane. And Those Qthers tried to nmake them ever nore intelligent and crafty so
they mght be sent to hunt without a huntsnan. At |ast they grew too knowi ng for their masters.
Then Those Others, realizing their nmenace, tried to kill themall with traps and tricks. But only
the nost stupid and the sl owest were so di sposed of. The others withdrew i nto underground ways
such as this, venturing forth only in the dark of night."

"Put if they are intelligent,” countered the scout, "why can they not be reached by the
m nd touch?"

"Trough the years they have devel oped their own ways of
t hought. And these are not the sinple creatures of the sun, or
such as the runners. Once they were taught to answer only to
Those Others. Now they answer only to each other. But"
he spread out his hands in one of his quick, nervous gestures
= "to those who are cornered by one of their packs, they are
sudden death!"

Since they could not, by Sssuri's reckoning, turn back, there was only one course before
them to follow the passage they had chanced upon. The merman was certain that it under ran the
river and that eventually they would reach the sea-unless sone side turn before that point would
meke them free in the countrysi de once nore.

Dal gard doubted if it had ever been a well-used way. And the presence of earth falls here
and there, over which they stunmbled and clawed their way, |led himto consider the w sdom of
keepi ng -on to what might be a dead end. But his trust in Sssuri's judgment was great, and as the
nmer man
pl oned forward with every appearance of confidence, he continued to trot along w thout conplaint.

They snatched nmonents of rest, taking turns at guard. But the walls about them were so
unchanging that it was hard to neasure tine or distance. Dal gard chewed at his enmergency rations,
a block of dried nmeat and fruit pounded together to an al nbst rockli ke consistency, and tried to
make the crunbs he sucked | oose satisfy his growi ng hunger

The passageway was grow ng danper; water trickled dowmn the walls and gathered in fetid
pools on the floor. Dalgard' s dislike of the place grew. H s shoul ders hunched involuntarily as he
strode along, for his inmagination pictured the rock above them giving away to dunp tons of the
oily river water down to engulf them But though Sssuri avoi ded splashing through the pools
wherever he nmight, he did not appear to find anything upsetting about the noisture.

At |ast the human could stand it no |onger. "How rmuch farther to the sea?" he asked
wi t hout any hope of a real answer.

As he had expected himto do, Sssuri shrugged. "We should be close. But having never trod
this way before, howcan | tell you?"

Once nore they rested, choosing a stretch which was reasonably dry, munching their dried
food and drinking sparingly fromthe stoppered duocorn horns which swng fromtheir belts. A man
woul d have to be dying of thirst, Dalgard thought, before he would pal mup any of the stagnant
wat er fromthe passage pools.

He drifted off into a troubled sleep in which he fled beneath a sky which was a giant lid
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in the hand of an unseen eneny, a lid which was slowly lowered to crush himflat. He awoke with a
start to find Sssuri's cool, scaled fingers stroking his shoul der

"Dream denons wal k these roads."” The words drifted into his half-awake mnd

"They do indeed," he roused to answer.

"It is always so where Those Ot hers have been. They | eave behind themthe thoughts which
breed such dreans to trouble the sleep of those who are not of their kind. Let us go. | would like
to be out of this place under the clean sky, where no anci ent w ckedness hangs to poison the air
and thought."

Ei ther the merman had miscal culated the direction of their route or the river nouth was
much farther fromthe inland city than they had believed, for, though they pushed on for what
seened |i ke weary hours, they cane to no upward slope, no exit to the world they knew.

I nstead Dal gard began to realize that just the opposite was true. At |ast he could stand
it no longer and broke out with what he feared, hoping that Sssuri would deny that fear

"W are going downhill!"

To his di sappointment the nmerman agreed. "It has been so for the |ast thousand of our
paces. It is ny belief that this | eads not to the sun but out under the sea."

Dal gard missed a step. To Sssuri the sea was hone and perhaps the thought of being under
its floor was not disturbing. The |and-born human was not so prepared. If he had experienced
di sconfort under the river, what would it be |ike under the ocean? His terrifying dreamof a lid
bei ng pressed down upon himflashed back into his nmind. But his conpani on was conti nui ng:

"There will be doors, perhaps into the sea itself."

"For you," Dalgard pointed out, "but I amno dweller in the depths."

"Neither were Those Ot hers, yet they used these ways. And | tell you"-in his earnestness
the merman laid his hand once nore on Dalgard's arm"to turn back now is out of the question. The
deat h which haunts the darkness is still sniffing out our trail."

Dal gard gl anced involuntarily over his shoulder. By the faint and limted |ight of the
purpl e disks he could see little or nothing. An army night creep there undetected.

"But-" His protest was in answer to the nernan's seeni ng unconcern.

Sssuri at the first intimation that the hunters were behind them had shown wari ness. Now
he did not appear to care.

"They had fed,"” he replied. "Scouts follow because we are somnet hi ng new and thus suspect.
When hunger rises once nore in them and their scouts report that we are neat, then is the tinme to
draw knives and prepare for battle. But before that hour we may have won free. Let us search for
the gate we now need."

However confident the nerman might be, Dalgard could not match that confidence. In the
open air he would have faced a snake-devil four times his size w thout any nore enotion than a
hunter's instinctive caution. But here in the dark, unable to rid hinself of the belief that
t housands of tons of sea water hung over his head, he found hinself starting at any sound, his
knife bare and ready in his sweating hand.

He noted that Sssuri had stepped up the pace, passing into his sure-footed glide which
made Dal gard exert hinself to keep up. Before themthe corridor stretched without a break. The
merman's promised exit, if it existed, was still out of sight.

It was difficult to gauge tine in this dark hall, but Dal gard thought that they were at
| east an hour farther on their way when Sssuri paused abruptly once nore, his head cocked in a
listening attitude, as if he caught sone whisper of sound too rarefied for his human conpani on

"Now" the thought hissed as if he spat the words, "they hunger-and they hunt!"

He bounded forward with a spurt, which Dalgard copied, and they ran lightly, the dust
undi sturbed in years puffing up beneath the merman's bare, scaled feet and Dal gard's hi de boots.
Still the unbroken walls, the feeble patches of violet in the ceiling. But no exit. And what good
woul d any exit do him ,Dalgard thought, if it opened under the sea?

"There are .islands off the coast-many islands-" Sssuri

caught himup. "It is in nmy mnd that we shall find our door on one of those. But-run now, knife
brother, for those at our heels awake and thirst for flesh and bl ood. They have deci ded that we
are not to be feared but nmay be run down for their pleasure."

Dal gard wei ghed his knife in his hand. "They shall find us with fangs,
grimy

“I't will be better if they do not find us at all," returned Sssuri

A burning arch of pain encased Dalgard's lower ribs, and his breath cane in gusts of
hastily sucked air as their flight kept on, down the endless corridor. Sssuri was al so show ng

he prom sed
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signs of the grueling pace, his round head bent forward, his furred [ egs punping as if only his
iron will kept them noving. And the deternination which kept himgoing was conmuni cated to the
scout as a graver warning than any thought nessage of fear

They were passing under one of the infrequent violet |ights when Dal gard got sonething
el se-a nental thrust so quick and sharp it was as if a sword had cut through the daze of fatigue
to reach his brain. Yet that had not come from Sssuri, for it was totally alien, wavering on a
band so near the extreme edge of his consciousness that it pricked, receded, and pricked again as
a needl e m ght.

This was no nessage of fear or warning, but of inplacable stubbornness and ravening
hunger. And in that instant Dalgard knew that it canme fromwhat was sniffing out their trail, and
he no | onger wondered that the hunters were i mune to other nental contact. One coul d not reason
with-that!

He spurted forward, matching the merman's accel eration of speed. But to Dalgard' s horror
he saw that his conpani on now ran with one hand brushing along the wall, as if he needed that
support.

"Sssuril"

Hi s thought net a wall of concentration through which he could not break. In a way he was
reassured-for a noment,
until another of those stabs fromtheir pursuers struck him He longed to | ook back, to see what
hunted them But he dared not break stride to do that.

"Ahhhhl " The wel comi ng cry from Sssuri brought his attention back to his conpanion the
mer man broke into a wild run.

Dal gard sumoned up his |last rags of energy and coursed after him Sssuri had halted
before a dark |unp which protruded fromthe side of the corridor

"A sea lock!" Sssuri's claws were clicking over the surface of the hatch, seeking the
secret of its latch.

Panting, Dalgard | eaned against the opposite wall. Just as a protest fornmed in his mnd he
heard something el se, the pad of feet, many feet, echoing down the corridor. And sonehow he was
abl e now to | ook.

Round spots of light, dull, greenish, close to the ground, as if someone had flung a
handf ul of phosphorescence into the dark. But this was no phosphorescence! Eyes! Eyes-he tried to
count and knew it was inpossible to so reckon the nunber of the pack that ran mute but ready. Nor
coul d he distinguish nore than a very shadowy glinpse of forms which glided close to the ground
wi th an unpl easant sinuosity.

"Ahhhhh! " Again Sssuri's paean of triunph.

There was the grate of unwilling netal forced to nove, a puff of air redolent with the sea
striking their bodies in chill threat, the brightness of violet light stepped up to a point far
beyond the lanps in the corridor.

Wth it came no rush of drowning water as Dal gard had half expected, and when the merman
cl anbered through the hatch he prepared to follow, well aware that the eyes, and the pattering
feet which bore them were now al nbst wi thin range.

There was a snarl fromthe passage, and a black thing sprang at the scout. Wthout clear
sight of what he was fighting, he struck down with his knife and felt it slit flesh. The snarl was
a scream of rage as the creature -twisted in mdair

s
for a second try at him In that .instant Sssuri, |eaning halfway out of the hatch, struck in his
turn, thrusting his bone knife into shadows whi ch now boiled with life.

Dal gard | eaped for the | ock door, kicking out swiftly and feeling the toe of his boot
contact with a crunch agai nst one R of those darting shades sending it back end over end into A
the press where its fellows turned snapping upon it. Then Sssuri grabbed at him bringing himin,
and together they slanmed the hatch, feeling .it shake with the shock of thuddi ng bodies as the
pack outside went mad in their frustration. -

Wil e the merman fastened the | ocking bar, bringing out of the |ong-notionless netal
anot her protesting screech. Dalgard had a chance to | ook about him They were in a room sone ei ght
or nine feet long, the violet light showing up well tangles of equi prent hangi ng from pegs on the
walls, a pile '. of small cylinders on the floor. At the far end of the chanber was another hatch
door, locked with the same type of bar . as Sssuri had just |owered to seal the inner one. The
mer man nodded to it.

"The sea-"

Dal gard slid his knife back into its sheath. So the sea |lay beyond. He did not wel conme the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt (35 of 73) [1/17/03 1:26:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt

t hought of passing through that door. Like all of his race he could swi mperhaps his feats in the
wat er woul d have astoni shed the men of the planet fromwhich his tribe had emi grated. But unlike
the nernmen, he was not sea-born, nor equi pped by nature with " a secondary breathi ng apparatus to
make himas free in the world of water as he was on land. Sssuri mght crawl through °~ that hatch
wi thout fear. For Dalgard it was as big a test as to turn and face what now raged in the corridor
on the inner side.

"There is no hope that they will go now, " Sssuri answered his vague question. "They are
stubborn. And hours-or even days-w |l mean nothing. Al so they can | eave a guard there and rove at
wWill, to return upon signal. That is their way."

This left only the sea door. Sssuri padded across the
chamber and reached up to free one of the strange objects dangling fromthe wall pegs. Like al
t hi ngs made of the marvel ous substance used by Those Qthers for any article which mght be exposed
to the elements, it seened as perfect as on the day it had first been hung there, though that date
m ght be a hundred or nmore Astran years earlier. The merman uncoiled a length of thin, flexible
pi ping which joined a two-foot canister with a flat piece of netallic fabric.

"Those Qthers could not breathe under the water, as you cannot," he expl ai ned as he worked
deftly and swiftly. "Wthin nmny own nmenory we have trapped their scouts wearing aids such as these
so that they mght spy upon our safe places. But their last foray was sonme years ago and at that
time we taught them such a lesson that they have not dared to return. Since they are not unlike
you in body and since you breathe the same air aboveground, there is no reason why this should not
take you out of here."

Dal gard accepted the apparatus. A couple of elastic netal bands fastened the canister to
the chest of the wearer. The fabric nolded into a perfect, tight face mask as it touched the skin

Sssuri went to the pile of cylinders. Choosing one he tinkered with its pointed cone, to
be rewarded with a thin hiss.

"Ahhhh-" again his recognition of the rightness of things. "These still contain air." He
tested two nore and then brought all three back to where Dal gard stood, the canister strapped into
pl ace, the mask ready in his hand. Wth infinite care the merman fitted two of the cylinders into
the canister and then was forced to set the other aside.

"We coul d not change them whil e under water anyway,'
good to take extra supplies with us.”

Trying not to speculate on the anmount of air he could carry in the cylinders, Dalgard
fastened on the mask, adjusted the

he explained. "So it will do little

air tube, and sucked. Air flowed-he could breath Only for how |l ong?

Sssuri, seeing that his conpanion was fully provided for, worked at the bar |ocking the
sea hatch. But in the end it took their conbined strength to spring that barrier and wi n through
to a snmall cubby which was the actual sea |ock

Dal gard knew one nmonent of resistance as the nmerman cl osed the hatch behind. them For an
instant it seemed that the dubious safety of the dressing chanmber and a faint hope of the hunters
giving up their vigil was better than what might |ie before them now But Sssuri pushed shut the
hatch, and Dal gard stood quietly, wi thout offering any visible protest.

He tried to draw even breaths-sl owl y-as the nernan activated the | ock. Wen the water
curled in from hi dden openings, rising fromankle to calf and then to knee, its chill striking
through flesh to bone, he kept to the sane stolid waiting, though this seemed al nost worse than a
sudden gush of water sweeping themout in its enbrace.

The liquid swirled about Dal gard's waist now, tugging at his belt, his arrow quiver
tappi ng on the bottom of the canister which held his precious air supply. H's bow, shielded from
the wet by its casing, was swallowed up inch by inch

As the water |apped at his chin, the outer door opened with a slow inward push which
suggested that the nachinery controlling it had grown sluggish with the years. Sssuri, perfectly
at home, darted out as soon as the opening was |arge enough to afford himan exit. And his thought
came back to reassure the nore clunmsy | andsman

"W are in the shallows-land rises ahead. The roots of an island. There is nothing to fear-
The word ended abruptly in what was |ike a mental gasp of either astonishnent or fear

Knowi ng all the nmenaces which might lie in wait, even .in
the shallows of the sea, Dalgard drew his knife once nore as he plowed through water-ready to
rescue or at least to offer what aid he coul d.

10
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THE DEAD GUARDI ANS

THE SPACEMEN spent a cranped and al nost sl eepless night. Although in his training on Terra, on his
trial trips to Mars and the harsh Lunar valleys, Raf had known weird surroundi ngs and clinates,
inimcal to his kind, he had al ways been able. to rest alnobst by the exercise of his will. But
now, curled in his roll, he was alert to every sound out of the noonless night, finding hinself
listening-for what he did not know.

Though there were sounds in plenty. The whistling call of some night bird, the distant
| ap, lap of water which he associated with the river curving through the |ong-deserted city, the
rustle of grass as either the wind or sone passing aninal disturbed it.

"Not the best place in the world for a nap,"” Soriki observed out of the dark as Raf
wiggled, trying to find a nore confortable position. "I'lIl be glad to see these bandaged boys on
t he ground wavi ng good-by as we head away fromthem-fast-"

"Those weren't animals they killed-back on that island,” Raf brought out what was at the
heart of his trouble.

"They wore fur instead of clothing.” Soriki's reply was delivered in a colorless, even
voi ce. "W have apes on Terra, but they are not nen.”

Raf stared up at the sky in which stars were sprinkled Iike

carelessly flung dust notes. "What is a “man' ?" he returned, repeating the classical question
whi ch was a debating point in all the space training centers.

For so long his kind had wondered that. Was a "nan" a biped with certain easily recognized
physi cal characteristics? Well, by that ruling the furry things which had fled fruitlessly from
the flames of the globe might well qualify. O was man a certain |level of intelligence, no matter
what for! Mised that intelligence? They were supposed to accept the latter definition. Though, in
spite of the horror of prejudice, Raf could not help but believe that too many Terrans secretly
thought of "man" only as a creature in their own general inmage. By that prejudiced rule it was
correct to accept the aliens as "nmen" with whomthey could ally thenselves, to condemm the furry
peopl e because they were not snooth-skinned, did not wear clothing, nor ride in nmechanica
transportation.

Yet sonewhere within Raf at that nonment was the nagging feeling that this was all utterly
wong, that the Terrans had not made the right choice. And that now "men" were not standing
together. But he had no intention of spilling that out to SoriKki

“"Man is intelligence." The comtech was answering the question Raf had al nost forgotten
that he had asked the nonent before. Yes, the proper conventional reply. Soriki was not going to
be caught out with any claimof prejudice.

Qdd- when Pax had rul ed, there were thought police and the cardinal sin was to be a
liberal, to experinent, to seek know edge. Now the wheel had turned-to be conservative was
suspect. To suggest that some old ways were better was to exhibit the evil signs of prejudice. Raf
grinned wyly. Sure, he had wanted to reach the stars, had fought doggedly to conme to the very
spot where he now was. So why was he tornented now with all these second t houghts? Wiy did he fee
every day less akin to the men with whom he had shared the voyage? He had had wit enough to keep
hi s
sem rebellion under cover, but since he had taken the flitter into the norning sky above the
| andi ng pl ace of the spacer, that task of self-discipline was becom ng nore and nore difficult.

"Did you notice," the comtech said, going off on a new track, "that these painted boys
were not too quick about blasting along to their strongbox? |'d say that they thought sone bright
rocket jockey might have rigged a surprise for them sonmewhere in there-"

Now that Soriki nentioned it, Raf renenbered that the alien party who had gone into the
city had huddl ed together, and that several of the black-and-white warriors had fanned out ahead
as scouts nmight in enenmy territory.

"They didn't go any farther than that building to the west either.”

That Raf had not noticed, but he was willing to accept Soriki's observation. The comtech
had a ready eye for details. He'd better pay closer attention hinself. This was no tine to explore
the why and wherefore of his present position. So, if they went no farther than that |arge
building, it would argue that the aliens thenmselves didn't care to go about here after nightfall
For he was certain that the isolated structure Soriki had pointed out was not the treasure house
they had conme to | oot.

The night wore on and sonetine during it Raf fell asleep. But the two or three hours of
restless, dreamfilled unconsciousness was not what he needed, and he blinked in the dawn with
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eyes which felt as if they were filled with hot sand. In the first gray light a covey of w nged
thi ngs, which mght or nmight not have been birds, arose from sonme roosting place within the city,
wheel ed three tines over the buildings, and then vani shed out over the countryside.

Raf pulled hinself out of his roll, nade a sketchy toilet with the preparations in a belt
kit, and | ooked about with little favor for either the scene or his part init. The gl obe, sealed
as if ready for a take-off, was sonme distance away, but

install ed about hal fway between it and the flitter were two of the alien warriors. Perhaps they
had changed watches during the night. If they had not, they could go without sleep to an anazing
degree, for as Raf walked in a circle about the flyer to |inber up, they watched himclosely, nor
did their grips on their odd weapons | oosen. And he had a very clear idea that if he stepped over
sone invisible boundary he would be in for trouble.

When he cane back to the flitter, Soriki was awake and stretching.

"Anot her day," the comtech drawled. "And | could do with something besides field
rations." He nade a face at the small tin of concentrates he had dug out of the supply
conpart nent.

"We'd do well to be headed west," Raf ventured.

“"Now you can cone in with that on the comagain!" Soriki answered with unwonted enphasis.
"The sooner | see the old girl standing on her pins in the mddle distance, the, better 1'Il feel
You know'-he | ooked up fromhis preoccupation with the ration package and gazed out over the city-
"this place gives ne the shivers. That other town was bad enough. But at |east there were people
living there. Here's nothing at all-at |least nothing | want to see."

"What about all the wonders they've promised to show us?" countered Raf.

Sori ki grinned. "And how much do we understand of their nouth-and-hand tal k? Maybe they
were prom sing us wonders, maybe they were offering to take us to where we could have our throats
cut nore conveniently-for them | tell you, if I go for a walk with any of these painted faces,
I"mgoing to have at least three of ny fingers resting on the grip of my stun gun. And |'d advise
you to do the same-if | didn't know that you were already watchi ng these bl ast-happy harpies out
of the corner of your eye.- Ha-conpany. Ch, it's the captain-"

The hatch of the gl obe had opened, and a snall party was
descendi ng the | adder, conspi cuous anong themthe formand uni form of Captain Hobart. The aliens
remained in a cluster at the foot of the | adder while the Terran comuander crossed to the flitter
"You"-he pointed to Raf-"are to cone along with us."

" "wWay, sir?" "What about nme, sir?" The questions fromthe two at the flitter came together

"I said that one of you had to remain by the machine. Then they said that you, in
particul ar, nust cone along, Kurbi."

"But I'mthe pilot-" Raf began and then realized that it was just that fact which had made
the aliens attach himto the exploring party. If they believed that the Terran flitter was
i mobi |l i zed when he, and he al one, was not behind its controls, this was just the nove they would
make. But there they were wrong. Soriki mnmight not be able to repair or service the nmotor, but in a
pi nch he could take it up, send it westward, and land it beside the spacer. Each and every nan
aboard the RS 10 had that rnuch training.

Now the comtech was scowling. He had grasped the significance of that arrangenent as
quickly as Raf. "How long do | wait for you, sir?" he asked in a voice which had lost its usua
good- hunored draw .

And at that inquiry Captain Hobart showed signs of irritation. "Your suspicions are not
founded on facts," he stated firmy. "These peopl e have di splayed no signs of wanting to harm us
And an attitude of distrust at this point might be fatal for future friendly contact. Lablet is
sure that they have a highly conpl ex society, probably advanced beyond Terran standards, and that
their technical skills will be of vast benefit to us. As it happens we have cone at just the right
nmonent in their history, when they are striving to get back on their feet after a disastrous
series of wars. It is as if a group of off-world explorers had allied thenselves with us after the
Burn-Off. W can exchange informati on which will be of nutual benefit."

SIO

"I'f any off-world explorers had set down on Terra after the Burn-Of," observed Sorik
softly, "they would have come up agai nst Pax. And just how | ong woul d they have | asted?"

Hobart had turned away. |f he heard that half-whisper, he did not choose to acknow edge
it. But the truth in the contech's words nade an inpression on Raf, a crew of aliens who had been
m sgui ded enough to seek out and try to establish friendly relations with the officials of Pax
woul d have had a short and nost unhappy shrift. If all the accounts of that dark dictatorship were

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt (38 of 73) [1/17/03 1:26:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt

true, they would have vanished from Terra, and not in their ships either. What if sonething |ike
Pax rul ed here? They had no way of know ng for sure.

Raf's eyes nmet Soriki's, and the comtech's hand dropped to hook fingers in his belt
wi thin touching distance of his side arm The flitter pilot nodded.

"Kurbil" Hobart's inpatient call sent himon his way. But there was sone neasure of relief
in knowi ng that Soriki was |eft behind and that they had this slender link with escape.

He had tranped the streets of that other alien city. There had been some senbl ance of
habi tati on; here was abandonnment. Earth drifted in dunes to half block the |Ianes, and here and
there clinbing vines had broken down masonry and had di sl odged bl ocks of the paved si deways and
courtyards.

The party threaded their way fromone narrow | ane to another, seenmng to avoid the wi der
open stretches of the principal thoroughfares. Raf becanme aware of an unpl easant odor in the air
whi ch he vaguely associated with water, and a few m nutes afterward he caught glinpses of the
river between the buil dings which fronted on it. Here the party turned abruptly at a right angle,
headi ng westward once nore, passing vast, blank-walled structures which m ght have been
war ehouses.

One of the aliens just ahead of Raf in the line of march
suddenly swung around, his weapon pointing up, and fromits nose shot a beam of red-yellow |light
whi ch brought an answering shrill screamas a large, wi nged creature cane fluttering down. The
killer kicked at the crunpled thing as he passed. As far as Raf could see there had been no reason
for that wanton sl aying.

The head of the party had reached a doorway, sealed shut by what | ooked like a solid slab
of material. He placed both palns flat down on its surface at shoul der height and | eaned forward
against it, alnost as if he were whispering some secret fornula. Raf watched the nuscles stand up
on his slender arms as he exerted strength. And then the door split in two, and his fell ows hel ped
hi m push the separate hal ves back into the wall.

Labl et, Hobart, and Raf were anobng the last to enter. It was as if their compani ons had
now forgotten them for the aliens were pushing on at a pace which took them down an enpty
corridor at a quickening trot.

The corridor ended in a ranp which did not slope in one straight reach but curled around
itself, so that in sone places only the presence of a handrail, to which they all clung, kept them
fromlosing bal ance. Then they gathered in a vaulted room out of which opened a conplete circle
of cl osed doors.

There was sonme argunent anong the aliens, a dispute of sorts over which of those doors was
to be opened fast, and the Terrans drew a little apart, unable to follow the twittering words and
Iightning-sw ft gestures.

Raf tried to work out the patterns of color which swirled and | ooped over each door and
around the walls, only to discover that too | ong an exam nation of any one band, or an attenpt to
trace its beginning or end, awoke a sick sensation which approached inner turnmoil the |onger he
| ooked. At last he had to rest his eyes by studying the gray flooring under his boots.

The aliens finally nade up their mnds, or else one group

was able to out argue the other, for they converged upon a door directly opposite the ranp. Once
nmore they went through the process of unsealing the panels, while the Terrans, drawn by curiosity,
were close behind themas they entered the | ong room beyond. Here were shelves in solid tiers
along the walls, crowded with such an array of strange objects that Raf, after one nystified | ook
thought that it might well take nmonths to sort themall out.

In addition, long tables divided the chanber into aisles. Halfway down one of these narrow
passageways the aliens had gathered in a group as silent and intent now as they had been noi sy
outside. Raf could see nothing to so rivet their attention but a series of scuffed marks in the
dust which covered the floor. But an alien, whomhe recognized as the officer who had taken himto
i nspect the globe, noved carefully along that trail, following it to a second door. And as Raf
pushed down anot her aisle, paralleling his course, he was conscious of a sickly sweet, stonach-
churni ng stench. Sonething was very, very dead and not too far away.

The officer nust have come to the same conclusion, for he hurried to open the other door.
Bef ore them now was a narrow hall broken by slit wi ndows, near the roof, through which entered
sunlight. And one such beamfully illum nated a carcass as large as that of a snall el ephant, or
so it seened to Raf's startled gaze.

It was difficult to make out the true appearance of the creature, though guessing fromthe
scaled strips of skin it had been reptilian, for the body had been found by scavengers and
feasting had been in progress.
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The alien officer skirted the corpse gingerly. Raf though that he would like to
i nvestigate the body closely but could not force hinself to that highly disagreeable task. There
was a chorus of excited exclamation fromthe doorway as others crowded there.

But the officer, having circled the carcass, turned his attention to the dusty fl oor
again. |If there had been any trai
there, it was now muddl ed past their reading, for remmants of the grisly nmeal had been dragged
back and forth. The alien picked his way fastidiously through the noxious debris to the end of the
long room Raf, with the sane care, toured the edge of the chanmber in his wake.

They were out in a smaller passageway, which was taking them underground, the Terran
estinmated. Wiere there was a large space with barred cells about it and a second corridor. The
stench of the death chanber either clung to them or was wafted from another point, and Raf gagged
as an especially foul blast caught himfull in the face. He kept a sharp | ook about himfor signs
of those feasters. The feast had not been finished-it nmight have been that their entrance .into
the storeroom had di sturbed the scavengers. And things form dable enough to drag down that scal ed
horror were. not foes he would choose to neet in these unlighted ways.

The passage began to sl ope upward once nore, and Raf saw a hal f-nmoon of |ight ahead,
brilliant |ight which could only cone fromthe sun. The alien was outlined there as he went out;
then he hinself was scuffing through sand cl ose upon anot her death scene. The dead nonster had had
its counterparts, and here they were, spraw ed out, mangled, and torn. Raf remmined by the
archway, for even the open air and the nmorning wi nds could not destroy the reek which seened as
deadly as a gas attack

It nust have disturbed the officer too, for he hesitated. Then with visible effort he
advanced toward the hunks of flesh, casting back and forth as if to find sonme clue to the nanner
of their death. He was still so engaged when a second alien burst out of the archway, a splintered
I ength of white held out before himas if he had nade sone inportant discovery.

The officer grabbed that shaft away fromhim turning it around in his hands. And though
expression was hard to read on those thin features under the masking face paint, the enotion his
whol e attitude expressed was surprise tinged

with unbelief-as if the object his subordinate had brought j was the |last he expected to find in
that pl ace.

Raf | onged to inspect it, but both aliens brushed by himand pattered back down the
corridor, the discoverer pouring forth a volune of words to which the officer listened with great
intentness. And the Terran pilot had to hurry to y keep up with them

Sonet hi ng he had seen just before he had left the arenaj,
remained in his nmind: a forearmflung out fromthe supine
body of what appeared to be the | argest of the dead things
and on that forearma bracelet of nmetal. Were those things
pets! Watchdogs? Surely they were not intelligent beings able
to forge and wear such ornaments of their own accord. And '
if they were watchdogs-whom did they serve? He was inclined to believe that the aliens nust be
their nasters, that
the nonsters had been guardi ans of the treasure, perhaps.

But dead guardi ans suggested a rifled treasure house. Wo
And what - ?

Hs mind filled with specul ations and questions, Raf trotted behind the others back to the
chanber where they had found the first reptile. The alien who had brought the discovery to his
commander stepped gingerly through the litter 1 and laid the white rod in a special spot,
apparently the place , where it had been found.

At a barked order fromthe officer, two of the others cane forward and tugged at the
creature's mangl ed head, which had been freed fromthe serpent neck, rolling it over to ex- -:
pose the underparts. There was a broad tear there in the ~. flesh, but Raf could see little
di fference between it and those left by the feasters. However the officer, holding a strip of
cloth over his nose, bent stiffley above it for a closer |ook and then nade sone statement which
sent his command into a babbling clanor.

Four of the | ower ranks separated fromthe group and, with their hand weapons at alert,
swung into action, re-
tracing the way back toward the arena. It |ooked to Raf as if they now expected an attack from
that direction.

Under a volley of orders the rest went back to the storeroom and the officer, noting that
Raf still lingered, waved himinpatiently after them
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I nside the men spread out, going fromshelf to table, selecting things with a speed which
suggested that they had been rehearsed in this task and had only a limted tinme in which to
acconmplish it. Sone took piles of boxes or other containers which were so light that they could
manage a half dozen in an arm oad, while two or three others struggled pantingly to nove a single
pi ece of weird machinery fromits bed to the wheeled trolley they had brought. There was to be no
lingering on this job-that was certain.

11
ESPI ONAGE

I NTENT UPON j oi ning Sssuri, Dalgard left the |lock, forgetting his earlier unw |lingness, stepping
fromthe small chanber down to the sea bottom or endeavoring to, although instinctively he had
begun to swimand so forged ahead at a different rate of speed.

Wavi ng fronds of giant water plants, such as were found only in the coastal shallows, grew
forest fashion but did not hide rocks which stretched up in a sharp rise not too far ahead. The
scout could not see the nmerman, but as he held onto one of those fronds he caught the other's
sunmmons:

"Here-by the rocks-I"

Pushing his way through the drifting foliage, Dalgard swam ahead to the foot of the rocky
escarprment. And there he saw what had so excited his comnpanion.

Sssuri had just driven away an encircling collection of sand-dwelling scavengers, and what
he was on his knees studying intently was an al nost cl ean-pi cked skel eton of one of his own race
But there was sonething odd- Dal gard brushed aside a tendril of weed which cut his line of vision
and so was able to see clearly.

Wiite and cl ean nost of those bones were, but the skull was bl ackened, and simlar
charring existed down one arm and shoul der. That mernman had not died fromany mshap in the sea

"It is so," Sssuri replied to his thought. "They have cone
once nore to give the flami ng death-" -

Dal gard, startled, |ooked up that slope which nmust lead to the island top above the waves.

"Long dead?" he asked tentatively, already guessing what . the other's answer woul d be.

"The pickers nove fast," Sssuri indicated the sand dwell ers. "Perhaps yesterday, perhaps
the day before-but no |onger than that."

"And they are up. there now?"

"Who can tell? However, they do not know the sea, nor the islands-"

It was plain that the nerman intended to clinb to investigate what mi ght be happeni ng
above. Dal gard had no choice but to follow. And it was true that the merpeople had no . peers or
equal s when it cane to finding their ways about the sea and the coasts. He was confident that
Sssuri could get .to the island top and discover just what he wished to | earn without a single
sentry above, if they had stationed sentries, being the wiser. Wether he hinself could operate as
efficiently was another matter.

In the end they half clinmbed, half swam upward, de- :. touring swiftly once to avoid the
darting attack of a rock hornet, harm ess as soon as they noved out of the reach of its questing
stinger, for it was anchored for its short |[ife Mthe roueh hollow in which it had been hatched.

Dal gard's head broke water as he rolled through the surf onto a scrap of beach in the |ee
of a row of tooth-pointed outcrops. It was late evening by the light, and he clawed the nmask off
his face to draw thankful lungfuls of the good outer air. Sssuri, his fur sleeked tight to his
body, waded ashore, shook hinself free of excess water, and turned imediately to study the wall
of the cliff which guarded the interior of the island.

This was one of a chain of such isles, Dalgard noted, now that he had had tinme to | ook
about him And with their nany-creviced walls they were just the type of habitations which
appeal ed nost strongly to the nmerpeople. Here could be found the dry inner caves with underwater
entrances, which they favored for their group hones. And in the sea were kel p beds for harvesting.

The cliffs did not present too much of a clinmbing problem Dalgard divested hinself of the
di ving equi pnent, tucking it into a hollow which he walled up with stones that he thought the
waves woul d not scour out in a hurry. He might need it again. Then, hitching his belt tighter
pressing what water he could out of his clothing, and settling his bow and quiver to the best
advantage at his back, he crossed to where Sssuri was al ready marki ng cl aw hol ds.

"W may be seen-" Dalgard craned his neck, trying to nmake out details of what might be
wai ti ng above.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt (41 of 73) [1/17/03 1:26:49 AM]



file://IF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Star%20Born.txt

The merman shook his head with a quick jerk of negation. "They are gone. Behind them
remai ns only deat h-nmuch death-" And the bl eakness of his thoughts reached the scout.

Dal gard had known Sssuri since he was a toddler and the other a cub conmng to see the
wonders of dry land for the first tine. Never, during all their years of close association since,
had he felt in the other a desolation so great. And to that enotional blast he could nake no
answer .

In the twilight, with the last red banners across the sky at their back, they nade the
climb. And it was as if the merman had closed off his nmind to his conpanion. Flesh

fingers touched scal ed ones as they noved fromone hold to the next, but Sssuri mght have been
half a world away for all the communicati on between them Never had Dal gard been so shut out and
with that his sensitivity to the night, to the world about him was doubly acute.

He realized-and it worried himthat perhaps he had come to depend too nmuch on Sssuri's
superior faculty of comunication. It was tinme that he tried to use his own weaker powers to the
utnost extent. So, while he clinbed, Dalgard sent questing thoughts into the gloom He |ocated a
nest of duck-dogs, those shy waterline fishers living in cliff holes. They were harm ess and j ust
settling down for the night. But of higher types of aninmals fromwhich something nmght be, |earned-
hoppers, runners-there were no traces. For all he was able to pick up, they might be clinbing into
bl ank not hi ngness.

And that in itself was om nous. Normally he should have been able to mnd touch nore than
duck-dogs. The nerpeople lived in peace with nost of the higher fauna of their world, and a col ony
of hoppers, even a covey of nmoth birds, would settle in close by a ner tribe to garner in the
remmants of feasts and for protection fromthe flying dragons and the ot her dangers they nust
face.

"They hunt all life," the first break in Sssuri's self-absorption cane. "Were they wal k
the little, harm ess peoples face only death. And so it has been here.” He had pulled hinself over
the rimof the cliff, and through the dark Dal gard coul d hear himpanting with-the sane effort

whi ch nade his own | ungs | abor

just as the stench of the snake-devil's lair had betrayed its site, here disaster and
death had an odor of its own. Dalgard retched before he could control throat and stonmach nuscl es.
But Sssuri was unnmoved, as if he had expected this.

Then, to Dalgard's surprise the merman set up the first real call he had ever heard issue
fromthat furred throat, a plaintive whistle which had a crooni ng, sumbning note in
it, akin to the nind touch in an odd fashion, yet audible. They sat in silence for a | ong noment,
the human's ears as keen for any sound out of the night as those of his conpanion. Wy did Sssuri
not use the customary noi sel ess greeting of his race? Wien he beanmed that inquiry, he met once
again that strange, solid wall of non-acceptance which had encl osed the nmerman as they clinbed. As
if now there was danger to be feared fromfollow ng the normal ways.

Again Sssuri whistled, and in that cry Dalgard heard a close resenblance to the flute tone
of the night noth birds. Up the scale the notes ran with nmournful persistence. Wen the answer
came, the scout at first thought that the intation had lured a noth bird, for the reply seened to
ripple right above their heads.

Sssuri stood up, and his hand dropped on Dal gard's shoul der, applying pressure which was
both a warning and a sunmons, bringing the scout to his feet with as little noise as possible. The
horrible snell caught at his throat, and he was glad when the nerman did not head inland toward
the source of that odor, but started off along the edge of the cliff, one hand in Dalgard's to
draw hi m al ong.

Twi ce nore Sssuri paused to whistle, and each tine he was answered by a sighing note or
two which seenmed to reassure him

Agai nst the |ighter expanse which was the sea, Dalgard saw the | oom of a peak which
proj ected above the general |evel of the island. Though he knew that the nerpeople did not build
aboveground, being adept in turning natural caves and crevices into the kind of living quarters
they found nost satisfactory, the barrenness of this particular rock top -was forbidding.

Led by Sssuri, he threaded a tangled patch anbng outcrops, once squeezing through a gap
whi ch scraped the flesh on his arms as he wiggled. Then the sky was blotted out, the |ast wi nking
star di sappeared, and he realized that he nust

have entered a cave of sorts, or was at |east under an overhang.

The nerman did not pause but padded on, tugging Dal gard al ong, the scout's boots scraping
on the rough footing. The col oni st was consci ous now that they were on an incline, heading down
into the heart of the island. They cane to a stretch where Sssuri set his hands on hol ds,
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patiently shoved his feet into hollowed places, finding for himthe | adder steps he could not see,
whi ch took himthrough a sweating, fearful journey of yards to another |evel, another sl oping,
downward way.

Here at long last was a fraction of light, not the violet glimrer which had illum nated
t he underground ways of Those O hers, but a ghostly radi ance which he recogni zed as the | anps of
the mermen-living creatures fromthe sea depths inprisoned in |aboriously fashioned gl obes of
crystal and kept in the caves for the light they yielded.

But still no m nd touch! Never had Dal gard penetrated into the cave cities of the sea folk
before without inquiries and open wel cone | appi ng about him Wre they entering a place of
massacre where no |living mernman renmi ned? Yet there was that whistling which had led Sssuri to
this place .

And at that nmonent a shrill keening note arose fromthe depths to ring in Dalgard' s ears,
startling himso that he alnmpst lost his footing. Once again Sssuri nade answer vocally -but no
m nd touch.

Then they rounded a curve, and the scout was able to see into the heart of the anphibian
territory. This was a natural cave, as were all the merman's dwellings, but its walls had been
snoot hed and hung with the garlands of shells which they wove in their |eisure into strange
pictures. Silver-gray sand, snooth and dust-fine, covered the floor to the depth of a foot or
more. And opening off the main chanmber were small nooks, each marking the private storage place
and hol ding of some fanmily clan. It was a |large place, and with a quick
estimate Dal gard thought that it had been fashioned to harbor close to a hundred inhabitants, at
| east the nooks suggested that many. But gathered at the foot of the | edge they were descendi ng,
spears poi sed, were perhaps ten nales, sone hardly past cub hood, others showi ng the snowy shine
of fur which was the badge of age. And behind them drawn knives in their ready hands, were half
again as many nerwonen, formng a protecting wall before a crouching group of cubs.

Sssuri spoke to Dal gard. "Spread out your hands-enpty -so that they may see themclearly!"

The scout obeyed. In the limted light his ten fingers were fans, and it was then that he
under stood the reason for such a nove. If these nmernen had not seen a col oni st before, he m ght
resenbl e Those thers in their eyes. But only his species on all Astra had five fingers, five
toes, and that physical evidence might insure his safety now

"Why do you bring a destroyer anong us? O do you offer himfor our punishment, so that we
can lay, upon himthe doomthat his kind have earned?"

The question cane with arrow force, and Dal gard held out his hands, hoping they would see
the difference before one of those spears frombelow tore through his flesh

"Look upon the hands of this-ny knife brother-look upon his face. He is not of the race of
t hose you hate, but rather one fromthe south. Have you of the northern reaches not heard of Those-
Who- Hel p, Those- Who- Cane- Fromt he Stars?"

"We have heard." But there was no relaxing of tension, not a spear point wavered.

"Look upon his hands," Sssuri insisted. "Cone into his mnd, for he speaks with us -so.
And do they do that?"

Dalgard tried to throw open his mnd, awaiting the trial. It cane quickly, traces of
inimcal, alien thought, which changed as they touched his mind, reading there only all the
friendliness he and his held for the sea people

"He is not of the-m" The admi ssion was grudging. As if they did not want to believe that.
"Way cones one fromthe south to this place-now?"

There was an inflection to that "now' which was disturbing.

"After the manner of his people he seeks new things so that he may return and report to
his Elders. Then he will receive the spear of nmanhood and be ready for the choosing of mates,"
Sssuri translated the reason for Dalgard's quest into the terns of his own people. "He has been ny
knife brother since we were cubs together, and so | journey with him But here in the north we
have found evil-"

Hi s flow of thought was subnerged by a band of hate so red that its inpact upon the mnd
was al nost a blow. Dal gard shook his head. He had known that the merpeople, aroused, were deadly
fighters, fearless and crafty, and with a stayi ng power beyond that of any human. But their rage
was sonet hing he had riot net before.

"They come once again-they burn with the fire- They are anong our islands-'

A cub whi npered and a nerworman stooped to pat it to silence.

"Here they have killed with the fire-"

They did not el aborate upon that statement, and Dal gard had no wi sh for themto do so. He
was still very glad that it had been dark when he had clinbed to the top of that cliff, that he
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had not been able to see what his imagination told himlay there.

"Do they stay?" That was Sssuri

"Not so. In their sky traveler they go to the land where lies the dark city. There they
make nuch evil against the day when this shall be their |and once nore."

"But these lie if they think that." Another strong thought broke across the current of
communi cation. "We are not now penned for their pleasure. W may flee into the sea once
more, and there live as did our fathers' fathers, and they dare not follow us there-"

"Who knows?" It was Sssuri who raised that objection. "Wth their ancient know edge once
nore theirs, even the depths of the sea nmay not be ours much |onger. Do they not know how to ride
upon the air?"

The knot of ner-warriors stirred. Several spears thudded butt down into the sand. And
Sssuri accepted that as an invitation to descend, sunmoning Dalgard after himw th a beckoning
finger.

Later they sat in a circle in the cushioning gray powder, the two fromthe south eating
dried fish and sea kelp, while Sssuri related, between nouthfuls, their recent adventures.

"Three times have they flown across these islands on their way to that city," the El der of
the pitifully decimated nerman tribe told the explorers.

"But this tine," broke in one of his conpanions,"” they had with them a new ship-"

"A new shi p?" Sssuri pounced upon that scrap of information.

"Yes. The ships of the air in which they travel are fashioned so"-with his knife point he
drew a circle in the sand but this one was smaller and nore in the |likeness of a spear with a
heavy point-thus"-he nmade a second sketch beside the first, and Dal gard and Sssuri | eaned over to
study it.

"That is unlike any of their ships that | have heard of," Sssuri agreed. "Even in the old
tal es of the Days Before the Burning there is nothing spoken of like that."

"It is true. Therefore we wait now for the coming of our scouts, who were set in hiding
upon their sea rock of resting, that they may tell us nore concerning this new ship. They shoul d
be here within this time of sleeping. Now, go you to rest, which you plainly have need of, and we
shall call you when they cone."

Dal gard was willing enough to stretch out on the sand in the shadows of the far end of the
cave. Beyond himthree

cubs sl unbered together, their arns about each other, and a feeling of peace was there such as he
had not known since he left the stronghold of Honeport.

The weird gl ow of the inprisoned sea nonsters gave light to the nain part of the cave, and
it might still have been night when the scout was shaken awake once nore. A group of the merpeople
were sitting together, and their thoughts interrupted each other as their excitement arose. Their
spi es nmust have returned

Dal gard crossed to join that group, but it seened to himthat his wel cone was not
unqual i fied, and that some of the openness of the early hours of the night was |acking. He nmi ght
have been once nore under suspicion

"Knife brother"-to Dalgard' s sensitive nmind that formof address from Sssuri was used for
a speci al purpose: to underline the close bond between them"listen to the words of Sssimwho is a
Hi der-to-Watch on the island where they rest their ships during the voyage fromone land to
anot her." He drew Dal gard down beside himto face a young nmerman who was staring round-eyed at the
col ony scout.

"He is like-yet unlike"-his first wisp of thought nmeant nothing to the scout. "The
strangers wear nany coverings on their bodies as do they, and they had al so coverings upon their
heads. They were bigger. Also fromtheir ninds | learned that they are not of this world-"

"Not of this world!" Dalgard burst out in his own speech

"There!" The spy was triunphant. "So did they talk to one another, not with the nmnd but
by maki ng nouth noi ses, different nmouth noises fromthose that they nake. Yes, they are |ike-but
unli ke this one."

"And t hese strangers flew the ship we have not seen before?"

"It is so. But they did not know the way and were guided by the globe. And at |east one
anong them was distrustful of those and wi shed to be free to return to his own place. He wal ked by
the rocks near ny hiding place, and
read his thoughts. No, they were with them but they are not then!"

"And now they have gone on to the city?" Sssuri probed.
"I't was the way their ship flew"
"Li ke me," Dal gard repeated, and then the truth which mght [ie behind that exploded
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within his brain. "Terrans!" he breathed the word. Men of Pax perhaps who had come to hunt down
the outl aws who had successfully eluded their rule on earth? But how had the col oni sts been
traced? And why? O were they other fugitives |ike thenselves? So nuch, so very nmuch of what the
col oni sts should know of their past had been erased during the tinme of the Great Sickness twenty
years after their landing. Then three fourths of the original inmmgrants had died. Only the
children of the second generation and a handful of weakened El ders had remai ned. Know edge was
| ost and some distorted by failing nenories, old skills were gone. But if the new Terrans were in
that city . . . He had to knowto know and be able to warn his people. For the darkness of Pax was
a nmenory they had not | ost!

"l nust see them" he said.

"That is true. And only you can tell us what manner of folk these strangers be," the
mer man chi ef agreed. "Therefore you shall go ashore with my -warriors and | ook upon themto tel
us the truth. Also we nust |earn what they do here."

It was decided that using waterways known to the merpeople, one which Dalgard could al so
take wearing the diving equi pment, a scouting party woul d head shoreward the next day, with the
river itself providing the entrance into the heart of the forbidden territory.

12
ALl EN PATRCL

RAF LEANED back against the wall. Long since the actions of the aliens in the storage house had
ceased to interest him since they would not allow any of the Terrans to approach their plunder
and he could not ask questions. Lablet continued to follow the officer about, vainly trying to
understand his speech. And Hobart had taken his place by the upper entrance his hand held stiffly
across his body. The pilot knew that the captain was engaged in photographing all this activity
with a wistband camera, hoping to make sonething of it later.

But Raf's own inclination was to slip out and do sone exploring in those underground
corridors beyond. Having renmmi ned where he was for a wearisone tine, he noticed that his presence
was now taken for granted by the hurrying aliens who brushed about himintent upon their
assignments. And slowy he began to edge along the wall toward the ot her doorway. Once he froze as
the officer strode by, Lablet in attendance. But what the painted warrior was |ooking for was a
crystal box on a shelf to Raf's left. When he had pointed that out to an underling he was off
again, and Raf was free to continue his crab's progress.

Luck favored him for, as he reached the nonment when he nust duck out the portal, there
was a sudden flurry' at the other end of the chanmber where four of the aliens, under a volley of
orders, strove to nove an unwi el dy piece of intricate nachinery.

Raf dodged around the door and flattened back against the wall of the room beyond. The
movi ng bars of sun said that it was mdday. But the roomwas enpty save for the
despoi |l ed carcass, and there was no sign of the aliens who had been sent out to scout.

The Terran ran lightly down the narrow roomto the second door, which gave on the | ower
pits beneath and the way to the arena. As he took that dark way, he drew his stun gun. Its bolt
was intended to render the victimunconscious, not to kill. But what effect it mght have on the
giant reptiles was a question he hoped he would not be forced to answer, and he paused now and
then to listen.

There were sounds, deceptive sounds. Noises as regular as footfalls, like a distant padded
runni ng. The aliens returning? O the things they had gone to hunt? Raf crept on-out into the
sunshine which filled the arena.

For the first time he studied the enclosure and recognized it for what it was-a place in
whi ch savage and bl oody entertai nments could be provided for the population of the city-and it
nmerely confirned his opinion of the aliens and all their ways.

The tenptation to explore the city was strong. He eyed the grilles specul atively. They
could be clinbed-he was sure of that. Or he could try sonme other of the various openi ngs about the
sanded area. But as he hesitated over his choice, he heard sonething frombehind. This was no
uni dentifiabl e noise but a screamwhich held both terror and pain. It jerked himaround, sent him
runni ng back al nost before he thought.

But the screamdid not cone again. However there were other sounds-snuffing whines-a
scrabbl i ng-

Raf found hinself in the round roomwalled by the old prison cells. Stabs of |ight shot
through the gloom thrusting into a roiling black mass whi ch had erupted t hrough one of the
entrances and now held at bay one of the alien warriors. Three or four of the black creatures
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ringed the alien in, noving with speed that eluded the bolts of |ight he shot fromhis weapon,
keepi ng him cornered and from escape,

while their fellows worried another alien Iinp and defensel ess on the floor

It was inpossible to align the sights of his stun gun with any of those flitting shadows,
Raf di scovered. They noved as quickly as a ripple across a pond. He snapped the button on the hand
grip to "spray" and proceeded to use the full strength of the charge across the group on the
floor.

For several seconds he was afraid that the stun ray would prove to have no effect on the
alien nmetabolismof the creatures, for their weaving, tearing activity did not cease. Then one
after another dropped away fromthe center mass and |lay unnoving on the floor. Seeing that he
could control them Raf turned his attention to the others about the standing warrior.

Again he sent the spray w de, and they subsided. As the last curled on the pavenent, the
alien nmoved forward and, with a snarl, deliberately turned the full force of his beam weapon on
each of the attackers. But Raf plowed on through the linp pile to the warrior they had pull ed
down.

There was no hope of hel ping himdeath had cone with a wide tear in his throat. Raf
averted his eyes fromthe body. The other warrior was nethodically killing the stunned ani nal s.
And his action held such vicious cruelty that Raf did not want to watch.

When he | ooked again at the scene, it was to find the narrow barrel of the strange weapon
pointed at him Paying no attention to his dead conrade, the alien was advancing on the Terran as
if, in Raf he saw only another eneny to be burned down.

Moves drilled in himby |long hours of weary practice cane al nost autonatically to the
pilot. The stun gun faced the alien rifle sight to sight. And it seened that the warrior had
devel oped a hearty respect for the Terran armduring the past few mnutes, for he slipped his
weapon back to the crook of his arm as if he did not wish Raf to guess he had used it to
t hr eat en.

The pilot had no idea what to do now. He did not wish to return to the storehouse. And he
believed that the alien was not going to let himgo off alone. The ferocity of the creatures now
heaped about them had been sobering, an effective warning agai nst venturing alone in these
under ground ways.

H s dil emma was solved by the entrance of a party of aliens from another doorway. They
stopped short at the sight of the battlefield, and their |eader descended upon the surviving scout
for an explanation, which was made with gestures Raf was able to translate in part.

The alien had been far down one of the neighboring corridors with his dead conpani on when
they had been tracked by the pack and had managed to reach this point before they were attacked.
For some reason Raf could not understand, the aliens had preferred to flee rather than to face the
menace of the hunters. But they had not been fast enough and had been trapped here. The gesturing
hands then indicated Raf, acted out the battle which had ensued.

Crossing to the Terran pilot, the alien officer held out his hand and notioned for Raf to
surrender his weapon. The pilot shook his head. Did they think himso sinple that he would disarm
himsel f at the mere asking? Especially since the warrior had rounded on himlike that only a few
monent s before? Nor did he holster his gun. If they wanted to take it by force just let themtry
such a nove

His determ nation to resist nust have gotten across to the |leader, for he did not urge
obedi ence to his orders. Instead he waved the Terran to join his own party. And since Raf had no
reason not to, he did. Leaving the dead, both alien and eneny, where they had fallen, the warriors
t ook another way out of the underground naze, a way which brought themout into a street running
to the river.

Here the party spread out, paying close attention to the pavenent, as if they were engaged
in tracking sonething. Raf saw i npressed in one patch of earth a print dried by

the sun, left by one of the reptiles. And there were smaller tracks he could not identify. Al
were inspected carefully, but none of them appeared to be what his conpani ons sought.

They trotted up and down along the river bank, and fromwhat he had al ready observed
concerning the aliens, Raf thought that the |eader, at |east, was show ng exasperation and
irritation. They expected to find sonmething-it was not there-but it had to be! And they were fast
reachi ng the point where they wanted to produce it thenselves to justify ~ the time spent in
hunting for .it.

Rut hl essly they rayed to death any creature their dragnet drove into the open, |eaving
feebly kicking bodies of the furry, |ong-legged beasts Raf had first seen after the | anding of the
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spacer. He could not understand the reason for such whol esal e exterm nation, since certainly the
rabbit |ike rodents were harmn ess.

In the end they gave up their quest and circled back to cone out near the field where the
hitter and the globe rested. When the Terran flyer cane into sight, Raf left the party and hurried
toward it. Soriki waved a wel com ng hand.

"'Bout tine one of you showed up. What are they doing =-toting half the city here to | oad
into that thing?"

Raf | ooked along the other's pointing finger. A party of aliens towing a |oaded dolly were
headed for the gaping hatch of the gl obe, while a second party and an enpty conveyance passed them
on the way back to the storehouse.

"They are enptying a warehouse, or trying to."

"Well, they act as if Od Tine hinself was heating their tails with a rocket flare. Wat's
the big hurry?"

"Somebody's been here." Swiftly Raf outlined what he had seen in the city, and ended by
describing the hunt in which . he had taken an unwilling part. "I'm hungry,"” he ended and
went to burrow for a ration pack

"So," nused Soriki as Raf chewed the stuff which never had the flavor of fresh provisions,
"somebody's been trying to beat the painted lads to it. The furry peopl e?"

"It was a spear shaft they found broken with the dead lizard thing," Raf comented. "And
sone of those on the island were arnmed with spears-"

"Must be good fighters if, arnmed with spears, they brought down a reptile as big as you
say. It was big, wasn't it?"

Raf stared at the city, a square of half-eaten concentrate in his fingers. Yes, that was a
puzzl er. The dead nonster would be nmore than he would care to tackle without a blaster. And yet it
was dead, with a smashed spear for evidence as to the manner of killing. Al those others dead an
the arena, too. How |large a party had invaded the city? Were were they now?

"I"d like to know," he was speaking nore to hinself than to the comtech, "how they did do
it. No other bodies-"

"Those coul d have been taken away by their friends," Soriki suggested. "But if they're
still hanging about, | hope they won't believe that we're bigger and better editions of the
painted lads. | don't want a spear through ne!"

Raf, remenbering the maze of |anes and streets-bordered by buil di ngs which could provide
hundreds of lurking places for attackers-which he had threaded with the confidence of ignorance
earlier that day, began to realize why the aliens had been so nervous. Had a sniper with a bl ast
rifle been stationed at a vantage point sonewhere on the roofs today none of them would ever have
returned to this field. And even a few spearnmen with good cover and accurate throw ng ai mcould
have cut down their nunmber a quarter or a third. He was devel oping a strong distaste for those
structures. And he had no intention of returning to the city again.

He | ounged about with Soriki for the rest of the afternoon, watching the ceasel ess
activity of the aliens. It was plain that they were intent upon packing into the cargo hold of
their ship everything they could west fromthe storage house. As if they nmust nmake this trip
count double. Was that because they had di scovered that their treasure house was no | onger
i nvi ol ate?

In the | ate afternoon Hobart and Labl et cane back with one of the work teans. Lablet was
still excited, full of what. he had seen, deduced, or guessed during the day. But the captain was
very qui et and sober, and he unstrapped the wist camera as soon as he reached the flitter
turning it over to Soriki

"Run that through the ditto," he ordered. "I want two records as soon as we can get them"

The comtech's eyebrows slid up, "Think you mght |ose, one, sir?"

"I don't know. Anyway, we'll play it safe with double, records." He accepted the ration
pack Raf had brought out for him But he did not unwap .it at once; instead he stared at the
gl obe, digging the toe of his space boot into the soil as if he were grinding sonmething to powder.
"They' re operating under full jets,” he cormented. "As if they were about due to be junped-
"They told us that this was territory now held by their enem es," Lablet rem nded him
"And who are these nysterious enenies?" the captain wanted to know. "Those animals back on
that island?"
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Raf wanted to say yes, but Lablet broke in with a question concerning what had happened to
him and the pilot outlined his adventures of the day, not forgetting to give enphasis to the
incident in the celled roomwhen the newly rescued alien had turned upon him

"Naturally they are suspicious," Lablet countered, "but for a people who | ack space
flight, | find them unusually open-ninded and ready to accept us, strange as we must seemto
them"

"Ditto done, Captain." Sorikt stepped out of the hitter, the wist camera dangling from
his fingers.

"Good." But Hobart did not buckle the strap about his arm once nore, neither did he pay
any attention to Lablet. Instead, apparently comng to sone decision, he swng around to face Raf.

"You went out with that scouting party today. Think you could join themagain, if you see
t hem novi ng for another foray?"

"l could try."

"Sure," Suriki chuckled, "they couldn't do any nore than pop himback at us. Wat do you
think about them sir? Are they fixing to blast us?"

But the captain refused to be drawn. "I'd just like to have a record of any nore trips
they make." He handed the canera to Raf. "Put that on and don't forget to trigger it if you .do
go. | don't believe they'll go out tonight. They aren't too fond of being out in the open in

darkness. W saw that |ast night. But keep an eye on themin the norning-"

"Yes, sir." Raf buckled on the wistband. He wi shed that Hobart would explain just what he
was to | ook for, but the captain appeared to think that he had nmade everything perfectly plain.
And he wal ked off with Lablet, heading to the globe, as if there was nothing nore to be said.

Soriki stretched. "lI'd say we'd better take it watch and watch," he said slowy. "The
captain may think that they won't go off in the dark, but we don't know everything about them
Suppose we just keep an eye on them and then you'll be ready to tail-"

Raf |aughed. "Tailing would be it. | don't think I'lIl have a second invitation and if |
get lost-"

But Sori ki shook his head. "That you won't. At least if you do-I'mgoing to make a honer
out of you. Just tune in your hel nmet buzzer."

It needed a comtech to think of a thing like that! A small adjustnent to the earphones
built into his helnmet, and Soriki, operating the flitter com could give hima guide as efficient
as the spacer's radar! He need not fear being lost in the streets should he | ose touch with those
he was spying upon

"You're on course!” He pulled off his helnet and then glanced up to find Soriki smling at
him.

"Ch, we're not such a bad collection of space buns. Maybe

you'll find that out someday, boy. They breezed you into. this flight right out of training,

didn't they?"
"Just about," Raf admitted cautiously, on guard as ever, against revealing too nuch of
hinmsel f. After all, his experience was part of his record, which was open to anyone on board the

spacer. Yes, he was not a veteran; they nust
all know that.

"Soneday you'll lose a little of that suspicion,” the com,. tech continued, "and find out
it isn't such a bad old world after all. Here let's see if you're on the beam" He took the hel net
out of Raf's hands and, drawing a snmall case of delicate instruments fromhis belt pouch,
unscrewed the ear plates of the com device and nade sonme adjustments. "Now that will keep you on
the buzzer wi thout bursting your eardrunms. Try it."

Raf fastened on the helnmet and started away fromthe flitter. The buzz which he had
expected to roar in his ears :~ was only a faint drone, and above it he could easily hear other
sounds. Yet it was there, and he tested it by a series of |oops away fromthe flyer. Each tine as
he cane on the true beam he was rewarded by a deepening of the nuted note. Yes, he could be a
homer with that, and at the sane time" be alert to any other noise in his vicinity.

"That's it!" He paid credit where it was due. But he was unable to break his |ong habit of
silence. Something within: himstill kept himwary of the comtech's open friendliness=

None of the aliens approached the flitter as the shadows began to draw in. The procession
of noving teans stopped, and nost of the burden-bearing warriors withdrew to the.: globe and
stayed there. Soriki pointed this out.

"They're none too sure, thenselves. Look as if they are' closing up for the night."

Indeed it did. The painted men had hauled up their ranp, the hatch in the gl obe cl osed
with a definite snap. Seeing that, the comtech | aughed.
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"W have a double reason for a strict watch. Suppose

J
what ever they' ve been | ooking for junps us? They're not worrying over that it now appears.”

So they took watch and watch, three hours on and three hours in rest. Wen it canme Raf's
turn he did not remain sitting in the flitter, listening to the comtech's heavy breathing, but
wal ked a circul ar beat which took himinto the darkness of the night in a path about the flyer.
Overhead the stars were sharp and clear, glittering gempoints. But in the dead city no |ight
showed, and he was sure that no aliens canped there tonight.

He was sl eeping when Soriki's grasp on his shoulder brought himto that instant alertness
he had | earned on field maneuvers half the Gal axy away.

"Busi ness," the comtech's voice was not above a whi sper as he | eaned over the pilot. "I
think they are on the nove."

The light was the pale gray of pre-dawn. Raf pulled hinself up with caution to | ook at the
gl obe. The comtech was right. A dark opening showed on the alien ship; they had rel eased their
hatch. He fastened his tunic, buckled on his equipnment belt and hel net, strapped his boots.

"Here they cone!" Soriki reported. "One-two-five-no, six of them And they're heading for
the city. No dollies with them but they're all arned."”

Toget her the Terrans watched that patrol of alien warriors, their attitude suggesting that
they hoped to pass unseen, hurry toward the city. Then Raf slipped out of the flyer. H's dark
clothing in this light should render himlargely invisible.

Sori ki waved encouragingly and the pilot answered with a quick salute before he sped after
his quarry.

13
A HOUND | S LOOSED

DALGARD S FEET touched gravel; he waded cautiously to the bank, where a bridge across the river
made a conceal i ng shadow on the water. None of the mermen had acconpanied himthis far. Sssuri, as
soon as his human conrade had started for the storage city, had turned south to warn and rally the
tribes. And the nerpeople of the .islands had instituted a | oose chain of comruni cation, which |ed
froma clunp of water reeds sonme two niles back to the seashore, and so out to the islands. Better
than any of the now | egendary cons of his Terran forefathers were these mnds of the spies in

hi di ng, who could pick up the racing thoughts beanmed to them and pass themon to their fell ows.

Al't hough there were no signs of life about the city, Dalgard noved with the sane care that
he woul d have used in penetrating a snake-devil's lair. In the first hour of dawn he had contacted
a hopper. The small beast had been frightened al nost out of coherent thought, and Dal gard had had
to spend sonme tine in allaying that terror to get a fractional idea of what m ght be going on in
this countryside.

Deat h-the hopper's terror had conme close to insanity. Killers had cone out of the sky, and
they were burning- Al living things were fleeing before them And in that nonment Dal gard had been
forced to give up his plan for an unseen spy ring, which would depend upon the assistance of the
animals. Hi s informati on nust cone via his own eyes and ears.

So he kept on, posting the last of the nernmen in his nental relay well away fromthe city,
but swi mm ng upstream hinself. Now that he was here, he could see no traces of the
i nvaders. Since they could not have | anded their sky ships in the thickly built-up section about
the river, it nust follow that their canp lay on the outskirts of the netropolis.

He pulled hinself out of the water. Bow and arrows had been | eft behind with the | ast
mer man; he had only his sword-knife for protection. But he was not there to fight, only to watch
and wait. Pressing the excess noisture out of his scant clothing, he crept along the shore. If the
strangers were using the streets, it mght be well to get above them Specul atively he eyed the
bui | di ngs about himas he entered the city.

Dal gard continued to keep at street level for two bl ocks, darting fromdoorway to shadowed
doorway, alert not only to any sound but to any flicker of thought. He was reasonably sure,
however, that the aliens would be watching and seeking only for the nerpeople. Though they were
not telepathic as their forner slaves, Those Others were able to sense the near presence of a
mer man, so that the sea people dared not communi cate while within danger range of the aliens
wi t hout betraying thenselves. It was the fact that he was of a different species therefore
possi bly immune to such detection, which had brought Dalgard into the city.

He studi ed the buil di ngs ahead. Among them was a cone-
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Ts trfGecture which mght have been the base of a tower that had had all stories above the
third summarily anputated. It was ornanented with a series of bands in high relief, bands bearing
the color script of the aliens. This was the nearest answer to his problem However the scout did
not nmove toward it until after a | ong nonent of both visual and nental inspection of his
surroundi ngs. But that inspection did not reach sone twelve streets away where another crouched to
watch. Dalgard ran lightly to the tower at the sanme nonment that Raf shifted his weight from one
foot to the other behind a parapet as he spied upon the knot of aliens gathered below himin the
street .

The pilot had foll owed them since that early norning

hour when Sori ki had awakened him Not that the chase had led himfar in distance. Mst of the
time he had spent in waiting just as he was doing now At first he had believed 4 that they were
searching for sonmething, for they had ventured a into several buildings, each time to energe
conferring, only, to hunt out another and invade it. Since they always re-,| turned with enpty
hands, he could not believe that they were out for further loot. Al so they noved with nore
confidence than they had shown the day before. That confidence |ed Raf to clinb above them so that
he could watch themwith | ess chance of being seen in return

It had been al nbst noon when they had at last conme into this section. If two of them had
not remained idling on the street as the Iong nonents crept by, he would have believed | that they
had given himthe slip, that he was now a cat watching a deserted nouse hole. But at the nonent
they > were com ng back, carrying sonething.

Raf | eaned as far over the parapet as he dared, trying to catch a better |look at the flat,
boxl i ke object two of them had deposited on the pavenent. Whatever it was either needed sone
adjustment or they were attenpting to open .it with poor success, for they had been busied about
it for what seemed an unusually long tinme. The pilot licked dry.. |ips and wondered what woul d
happen if he swung down there and just wal ked in for a | ook-see. That idea was hardening, into
resol uti on when suddenly the group bel ow drew, quickly apart, |leaving the box sitting alone as
they formed a ; circle about it.

There was a puff of white vapor, a protesting squawk, and the thing began to rise in jerks
as if some giant in the sky was pulling at it spasnodically. Raf junped back. Before he could
return to his vantage point, he saw it rise above the edge of the parapet, reach a |l evel sone five
or six feet above his head, hovering there. It no longer clinbed; instead it began to sw ng back
and forth, describing in each swing a wider stretch of space.

- X

Back and forth-watching it closely made him al nost dizzy. What was its purpose? Was it a
detection device, to locate hin? Raf's hand went to his stun gun. What effect its rays might have
on the box he had no way of knowi ng, but at that nmonent he was sorely tenpted to try the beam out,
with the oscillating machine as his target.

The notion of the floating black thing becane | ess violent, its swoop snoother as if sone
| ong-idle notor was now working nore as its builders had intended it to perform The swi ng nade
wide circles, graceful glides as the thing explored the air currents.

Searching-it was plainly searching for something. Just as ,plainly it could not be hunting
for him for his presence on that roof would have been uncovered at once. But the machine was-it
must be-out of sight of the warriors in the street. How could they keep in touch with it if it
| ocat ed what they sought? Unless it had sonme built-in signaling device.

Determned to keep it in sight, Raf risked a junp fromthe parapet of the building where
he had taken cover to another roof beyond, running lightly across that as the hound bobbed and
twisted, anay fromits nasters, out across the city in pursuit of some mysterious quarry .

The clinb which had | ooked so easy fromthe street proved to be nore difficult when
Dal gard actually nade it. H s hours of swimring in the river, the night of broken rest, had
drained his strength nore than he had known. He was panting as he flattened hinmsel f against the
wall, his feet on one of the protruding bands of col ored carving, content to rest before reaching
for another hold. To all appearances the city about himwas enpty of |life and, except for the
certainty of the nerpeople that the alien ship and its strange conpani on had | anded here, he would
have believed that he was on a fruitless quest.

Gimy, his lower |ip caught between his teeth, the scout

began to clinb once nore, the sun hot on his body, drawi ng sweat to dampen his forehead and his
bands. He did not pause again but kept on until he stood on the top of the shortened tower. The
roof here was not flat but sloped inward to a cuplike depression, where he could see the outline
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of a round opening, perhaps a door of sorts. But at that nonent he was too winded to do nore than
rest.

There was a drowsiness in that air. He was tenpted to curl up where he sat and turn his
rest into the sleep his body craved. It was in that second or so of time when he was beginning to
relax, to forget the tenseness which had gripped himsince his return to this ill-onmened pl ace,

t hat he touched-

Dal gard stiffened as if one of his own poisoned arrows had pricked his skin. Rapport with
the nmerpeople, with the hoppers and the runners, was easy, famliar. But this was no such touch
It was like contacting sonmething which was icy cold, inimcal frombirth, sonething which he could
never neet on a plain of understanding. He snapped off mnd questing at that .instant and huddl ed
where he was, staring up into the blank turquoise of the sky, waiting-for what he did not know.
Unless it was for that other nmind to follow and ferret out his hiding place, to turn himinside
out and wing fromhimeverything he ever knew or hoped to learn

As time passed in long breaths, and he was not so .invaded, he began to think that while
he had been aware of contact, the other had not. And, enbol dened, he sent out a tracer
Unconsciously, as the tracer groped, he pivoted his body. It |ay-there!

At the second touch he withdrew in the same second, afraid of revelation. But as he
returned to probe delicately, ready to flee at the first hint that the other suspected, his belief
in temporary safety grew. To his disappointnent he could not pierce beyond the outer wall of
identity. There was a living creature of a high rate of intelligence, a creature alien to his own
t hought processes, not too far away. And though his attenpts to enter into closer conmunication
grew
bol der, he could not crack the barrier which kept themapart. He had | ong known that contact with
t he merpeople was on a |lower, a far |ower, band than they used when anong thensel ves, and that
they were only able to "talk" with the coloni sts because for generations they had exchanged
t hought symbols with the hoppers and other unlike species. They had been frank in admtting that
whil e Those Others could be aware of their presence through tel epathic nmeans, they could not
exchange t houghts. So now, his own band, basically strange to this planet, mght well go unnoticed
by the once dom nant race of Astra.

They-or himor it-were over in that direction, Dalgard was sure of that. He faced
nort hwest and saw for the first tine, about a mile away, the swelling of the globe. If the strange
flyer reported by the nerpeople was beside it, he could not distinguish it fromthis distance. Yet
he was sure the nmind he had | ocated was closer to himthan that ship.

Then he saw it-a black object rising by stiff jerks into the air as if it were being
dragged upward against its inclination. It was too small to be a flyer of any sort. Long ago the
col oni sts had patched together a physical description of Those O hers which had assured themthat
the aliens were close to themin general characteristics and size. No, that couldn't be carrying a
passenger. Then what-or why?

The obj ect swung out in a gradually widening circle. Dalgard held to the walled edge of
the roof. Sonething within himsuggested that it would be wiser to seek sone | ess open space, that
there was danger in that flying box. He released his hold and went to the trap door. It took only
a mnute to fit his fingers into round holes and tug. Its stubborn resistance gave, and stale air
whooshed out in his face as it opened.

In his battle with the door Dalgard had ignored the box, so he was startled when, with a
pi ercing whistle, alnost too high on the scale for his ears to catch, the thing suddenly swooped
into a scream ng dive, apparently- heading straight for him Dalgard flung hinself through the
trap door, luckily landing on one of the steep, curved ranps. He lost his balance and slid down
into the dark, trying to brake his descent with his hands, the eerie screech of the box trunpeting
in his ears

There was little light in this section of the cone building, and he was brought up with
brui sing force against a blank wall two floors bel ow where he had so uncerenoni ously entered. As
he lay in the dark trying to gasp sonme breath back into his lungs, he could still hear the squeal
Was it sunmoning? There was no tinme to be lost in getting away.

On his hands and knees the scout crept al ong what nust have been a short hall until he
found a second descending ranp, this one |less steep than the first, so that he was able to keep to
his feet while using it. And the gl oom of the next floor was broken by odd scraps of |ight which
showed t hrough pierced portions of the decorative bands. The door was there, a |ocking bar across
it.

Dal gard did not try to shift that at once, although he laid his hands upon it. If the box
was a hound for hunters, had it already drawn its nmasters to this building? Wuld he open the door
only to be faced by the danger he wi shed npst to avoi d? Desperately he tried to probe with the
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nm nd touch. But he could not find the alien band. Was that because the hunters could control their
m nds as they crept up? Hs kind knew so little of Those Qthers, and the nerpeople's hatred of
their ancient nasters was so great that they tended to avoid rather than study them

The scout's sixth sense told himthat nothing waited outside. But the |onger he lingered
with that beacon overhead the slimer his chances would be. He nmust nove and quickly. Sliding back
the bar, he opened the door a crack and | ooked out into a deserted street. There was anot her
doorway to take shelter in sone ten feet or so farther along, beyond that an alley wall overhung
by a bal cony. He marked these refuges and went out to nake his first dash to safety.

Not hi ng stirred, and he sprinted. There cane again that
piercing shriek to tear his ears as the floating box dived at him He swerved away fromthe
doorway to dart on under the bal cony, sure now that he nust keep noving, but under cover so that
the bl ack thing could not pounce. |If he could find sone entrance into the underground ways such as
those that ran fromthe arena- But now he was not even sure in which direction the arena stood,
and he dared no longer clinb to | ook over the surrounding territory.

He touched the alien mnd! They were nmoving in, following the | ead of their hound. He nust
not allow hinself to be cornered. The scout fought down a surge of panic, attenpted to battle the
tenseness which tied his nerves. He nust not run nindlessly either. That was probably just what
they wanted himto do. So he stood under the balcony and tried not to listen to the shrilling of
the box as he studied the strip of alley.

This was a narrow side way, and he had not nmade the w sest of choices in entering it, for
not much farther ahead it was bordered with snmooth walls protecting what had once been gardens. He
had no way of telling whether the box would actually attack himif he were caught in the open to
put that to the test was fool hardy-nor could he judge its speed of nmovenent.

The walls . . . A breeze which blew up the lane carried with it the snell of the river
There was a slimchance that it mght end in water, and he had a feeling that if he could reach
the stream he would be able to baffle the hunters. He did not have |ong to nake up his mnd-the
aliens were cl oser.

Lightly Dal gard ran under the length of the bal cony, turned sharply as he reached the end
of its protecting cover, and | eaped. H's fingers gripped the ornanental grillwork, and he was able
to pull hinself up and over to the narrow runway. A canopy was still over his head, and there cane
a bunp against it as the baffled box thunped. So it would try

to knock himoff if it could get the chance! That was worth know ng.

He | ooked over the walls. They guarded nmasses of tangl ed vegetation grown through years of
negl ect into thick mats. And those pronised a way of escape, if he could reach them He studied the
wi ndows, the door opening onto the balcony Wth the hilt of his sword-knife he smashed his way
into the house, to course swiftly through the roons to the lower floor, and find the entrance to
t he garden.

Facing that briary jungle on- the ground level was a little daunting. To get through it
woul d be a matter of cutting his way. Could he do it and escape that bobbing, shrilling thing in
the air? A trace of pebbled path gave hima ghost of a chance, and he knew that these shrubs
tended to grow upward and not mass until they were several feet above the ground.

Trusting to luck, Dalgard burrowed into the green mass, slashing with his knife at
anyt hi ng whi ch denied himentrance. He was swallowed up in a strange dimworld wherein dead shrubs
and living were twined together to forma roof, cutting off the light and heat of the sun. From
the sour earth, slimng his hands and knees, arose an overpowering,, stench of decay and di sturbed
mold. In the dusk he had to wait for his eyes to adjust before he could mark the line of the old
path he had taken for his guide.

Fortunately, after the first few feet, he discovered that the tunneled path was | ess
obstructed than he had feared. The thick nat overhead had kept the sun fromthe ground and killed
off all the lesser plants so that it was possible to creep along a fairly open strip. He was
consci ous of the chatter of insects, but no aninmals lingered here. Under himthe ground grew nore
nmoi st and the nold was close to nud in consistency. He dared to hope that this neant he was either
approaching the river or some garden streamfeeding into the larger flood.

Sonewhere the squeal of the hunter kept up a steady cry,
but, unless the foliage above hi mwas distorting that sound, Dalgard believed that the box was no
|l onger directly above him Had he in sone way thrown it off his trail?

He found his stream a thread of water, hardly nore than a series of scummy pools with the
vegetation still neeting alnost solidly over it. And it brought himto a wall with a drain through
whi ch he was sure he could craw. Disliking to venture into that cranped darkness, but seeing no
other way out, the scout squirmed forward in sline and rmuck, feeling the rasp of rough stone on
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his shoul ders as he nmade his worm s progress into the unknown.

Once he was forced to halt and, in the dark, |oosen and pick out stones enbedded in the
mud bottom narrow ng the passage. On the other side of that danger point, he was free to wiggle
on. Could the box trace himnow? He had no idea of the principle on which it operated; he could
only hope.

Then before himhe saw the ghostly gray of light and squirned with renewed vigor-to be
faced then by a grille, beyond which was the open world. Once nore his knife cane into use as he
pried and dug at the barrier. He worked for | ong nonents until the grille splashed out into the
sl uggi sh current a foot or so below, and then he nade ready to | ower hinself into the sane fl ood

It was only because he was a trained hunter that he avoided death in that nonment. Sone
i nstinct nmade hi m dodge even as he slipped through, and the hurtling black box did not strike true
at the base of his brain but raked along his scalp, tearing the flesh and sending himtunbling
unconsci ous into the brown water

14
THE PRI SONER

RAF was Two streets away fromthe circling box but still able to keep it in sight when its easy
glide stopped, and, in a straight line, it swooped toward a roof emitting a shrill, rising
whistle. It rose again a few seconds later as if baffled, | but it continued to hover at that

poi nt, keening forth its warning. The pilot reached the next building, but a street still '£ kept
himaway fromthe conical structure above which the =a box now hung.

Undeci ded, he stayed where he was. Should he go down to .j street level and investigate?
Bef ore he had quite made up his mnd he saw the forenost of the alien scouting party round into
t he t horoughfare bel ow and nove purposefully at the cone tower, weapons to the fore. judging by
their attitude, the box had run to earth there the prey they had been searching for

But it wasn't to be so easy. Wth another eerie how the machi ne soared once nore and
bobbed conpl etely over the cone to the street which nust |lie beyond it. Raf knew that he coul d not
m ss the end of the chase and started on a detour . along the roof tops which should bring himto
a vantage point. By the tine he had nade that journey he found hinself on a warehouse roof which
proj ected over the edge of . the river

From a point farther downstreama small boat was putting . out. Two of the aliens paddl ed
while a third crouched in the s bow. A second party was picking its way al ong the bank sone
di stance away, both groups seem ngly heading toward a point a buildifig or two to the left of the
one where Raf had taken cover

He heard the shrilling of the box, saw it bobbing along a x line toward the river. But in
that direction there was only a -
mass of green. The end to the weird chase canme so suddenly that he was not prepared, and it was
over before he caught a good | ook at the quarry. Sonething noved down on the river bank and in
that sanme instant the box hurtled earthward as mght a spear. It struck, and the creature who had
just crawl ed out-out of the ground as far as Raf could see -toppled into the stream As the waters
cl osed over the body, the box slued around and canme to rest on the bank. The party in the boat
sent their small craft flying toward the spot where the crawl er had sunk.

One of the paddl ers abandoned his post and slipped over the side, diving into the oily
water. He made two tries before he was successful and cane to the surface with the other in tow
They did not try to heave the unconscious captive into the boat, nmerely kept the lolling head
above water as they turned downstream once nore and vani shed from Raf's sight around the end of a
pier, while the second party on the bank reclaimed the now qui et box and went off.

But Raf had seen enough to freeze hi mwhere he was for a nonent. The creature which had
popped out of the ground only to be struck by the box and knocked into the river-he would take
oath on the fact that it was not one of the furred animals he had seen on the sea island. Surely
it had been snoot h-ski nned, not unlike the aliens in conformation-one of their own kind they had
been hunting down, a crimnal or a rebel?

Puzzl ed, the pilot noved along fromroof to roof, trying to pick up the trail of the party
in the boat, but as far as he could now see, the river was bare. If they had cone ashore anywhere
along here, they had sinply nelted into the city. At |last he was forced to use the honi ng beam
and it guided himback across the deserted netropolis to the field.

There was still activity about the globe; they were bringing in the loot fromthe
war ehouse, but Labl et and Hobart stood by the flitter. As the pilot cane up to them the captain
| ooked up eagerly.
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"What happened?"

Raf sensed that there had been sone change during his ,  absence, that Hobart was | ooking
to himfor an explanation to make cl ear happenings here. He told his story of the hunt and its
endi ng, the capture of the stranger. Lablet nodded as he finished.

"That is the reason for this, you may depend upon it, Captain. One of their own people is
at the bottomof it."

"Of what?" Raf wanted to ask, but Soriki didit for him .’

Hobart smiled grimy. "W are all traveling back together. Take off in the early norning
For sone reason they wanted us out of the globe in a hurry-practically shoved us out half an hour
ago.

Though the Terrans kept a watch on the larger ship as long as the light lasted, the
dar kness defeated them They did not see the prisoner being taken aboard. Yet none of them doubted
that sometime during the dusky hours it had been done.

It was barely dawn when the gl obe took off the next day, and Raf brought the flitter up on
its trail, heading westward into the sea wind. Below themthe |land held no signs ¢« of life. They
swept over the deserted, terraced city that was , the gateway to the guarded interior, flew back
over the line of sea islands. Raf clinbed higher, not caring to go too near ° the island where the
ali ens had wought their terrible vengeance on the trip out. And all four of the Terrans knew
relief, though they mght not admt it to each other, when once nore Soriki was able to establish
contact with the distant spacer

“Turn north, sir?" the pilot suggested. "I could ride her beamin fromhere-we don't have
to follow them hone." He wanted to do that so badly it was al nost a conpul sion to nmake his hand
move on the controls. And when Hobart did not answer at once, he was sure that the captain would
give that very order, taking them out of the conpany of those he had never trusted.

But Lablet spoiled that. "W have their word, Captain. That anti-grav unit that they
showed us | ast night al one-"

So Hobart shook his head, and they neekly continued on the path set by the gl obe across
t he ocean.

As the hours passed Raf's inner uneasiness grew. For some queer reason which he coul d not
define to hinself or explain to anyone el se, he was now possessed by an urgency to trail the gl obe
whi ch transcended and then erased his dislike of the aliens. It was as if sone appeal for help was
bei ng broadcast fromthe other ship, drawing himon. It was then that he began to question his
assunption that the prisoner was one of them

Over and over again in his nmnd he tried to repicture the capture as he had witnessed it
fromthe building just too far away and at slightly the wong angle for a clear view He would
swear that the body he had seen tunble into the flood had not been furred, that much he was sure
of . But clothing, yes, there had been clothing. Not-his m nd suddenly produced that one scrap of
menory- not the bandage wi ndings of the aliens. And hadn't the skin been fairer? Was there anot her
race on this continent, one they had not been told about?

When they at |ast reached the shore of the western continent and finally the hone city of
the aliens, the gl obe headed back to its berth, not in the roof cradle fromwhich it had arisen
but sinking into the building itself. Raf brought the flitter down on a roof as close to the nmain
hol di ng of the painted people as he could get. None of the aliens canme near them It seened that
they were to be ignored. Hobart paced along the flat roof, and Soriki sat in the flyer, nursing
his com intent upon the slender thread of beamwhich tied themto the parent ship so many niles
away.

"I don't understand it." Lablet's voice arose alnost plaintively. "They were so very
per suasi ve about our acconpanying them They were eager to have us see their treasures-"

Hobart swung around. "Sonehow t he bal ance of power

has changed," he observed, "in their favor. 1'd give anything to know nore about that prisoner of
theirs. You're sure it wasn't one of the furry people?" he asked Raf, as if hopi ng agai nst hope
that the pilot would reply in doubt.

"Yes, sir." Raf hesitated. Should he air his suspicions, that the captive was not of the
sanme race as his captors either? But what proof had he beyond a grow ng conviction that he could
not substantiate?

"Arebel, athief-" Lablet was ready to disnmiss it as immterial. "Naturally they woul d be
upset if they were having trouble with one of their own nmen. But to | eave now, just when we are on
the verge of new di scoveries- That antigravity unit alone is worth our whole trip! Inmagine being
able to return to earth with the principle of that!"
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"l magi ne being able to return to earth with our skins on our backs," was Soriki's
whi spered contribution. "If we had the sense of a Venusian water nit, we'd blast out of here so
quick our tail funes'd take off with us!"

Privately Raf concurred, but the urge to know nore about the nysterious prisoner was stil
pricking at him until he, contrary to his usual detachment, felt driven to discover all that he
could. It was al nost, but Raf shied away fromthat wild idea, it was alnost as if he were hearing
a voiceless cry for aid, as if his nmnd was one of Soriki's cons tuned in on an unknown wave
length. He was angrily inpatient with hinself for that fantastic supposition. At the sane tine,
anot her part of his mnd, as he wal ked to the edge of the roof and | ooked out at the buildings he
knew were occupi ed by the aliens, was busy exam ning the scene as if he intended to crawl about on
roof tops on a second scouting expedition

Finally the rest decided that Lablet and Hobart were to try to establish contact with the
aliens once nore. After they had gone, Raf opened a conpartnent in the flitter, the contents of
whi ch were his particular care. He squatted on his heels and surveyed the neatly stowed objects
i nside thoughtfully. A survival kit depended a great deal on the type of
terrain in which the user was planning to survive-an aquatic world would require certain basic
el ements, a frozen tundra others-but there were a few itens comopn to every enmergency, and those
were now at Raf's finger tips. The bl ast bonbs, sealed into their pexilod cases, guaranteed to
stop all the attackers that Terran explorers had so far net on and off worlds, a coil of rope
hardly thicker than a strand of knitting yarn but of inconceivable toughness and flexibility, an
aid kit with endurance drugs and pep pills which could keep a man on his feet and going long after
food and water failed. He had put themall in their separate conpartnents.

For a | ong nonent he hunkered there, studying the assortnent. And then, alnbst as if sone
will other than his own was naking a choice, he reached out. The rope curled about his waist under
his tunic so tautly that its presence could not be detected without a search, blast bonbs went
into the seal ed seam pocket on his breast, and two flat containers with their capsul es were tucked
away in his belt pouch. He snapped the door shut and got to his feet to discover Soriki watching
him Only for a noment was Raf di sconcerted. He knew that he would not be able to explain why he
must do what he was going to do. There was no reason why he should. Soriki, except for being a few
years his senior, had no authority over him He was not under the comtech's orders.

“"Another trip into the blue?"

The pilot replied to that with a nod.

"Somehow, boy, | don't think anything's going to stop you, so why waste ny breath? But use
your homer-and your eyes!”

Raf paused. There was an unm stakable note of friendliness in the comtech's warning.

Al nost he was tenpted to try and explain. But how could one nake plain feelings for which there
was no sensible reason? Sonetimes it was better to be quiet.

"Don't dig up nore than you can rebury." That warning, in the slang current when they had
left Terra, was reassuring

simply because it was of the earth he knew. Raf grinned. But he did not head toward the roof
opening and the ranp inside the building. Instead he set a course he had | earned in the other
city, swinging down to the roof of the neighboring structure, intent on working away fromthe
i nhabited section of the town before he went into the streets.

Either the aliens had not set any watch on the Terrans or else all their interest was
nmonentarily engaged el sewhere. Raf, having gone three or four blocks in the opposite direction to
his goal, nmade his way through a silent, long deserted building to the street w thout seeing any
of the painted people. In his ear buzzed the conforting humof the com tying himwith the flitter
and so, in a manner, to safety.

He knew that the alien community had gathered in and around the central building they had
visited. To his mind the prisoner was now either in the headquarters of the warriors, where the
gl obe had been berthed, or had been taken to the adninistration building. Wether he could
penetrate either stronghold was a question Raf did not yet face squarely.

But the odd sonething which tugged at himwas as persistent as the buzz in his earphones.
And an idea cane. If he were obeying sone strange call for assistance, couldn't that in sonme way
|l ead himto what he sought? The only difficulty was that he had no way of being nore receptive to
the impul se than he now was. He could not use it as a conpass beari ng.

In the end he chose the Center as his goal, reasoning that if the prisoner were to be
interviewed by the | eaders of the aliens, he would be taken to those rulers, they would not go to
him From a conceal ed pl ace across fromthe open square on which the building fronted, the pil ot
studied it carefully. It towered several stories above the surrounding structures, to some of
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which it was tied by the ways above the streets. To use one of those bridges as a neans of
entering the headquarters would be entirely too conspicuous.

As far as the pilot was able to judge, there was only one
entrance on the ground level, the wide front door with the inposing picture-covered gates. Had he
had free use of the flitter he might have tried to swing down fromthe hovering machi ne after
dark. But he was sure that Captain Hobart would not wel cone the suggestion

Under ground? There had been those ways in that other city, a city which, though built on a
much smaller scale, was not too different in general outline fromthis one. The idea was worth
i nvestigation.

The doorway, which had afforded hima shelter fromwhich to spy out the land, yielded to
his push, and he went through three |large roonms on the ground floor, paying no attention to the
strange groups of furnishings, but seeking sonething else, which he had luck to find in the |ast
room a ranp |eading down.

It was in the underground that he made his first inportant find. They had seen ground
vehicles in the city, a fewstill in operation, but Raf had gathered that the fuel and extra parts
for the machi nes were now so scarce that they were only used in energencies. Here, however, was a
means of transportation quite different, a tunnel through which ran a ribbon of belt, w de enough
to accommpdate three or four passengers at once. It did not nove, but when Raf dared to step out
upon its surface, it swing under his weight. Since it ran in the general direction of the Center
he decided to use it. It trenbled under his tread, but he found that he could run along it making
no sound.

The tunnel was not in darkness, for square plates set in the roof gave a diffused viol et
|ight. However, not too far ahead, the light was brighter, and it cane fromone side, not the
roof. Another station on this abandoned way? The pil ot approached it with caution. If his bunp of
direction was not altogether off, this nust be either below the Center or very close to it.

The second station proved to be a junction where nore than one of the elastic paths net.
Though he crouched to

listen for a | ong nonment before venturing out into that open space, he could hear or see nothing
whi ch suggested that the aliens ever came down now to these |evels.

They had provided an upward ranp, and Raf clinbed it, only to neet his first defeat at its
top. For here was no opening to admt himto the ground fl oor of what he hoped was the Center
Baffl ed by the snooth surface over which he vainly ran his hands seeking for sone clue to the
door, he decided that the aliens had, for sone purpose of their own, walled off the | ower regions.
Di scouraged, he returned to the junction level. But he was not content to surrender his plans so
easily. Slowy he nade a circuit of the platform examning the walls and ceiling. He found an air
shaft, a wi de opening striking up into the heart of the building above.

It was covered with a grille and it was above his reach but

Raf neasured distances and planned his effort. The nmouth of a junction tunnel ran | ess
than two feet away fromthat grille. The opening was outlined with a | edge, which nmade a conpl ete
arch fromthe floor. He stopped and triggered the gravity plates in his space boots. Made to give
freedom of action when the ship was in free fall, they mght just provide a weak suction here. And
they did! He was able to clinb that arch and, standing on it, work [ oose the grille which had been
fashi oned to open. Now . . .

The pilot flashed his hand torch up into that dark well. He had been right-and | ucky!
There were holds at regular intervals, something nust have been serviced by worknen in here. This
was going to be easy. His fingers found the first hold, and he wornmed his way into the shaft.

It was not a difficult clinmb, for there were niches along the way where the alien
mechani cs who had once nmade repairs had either rested or done sone of their work. And there were
also grilles on each | evel which gave himat |east a partial view of what |ay beyond.

Hi s guess was right; he recognized the main hall of the
Center as he clinbed past the grid there, heading up toward those | evels where he was sure the
| eaders of the aliens had their private quarters. Twice he paused to | ook in upon conferences of
the gaudily wapped and painted civilians, but, since he could not understand what they were
saying, it was a waste of time to linger.

He was some eight floors up when chance, |uck, or that nysterious somnething which had
brought himinto this venture, led himto the right place at the right tine. There was one of
those niches, and he had just settled into it, peering out through the grid, when he saw the door
at the opposite end of the roomopen and in marched a party of warriors with a prisoner in their
ni dst.

Raf's eyes went wide. It was the captive he sought; he had no doubt of that. But who-what -
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was that prisoner?

This was no fur-covered half-animl, nor was it one of the delicate-boned, decadent,
pai nted creatures such as those who now ringed in their captive. Though the man had been roughly
handl ed and now reel ed rather than wal ked, Raf thought for one wild instant that it was one of the
crew fromthe spacer. The light hair, showing rings of curl, the tanned face which, beneath dirt
and bruises, displayed a very faniliar cast of features, the body hardly covered by rags of
clothing-they were all so like those of his own kind that his mind at first refused to believe
that this was not soneone he knew. Yet as the party noved toward his hiding place he knew t hat he
was facing a total stranger.

Stranger or no, Raf was sure that he saw a Terran. Had another ship nade a |landing on this
pl anet? One of those earlier ships whose fate had been a nystery on their honme worl d? Who-and when-
and why? He huddl ed as close to the grid as he could get, alert to the slightest novenent bel ow as
the prisoner faced his captors.

15
ARENA

THE DULL pai n which throbbed through Dalgard's skull with every beat of his heart was confusing,
and it was hard to think clearly. But the colony scout, soon after he had fought his way back to
consci ousness, had | earned that he was inprisoned somewhere in the gl obe ship. just as he now knew
that he had been brought across the sea fromthe continent on which Honeport was situated and that
he had no hope of rescue.

He had seen little of his captors, and the guards, who had hustled himfrom one place of
i mpri sonnent to another, had not spoken to him nor bad he tried to comunicate with them At
first he had been too sick and confused, then too wary. These were clearly Those Qthers and the
condi tioni ng which had surrounded himfrombirth had instilled in hima deep distrust of the
former masters of Astra.

Now Dal gard was nore alert, and his being brought to this roomin what was certainly the
center of the alien civilization nade him believe that he was about to neet the rulers of the
enemy. So he stared curiously about himas the guards jostled himthrough the door

On a dais fashi oned of heaped-up rai nbow col ored pads were three aliens, their |egs fol ded
under them at what seened inpossible angles. One wore the bl ack wappi ngs, the breastplate of the
guards, but the other two had indulged their I ove of color in weird, eye-disturbing conbinations
of shades in the bandages w apping the thin |linbs and paunchy bodies. They were, as far as he
could see through the thick |layers of paint overlaying their skins, older than their officer
conmpani on. But nothing in their attitude suggested that age had nel |l owed them

Dal gar was brought to stand before the trio as before a tribunal of judges. H's sword-
kni fe had been taken fromhis belt before he had regai ned his senses, his hands were tw sted
behi nd his back and | ocked together in a bar and hoop arrangement. He certainly could offer little
threat to the conpany, yet they ringed himin, weapons ready, watching his every nove. The scout
Iicked cracked lips. There was one thing they could not control, could not prevent himfrom doing.
Somewhere, not too far away, was help

Not from the nerpeople, but he was sure that he had been in contact with another friendly
m nd. Since the hour of his awakening on board the gl obe ship, when he had hal f-consciously sent
out an appeal for aid over the band which united himwi th Sssuri's race, and had touched t hat
ot her consci ousness-not the cold alien stream about hi mhe had been sure that sonmewhere within the
eneny throng there was a potential savior. Was it anong those who nmanned t he strange flyer, those
t he merpeopl e had spied upon but whom he had not yet seen?

Dal gard had striven since that nonment of contact to keep in touch with the nebul ous other
mnd, to project his need for help. But he had been unable to enter in freely as he could with his
own kind, or with Sssuri and the sea people. Now, even as he stood in the heart of the eneny
territory conpletely at the nercy of the aliens, he felt, nore strongly than ever before, that
anot her, whose mnd he could not enter and yet who was in some queer way sensitive to his appeal
was close at hand. He searched the painted faces before himtrying to probe behind each | ocked
mask, but he was certain that the one he sought was not there. Only-he nust be! The contact was so
strong- Dalgard' s startled eyes went to the wall behind the dais, tried vainly to trace what could
only be felt. He would be willing to give a knife oath that the stranger was w thin seeing,
listening distance at this m nute!

Wil e he was so engrossed in his own problem the guard
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had noved. The hooped bar which | ocked his wists was | oosened, and his arms, each tight in the
grip of one of the warriors were brought out before him The officer on the dais tossed a neta
ring to one of the guards.

Roughly the warrior holding Dalgard's |left armforced the band over his hand and jerked it
up his forearmas far as it would go. As it winked in the Iight the scout was reni nded of a
simlar bracel et he had seen-where? On the front | eg of the snake-devil he had shots

The officer produced a second ring, slipping it smoothly over his own arm adjusting it to
touch bare skin and not the wappi ngs which served himas a sleeve. Dal gard thought he understood.
A device to facilitate comuni cati on. And strai ghtway he was wary. Wien his ancestors had first
met the nerpeople, they had established a neans of speech through touch, the pal mof one resting
agai nst the palmof the other. In later generations, when they had devel oped their new senses,
physi cal contact had not been necessary. However, here- Dalgard s eyes narrowed, the line al ong
his jaw was hard.

He had al ways accepted the nerpeople's estimate of Those Ot hers, that their ancient
enenies were all-seeing and all-knowing, with mental powers far beyond their own definition or
description. Now he half expected to be ruthlessly nmind invaded, stripped of everything the eneny
desired to know.

So he was astoni shed when the words which formed in his thoughts were sinple, alnopst
childish. And while he prepared to answer them another part of himwatched and |istened, waiting
for the attack he was sure would come

"You- ar e- who- what ?"

He forced a | ook of astonishnment. Nor did he make the mi stake of answering that nmentally.
If Those Ot hers did not know he could use the mnd speech, why betray his power?

"I am5f the stars," he answered slowy, aloud, using the speech of Honmeport. He had so
little occasion to talk lately that his voice sounded curiously rusty and harsh in his
own ears. Nor had he the least idea of the inpression those few archaically accented words woul d
have on one who heard them

To Dalgard's inner surprise the answer did not astonish his interrogator. The alien
of ficer might well have been expecting to hear just that. But he pulled off his own arm band
before he turned to his fellows with a spurt of the twittering speech they used anong thensel ves.
Wiile the two civilians were still trilling, the officer edged forward an inch or so and stared at
Dal gard intently as he replaced the band.

"You not | ook-same-as others-"

"I do not know what you nmean. Here are not others like ne."

One of the civilians twitched at the officer's sleeve, apparently denanding a translation
but the other shook himoff inpatiently.

"You cone from sky-now?"

Dal gard shook his head, then realized that gesture nmight not nean anything to his
audi ence. "Long ago before | was, ny people came."”

The alien digested that, then again took off his band before he relayed it to his
conpani ons. The excited twitter of their speech scaled up

"You travel with the beasts-" the alien's accusation came. crisply while the others
gabbl ed. "That which hunts could not have tracked you had not the stink of the beast things been
on you."

"I know no beasts," Dalgard faced up to that squarely. "The sea people are ny friends("

It was hard to read any enotion on these |acquered and bedaubed faces, but before the
of ficer once nore broke bracelet contact, Dalgard did sense the other's al nost hysterica
aversi on. The scout might just have admitted to the nost revolting practices as far as the alien
was concerned. After he had translated, all three of those on the dais were silent. Even the
guards edged away fromthe captive as if

in sone manner they mght be defiled by proximty. One of the civilians nade an enphatic
statenment, got creakily to his feet, and wal ked away as if he would have nothing nore to do with
this matter. After a second or two of hesitation his fellow followed his exanple.

The officer turned the bracelet around in his fingers, his dark eyes with their slitted
pupi | s never |eaving Dalgard' s face. Then he came to a decision. He pushed the ring up his arm
and the words which reached the prisoner were coldly renpote, as if the captive were no | onger
judged an intelligent living creature but sonmething which had no right of existence in a well-
ordered universe

"Beast friends with beast. As the beasts-so shall you end. It is spoken."

One of the guards tore the bracelet fromDalgard' s arm trying not to touch the scout's
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flesh in the process. And those who once nore shackled his wists ostentatiously w ped their hands
up and down the wrappings on their thighs afterwards.

But before they jabbed himinto novenent with the nuzzles of their weapons, Dalgard
| ocated at | ast the source of that disturbing nental touch, not only located it, but in sone
manner broke through the existing barrier between the strange mind and his and comuni cated as
clearly with it as he nmight have with Sssuri. And the excitement of his discovery alnost led to
sel f-betrayal (

Terran! One of those who traveled with the aliens? Yet he read clearly the other's
di strust of that conpany, the fact that he lay in conceal nent here w thout their know edge. And he
was not unfriendly-surely he could not be a Peacenan of Paxl Another fugitive froma new y-cone
col ony ship-? Dalgard beaned a warning to the other. If he who was free could only reach the
nmerpeople! It nmight nean the turning point in their whole venture(

Dal gard was furiously planning, sinplifying, trying to inpress the nost inperative nessage
on that other mind as he
stunbled away in the mdst of the guards. The stranger was confused, apparently Dalgard's arrival
his use of the mnd touch, had been an overwhel m ng surprise. But if he could only make the right
nmove-woul d make it- The scout from Honmeport had no idea what was in store for him but with one of
his own breed here and suspicious of the aliens he had at |east a slimchance. He snapped the
thread of communi cati on. Now he nust be ready for any opportunity-

Raf wat ched that amazing apparition go out of the room bel ow. He was shaking with a chill
born of no outside cold. First the shock of hearing that |anguage, queerly accented as the words
were, then that sharp contact, mnd to mnd. He was being clearly warned agai nst reveal i ng
hi nsel f. The stranger was a Terran, Raf would swear to that. So sonewhere on this world there was
a Terran colony! One of those | egendary ships of outlaws, who had taken to space during the rule
of Pax, had nmade the crossing safely and had here established a foothol d.

VWi le one part of Raf's brain fitted together the jigsaw of bits and patches of
i nformation, the other section dealt with that message of warning the other had beamed to him The
pil ot knew that the captive nmust be in i medi ate danger. He could not understand all that had
happened in that interviewwith the aliens, but he was left with the inpression that the prisoner
had been not only tried but condemmed. And it was up to himto help.

But how? By the time he got back to the flitter or was able to find Hobart and the others,
it might already be too | ate. He nust nake the nmove, and soon, for there had been unmi stakabl e
urgency in the captive's message. Raf's hands funbled at the grid before him and then he realized
that the opening was far too small to admt himto the roomon the other side of the wall

To return to the underground ways m ght be a waste of tine, but he could see no other
course open to him What if he could not find the captive later? Were in the maze of the

hal f-deserted city could he hope to conme across the trail again? Even as he sorted out all the

poi nts which could defeat him Raf's hands and feet felt for the notched steps which woul d take

hi m down. He had gone only two floors when he was faced with a grille opening which was nuch
larger. On inpul se he stopped to neasure it, sure he could, squeeze through here, if he could work
| oose the grid.

Prying with one hand and a tool fromhis belt pouch, he struggled not only against the
stubborn netal but against tine. That strange nmental conmunication had ceased. Though he was sure
that he still received a trace of it fromtine to tinme, just enough to reassure himthat the
prisoner was still alive. And each tine it touched him Raf redoubled his efforts on the netal
clasps of the grid. At last his determ nation triunphed, and the grille swng out, to fall with an
appal ling clatter to the floor.

The pilot thrust his feet through the opening and wiggl ed desperately, expecting any
monment to confront a reception comrittee drawn by the noi se. But when he reached the floor, the
hal | way was still vacant. In fact, he was conscious of a hush in the whole building, as if those
who made their hones within its wall were el sewhere. That silence acted on himas a spur.

Raf ran along the corridor, trying to subdue the clatter of , his space boots, conming to a
downward ranp. There he paused, unable to decide whether to go down-until he caught sight of a
party of aliens bel ow, walking swiftly enough to suggest that they too were in a hurry.

This small group was apparently on its way to sone gathering. And in it for the first time
the Terran saw the wormen of the aliens, or at least the fully veiled, gliding creatures he guessed
were the femal es of the painted people. There were -_ four of themin the group ahead, escorted by
two of the males, and the high fluting of their voices resounded al ong the corridor as mght the
cheeping of birds. If the nales were colorful in their choice of body wappings, the fenales were
gorgeous beyond belief, as cloudy stuff which had the Changi ng hues of Terran opals frothed about
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themto conpletely conceal their figures.

The harsher twittering of the nmen had an inpatient note, and the whole party qui ckened
pace until their glide was close to an undignified trot. Raf, forced to keep well behind | est his
boots betray him funed.

They did not go into the open, but took another way which sl oped down once nore. Luckily
the journey was not a |long one. Ahead was |ight which suggested the outdoors.

Raf sucked in his breath as he cane out a goodly distance behind the aliens. Established
in what was once a court surrounded by the towers and buildings of the city was a niniature of
that other arena where he had seen the dead lizard things. The glittering, gaily dressed aliens
were taking their places on the tiers of seats. But the place which had been built to acconmpdat e
at |least a thousand spectators now housed | ess than half that number. If this was the extent of
the alien nation, it was the dregs of a dw ndling race.

Directly bel ow where Raf lingered in an aisle dividing the tiers of seats, there was a
manhol e opening with a barred gate across it, an entrance to the sand-covered encl osure. And
fortunately the aliens were all clustered close to the oval far fromthat spot.

Al so the attention of the audience was firnmly riveted on events bel ow. A door at the sand
| evel had been flung open, and through it was now hustled the prisoner. Either the aliens stil
possessed sone idea of fair play or they hoped to prolong a contest to satisfy their own pleasure,
for the captive's hands were unbound and he clutched a spear

Renenbering far-off |egends of earlier anti nore savage civilizations on his own world,
Raf was now sure that the | one man bel ow was about to fight for his life. The question was,
agai nst what ?

Anot her of the nmouth |ike openings around the edge of the arena opened, and one of the
furry people shanbl ed out,

weavi ng weakly fromside to side as he cane, a spear in his scaled paws. He halted a step or two
into the open, his round head swinging fromside to side, spittle drooling fromhis gapi ng nouth.
H s body was covered with raw sores and bare patches from which the fur had been torn away, and it
was apparent that he had | ong been the victimof ill-usage, if not torture.

Shrill cries arose fromthe alien spectators as the furred one blinked in the light and
then sighted the nan sone feet away. He stiffened, his arm drew back, the spear poised. Then as
suddenly it dropped to his side, and he fell on his knees before wiggling across the sand, his
paws held out inploringly to his fell ow captive.

The cries fromthe watching aliens were threatening. Several rose in their seats gesturing
to the two below. And Raf, thankful for their absorption, sped down to the nanhole, discovering to
his delight it could be readily opened fromhis side. As he edged it around, there was another
sound bel ow This was no high-pitched fluting fromaliens deprived of their sport, but a hissing
ni ghtmare cry.

Raf's line of vision, Iimted by the door, franed a portion of scaled back, as it |ooked,

i medi ately below him H's

hand went to the bl ast bonbs as he descended the runway, ,and his boots hit the sand just as the
drama bel ow reached its clinmax.

The furred one lay prone in the sand, uncaring. Above that nistreated body, the hunman
stood in the half-crouch of a fighting man, the puny spear pointed up bravely at a mark it could
not hope to reach, the soft throat of one of the giant lizards. The reptile did not nove to
speedily destroy. Instead, hissing, it reared above the two as if studying themw th a vicious
intelligence. But there was no tine to wonder how long it woul d delay striking.

Raf's strong teeth ripped | ocose the tag end of the blast bonmb, and he | obbed it straight
with a practiced armso that the ball spiraled across the arena to cone to rest be-
tween the nassive hind legs of the lizard. He saw the man's eyes wi den as they fastened on him
And then the human captive flung hinmself to the earth, half covering the body of the furred one.
The reptile grabbed in the same instant, its grasping claws cutting only air, and before it could
try a second tinme the bonb went off.

Literally torn apart by the explosion, the creature nust have died at once. But the -
captive noved. He was on his feet again, pulling his conpanion up with him before the startled
spectators could guess what had happened. Then half carrying the other prisoner, he ran, not
onward to the waiting Raf, but for the gate through which he had cone into the arena. At the sane
time a nmessage beat into the Terran's brain.

"This way!"

Avoiding bits of horrible refuse, Raf obeyed that order, catching up in a couple of
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strides with the other two and linking his armthrough the dangling one of the furred creature to
take some of the strain fromthe stranger

"Have you any nore of the power thing?" the words came in the archaic speech of his own
wor | d.

"Two nore bonbs," he answered.

"W may have to blow the gate here," the other panted breathlessly.

I nstead Raf drew his stun gun. The gate was al ready opening, a wedge of the painted
warriors heading through, flame-throwers ready. He sprayed wi de, and on the highest |evel. A spout
of fire singed the cloth of his tunic across the top of his shoulder as one of the last aliens
fired before his | egs buckled and he went down. Then, opposition nonentarily gone, the two with
their sem consci ous charge stunbl ed over the bodies of the guards and reached the corridor beyond.

16
SURPRI SE ATTACK

So nmuch had happened so quickly during the past hour that Dal gard had no chance to plan or even
sort out inpressions in his nmnd. He had no guess as to where this stranger, now taking sone of
t he burden of the wounded merman from him had sprung from The other's clothing, the hel met
covering his head were nore akin to those worn by the aliens than they were to the dress of the
colonist. Yet the nman beneath those trappings was of the sane breed as his own people. And he
could not believe he was a Peaceman of Pax -all he had done here spoke agai nst those | egends of
dark Terran days Dal gard had heard from chil dhood. But where had he cone fron? The only answer
coul d be anot her outlaw col ony ship

"W are in the inner ways," Dalgard tried to reach the nmind of the merman as they pounded
on into the corridors which led fromthe arena. "Do you know these-" He had a faint hope that the
sea man because of his longer captivity nmight have a route of escape to suggest.

"-down to the |l ower levels-" the thought cane slowy, forced out by a weakening wll.
"Lower- | evel s-roads to the sea-'

That was what Dal gard had been hoping for, sone passage which would run seaward and so to
safety, such as he had found with Sssuri in that other city.

"What are we hunting?" the stranger broke in, and Dalgard realized that perhaps the other
did not followthe nmnd talk. Hs words had an odd inflection, a clipped accent which was new.

"A lower way," he returned in the speech of his own people.

"To the right." The merman, struggling against his own weakness, had raised his head and
was | ooki ng about as one who searches for a fanmiliar |andnark.

There was a branching way to the right, and Dalgard swng into it, bringing the other two
after him This was a narrow passage, and tw ce they brushed by seal ed doors. It brought them up
agai nst a blank wall. The stranger wheel ed, his odd weapon ready, for they could hear the shouts
of pursuers behind them But the nmerman pulled free of Dalgard and went down on the floor to dig
with his taloned fingers at some depressions there.

"Open here," the thought cane clearly, "then down!"

Dal gard went down on one knee, able now to see the outline of a trap door. It nust be
pried up. H s sword-knife was gone, the spear they had given himfor the arena, he had dropped
when he dragged the nerman out of danger. He | ooked to the stranger. About the other's narrow hips
was slung a belt fromwhich hung pouches and tools the primtive colonist could not eval uate. But
there was al so a bush knife, and he reached for it.

"The knife-"

The stranger glanced .down at the blade he wore in surprise, as if he had forgotten it.
Then with one swift novenent he drew it fromits sheath and flipped it to Dal gard.

On the track behind the clanmor was growi ng, and the col ony scout worked with concentration
at his task of fitting the blade into the crack and freeing the door. As soon as there was space
enough, the nmerman's claws recklessly slid under, and he added what strength he could to
Dal gard's. The door arose and fell back onto the pavenent with a clang, exposing a dark pit.

"Cot 'em" the words burst fromthe stranger. He had pressed the firing button of his
weapon. Where the passage

in which they stood net the nmamin corridor, there was an agitated shouting and then sudden sil ence.

"Down-" The nmerman had crawled to the edge of the opening. Fromit rose a dank, fetid
smell. Now that the noise in the corridor was stilled Dalgard coul d hear sonething: the sound of
wat er .
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"How do we get down?" he questioned the nernan.

"It is far, there are no clinbing hol ds-"

Dal gard strai ghtened. Well, he supposed, even, a leap into that was better than to be
taken a second tine by Those Ot hers. But was he ready for such a desperate sol ution?

"A long way down?" The stranger |eaned over to peer into the well.

"He says so," Dalgard nodded at the merman. "And there are no clinbing holds."

The stranger plucked at the front of his tunic with one hand, still holding his weapon
with the other. From an opening he drew a |ine, and Dal gard grabbed it eagerly, testing the first
foot with a sharp jerk. He had never seen such: stuff, so |ight of weight and yet so tough. H's
del i ght reached; the nmernman, who sat up to gaze owishly at the coils the.'. stranger pulled from
conceal nent .

They used the door of the well for the |lowering beam hitching the cord about it. Then the
nmer man noosed one end  about him and Dal gard, the door taking sone of the strain, |lowered him
The end of the cord was perilously close to, the scout's fingers when there was a signaling pul
frombelow, and he was free to reel in the loose line. He turned to= the stranger

"You go. |I'Il watch them" The other waved his weapon: to the corridor

There was sone sense to that, Dalgard had to agree. He nade fast the end of the cord and
went in his turn into the dark, burning the pal mof one hand before he was able to slacken the
speed of his descent. Then he | anded thigh deep in water, from which arose an unpl easant snell.

"Al'l right- Come-" he put full force into the thought he beaned at the stranger above.
When the other did not obey, Dalgard began to wonder if he should clinb to his aid. Had the aliens
broken through and overwhel ned the other? O what had happened? The rope whi sked up out of his
hands. And a nonent |later a voice rang eerily overhead.

"Cl ear below Coning down!"

Dal gard scranbl ed out of the space under the opening, heading on into the nurk where the
mer man wai ted. There was a splash as the stranger hit the stream and the rope | ashed down behi nd
himat their united jerk

"Where do we go from here?" The voice carried through the dark

Scal ed fingers hooked about Dalgard's right hand and tugged hi mon. He reached back in
turn and | ocked grip with the stranger. So united the three splashed on through the rancid liquid.
In tinme they came out of the first tunnel into a wider section, but here the odor was worse,
catching in their throats, making them sway dizzily. There seened to be no end to these ways,
whi ch Raf guessed were the drains of the ancient city.

Only the nerman appeared to have a definite idea of where they were going, though he
halted once or twi ce when they came to a side passage as if thinking out their course. Since the
man fromthe arena accepted the furred one's gui dance, Raf depended upon it too. Though he
wondered if they would ever find their way out into the open once nore.

He was startled by sudden pain as the hand | eading himtightened its grip to bone-bruising
force. They had stopped, and the |iquid washed about themuntil Raf wondered if he would ever fee
cl ean again. Wen they started on they noved nmuch nore swiftly. Hi s conpanions were in a hurry,
but Raf was unprepared for the sight which broke as they canme out in a high-roofed cavern

There was an odd, cold |ight there-but that light was not all he saw. Drawn up on a | edge
rising out of the contaminated streamwere rows of the furred people, all sitting, in silence,
bone spears resting across their knees, long knives at their belts. They watched with round,
unbl i nki ng eyes the three who had just cone out of the side passage. The rescued merman | oosened
his grip on Dalgard' s hand and’ waded forward to confront that quiet, waiting assenbly. Neither he
nor his fell ows nade any sound, and Raf guessed that they had sone other form of communicati on,
perhaps the sanme telepathic ability to broadcast nessages which this. anmazing nman beside hi m
di spl ayed

"They are of his tribe," the other explained, sensing that Raf could not understand. "They
canme here to try to save him for he is one of their Speakers-for-Mny."

"Who are they? Who are you?" Raf asked the two questions which had been with himever
since the wild add venture had begun

"They are the Peopl e-of-the-Sea, our friends, our knife brothers. And | am of Honeport. My
peopl e came fromthe, stars in a ship, but not a ship of this world. W have beene here for many
years."

The nernmen were novi ng now. Several had waded forward to greet their chief, aiding him
ashore. But when Ra
nmoved toward the | edge, Dalgard put out a restraining hand.

"Until we are sunmoned-no. They have their custonms.: And this is a party-for-war. This
tribe knows not mnmy people,', save by runor. W wait."
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Raf | ooked over the ranks of the sea folk. The light cane from gl obes borne by every
twentieth warrior, a globe ins which sonething that gave of f phosphorescent gl eams swam around
and around. The spears which each merman carried: were slender and w ckedly barbed, the knives
al nrost sword | ength. The pilot renenbered the flame-throwers of the aliens' and could not see any
victory for the nmerman party.

"No, knife blade against the fire-that is not equal."

Raf started, amazed and then irritated that the other had read his thoughts so easily.

"But what el se can be done? Sonme stand nust be taken, even if a whole tribe goes down to
the Great Dark because they do it."

"What do you nean?" Raf demanded.

"I's it not the truth that Those Gthers went across the sea to plunder their forgotten
st or ehouse of know edge?" countered the other. He spoke slowy as if he found difficulty in
clothing thoughts with words. "Sssuri said that was why they cane."

Raf, remenberi ng what he had seen-the stripping of shelves and tables of the devices that
were stored on them-could only nod.

"Then it is also true that soon they will have worse than fire with which to hunt us down.
And they shall turn against your colony as they will against Honeport. For the nmernen, and their
own records, have taught us that it is their nature to rule, that they can live in peace only when
all living things on this world are their slaves."

"My colony?" Raf was nomentarily diverted. "I'mone of a spacer's crew, not the menber of
any col ony!"

Dal gard stared at the stranger. H's guess had been right. A new ship, another ship which
had recently crossed deep space to find themhad flown the dark wastes even as the First Elders
had done it nust be that nore outlaws had come to find a new home! This was wonderful news, news
he nmust take to Honeport. Only, it was news which nust wait. For the sea people had cone to a
deci sion of their own.

"What are they going to do now?" Raf asked.

The mernen were not retreating, instead they were slipping fromthe I edge in regul ar
order, form ng somewhat crooked ranks in the water

Dal gard did not reply at once, making mnd touch not only to ask but to inpress his
ki nship on the sea people.

They were united in a single-nmnded purpose, with failure before themunless- He turned to the
stranger.

"They go to war upon Those Qthers. He who guided us here knows al so that the new know edge
they have brought into the city is danger. If an end is not put to it before they can use it,

t hen"-he shrugged-"the nernmen nmust retreat into the depths. And we, who can not follow them" He
made a quick, thrusting gesture as if using a knife on his own throat. "For a time Those O hers
have been growi ng fewer in nunber and weaker. Their children are not nany and sonetinmes there are
years when none are born at all. And they have', forgotten so much. But now, perhaps they can

i ncrease once nore, not only in wi sdomand strength of arns, but in nunbers. The nermen have kept
a watch on them content to let matters rest, sure that time would defeat them But now, time no
| onger fights on our side."

Raf wat ched the furred people with their short spears, their knives. He recalled that
rocky island where the aliens had unl eashed the fire. The expeditionary force would not have a
chance agai nst that.

"But your weapons woul d." The words addressed to himwere clear, though they had not been
spoken al oud. Raf's hand went to the pocket where two nore of the blast bonbs rested. "And this is
your battle as much as ours!"

But it wasn't his fight! Dalgard had gone too far with that suggestion. Raf had no ties on
this world, the RS 10 was waiting to take himaway. It was strictly against all orders, all his
training, for himto becone involved in alien warfare. The pilot's hand went back to his belt. He
was not going to allow hinself to be pushed onto anything foolish, whether this "colonist” could
read his mnd or not.

The first ranks of the nernen had al ready waded past them heading into the way down which
the escaping prisoners had come. To Raf's eyes none of thempaid any attention to the two hunans
as they went, though they were probably in nental touch with his conpanion.

J

"You are already termed one of us in their eyes,"” Dalgard was careful to use oral speech
this time. "Wien you came to our rescue in the arena they believed that you were of our kind. Do
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you think you can return to walk safely through the city? So"-he drew a hissing breath of surprise
when the thought which [eaped into Raf's mind was plain to Dal gard al so-"you have-there are nore
of you there! But already Those Ot hers nmay be noving agai nst them because of what you have done!"”

Raf who had been about to join the mernen stopped short. That aspect had not struck him
bef ore. What had happened to Soriki and the flitter, to the captain and Lablet, who had been in
the heart of the eneny territory when he had challenged the aliens? It would be only |ogical that
t he painted people would consider themall dangerous now. He nust get out of here, back to the
flitter, try to help where unwittingly he had har ned-

Dal gard caught up with him He had been able to read a little of what had passed through
the other's mnd. Though it was difficult to sort order out of the tangled thoughts. The | onger he
was with the stranger, the nore aware he becane of the differences between them Qutwardly they
nmi ght appear of the same species, but inwardly-Dalgard frowed -there was something that he mnust
consider later, when they had a thinking space. But now he could understand the other's agitation
It was very true that Those Others might turn on the stranger's fellows in retaliation for his
deeds.

Toget her they joined the mernmen. There was no talk, nothing to break the spl ashing sound
of bodi es noving against the current. As they pressed on, Raf was sure that this was not the sane
way they had conme. And once nore Dal gard answered his unspoken question

"W seek another door into the city, one | ong known to these tribesnen."

Raf would gl adly have run, but he could not nove faster than his guides, and while their
pace seened deliberate, they

did not pause to rest. The whole city, he decided, nust be honeyconbed with these drains. After
traversing a fourth tunnel, they clinbed out of the flood onto a dry passage, which worned al ong,
al rost turning on itself at tinmes.

Si de passages ran out fromthis corridor like rootlets froma parent root and snal
parties of mernmen broke fromthe regent to follow certain ones, |leaving without orders or fare' At
the fifth of these Dal gard touched Raf's armand drew himaside. This is our way." Tensely the
scout waited. If the stranger refused, then the one plan the scout had fornmed during the past half-
hour would fail. He still held to the hope that Raf, with what Raf carried, could succeed in the
only project which would nean, perhaps not his safety nor the safety of the tribe he now narched
anong, but the eventual safety of Astra itself, the safety of all the harm ess people of the sea
the little creatures of the grass and the sky, of his own kind at Honeport. He would have to force
Raf into action if need be. He did not use the nmi nd touch; he knew now t he unspoken resent nment
which followed that. If it becane necessary-Dalgard' s hands balled into fists-he would strike down
the stranger-take fromhim Swiftly he turned his thoughts fromthat. It night be easy, now that
he had established nental contact with this off-worlder, for the other to pick up a thought as
vivid as that.

But luckily Raf obediently turned into the side passage with the six nernen who were to
attack at this particular point. The way grew narrower until they crept on hands and knees between
rough walls which were not of the same construction as the |arger tunnels. The smaller mernen had
no difficulty in getting through, but twice Raf's equi pnent belt caught on projections and he had
to fight his way free

They crawl ed one by one into a ventilation shaft much |i ke the one he had clinbed at the
Center. Dal gard's whi sper reached him

"W are now in the building which houses their sky ship."

"I know that one," Raf returned al nost eagerly, glad at last to be back so close to
famliar territory. He clinbed up the hand-and foothol ds the sea-nonster |anp disclosed, w shing
the nmermen ahead woul d speed up

The grille at the head of the shaft had been renpved, and the invaders arose one by one
into a dimand dusty place of notionless nachinery, which, by all tangi bl e evidence, had not been
entered for sonme tine. But the cautious nanner in which the sea people strung out to approach the
far door argued that the sanme m ght not be true beyond.

For the first tine Raf noticed that his human conpani on now held one of the knives of the
mer peopl e, and he drew his stun gun. But he could not forget the flane-throwers which night at
that very nmonent be trained upon the other side of that door by the aliens. They m ght be wal king
into a trap.

He hal f expected one of those disconcerting thought answers from Dal gard. But the scout
was pl ayi ng saf e-not hi ng nust upset the stranger. Confronted by what had to be done, he might be
i nfluenced into acting for them So Dal gard strode softly ahead, apparently not interested in Raf.

One of the mermen worked at the door, using the point of his spear as a lever. Here again
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was a vista of machinery. But these nachines were alive; a faint humcane fromtheir casings. The
mer men scattered, taking cover, a nove copied by the two humans.

The pilot remained in hiding, but he saw one of the furred people running on as |ight-
footedly as a shadow. Then his armdrew back, and he cast his spear. Raf fancied he could hear a
faint whistle as the weapon cut the air. There was a cry, and the merman ran on, vanishing into
the shadows, to return a second or two later wi ping stains fromhis weapon. Qut of their places of
conceal nent, his fell ows gathered about him And the humans foll owed.

Now they were fronted by a ranp |eading up, and the nernen took it quickly, their bare,
scaled feet setting up a

whi speri ng echo whi ch was drowned by the clop of Raf's boots. Once nore the party was alert, ready
for trouble, and taking his cue fromthem he kept his stun gun in his hand.

But the nmaneuver at the head of the ranp surprised him For, though he had heard no
signal, all the party but one plastered their bodies back against the wall, Dalgard pulling Raf
into position beside him the scout's nuscular bare armpinning the pilot into a narrow space. One
mer man stood at the crack of the door at the top of the ranp. He pushed the barrier open and crept
in.

Meanwhi | e those who waited poised their spears, all ainmed at that door. Raf fingered the
button on his gun to "spray" as he had when he had faced the attack of the scavengers in the arena
tunnel s.

There was a cry, a shout with a sunmmons in it. And the venturesone nernan thudded back
t hrough the door. But he was not alone. Two of the black guardsnen, their flanmers spitting fiery
death, ran behind him and the curling lash of one of those flames al nost weathed the runner
bef ore he swung aside. Raf fired w thout consciously ainmng. Both of the sentries fell forward, to
slide linmply down the ranp.

Then Dal gard pulled himon. "The way is open,” he said. "This is it!" There was an excited
exultation in his voice.

17
DESTRUCTI ON UNLEASHED

THE SPACE they now entered nust be the core of the building, Raf thought a little dazedly. For
there, towering over themwas the round bulb of the globe. And about its open hatch were piles of
the material which he had | ast seen in

t he warehouse on the other continent. The unloading of the alien ship had been hastily

i nterrupted.

Since neither the nerman nor Dal gard took cover, Raf judged that they did not fear attack
now. But when he turned his attention away fromthe ship, he found not only the col ony scout but
nost of the sea people gathered about himas if waiting for sone action on his part.

"What is it?" He could feel it, that strong pressure, that band united, in willing him
into sone nove. Hi s stubborn streak of independence nade his reaction contrary. He was not going
to pushed into anything.

"In this hour," Dal gard spoke al oud, avoiding the mnd touch which mght stiffen Raf's
rebellion. He wi shed that sone ol der, w ser Elder from Honeport were there. So little time- Yet
this stranger with practically no effort mght acconplish all they had conme to do, if he could
only be persuaded into action. "In this hour, here is the heart of what civilization remains to
Those Others. Destroy it, and it will not natter whether they kill us. For in the days to cone
they will have nothing left."

Raf understood. This was why he had been brought here. They wanted himto use the bl ast
bonmbs. And one part of himwas calculating the best places to set his two renai ning bonbs for the
wi | dest possi bl e destruction. That part of himcould accept the |logic of Dalgard' s reasoning. He
doubted if the aliens could repair the globe if it were damaged, and he was sure that nuch which
t hey had brought back fromthe eastern continent was irreplaceable. The bonbs had not been
i ntended for such a use. They were defensive, antipersonnel weapons to be enpl oyed as he had done
against the lizard in the arena. But placed properly- Wthout thinking his hands went to the
seal ed pocket in the breast of his tunic.

Dal gard saw that gesture and inside himsonme taut cord began to unwi nd. Then the
stranger's hands dropped, and he

swung around to face the colony scout squarely, a scow tw sting his black brows al nbost together.
"This isn't ny fight," he stated flatly. "lI've got to get back to the flitter, to ny
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spacer-"

What was the matter? Dalgard tried to understand. If the aliens won now, this stranger was
in as great a danger as were the rest of them Did he believe that Those G hers would all ow any
colony to be established on a world they rul ed?

"There will be no future for you here," he spoke slowy, trying with all his power to get
through to the other. "They will not allow you to found another Honeport. You will have no col ony-

"WII you get it into your thick head," burst out the pilot, "that |'mnot here to start a
colony! W can take off fromthis blasted planet whenever we want to. We didn't come here to
stay!"

Beneath the suntan, Dalgard's face whitened. The other had cone fromno outlaw s ship,
seeking a refuge across space, as his own people had fled to a newlife fromtyranny. His first
fears had been correct! This was a representative of Pax, doubtless sent to hunt down the
descendants of those who had escaped its throttling dictatorship. The sl ender, strangely garbed
Terran m ght be of the sane bl ood as his own, but he was as great an eneny as Those O hers!

"Pax!" He did not know that he had said that word al oud.

The ot her | aughed. "You are living back in history. Pax has been dead and gone al npost two
centuries. I'mof the Federation of Free Men-"

"WIl the stranger use his fire now?" The question forned in Dalgard' s m nd. The nernmen
were growi ng inpatient, as well they might. This was no tine for talk, but for action. Coul d Raf
be persuaded to aid then? A Federation of Free Men-Free Men! That was what they were fighting for
here and now.

"You are free,
t hemsel ves. MWy
peopl e came across the star void in search of freedom paying in blood to win it. But these, these
are not the weapons of the free." He pointed to the supplies about the globe, to the globe itself.

The nmernen were waiting no longer. Wth the butts of their spears they smashed anyt hi ng
breakabl e. But the damage one could do by hand in the short space of tine granted them Raf was
surprised that a guard was not al ready down upon themwas sharply linted. The piled-up secrets of
an old race, a race which had once ruled a planet. He thought fleetingly of Lablet's preoccupation
with this spoil of Hobart's hope of gaining know edge they could take back with them But would
the aliens keep their part of the bargain? He no | onger believed that.

Wiy not give these barbarians a chance, and the colonists. Sure, he was breaking the
stiffest rule of the Service. But, perhaps by now the flitter was gone, he m ght never reach the
RS 10. It was not his war, right enough. But he'd give the weaker side a fighting chance.

Dal gard followed himinto the gl obe ship, clinbing the | adders to the engine | evel
wat ching with curious eyes as Raf inspected the driving power of the ship and made the best
.di sposition possible of one of the bonbs.

Then they were on the | adder once nore as the ship shook under them plates buckling as a
great wound tore three decks apart. Raf |aughed recklessly. Now that he was comitted to this
course, he had a snall-boy delight in the destruction

"They won't raise her again in a hurry," he confided to Dalgard. But the other did not
share his triunph.

"They come-we nust nove fast," the scout urged.

When they junped fromthe hatch, they discovered that the nermen had been busy in their
turn. As nany of the supplies as they could nmove had been pushed and piled into one great nmss.
Broken crystal littered the floor in shards, and puddl es of strange chemicals mingled snells to
becone a

he said. "The sea people won their freedom when Those Ot hers fought anong

throat-rasping fog. Raf eyed those doubtfully. Some of those fumes m ght conbine in the blast-

Once again Dalgard read his nmind and waved the nmernman back, sending themthrough the door
to the ranp and the | ower engine room Raf stood in the doorway, the bonb in his hand, know ng
that it was tine for himto nmake the nost accurate cast of his life

The sphere left his fingers, was a gleamin the nurky air. It struck the pile of nmaterial
Then the whole world was hidden by a blinding glare.

It was dark-black dark. And he was swi nging back and forth through this total darkness. He
was a ball, a blast bonb being tossed fromhand to hand t hrough the dark by painted warriors who
| aughed shrilly at his pain, tossed through the dark. Fear such as he had never known, even under
the last accel eration pressure of the take; off from Terra, beat through Raf's veins away fromhis
| aboring heart. He was helpless in the dark
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"Not al one-" the words came out of sonewhere, he didn't know whether he heard them or, in
some queer way, felt them "You are safe-not alone."

That brought a nmeasure of confort. But he was still in the dark, and he was novi ng- he
could not will his hands to nove-yet he was noving. He was being carried

The flitter-he was back on the flitter! They were airborne. But who was piloting?

"Captain Soriki!" he appeal ed for reassurance. And then was aware that there was no
fam liar notor hum none of that pressure of rushing air to which he had been so | ong accustoned
that he missed it only now

"You are safe-" again that woul d-be confort. But Raf tried to nove his arns, twist his
body, be sure that he rested in the flitter. Then another thought, only vaguely alarmng at first,
but which grew swiftly to panic proportion she was in the alien globe- He was a prisoner

"You are safe!" the words beat in his mnd

"But where-where?" he felt as if he were screaning that at the full power of his lungs. He
must get out of this dark envel ope, be free. Free! Free Men- He was Raf Kurbi of the Federation of
Free Men, nenber of the crew of the Spacer RS 10, But there had been something el se about free nen-

Pai nfully he pulled fragnments of pictures out of the past, assenbled a jigsaw of wld
action. And all of it ended in a blinding flash, blinding!

Raf cowered nentally if not physically, as his nmind seized upon that |ast word. The
blinding flash, then this depth of darkness. Had he been-?

"You are safe."

Maybe he was safe, he thought, with an anger born of honest fear, but was he-blind? And
where was he? What had happened to hi msince that nonent when the blast bonb had expl oded?

"I amblind," he spat out, wanting to be told that his fears were only fears and not the
truth.

"Your eyes are covered," the answer cane qui ckly enough, and for a short space he was
conforted until he realized that the reply was not a flat denial of his statement.

"Soriki?" he tried again. "Captain? Lablet?"

"Your conpani ons"-there was a nonment of hesitation, and then cane what he was sure was the
truth-"have escaped. Their ship took to the air when the Center was invaded."

So, he wasn't on the flitter. That was Raf's first reaction. Then, he nust still be with
the mermen, with the young stranger who clainmed to be one of a lost Terran col ony. But they
couldn't |eave himbehind! Raf struggled agai nst the power which held himnotionless.

"Be quiet!" That was not soothing; it had the snap of a command, so sharp and with such
authority in it that he obeyed. "You have been hurt; the gel nust do its work. Sleep now. It is
good to sleep-"

Dal gard wal ked by the hamock, using all the quieting

power he possessed to ease the stranger, who now bore little. resenblance to the lithe, swiftly
nmovi ng, other-worldly figure: of the day before. Stripped of his burnt rags of clothing, coated
with the healing stuff of the merpeople-that thick' jelly substance which was their bul wark

agai nst illness and: hurt-lashed into a hanmock of sea fibers, he had the out-; ward appearance of
a thick bundl e of supplies. The scout had seen miracles of healing perforned by the gel, he could
only hope for one now. "Sleep-" he nmade the soothing: suggestion over and over and felt the other
begin to relax" to sink into the sem coma in which he nust rest for at |east another day.

It was true that they had watched the strange flying a machine take off froma roof top
And none of the mermen who had survived the battle which had raged through the,' city had seen any
of the off-wonder's kind anong the living' or the dead of the alien forces. Perhaps, thinking Raf
dead,: they had returned to their space ship.

Now there were other, nore imredi ate, problens to be nmet. They had done everything that
they could to insure: the well-being of the stranger, w thout whomthey coul d: not have delivered
that one necessary bl ow which meant a new future for Astra.

The aliens were not all dead. Sone had gone down under: the spears of the mernen, but nore
of the sea people had died by the superior weapons of their foes. To the aliens, un-. till they
di scovered what had happened to the globe and its:. cargo, it would seem an overwhel ni ng triunph,
for less than a quarter of the invading force fought its way back to:. safety in the underground
ways. Yes, it would appear to be a victory for Those OGthers. But-now time was on the other:. side
of the scal es.

Dal gard doubted if the gl obe would ever fly again. And the | oss of the storehouse plunder
could never be repaired." By its destruction they had insured the future for their
peopl e, the nmermen, the slowly growi ng settlenment at Honeport.

They were well out of the city, in the open country, traveling along a rocky gorge,
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t hrough which a river provided a highway to the sea. Dalgard had no i dea as yet how he could wn
back across the waste of water to his own people. Wiile the nermen with whom he had stormed the
city were friendly, they were not of the tribes he knew, and their own connection with the eastern
continent was through nessages passed between islands and the depths.

Then there was the stranger- Dal gard knew that the ship which had brought himto this
pl anet was sonewhere in the north. Perhaps when he recovered, they could travel in that direction
But for the nmonent it was good just to be free, to feel the soft winds of sumer lick his skin, to
wal k sl owy under the sun, carrying the little bundl e of things which belonged to the stranger
with a knife once nmore at his belt and friends about him

But Wthin the quarter-hour their peace was broken. Dalgard heard it first, his |andsman's
ears serving himwhere the conplicated sense which gave the sea people warning did not operate.
That shrill keening-he knowit of old. And at his warning the majority of the nernen plunged into
the stream beconing drifting shadows bel ow the surface of the water. Only the four who were
carrying the hanmock stood their ground. But the scout, having told themto deposit their burden
under the shelter of an overhangi ng | edge of rock, waved themto join their fellows. Until that
menace in the sky was beaten, they dare not travel overl and.

Was it still after himalone, hunting himby sone nysterious built-in sense as it had
overseas? He could see it now, noving in circles back and forth across the gorge, probably ready
to dive on any prey venturing into the open

Had it not been for the stranger, Dalgard could have taken to the water al nost as quickly
and easily as his conpanions. But they could not float the pilot down the stream

thus dissolving the thick coating of gel which was healing; his terrible flash burns. And Those
O hers, were they following the trail of their mechani cal hound as they had before?:

Dal gard sent out questing tendrils of thought. Nowhere. did he encounter the flashes which
announced the proximty; of Those Others. No, it would appear that they had unl eashed the hound to
do what damage it could, perhaps to-; serve themas a narker for a future counterattack. At
present it was alone. And he relayed that information to the mernen.

If they could knock out the hound-his hand went to the. tender scrape on his own scalp
where that box had left its glancing mark-if they could knock out the hound- But how?, ~ As
accurate marksnmen as the nmermen were with their spears.. he was not sure they could bring down the
box. Its sudden darts and dips were too erratic. Then what? Because as.” long as it bobbed there,
he and the stranger were inprisoned in this pocket of the gorge wall.

Dal gard sat down, the bundle of the stranger's bel ongings.: beside him Then, he carefully
unf ast ened the scorched cloth which fornmed that bag and examined its contents. There was the belt
with its pouches, sheaths, and tool case. And the weapon which the stranger had used to such good
ef fect during their escape fromthe arena. Dalgard took up the gun. It was light in weight, and it
fitted into his hand alnost as if it.~ had been nolded to his neasure.

He ained at the hovering box, pressed the button as he had seen the other do, with no
results. The stun ray, which had acted upon living creatures, could not govern the delicate
mechanismin the hound's interior. Dalgard laid it., aside. There were no nore of the bonbs, nor
woul d they have been effective against such a target. As far as he could see, there was nothing
anong Raf's possessi ons which could hel p them now.

One of the black shadows in the water noved to shore. The box swooped, death striking at
the merman who ran to shelter. A second followed him eluding the attack of the
hound by a matter of inches. Now the box buzzed angrily. Dalgard, catching their thoughts, hurried
to aid them They undid the knots of the hamopck about the hel pl ess stranger, |eaving about him
only the necessary bandage ties. Now they had a crude net, woven, as Dal gard knew, of undersea
fibers strong enough to hold captive plunging nonsters a dozen tinmes the size of the box. If they
could net it!

He had seen the exploits of the mernen hunters, knew their skill with net and spear. But
to scoop a flying thing out of the air was a new probl em

"Not sol" the thought cut across his. "They have used such as this to hunt us before, |ong
ago. We had believed they were all lost. It nmust be caught and broken, or it will hunt and kil
and hunt again, for it does not tire nor can it be beaten fromany trail it is set upon. Now"

"I will do that, for you have the know edge-" the scout cut in quickly. After his other
meeting with the hound he had no liking for the task he had taken on, but there must be bait to
draw the box within striking distance.

"Stand upright and nove toward those rocks." The nermen changed position, the net now with
stones in certain loops to weight it, caught in their three-fingered hands.

Dal gard noved, fighting against hunching his shoul ders, against hurrying the pace. He saw
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t he shadow of the flitting death, and flung hinmself down behind the boul der the nernen had pointed
out. Then he rolled over, half surprised not to be struck.

The hound was still in the air but over it now was draped the net, the rocks in its
fringes weighing it down in spite of its jerky attenpts to rise. In its struggles to be free, it
m ght al nost have | ed the watcher to believe that it had intelligence of a sort. Now the nermen
were com ng out of the stream picking up rocks as they advanced. And a hail of stones flew
through the air, while others of the sea people sprang to catch the dangling ends of the net and
drag the captive to earth.

In the end they snashed it conpletely, burying the renmains under a pile of rocks. Then
retrieving their net, they once nore fastened Raf into it and turned downstream as intent as ever
upon reaching the sea. Dal gard wondered whet her Those Ot hers woul d ever discover what had becone
of their hound. O had it in sone way comunicated with its masters, so that now t hey were aware
that it had been destroyed. But he was sure they had nothing nore to fear, that the way to the sea
was open.

In m dnorning of the second day they cane out upon shelving sand and saw before themthe
waves whi ch prom sed safety and escape to the nmernen. Dal gard sat down in the blue-gray sand
besi de Raf. The sea people had assured himthat the stranger was naking a good recovery, that
within a matter of hours he could be freed fromhis cocoon of healing.

Dal gard squinted at the sun sparkling on the waves. Were now? To the north where the
space ship waited? If what he read in Raf's mnd was true the other wanted to | eave Astra, to
voyage back to that other world which was only a |l egend to Dal gard, and a bl ack, unhappy |egend at
that. If the Elders were here, had a chance to contact these nen from Terra Dal gard's eyes
narrowed, would they choose to? Another chain of thought had been slowy developing in his nind
during these past hours when he had been so closely conpanioned with the stranger. And al nost he
had come to a deci sion which woul d have seened very odd even days before

No, there was no way of suddenly bringing the Elders here, of transferring his burden of
decision to them Dalgard cupped his chin in his hand and tried to i nagi ne what it would be |ike
to shut oneself up in a small netal -wall ed spacer and set out blindly to | eave one world for
anot her. Hi s ancestors had done that, and they had traveled in cold sleep, ignorant of whether
they woul d ever reach their goal. They had been very brave, or very desperate, men.

But - Dal gard neasured sand, sun, and sky, watching the nmermen sporting in the waves-but for
him Astra was enough. He wanted nothing but this land, this world. There was nothing which drew
hi m back. He would try to locate the spacer for the sake of the stranger; Astra owed Raf all they
could manage to give him But the ship was as alien to Honmeport as it now existed as the city's
gl obe m ght have been

18
NOT YET-

RAF LAY on his back, cushioned in the sand, his face turned up to the sky. Mdisture snmarted in his
eyes, trickled down his cheeks as he tried to will hinmself to see! The yell ow haze whi ch had been
his day had faded into grayness and now to the dark he feared so nuch that he dared not even speak
of it. Sonewhere over himthe stars were icy points of light but he could not see them They were
very far away, but no farther than he was fromsafety, fromconfort (now the spacer seened a haven
of ease), fromthe expert treatment which night save, save his ,sight!

He supposed he shoul d be thankful to that other one who was a sl ow voi ce speaking out of
the mist, a thought now and then when his inner panic brought himalnmost to the breaking point. In
some manner he had been carried out of the reach of the aliens, treated for his searing wounds,
and now he was | ed along, fed, tended- Wiy didn't they go away and | eave hi m al one! He had no
chance of reaching the spacer-

It was so easy to renenber those nountains, the heights over which he had lifted the
flitter. There wasn't one chance

inamnmllion of his winning over those and across the nmles of enpty plains beyond to where the RS
10 stood waiting, ready to rise again. The crew nust believe himdead. Hi s fists clenched upon
sand, and it gritted between his fingers, sifted anway. Wiy wasn't he dead! Wiy had that barbarian
dragged himhere, continued to coax him put food into his hands, those hands which were only
vague shapes when he held them just before his straining, aching eyes.

"It is not as bad as you think," the words cane again out of the fog, spoken with a
gent | eness which rasped Raf's nerves. "Healing is not done in a second, or even in a day. You
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cannot force the return of strength-"

A hand, warm vibrant with life, pressed on his forehead -a human, flesh-covered hand, not
one of the cool, scaled paws of the furred people. Though those hands, too, had been | aid upon him
enough during the past few days, steadying him |eading him guiding himto food and water. Now,
under that firm knowi ng touch he felt sone of the ever-present fear subside, felt a relaxation

"My ship- They will take off without nmel" He could not help but voice that plaint, as he
had so many tinmes before during that foggy, nightnare journey.

"They have not done so yet."

He struggled up, flung off that cal m ng hand, turned angrily toward where he thought the
other was. "How can you be sure?"

"Wrd has come. The ship is still there, though the small flyer has returned to it."

Thi s assurance was sonet hing new. Raf's suspicions could not stand up agai nst the note of
certainty in the other's voice He got awkwardly to his feet. If the ship was still here, then they
must still think himalive- They m ght cone back! He had a chance-a real chance

"Then they are waiting for me- They'll cone!"

He could not see the soberness with which Dalgard listened to that. The star ship had not
lifted, that nessage had found
its way south, passed al ong by hopper anal nerman. But the scout doubted if the explorers were
waiting for the return of Raf. He believed that they would not have left the city had they not
t hought the pilot already dead.

As to going north now H's picture of the |and ahead had been built up fromreports gai ned
fromthe sea people. It could be done, but with Raf to be nursed and gui ded, |acking even the
outrigger Dalgard had used in hone waters, it would take days-weeks, probably-to cover the
territory which | ay between them and the pl ains where the star ship had pl anet ed.

But he owed Raf a great deal, and it was sumer, the season of warmcalns. So far he had
not been able to work out any plan for a return to his own land. It nmight be that they were both
doored to exile. But it was not necessary to face that drear future yet, not until they had
expended every possible effort. So now he said willingly enough, "W are going north."

Raf sat down again in the sand. He wanted to run, to push on until his feet were too tired
to carry himany farther. But now he fought that inpulse, |lay down once nore. Though he doubted if
he coul d sl eep

Dal gard wat ched the stars, sketched out a map of ,action for the norning. They nust follow
the shore line where they could keep in touch with the mernen, though along this coast the sea
people did not conme to land with the freedomtheir fell ows showed on the eastern continent-they
had lived too long in fear of Those O hers.

But since the war party had reached the coast, there had been no sign of any retaliation
and as several days passed, Dal gard had begun to believe that they had little to fear. Perhaps the
bl ow they had struck at the heart of the citadel had been nore drastic than they had hoped. He had
listened since that hour in the gorge for the shrilling of one of the air hounds. And when it did
not come the thought that maybe it was the last of its kind had been heartening.

At |ast the scout |lay down beside the off-world man, listening to the soft hiss of waves
on sand, the distant chittering of night insects. And his |ast waking thought was a wish for his
bow.

There was anot her day of patient plodding; two, three. Raf, |ed by the hand, hel ped over
rocks and obstacles which were only dark blurs to his watering eyes, raged inwardly and soneti nes
outwardly, against the slowness of their advance, his own hel pl essness. H's fear grew until he
refused' to credit the fact that the blurs were sharpening in outline, that he could now count
five fingers on the hand he soneti nes waved despairingly before his face.

When he spoke of the future, he never said "if we reach

the ship" but always "when," refusing to adnmt that perhaps

they would not be in time. And Dalgard, bitten by his anxiety, tried to get nore news fromthe
north.

"When we get there, will you cone back to earth with us?" the pilot asked suddenly on the
fifth day.

It was a question Dalgard had once asked hinmself. But 5 now he knew the answer; there was
only one he dared give.

"We are not ready-" -

"I don't understand what you nean." Raf was al nost querulous. "It is your home world. Pax
is gone; the Federation would wel cone you eagerly. Just think what it would '',, nmean-a Terran
col ony anong the stars!"”
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"A Terran colony." Dalgard put out a hand, steadied Raf Mover a stretch of rough shingle.
"Yes, once we were a Terran .' colony. But-can you now truthfully swear that | ama Terran '~
i ke yoursel f?"

Raf faced the m sty figure, trying to force his nenory to' put features there, to sharpen
outlines. The scout was of middle height, a little shorter in stature than the crewmren with ' whom
the pilot had lived so long. H's hair was fair, as was ~, his skin under its sun tan. He was
unusual ly light on his feet and possessed a wiry strength Raf could testify to. But there
was that disconcerting habit of mnd reading and other elusive differences.

Dal gard smled, though the other could not see that.

"You see," deliberately he used the mnd touch as if to accent those differences the nore,
"once our roots were the same, but now fromthose roots different plants have grown. And we nust
be left to ourselves a space before we nmingle once nore. My father's father's father's father was
a Terran, but | amwhat? W have sonething that you have not, just f as you have devel oped during
centuries of separation qualities of mnd and body we do not know. You live with machi nes. And,
since we could not keep machines in this world, having no power to repair or rebuild, we have been
forced to turn in other directions. To go back to the old ways now woul d be throwi ng away clues to
mysteries we have not yet fully explored, turning aside fromdi scoveries ready to be nade. To you
| am a barbarian, hardly higher in the scale of civilization than the nernen-'

Raf flushed, would have given a quick and polite denial had he not known that his thoughts
had been read. Dal gard | aughed. H s amusenent was not directed against the pilot, rather it
invited himto share the joke. And reluctantly, Raf's peeling lips relaxed in a smle.

"But," he offered one argunment the other had not cited, "what if you do go down this other
path of yours so far that we no | onger have any conmmon neeting ground?" He had forgotten his own
problemin the other's.

"I do not believe that will ever happen. Perhaps our bodi es nay change; clinmate, food,
ways of life can all influence the body. Qur ninds may change; already ny people with each new
generation are better equipped to use the mnd touch, can comrunicate nore clearly with the
animal s and the nmernen. But those who were in the beginning born of Terra shall always have a
conmmon heritage. There are and will be other |ost col onies anong the stars. W could not have been
the only outlaws who broke forth during the rule of Pax,

and before the blight of that dictatorship, there were at |east two expeditions that went forth on
Gal actic explorations.

"A thousand years fromnow stranger will meet with stranger, but when they make the sign
of peace and sit down with one another, they shall find that words come nore easily, though one
may seem outwardly nonstrous to the other. Only, now we nust go our own way. W are youths setting
forth on our journey of testing, while the Elders wish us well but stand aside."

"You don't want what we have to offer?" This was a new | idea to Raf.

"Did you truly want what the city people had to offer?"

That caught the pilot up. He could renenber with unusual distinctness how he had disliked,
sonmehow feared the . things they had brought fromthe city storehouse, how he had privately hoped
that Hobart and Lablet would be content '~ to let well enough alone and not bring that know edge
of an alien race back with them If he had not secretly known that 1 aversion, he would not have
been able to destroy the gl obe and the treasures piled about it.

"But"-his protest was hot, angry-"we are not them W "~, can do nuch for you."

"Can you?" The cal mquestion sank into his mind as mght a stone into a troubl ed pool, and
the ripples of its passing ~', changed an idea or two. "I w sh that you m ght see Honeport.
Perhaps then it would be easier for you to understand. No, your know edge is not corrupt, it would
not carry with :',, it the sane seeds of disaster as that of Those Others. But it , would be too
easy for us to accept, to walk a softer road, to n forget what we have so far won. just give us
time-"

Raf cupped his palms over his watering eyes. He wanted badly to see clearly the other's

face, to be able to read his :! expression. Yet it seened that sonehow he was able to see .' that
sober face, as sincere as the words in his mnd

"You will come again," Dalgard said with certainty. "And we shall be waiting because you,
Raf Kurbi, nade it possible." There was sonething so sol etm about that that Raf |ooked up in
surprise.

"When you destroyed the core of Those Other's hol ding, you gave us our chance. For had you
not done that we, the mernmen, the other harm ess, happy creatures of this world, would have been
wi ped out. There woul d be no new begi nning here, only a dark and horrible end."

Raf blinked; to his surprise that other figure standing in the direct sunlight did not
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waver, and beyond the proudly held head was a stretch of turquoise sky. He could see the col or

"Yes, you shall see with your eyes-anal with your mind," now Dal gard spoke al oud. "And if
the Spirit which rules all space is kind, you shall return to your own people. For you have served
Hi s cause well."

Then, as if he were enbarrassed by his own solemity, Dalgard ended with a nobst prosaic
inquiry: "Would you like shellfish for eating?"

Monments |ater, wading out into the water-swirled sand, his boots kicked off, his toes
feeling for the elusive shelled creatures no one could see, Raf felt happier, freer than he could
ever renenber having been before. It was going to be all right. He could see! He would find the
shi p! He | aughed al oud at nothing and heard an answering chuckle and then a whoop of triunph from
the scout stooping to claw one of their prey out of hiding.

It was after they had eaten that Dal gard asked anot her question, one which did not seem
inmportant to Raf. "You have a close friend anmong the crew of your ship?"

Raf hesitated. Now that he was obliged to consider the point, did he have any friends-Iet
al one a cl ose one-anong the crew of the RS 10? Certainly he did not claimWnstead who had shared
his quarters-he honestly did not care if he never saw himagain. The officers, the experts such as
Labl et -quickly face and character of each swept through his nmind and was as swi ftly discarded.
There was Soriki- He could

not claimthe corn-tech as any special friend, but at |least during their period together anong the
aliens he had cone to know him better

Now, as if Dalgard had read his m nd-and he probably had, thought Raf with a flash of the
ol d resentnment-he had anot her question

"And what was he-is he like?"

Though the pilot could see little reason for this he answered as best he could, trying to
build first a physical picture of the corn-tech and then doing a little guessing as to what |ay
under the other's space-burned skin.

Dal gard lay on his back, gazing up into the blue-green sky. Yet Raf knew that he was
intent on every word. A nernan padded up, settled down cross-1egged beside the scout, as if he too
were enthralled by the pilot's halting description of a man he might never see again. Then a
second of the sea people came and a third, until Raf felt that sonme sort of a noisel ess counci
was in progress. His words trailed away, and then Dal gard of fered an expl anati on

"It will take us nmany, many days to reach the place where your ship is. And before we are
able to conplete that journey your friends nay be gone. So we shall try something else-with your
aid."

Raf fingered the little bundl e of his possessions. Even his helmet with its corn phone was
nm ssi ng.

"No," again Dalgard read his mnd. "Your nachines are of no use to you now. W shall try
,our way."

"How?" WIld thoughts of a big signal fire- But how could that be sighted across a nountain
range. Of sone sort of an inprovised corn unit-

"I said our way." There was a snmile on Dalgard's face, visible to Raf's slowy clearing
vision. "W shall provide another kind of machine, and these"-he waved at the mermen = “will give
us the power, or so we hope. Lie here," he gestured to the sand beside him "and think only of
your friend in the ship, in his natural surroundings. Try to hold
that picture constant in your mnd, letting no other thought trouble it."

"Do you nean-send a nessage to himmentally!" Raf's reply was half protest.

"Did I not so reach you when we were in the city-even before | knew of you as an
i ndi vi dual ?" the scout remi nded him "And such messages are doubly possible when they are sent
fromfriend to friend."

"But we were close then."

"That is why-" again Dalgard indicated the nernen. "For themthis is the natural neans of
communi cation. They will pick up your reaching thought, anplify it with their power, beamit
north. Since your friend deals with matters of communication, let us hope that he will be
sensitive to this nethod."

Raf was only half convinced that it mght work. But he renmenbered how Dal gard had
established contact with him before, as the scout had pointed out, they had net. It was that
voi celess cry for aid which had pulled himinto this adventure in the first place. It was only
fitting that sonmething of the same process give himhelp in return

Ohedi ently he stretched out on the sand and cl osed his dimeyes, trying to picture SoriKki
in the small cabin which held the com slouched in his bucket seat, his deceptive posture that of
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a lax idler, as he had seen himso many tines. Soriki-his broad face with its flat cheekbones, its
wi de cheerful nouth, its heavy-lidded eyes. And having fixed Soriki's face, he tried to believe
that he was now confronting the comtech, speaking directly to him

"Cone-conme and get ne-south-seashore-Soriki cone and get nel" The words fornmed a kind of
chant, a chant ainmed at that famliar face in its fanmliar surroundings. "South-conme and get ne-
Raf struggled to think only of that, to allow nothing to break through that chant or disturb his
pi cture of the scene he had called from nenory.

How |l ong that attenpt at conmmuni cation |asted the pil ot

could not tell, for sonehow he slipped fromthe deep concentration into sleep, dream ess and
untroubl ed, from which he awoke with the befogged feeling that sonething inportant had happened.
But had he gotten through?

The ring of nernen was gone, and it was dawn, gray, chill with the forewarnings of rain in
the air. He was reassured because he was certain that in spite of the gloomhis sight was a
fraction clearer than it had been the day before. But had they gotten through? As he arose,
brushing the sand fromhim he saw the scout splashing out of the sea, a fish inpaled on his
spear.

"Did we get through?" Raf blurted out.

"Since your friend can not reply with the mind touch, we do not know But |ater we shal
try again.” To Raf's peering gaze Dalgard's face had a drawn, gaunt |ook as if he had been at hard
| abor during the hours just past. He wal ked up the beach slowy, wi thout the springing step Raf
had cone to associate with him As he settled down to gut the fish with one of the bone knives,
the scout repeated, "W can try again-1"

Hal f an hour later, as the rain swept in fromthe sea, Raf knew that they would not have
to try. His head went up, his face eager. He had known that sound too |long and too well ever to
m stake it-the drone of a flitter notor cutting through the swish of the falling water. Some trick
of the cliffs behind them nust be magnifying and projecting the sound, for he could not sight the
machine. But it was comng. He whirled to Dalgard, only to see that the other was on his feet and
had taken up his spear.

"It is the flitted Soriki heard-they' re coming!" Raf hastened to assure him

For the last time he saw Dalgard's slow, warmsnile, clearer than he had ever seen it
before. Then the scout turned and trotted away, toward a fringing rock wall. Before he dropped out
of sight behind that barrier he raised the spear in salute.

"Swift and fortunate voyaging!" He gave the farewell| of Honeport.

Then Raf understood. The col oni st neant just what he had said: he wanted no contact with
the space ship. To Raf he had owed a debt and now that was paid. But the tine was not yet when the
men of Astra and the nen of Terra should neet. A hundred years from now perhaps-or a thousand but
not yet. And renenbering what had sumoned the flitter winging toward him Raf drew a deep breath.
What woul d the nmen of Astra acconplish in a hundred years? Wat could those of Terra do to match
themin know edge? It was a chall enge, and he al one knew just how rmuch of a chall enge. Honeport
must remain his own secret. He had been guided to this place, saved by the nernen al one. Dal gard
and his people nust not exist as far as the crew of the RS 10 were concerned.

For the last time he experienced the intinmacy of the mnd touch. "That is it-brother!"
Then the sensation was gone as the black blot of the flitter buzzed out of the clouds.

From behi nd the rocks Dal gard watched the pilot enter the strange machine. For a single
nmonent he had an inpulse to shout, to run forward, to surrender to his desire to see the others,
the ship which had brought themthrough space and woul d, they confidently believed, take them back
to the Terra he knew only as a | egend of the past. But he nastered that desire. He had been right.
The road had already forked and there was no goi ng back. He nust carry this secret all the rest of
his life-he nmust be strong-willed enough so that tionmeport would never know. Tine-give themtinme
to be what they could be. Then in a hundred years-or a thousand But not yet!
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