EVEN NI GHTTI ME on Vaanchard was disturbing. It was not a tine of peace
i n which one could hide. There were gemike glints in the garden path, a soft
| um nescence to the grow ng things, new scents and—Di skan Fentress hunched
over, his chin alnost touching his knees, fingertips thrust into his ears. He
had cl osed his eyes to his surroundi ngs, too—though there was no way to filter
those scents out of the air he breathed. H's nmouth worked; he was afraid he
was going to be thoroughly and disastrously sick, right here where his shane
woul d be public. Not that anyone would let himsee their disgust, of course.
The el aborate pretense that Diskan Fentress was one of them would continue and
continue and conti nue—He swal |l owed convul sively. The greeni sh noonlight had
reached the edge of the path now, awaking the glints to crystalline
brilliance. A new fragrance tantalized his nostrils, but not aggressively.
Di skan coul d not imagi ne anything in this garden as aggressive. \Wen created
and brought to perfection by the Vaans, a pleasure place was subtle. D skan
fought a silent struggle against his heaving insides, against the terrible
bonds this garden and the building fromwhich he had fled, this city, this
worl d, had laid upon him His trouble reached back farther than just his
com ng here to Vaanchard—+to a day when U ken the Overseer had brought a
stranger down to the pond back on Nyborg, had called Di skan out fromthe nurky
wat er, where he stood up to his mddle, green slinme smearing his bare body,
and had spoken to himas if he were a-a thing—ot a man with feelings and a
mnd, if not a body, like his fellows. Now D skan's breath cane in a ragged
sob. His eyes might register the path and the strange growth, if he wanted to
l ook, all the elfin glory of the night, but he saw the past now. H s troubles
had not begun by the pond either, but back down the trail of years. H's nouth
shaped a grimace, half a snarl of frustrated rage. Way back, that begi nni ng- He
could not renenber any time when he had not been aware of the truth, that
D skan Fentress was a reject—a badly working piece of human machi nery that
could be turned only to the sinplest and dirtiest of jobs. He did not know how
to use the outsize share of strength in his poorly coordi nated body, breaking
when he wanted to nend or cherish. And his mind functioned al nost as
badl y—sl oW y and stupidly. Why? How many tines had he denmanded that in the
past, ever since he could think and wonder at all! But he had | earned quickly
not to ask it of anyone but hinsel f—and that inpersonal power that m ght or
m ght not have had a hand in his msf ashioning. Back on Nyborg he had—aoul d
they say—adjusted"? At |east being used for the brute-strength jobs left him
nmostly to hinmself during the day, and that was escape of a kind, sonething he
did not have here. Then, in spite of shrinking fromthat menory, Diskan
t hought again of the scene by the pond. U ken, filthy, coarse, but stil
judged infinitely higher in the community scal e than D skan, standing there, a
sly grin on his face, shouting as if his victimwere deaf in addition to al
the rest. And the man with hi mBi skan closed his eyes, licked his Iips before
he swal |l owed again, willing himself not to—no, no! That man, lithe, of middle
hei ght, all feline grace and ease, his fine body well displayed in the
br own- green uni form of Survey, the silver conmet of a First-in Scout on his
breast! The stranger had | ooked so clean, so close to the ideal of Diskan's
haunt ed dreans that he had sinply stared at him not answering U ken's shout ed
orders—dntil he saw that blackness on the Scout's face, just before the Scout
had turned on U ken. The overseer had shrivel ed and backed off. But when the
Scout had | ooked at Di sken once nore, U ken had grinned, maliciously, before
he sl ouched away. "You are—bi skan Fentress?" Disbelief, yes, there had been
di sbelief in that, enough to awaken in D skan some of the old defiance. He had
waded out of the water, pulling up fistfuls of coarse grass to rub the sline
fromhim "I'mFentress." "So am|. Renfry Fentress." Diskan had not really
under st ood, not for a whole noment of suspended time. He had gone right on
wi ping his big clumsy body. Then he answered with the truth as he had known
it. "But you're dead!" "There's sonetinmes a light-year stretch between
presunption and actuality,"” the Scout had replied, but he continued to stare.
And a small hurt, hidden far inside D skan's overgrown frame of flesh and
bone, grew. \What a neeting between father and son! But how could Renfry



Fentress have sired-hi n? Scouts, assigned for periods of tine to planet duty,
were encouraged to contract Service marriages. This grew fromthe need to
breed a type of near nutant species necessary to carry on the exploration of
the gal axy. Certain qualities of m nd and body were inherited, and those types
were encouraged to reproduce their kind. So, Renfry Fentress had taken Lil ha
Clyas as his wife on Nyborg, for the duration of his assignnment there, a
recogni zed and honored association, with a pension for Lilha and a prom sing
future for any children of their union. In due tine, Renfry Fentress had been
reassigned. He then formally severed the marriage by Decree of Departure and
rai sed ship, w thout knowi ng whether there would be a child, since his orders
were a matter of emergency. Eight nonths | ater Di skan had been born, and in
spite of the skill of the medics, it had been a hard birth, so hard that his
not her had not survived his arrival. He did not renenber the early days in the
government creche, but the personality scanner had reported al nost at once

t hat Di skan Fentress was not Service material. Sone- thing had gone wong in
all that careful planning. He was |ike neither his father nor his nother, but
a retrocession, too big, too clumsy, toe slow of thought and speech to be
considered truly one of a space-voyagi ng generation. There had been ot her
tests, many of them He could not recall them separately now, only that they
were one | ong haze of frustration, nental pain, discouragenment, and soneti nmes
fear. For sonme years, while he had been a small child, he had been tested
again and again. The authorities could not believe that he was as inperfect a
speci men as the machi nes continued to declare. Then he had refused to be so
tried again, running away twi ce fromthe creche school. Finally one of the
authorities, after a week of breakage, sullen rages, and viol ence, had
suggested assigning himto the | abor pool. He had been thirteen then, |arger
than nost full-grown nmen. They had been just a little afraid of him D skan
had a flash of satisfaction when he remenbered that. But he had known better
than to try to settle problens with his fists. He had no desire to be
condemmed to personality erasure. He mght be stupid, but he was still Diskan
Fentress. So he had gone from one heavy work job to the next, and the years
had passed—five, six? He was not quite sure. Then Renfry Fentress had cone
back to Nyborg, and everything had changed—for the worse, certainly for the
wor se! From t he begi nning. Di skan had been suspicious of this father out of
space. Renfry had shown no di sappoi ntrment, no outward sign, after that first
monent of bl ank survey at their neeting, that he thought his son a failure.
Yet Di skan knew that all this existed behind the other's apparent acceptance.
Renfry's attitude becane only another "why," giving D skan al nost the sane
torture as the first "why" had always held. Wiy did Renfry Fentress take such
trouble to search out a son he had never seen? \Wen Di skan had been born and
hi s mother had died, the Scout had been traced by the Service as was the
regul ati on, so that he mght express his w shes concerning the future of his
child. And the answer had cone back, "M ssing, presuned dead,"” an epitaph for
many a First-in Scout. But Fentress had not died in the black wastes of space,
where a neteor hit had doomed his ship to drift. Instead, |lie had been picked
up by an alien explorer, outward bound on a quest simlar to his own, the hunt
for planets to be occupied by a rapidly expanding race. And anmong the peopl e
of his rescuer, Renfry had found a home, a new wife. When he was again able to
establish contact with his own people, he had received the now years-old
report of his son's birth. Since his new marriage, happy as it was, could have
no of fspring, he had hunted that son, eager to bring himto Vaanchard, where
Renfry had taken his optional discharge. Vaanchard was wonder, beauty, the

par adi se | ong dreaned of by Renfry's species. Its natives were all grace,
charm intelligence governed by imginati on—a world without visible flaw,

until Renfry brought his son to shatter the peace of his household, not once
but many times overl Diskan dropped his hands fromhis ears, suffering the

di sconfort of sound. He held themup to survey the calloused pal nms, the
roughened fingers. In spite of soothing lotions, the fingertips could stil
snag fine garnments, w ndow hangi ngs, any bit of fabric he touched. They could
smash, too, as they had tonight! There was a snear of bl ood across the ball of



his right thunb. So he had nore than nenory to remnmi nd hi mof what had happened
back there, where the bell-toned notes were rising and falling in a wistfu
pattern of music that was not human but that sang in the heart, was a part of
t he body. Light, sound, and, now that he had unplugged his ears, he could hear
[ aughter. It was not ainmed at him They were so kind, so intuitive. They did
not use laughter as a. weapon; they did not use any weapons. They only
over | ooked, forgave, made all owances for him-eternally they did that! If he
could only hate them as he had hated U ken and his like! There was a fuel in
hatred to feed a man's strength, but he could not hate Drustans, nor Rixa, nor
Eyi nada, their nother and now his father's wife. You cannot hate those who are
perfect by your standards; you can only hate yourself for being what you are.
The noverent of his fingers enlarged the bead of blood on his thunb. It
trickled sluggishly, and Diskan licked it away. "Deesskaann?" The Lilting song
of his name—Ri xa! She woul d cone and find him There would be no nention of
shards of gem blue on the white floor. No one would ever nention again a
pricel ess wonder that had been reduced to splinters in an instant after
centuries of treasuring. If they had raged, if they had once said what he knew
t hey thought —that would nake it easier. Now Ri xa would want himto go back
with her. No! Diskan stood up. The carved bench swayed. He watched with a
second of detached acceptance—was that about to crash into ruins, too? Then
he stepped behind the seat, noving with the exaggerated care that had been a
part of himever since he had cone to Vaanchard, knowi ng at the same tinme it
woul d be no use, that he would tranple, smash, blunder, that weckage woul d
mark any path he would take through this dreamworld. He could not retreat to
his own quarters; he had done that too many tinmes in the past few days. They
woul d | ook for himthere first. Nor could he continue to hide out in the
garden with Ri xa on the hunt. Diskan surveyed the lighted building. Misic, the
com ng and going of forns before all those wi ndows, no hiding place unl ess—
One darkened roomon the |ower floor—He made a hurried count to place those
two wi ndows. He could not be sure, but they were dark and drew him as a hurt
ani mal mght search out a hollow log for tenporary shelter. The tide of his

m sery ebbed a little as he bent his mind to the problem of reaching that

prom sed retreat undetected. C unps of bushes dotted the ground, and he could
avoid the one gl owi ng statue. Under the music and voices fromthe house, he
heard the trilling call of a night flying varch. A varch! Wth a little |uck—
"DeesskaannF* Ri xa was on the path not far fromthe bench. He made for the
next bush and crouched behind it. Now he centered a fierce concentration on
the varch, visualizing the wide green wings with their tipping of gem dust,
which created a filny aura when it flew, the slender neck, the top-knotted
head. Varch—Di skan thought varch, tried to feel varch. Suddenly that cal
sounded to his right, beginning as a trill and ending in a squeak of terror
The green body flashed out of the shadow, w nged toward the path. Di skan heard
a second startled cry—from Ri xa. But he was on the nove, slipping fromone bit
of cover to the next, until he stood under the nearest of those dark w ndows,
reaching up for the sill. No m stake now-ro clunmsy fall. Please, no break—ust
let himget into the dark and the solitude he nmust have! And for once, one of
his form ess prayers was answered. Diskan spilled through the wi ndow to the
floor, the sweep of curtains veiling him He sat there, panting, not with
physical effort, but with the strain of steeling hinmself to master his body.

It was several seconds before he parted the curtains to inspect the room A
single low light et himsee that he had taken refuge where indeed they m ght
not | ook for himthe roomthat was Renfry's. Here were kept the travel disks
fromhis Scout trips, the trophies fromhis star wandering, all nounted and

di spl ayed. It was a roomthat Di skan had never before had the courage to enter
on his own. On his hands and knees, he crawl ed from behind the curtains, to
sit crouched in the nmiddle of the open space, far from anything he could brush
agai nst or knock over. He laced his heavy arnms about his upthrust knees and

| ooked about him A man's life was in this room Wat kind of show ng woul d
his life make if the remants of his passing were set on shelves for view ng?
Broken bits and pi eces, snmudged and torn fabrics—and the slow, stupid words,



the wrong actions that woul d not be tangible but that nade snudges and tears

i nside hinself and others. Diskan's hands went up again to his head, not to
nmuf fl e the sighing nmusic, the hum of voices from beyond walls and door, but to
rub back and forth across his forehead, as if to ease the dull ache that had
been ever present during his waking hours on Vaanchard. But he did not seem
stupid to hinself, at least not until he tried to translate into action or

wor ds what he thought—-as if inside himthere was a bad connection so that he
could never comunicate clearly with his own body, let alone with those about
him There were things he could do! Diskan's nouth for the first time in hours
rel axed fromthe wy tw st, even shaped a shadow smile that woul d have
surprised himhad he at that noment faced a nmirror. Yes, he could do sone

t hi ngs, and not, he thought, too clunsily either. That varch now—he had

t hought of the varch, and then he had thought of what it nust do—and it had
done it just as he wi shed, and with nore speed and skill than his own hands
carried out any of his brain's commands. That had happened before, when he was
al one. He had never dared try it before others, since he was rated as strange
enough wi thout that additional taint of wongness. He could comunicate with
ani mal s—whi ch probably neant he was far closer to themthan to his own kind,
that he was a slip-back on the clinbing path of evolution. But the varch had
di stracted Ri xa for the necessary nonents. Diskan relaxed. The roomwas still
the sounds of nerriment nore nmuffled here than in the garden. And this chanber
was less alien in its appointments than any other in the huge pal ace dwel | i ng.
The rich fabrics at the wi ndow were native, but their colors were not so nuted
here. They were warner. And save for one lacy spiral object on the w de
desk-tabl e, there were none of the fragile native ornanents. The rack of

travel disks might have been taken out of a spacer—perhaps it had been. He
studied that rack, his Iips shaping nunbers as he counted the disks, each in
its own slot. Mdre than a hundred worl ds—keys to nore than a hundred

worl ds—all visited at sone time or another by Renfry Fentress. And any one of
those, fitted into the auto-pilot of a spacer could take a man to that
wor | d- Bl ue tapes first—worlds explored by Fentress, now open for

col oni zati on—+en of those, a record of which to be proud. Yellow di sks—worl ds
that woul d not support human life. G een—+nhabited by native races, open for
trade, closed to human settlement. Red-bi skan eyed the red. There were three
of those at the bottom of the case. Red meant unknown—worl ds on which only one
| andi ng had been nmade, reported, but not yet checked out fully as useful or
otherwi se. Enpty of intelligent life, yes, possible for hunman life as to
climate and at nosphere, but planets that posed some kind of puzzle. What could
such puzzles be, D skan speculated, for a nmonent pulled fromhis own concerns
to wonder. Any one of a hundred reasons could mark a world red—+o await
further exploration. Keys to worl ds—suppose one coul d use one? Diskan's hands
dropped again to his knees, but his ringers crooked a little. That thinking,
which was clear until he tried to translate it into action, picked at him A
bl ue worl d—anot her Nyborg or Vaanchard. A green-no, he had no desire to face
anot her alien race, and his | anding on such a planet would be marked at once.
Yel l ow, that was death, escape of a sort, but he was too young and still not
desperate enough to think seriously of that final door. But those three red—
H s tongue crossed his lips. For a long while he had drawn into hinself,
refused to initiate action that always ended in failure for him There was a
key to be used only by a very reckl ess man, one who had nothing to | ose.

Di skan Fentress coul d be considered as such. He coul d never be content on
Vaanchard. Al he asked or wanted was what they would not grant himsolitude
and freedomfromall they were and he could not be. But could he do it? There
was the tape, and outside this house, not too far away, was the port. On that

| andi ng space were berthed small, fast spacers. For once his background woul d
be an asset. Who would believe that the stupid off-worlder woul d contenpl ate
stealing a ship when he had no pilot training, when the control quarters of a
smal | ship would be so cranped for his hul king body? It was a stupid plan, but
he was stupid. Diskan did not get to his feet. Intent even now on naking no
sound, no nove that might betray him on all fours |like the animl he believed



he was, he reached the tape rack. Hi s big hand hovered over the three red

di sks. Which? Not that it mattered. H s fingers closed about the m ddl e one,
transferred it to a belt pocket—but that left an easily noticeable gap. Diskan
made a second shift at the rack; now that gap was at the end of the row, in
the shadow. If he had any luck at all, it might not be noticed for sone tine.
He was rising when he heard it, the click of the door latch. Two steps woul d
carry himto cover. Dared he take then? But again, for once, body and brain
wor ked together. He did not stumble over his own feet, lurch against the table
to send the ornament crashing, or make any other nistake; he got safely behind
the wi ndow curtains before the door opened. NOTHW THSTANDI NG t he hal f 1i ght,
the figure that entered shimered. Frost stars glinted froma w de collar
froma belt of state. Drustans! Diskan flattened hinself still closer to the
wi ndow frame, felt it bite painfully into his thighs, tried to breathe as
shall owly as possible. R xa was bad enough, but to confront Drustans, her

brot her, would be a double defeat. The Vaan youth noved with all the grace of
his land to the desk-table and hesitated there for an instant. Di skan expected
himat any nmonent to wheel, face the wi ndow, and draw t he skul ker out of
hiding by the very force of his will. There would be no change in the grave
concern of his expression, of course. He would continue to be correct, always
able to do the proper thing at the proper time and to do it well. A snall

snol der of dull anger still glowed in Diskan, perhaps fed by the fact that in
this room he had been able to make a decision, to carry it through w thout

m shap. To surrender now to Drustans would be a special sourness. But if the
Vaan had cone for Diskan, nosed himout in some manner—and Di skan was willing
to concede that these aliens had powers he did not understand—then Drustans
was not naking the right noves, for his pause by the table had been only
nmonentary. He went on now to kneel at the tape rack. Diskan's own hand pressed
agai nst the belt pocket. Di d—could Drustans have picked, out of the air, the
theft? Yes, the Vaan's hand was at the slots of the red tapes! But why-how ?
Drustans pl ucked out one of the di sks—the very one Di skan had noved to fil

the enpty space. Still on his knees,-the Vaan tapped the disk with a
forefinger and studied it. Then he tucked it into a belt pocket and, as
quickly and silently as he had cone, left the room Diskan drew a deep breath.
So, he had not been after himbut had come after the tape. And that could nean
troubl e because of the switch in disks. Suppose Renfry had sent his alien
stepson to get the tape for reference. There were at |east three nen here

toni ght who would be interested in information on "red" planets—a Free-Trader
captain, Isin Gnzar; an attache fromthe Zacathan enbassy, Zlismak; and
another retired Scout, Bazilee Al pern. And once the m stake was di scovered,
Renfry woul d come here-whi ch nmeant either Di skan nust nove at once, tonight,

or he faced just another ignom nious failure, with nore shame and humiliation
He coul d replace the disk in another slot, let thembelieve a m stake had been
made in filing, which was easy enough—-but he could not make hinmself cross
those few feet and put back his key, relinquish his plan. He had acconpli shed
this all hinself, thought it out, done it. And he was going to foll ow

t hrough—hke had to! There was nothing he wanted to take with himfromthis
house but that which was already in his belt. It was night. Once out of the
garden, he could easily get to the space port. He knew the geography of this
small strip of territory well enough. And, Diskan realized, if he did not
attenpt escape now, he never woul d; he could not nerve hinmself to another try.
He swung through the wi ndow. The garden was a triangle, its narrowest point
extendi ng out fromthe house, and that point gave access to a side street. He
| ooked down at hinself. There was a snudge across the breast of his tunic. He
was never able to wear clothing for more than a few nmonents without collecting
stains or tears. Luckily, he was dressed very plainly for a feast day, no
frost-star collar, none of the splendor Drustans and the other Vaans
considered fitting. He might be taken for a port |aborer, wandering lost, if
he were sighted. Wth caution, Diskan worked his way to the spear point of the
triangle. The house was very much alight, but it was close to mdnight, and

t hey woul d be serving supper in the banquet hall. Ri xa nust have |ong since



given up the search for himin the garden. He nmust use well what tinme he had.
Sonehow he scranbl ed over the |acework of the wall, neant nore as a frame for
the garden than any barrier. One sleeve tore | oose fromthe shoul der, and now
he had a smarting scratch, oozing bl ood, above his elbow H s dress boots made
no sound on the pavenent. Their soft soles were thin enough to let himfee

the stone. But that did not matter-he had gone barefoot so long that his feet
wer e tougher perhaps than the fabric of the boots thenselves. This way—to the
corner, then to the first side turning—and that |led straight to the port. He
woul d enter quite far fromthe small ships he wanted, but once he was actually
at the field, he could nanage. This sudden small self-confidence was heady.
Just as in the old tales, you obtained a talisman of sorts and then you were
invincible. He had his talisman in the belt pocket, beneath his hand, and now
there bubbled inside of himthe belief that the rest would follow that he
woul d find the ship and escape-Such a spacer would be on two controls, one for
manual and one for travel tape. Diskan scow ed as he tried to renenber snall
details. Al ships took off by pattern, and he dared not ask the Control for a
particul ar one. So, he would have to risk the other way—feed in his tape, set
on auto-control, go into freeze hinsel f—and just hope. And the steps for
that—= Well, Renfry, striving hard to find a comon interest between them back
on Nyborg while they had been waiting for exit papers, had tal ked about

hi rsel f and his work when he di scovered Di skan uncommuni cative. And D skan had
listened, well enough now, he hoped, to get himoff Vaanchard. The field was
lighted in one section. Aliner nust have just set down within the hour, as
there was activity about one sky-pointing ship. D skan watched cl osely and
then noved forward, wal king with a sureness of purpose. He paused by a pile of
shi ppi ng cartons and hoi sted one to his shoulder, then set out briskly on a
course that angled toward his goal. To the casual glance, he hoped, he would
be a | aborer—ene of those selected for the handling of cargo for which

machi nes coul d not be trusted. He dared not stunbl e—he rmust keep his mnd on
those slimsmall ships in their cradles ahead. He must think of his arms, of
his feet, of his unruly body, and of what he was going to do when he got

i nside a space |l ock. He would mount to the control cabin, strap in, feed the
tape disk to the directive, then set the freeze needle, take the perlim

t abl et s—Di skan was under the shadow of a trader before he thought it safe to
dunp his burden and quicken his pace to a trot. The first two of the smaller
ships were still too large for his purpose, but the third, a racer nmade nore
for use within this solar system between Vaanchard and her two inhabitable
nei ghbors, was better—though he did not knowif it could be used to voyage in
deep space. However, such a ship could be set for maxi mumtake-off, to wench
hi m out of the influence of the control tower. And speed was an i nportant
factor. For such a ship there would be a watch robot. Theft was not a native
vi ce on Vaanchard, but all ports had a floating popul ati on of which a certain
portion was untrustworthy. No racer was ever |left wi thout a watch robot. But

Di skan had sone useful information from Nyborg, |earned by watching his
conpani ons at the | abor depot. Robots were the enenies of the strong-back
boys. Wen rations were scanty or poor, the human | aborers had | earned ways to
ci rcumvent the nechani cal watchdogs at warehouses—though it was a tricky

busi ness. Di skan gl anced at his big, calloused hands. He had never tried to

di s-con a watcher before. That was a task he had believed he was too clumsy to
handl e, but tonight he was going to have to do it! He studied the ship in the
| aunching cradle carefully. The port was closed, the | adder up, and the

wat cher woul d control both of those. But a watcher was not only there to check
i nvasion; it was also attuned to any change in the ship. D skan swung down
into the cradle, put where the port inspectors had their scan-plate. He forced
hinself to move slowy. There must be no mistake in the fal se set of the dial
he wanted. Sweat beaded his cheeks and chin when he achieved that bit of
mani pul ation. Up out of the pit—+to wait. A grating noise fromabove marked the
opening port. The | adder fed out snobothly. This was itl Diskan tensed. The

wat ch robot, once out of the ship, would sense himinstantly, cone for him A
wat cher could not kill or even do bodily harm it only captured and held its



prisoner to be dealt with by human authority. And Di skan rmust allow hinmself to
be so captured to serve his purpose. There was a clatter; the robot swng down
the | adder and turned quickly to rush him A thief would have run, tried to
dodge. Diskan stood very still. The first rush of the machine sl ackened. It

m ght have been di sconcerted by his waiting for it, wondering if he had sone
legitimate reason to be there. Now if he had known the code word of its

condi tioning, he would have had nothing in the world to fear, but he did not
have that knowl edge. A capture net whirled out, flicked about him drew D skan
toward the machi ne; and he went w thout struggling. The net, meant to handle a
fighter, was | oose about him He was alnbst up to his captor when he
sprang—hot away from but toward the robot. And for the first tine that D skan
could remenber, his heavy bul k of body served himwell. He crashed agai nst the
machi ne, and the force of that meeting rocked the robot off balance. It went
down, dragging Diskan with it, but his armwas behind its body, and before
they had rolled over, he had thrust one forefinger into the sensitive
direction cell. Pain such as he had never known, running fromhis finger up
his armto the shoul der—+he whole world was a haze of that pain. But sonmehow
Di skan jerked away, held so much to his purpose that he had dragged hinsel f
part way up the | adder before his consciousness really functioned clearly
again. Those who had told himof this trick had always used a tool to break
the cell. To do it by finger was |lunacy on a |l evel they would not have
bel i eved possible. Diskan, racked with pain, stunbled through the hatch
Sweati ng and gasping, he got to his feet, slammed his good hand down on the

cl ose button, and then swayed on—dp one nore level. The wall lights glowed as
he went, obeying the command triggered by his body heat. He had a blurred
glinpse of the cradle of the pilot's seat and half fell into it. Somehow he

managed to | ean forward, to fumble the disk out of his pocket and into the
auto-pilot, to thunb down the controls. The spacer came to W and t ook over.
Around Di skan arose the cradle of the seat. Hs injured hand was engulfed in a
pad that appeared out of nowhere. He felt the stab of a needle as the trenble
of the atomics began to vibrate the walls. Diskan was already half into freeze
and did not hear, save as a blur of neaningless words, the demand broadcast as
those in Control suddenly realized an unauthorized take-off was in progress.
He was under treatment for an injured pilot as the racer nade its dart, at

maxi mum up from Vaanchard on the guide of the red tape. To a man in freeze,
time did not exist. Measure of it began again for Diskan with a sharp
demandi ng clang, a noise biting at his very flesh and bones. He fought the
pressure of that noise, the feeling of the necessity for responding to it.
Opening his eyes wearily, he found hinmself facing a board of |evers, swtches,
flashing lights. Two of those lights were an om nous red. Diskan knew not hi ng
of piloting, but the snmooth beat of the Scout ship that had taken himto
Vaanchard in his father's conpany was | acking. There was instead a pul sation,
an ebb and flow of power on a broken beat. Another light turned red.
"Condition critical!" Diskan's head jerked agai nst the padded surface of the
cradl e. The words were nechani cal and cane out of the walls around him
"Darmage to the fifth part. Going on energency for |anding! Repeat: going on
energency for landing!" Substance spun out of the wall to his left. In the air
it seemed a white mst. Settling on and about his body, it thickened, becane a
coating of cushioning stuff, weaving himinto a cocoon of protective covering.
The trenbling beat in the walls was even nore uneven. Di skan knew t hat an
energency landing nmight well end in a crash that would erase ship and
passenger on the instant of inpact. H s hel pl essness was the worst. Sinply to
lie there in the covering spun by the ship to protect human life and wait for
extinction was a torture. He struggl ed agai nst the bonds of his paddi ng—to no
pur pose. Then he yelled his need for freedomto the walls pressing in on him
as his screans echoed fromthem Mercifully, black closed about Diskan then
and there was an end to waiting. He was not conscious of the fact the ship had
entered pl anetary atnosphere, that the journey tape guided a crippled ship
down to the surface of the unknown world. The spinning ball of the planet |ost
the anonymity inposed by di stance. Shadows of continents, spread of seas now



showed on its surface, appeared waveringly on the visa-plate above Di skan's
head. A dark world, a world with a certain forbidding aspect, not wel com ng
with lush green |ike Vaan- chard or with brown-green |like Nyborg—this was a
gray-green, a slate or steel-hued world. Orbiting, the spacer passed from
night to day, to night, in a weird procession of telescoping tinme. There was a
sun, nore pallid here, and five nmoons shedding a wan reflected Iight on
sawt oot hed hei ghts, which forned spiny backs of firmland above norasses of
swanp and fen, where the shallow seas and |l and eternally thieved, one fromthe
other. There were eyes that wi tnessed the passage of the ship draw ng cl oser
to the surface of the world. And there was intelligence—ef a sort—behind those
eyes, assessing, wondering. Mvenment began over a relatively w de space—an

i ngat heri ng such as was not natural, perhaps an abortive ingathering, or
perhaps, this ti me—Eyes wat ched as the spacer, poised uneasily on its tail of
flames, began the ride down via deter rockets to a snmall safety of rock and
earth. The descent was not clean. One tube blew. Instead of a three-fin

| andi ng, the spacer crashed, rolled. Vegetation flanmed into a hol ocaust during
that crazy spin. Death of plant or animal cane in an instant. Then the broken
hul k was still, lying on nmud that bubbled and shifted around it, allowing it
to settle into its glutinous substance. For the second tine, D skan roused.
The dying ship, in a last spasnodic effort, strove for the safety of the Me it
had guarded to the best of the ability its designers had devised. The cocoon
of which he was the core was propelled fromthe pilot's seat, struck against a
hatch that lifted part way and then stuck. The stench of the nud and the
burned vegetati on brought himto, coughing weakly. Wsps of torn white stuff

bl ew around his head and shoul ders. The fear of being bound and hel pl ess,

whi ch had carried over fromthose seconds before his |ast blackout, set D skan
to a convul sive effort, which scraped himthrough the hal f-open hatch, neant
for the energency escape. He went head first into the nud, but his shoul der
and side jarred brutally against stone, the pain bringing himaround. Sonehow
he scranbl ed over stuff that slid and sucked at himuntil there was solid
support under his flailing arms, and he drew hinself up on an island in the

m dst of that instability. Caw ng the remains of the cocoon padding fromhis
head, Diskan stared about wildly. The spacer was three quarters under the
sucki ng mud, a flood of which was now tonguing in the hatch through which he
had come. Diskan tried to gain sonme idea of his present surroundings. The wi nd
was col d, though the snol dering swanp vegetation still gave off a neasure of
heat. But the fire ignited by the ship was already dying. Not too far away

D skan saw white patches, which he thought m ght be snow, on a rising spine of
rocks. He had known wi nter on Nyborg and winds as chill as the one now | appi ng
about his body. But on Nyborg there had been clothing, shelter, food—Di skan
gathered up the torn stuff of the cocoon and drew it about his shoul ders,

shawl fashion. It made an awkward-to-handl e covering, but it was a protection
The ship! There should be a survival kit in that—eans of making fire, iron
rati ons, weapons— Diskan sl ewed around on his rock perch. There was no hope
of returning to the ship. The flood of nud had poured relentlessly into the
open hatch; to try to return was to be trapped. Suddenly he wanted solid | and,
alot of it, around and under him And the best place for finding such a perch
was the snow streaked rocky spine. It nust have been | ate afternoon when the
ship crashed, for though there had been no sunlight, there had been the gray
of a cloud-cast day to light the scene. But by the tine D skan, exhausted,
sneared with icy slinme and al nost hopel ess, reached his goal, it was well into
twilight, and he dared not try to nove farther, lest a msstep plunge himinto
the bog into which the ship had now totally di sappeared. He crawl ed al ong the
broken rock of the ridge, at |ast wedging hinself into a crevice, where he
pul | ed the cocoon fabric about him The first nmoon was up, a round green-bl ue
coin against the sky, and its follow ng sister was above the horizon. But

neit her gave |ight enough for further travel over unknown territory. There
were reddi sh coals on the other side of the nmud pool, marking the bl aze.

Di skan longed for a few of those precious sparks now But there was no fuel to
feed them here and no way of crossing to the burned-over |and. He squirned as



far as he could into his shelter, msery eating into him So—ene part of his
m nd j eered—you t hought |uck woul d change when you used your key, that you
could make a better future. Well, here is that future, and in what way is it
better than the past? D skan coughed, shivered, and chewed on that bitter

t hought. He had his freedom probably freedomto die one way or anot her—by
freezing tonight, by slipping into the nmud tonorrow, by a thousand and one
traps on an unknown planet. But another thought warred agai nst the jeering
voi ce —he had survived so far. And every nonent he continued to live was a
small victory over fate—fate or something that had crippled himfromhis
birth. He had this freedomyes —and his life, and those were two things to
hold fast to this night as if they could give hi mwarnth, shelter, and

nouri shrent .

DI SKAN FEARED t he insidious chill as the night wore on. He crawl ed at
intervals fromthe crevice to stanp his nunbed feet and beat his arns across
his chest. To sleep in this creeping cold was perhaps not to wake again. And
each tine he so energed fromhis poor shelter, he strove to view by the Iight
of those hurrying noons just what |ay about him The rocky point rose in a
series of outcrops back and up in a nminiature nountain chain. As far as he
could tell, the rest was bog. Twi ce he heard a howing fromthe path the
rolling ship had bl asted, and once a snarling, growing tumult, as if two
fairly well-matched opponents struggled. Perhaps the flamed | and held food
that attracted scavengers. Food—Di skan's mddle reacted to the thought. He
had often known the bite of hunger in the past, his big frame requiring nore
subst ance than had been all owed on several work projects, but he could not
renenber ever feeling this enmptyl Food, water, shelter, covering against the
wi nd and the cold—and all nust be found in a world where even one nout hful of
an alien plant or animal could nean sudden death for an off-worlder. The
rations that mght have sustained him the imunity shots neant to carry the
shi pwr ecked t hrough such a disaster—all were gone. How i ng agai n—and cl oser
Di skan stared out across the rmud pool to that shore where the enbers
snol dered. There were shadows there, too nany of them and they could hide
anything. How long did night last on this world? Tinme had no nmeani ng when one
could not neasure it by any known rule. It began to snowfirst in a few fl akes
that filtered into his crevice to nmelt on his skin, then nore thickly, unti
Di skan coul d not see nmuch but a curtain of white. But with the conming of the
snow, the wind died. He watched the stormdully. If this drifted, it would
cover the bog and make a treacherous coat to hide the mud. A sharp cry jerked
Di skan out of a half stupor. That—that had cone fromthe outcrops behind his
refuge! He listened. The swish of the falling snow seemed deaf eni ng, as
deafening as his fingers had been in his ears back on Vaanchard. Mnents
passed. The cry was not repeated. But D skan knew that he had not been
nm st aken—he had heard a living thing give voice out there. A hunter—er the
hunt ed? Had that been the death cry of some prey? Panic was colder in himthan
the chill born of the rock walls about his shivering body. Every nerve cried,
"Run!" And yet his mind fought down that fear. Here he had to face only the
narrow opening to the white world; he could defend that opening with his two
hands if necessary, whereas in the open he nmight speedily be pulled down. Tine
can dull even the sharpest fear, Diskan discovered. There was no second cry.
And, though he listened, there were no nore sounds out of the night. Finally,
before he realized it, there was a slow end to night itself. D skan knew it
first when he was aware he could see farther. The snow was spread in a w de
cover, broken by patches of dark which nust mark the liquid surface of the
mud. That rocky far shore | ost some of its shadows and was grow ng cl earer by
t he nonent. Though no sun showed, day was conming. He pulled at the tattered
stuff of the cocoon. It was as white, save for a nud stain here and there, as
the snow. And he thought he could knot it into a kind of cloak. Hi s ringers
were cold and twi ce as clunmsy as usual, but he persisted until he had a crude
rectangl e he could pull about his shoul ders, anchoring the ends under his
belt. The nud through which he had wall owed on his escape fromthe ship had
dried on skin and clothing into a harsh blue shell, which cracked and scal ed



as he nmoved but which mght give himadditional protection against the cold.
Most of all he needed food. Reckl essly, he had scooped snow from about the
crevice and sucked it so that its noisture relieved his thirst. But, as he
wavered out of his crack of shelter and down to the edge of the nud pool in a
very faint hope of seeing some part of the ship, he faced only a blue surface
rimmed with brittle ice-coated stal ks of vegetation on one side and a

bl ackened smear on the other. It was a small thing to catch the eye, a wi sp of
yel low-white fromthat black scar. Smokel Diskan took a quick step forward and
t hen paused. There might be a still-burning coal over there, but traps lay in
bet ween. "Steady— he told hinself, and the spoken words sonmehow were as
conforting as if they had cone fromlips other than his own chapped ones.

" Sl ow—st eady— Mud cracked and fell fromhis shoul ders as he turned his head,
tried to assess what lay to the right and how far toward the burned ground his
present solid footing extended. Stiffly, forcing hinmself to study each step
bef ore he advanced, Diskan clinbed around the rocks. The cold of the stone was
searing to his hands until he halted, worried | oose some strips of the cocoon
material, and tied them about his palns. Meant to insulate, it served for
protection, though it made his hands nore bul ky and threatened his holds. He
pulled to the top of one of the rocky pillars and had his first less limted
vi ew of his present surroundi ngs. The spine becane part of a larger ridge,
perhaps the main body of |and. Diskan could see the bl ackened scar of the
ship's crash ahead of him There were spots of the om nous blue nmud and
tangl es of frozen vegetation, but there were al so scattered rocks, which

provi ded stepping stones. "Slow— Di skan warned hinself. "To the right—hat

bl ock there—that mat of brush—t ought to hold. Then that other rock—Easy
nowl Hand hol d here—put the foot there— He could not have told why it was
easier to nove when he gave hinmsel f such orders, as if his body were apart
fromhis mnd, but it was. So he kept on tal king, outlining each footstep
before he took it. The patches of white snow, he |earned, nmarked nore solid
footing, but caution nmade himtest each. And once a Stone, hurled ahead,
proved that caution wi se, for the rock cracked through the surface and a bl ue
earth mouth sucked it down. He had set foot on the black crisp of the burn,
felt and snmelled the powdery bl ack ashes his weight disturbed, when a cry
startled him brought his attention to the sky. A w nged thing swooped and
fluttered, the morning light making its coloring a vivid streak, for it was
rawly red, with a long neck that turned and twisted in a serpentine fashion, a
head with a sharply peaked conb or topknot. And it was big. Diskan estimated
that wing spread to equal his own height. Wth a second screech, it planed
down—but not at him It headed on into the heart of the burn smear. Then there
cane another cry, and a second red flier appeared, to settle at the sane spot.
Di skan hesitated. The snoke lay in that direction, but he did not like the

| ook of those birds, if birds they were. And several of themtogether could

of fer trouble. Mre squawki ng ahead. There was a snall ridge between D skan
and where they had | anded. Now a squall —+he sane as he had heard earlier in

t he ni ght —sounds of what could only be a fight. D skan went on, and fromthe
top of the ridge he | ooked down into a battlefield fromwhich the norning w nd
brought a stench that made hi mgag. Things lay there where the flames had
struck them down. The bodi es had been so crisped that he could not tell nore
than that they were the bodies of |large creatures. On the side of the biggest,
one of the red fliers had taken a stand, its long neck withing as it strove
to strike with a sword-sharp beak at a smaller four-footed creature that

snarl ed, squalled, showed teeth, and refused to be driven fromits feasting.
There were four, five—eight at least of its kind—and they noved with a
rapidity that seenmed to baffle the birds. Then one of the defenders grew too
bold or too reckless. That rapier beak stabbed and stabbed again. The creature
fell back in a linp curl, between the bones where it had been tearing at
charred flesh. The victory appeared to hearten the red flier. Its neck curved,
and it opened its beak to voice an ear-splitting honk. Fromthe air it was
answered. Three, four nore of its kind flapped into view The animals about

t he carcasses snarled and conpl ai ned, but they retreated, their rage apparent



in every nove. Wth two of the fliers, they had been ready to contend, but a
flock they dared not confront. As they w thdrew under the fire of the now
attacking fliers, Diskan got a better view of them But whether they were

war m bl ooded aninmals or reptiles, he could not decide. There was certainly a
growm h of what seened coarse yell owgreen fur down their backbones and the
outer sides of their legs, and a bush of it upstanding on their heads, but
their projecting snouts, their strongly clawed feet, and their whipping tails
were sleekly bare, as if naked of fur but covered with small scales. They were
as vicious in appearance as the fliers, and though they were small in size,

Di skan had no wish to face a pack of them Luckily, their path of sullen
retreat was in the opposite direction, up the other side of the cup that held
t he burned bodi es. But though the darting fliers barred themfromthe ridge on
whi ch he stood, Diskan al so edged back. He stunbl ed down through the powdery
ash to the hollow fromwhich the snoke still ascended. A handful of what
seened to be stones lay there, and two of them showed a red tinge. Diskan
stooped and bl ew gently. The red deepened—a nmineral that the fire had ignited
and that continued to hold the heat? He sat back on his heels. Here was the
means of fire—warmh—not only to be used here and now, but to be taken with
himto a | ess popul ated section of the country ~ if he could find the neans to
transport one such coal. H's resources in that direction were linmted. Under a
coat of cracking nud, he wore the tight breeches and ornanmented tunic of Vaan
festival dress. That did not even pernit a cerenonial hunting knife at the
belt, as was the fashion on Nyborg. Al he had was two belt pockets, one of
them enpty since he had used the tape. Pocket! Diskan pulled open the pocket
covering. Then he plucked at the raveling patches that served him as gl oves,
bringing | oose a fluff of broken threads. Insulation—ef one kind—and there was
that of another, too. He went to the edge of the nud”pool, worked hiis.
threads into the evil-snelling substance of that quaking' earth, and, with
care, sneared the nmixture into the interior of the belt pocket, making sure
all of its surface was thickly covered. Monents |later he was ready to go, his
hand cupped over the now bul gi ng pocket where that glowing bit of mneral was
safe. He had fire, the first weapon of his species, now at his conmand. And he
wanted to get away, as sounds from over the ridge suggested that the ground
pack of scavengers had been reinforced and was once nore giving battle. D skan
made his way back to the rock spine. Food—he nmi ght have been | ucky enough to
knock over one of the scale-fur things or a flier—but he was not too sure. And
to arouse the rage of either species, presenting hinmself as a possible neal,
woul d have been folly. But judging by the nunmbers he had seen, he realized
this was not an enpty land. He could find other prey. He passed the crevice of
hi s night canmp and began to clinb to the promise of w der |and beyond. As he
crested a slope, he caught a strong scent—hot the stench of the scavengers
feast, but certainly not that of vegetation either. It was not disagreeabl e,
and it attracted himenough to want to learn its source. Diskan's kind had

I ong since | ost their dependence on the sense of snell—f they had ever
possessed it to the extent of the other mammal s that had shared their first
hone worl d. What mi ght have been a quickly identified beacon to one of those
was an illusive trace for his questing nostrils. But he continued to sniff as
he went. He found the source at a narrow cut between two | eaning rocks. On the
gray surface of both those pillars was a silvery snear, which glistened in the
now strong sunlight. D skan thought a liquid had been sprayed there, to
trickle for an inch or so in fast freezing drops. But between the rocks |ay
something to capture his attention at once. The creature was dead, its throat
ri pped wide, the frozen blood a clot of red crystals. Unlike the scavengers,

it was entirely furred, the fur as gray as the rocks about it, so that it was
the wound he had first seen. That it was a hunter was nmanifest by the fangs in
its gaping mouth, the claws on its feet. The head was | ong and narrow, with
ears pointed and extendi ng backward. It was short of [eg but |ong of body,

wel | adapted to the rocky country in which it had died. And it was neat!

Di skan jerked the body | oose fromthe ground, finding it lighter than he had

t hought it would be. He had his nmeal, thanks to the unknown hunter who



apparently had not lingered to consune the kill. Wth a strip of the cocoon
material, he tied two of the linp legs to his belt and went on in search of a
canping spot. It was not too | ong before he found that. A stiff pull up
through a small gorge brought himto an ice-encased stream And al ong the bed
of that grewthe brittle winter-killed growth of nore than one small bush and
struggling tree. The withered | eaves that clung to a few branches were silvery
in color. D skan wondered as he broke up wood for his fire if that were the
normal shade of vegetation on this planet. He coaxed flane fromthe snol dering
m neral and then exam ned the body of the aninmal. He had no knife, no way of
cutting or cleaning it, of even skinning the creature. There was no resource
but to toss the whole thing into the blaze and let the fire work for him It
was a grim and nasty business, but hunger drove him And he licked his fingers
afterwards, the pain in himstilled for a whil e—t+hough he wondered if his
systemcould assinilate the alien flesh or if illness and death would cone
fromthat eating. Fromthe fire he raked the bl ackened skull and studied it.
The strong, slightly curved teeth caught his attention, and with a rock he
smashed the charred bone, breaking out the largest teeth. Two were the length
of his little finger, all were sharp, and he thought that they m ght have
future possibilities. D skan opened the second pocket on his belt and brought
out its contents. A flash witer—he snled wyly—ust what he needed now Hi s
nane check plate—for a nmonment he fingered that, half inclined to toss it away.
The code on this thin strip of nmetal woul d have brought him food, clothing,

| odgi ng, and transportation anywhere on Vaanchard; here it was usel ess. But he
woul d not discard anything until he was sure. A ring—Di skan turned that
around. Its deep purple gemdid not flash fire in the sun; it was sonber and
dark, Diskan's own choi ce of adornnent, though he had hardly | ooked at it when
he had taken it frofti the box back-on Vaanchard. Custom dictated that he wear
it. He had squeezed it onto his little finger, the only one the | oop would
fit, and then dragged it off again, too aware of how i ncongruous it had | ooked
on his hand. It was as useless here as all the rest. Now he could add to his
treasure six teeth, blackened by burning, which mght or m ght not be nore
serviceable in his present plight than all the other things. He put them back
in his pocket, the teeth on top. H's clothing, under the coating of stains and
nmud, appeared to be standing up well to the rough travel of the norning.

Di skan inspected his calf-high boots carefuDy. There were scuff marks, a
scoring or two, but the soles were surprisingly intact. And his cocoon cl oak
while a thing of dangling tatters, was still protection. He was alive; he had
food and fire, and he was free. Diskan |eaned his back agai nst a piece of

wat er-worn rock and | ooked at the drift, which suggested that this ice-bound
stream had a turbul ent past. The riverlet's valley appeared an easier path
into the interior of the higher land, and there was plenty of firewood here.
He had put aside a haunch of the late neal to provide food for later. And the
sun, while not really warm seemed to concentrate in this cut so that a few of
t he snow patches were nelting. Save for the dead ani nal, Di skan had seen no
sign of life in this part of the country. Perhaps the feast by the burn scar
had drawn nost of the hunters. So nmuch on the hopeful side. On the other hand,
this climte was hard, since he was unequipped for it. And this could be only
t he beginning of a far nore severe season, with a |long period of steadily

wor seni ng weat her to be faced. He had no weapons, no know edge of how long his
[ unp of mineral would continue to snmolder or of how rmuch native fauna there
was to protest his invasion of hunting territory they considered their own.
Dnel ling on the worst woul d get himnowhere, and the nore one pernmitted one's
i magi nation to sumon up difficulties, the darker all shadows becane. D skan
began to search through the driftwod about him It was all bl eached, but one
pi ece was enough different in color to attract his attention. He knelt and
worked it loose fromthe frozen soil. He held a barkless | ength of what m ght
have been a branch. Thick as his wist, it had a snpboth surface that was not
gray-white but a dull green, with the grain marking showi ng up in a darker
eneral d. One end was a thickened, knoblike projection, fromwhich stubs of
other small growths jutted. The other end was splintered into a sharp point.



Di skan swung it experinentally. Somehow it balanced well in his hand. The knob
head could be a club, the splintered end a short, thrusting spear. Wth a
little work, say sone way to fasten the teeth to those stubs and a little
honi ng and shar peni ng of the spear end, he woul d have a weapon—eut| andi sh and
very far renoved froma blaster, a stunner, or any of the arnms known to
stellar civilization, but still a weapon. Knotting the seared nmeat to his
belt, the bul b-spear in his swathed hand, Di skan strode away from his dead
fire. He walked firmy, his head up, his eyes searching the country around
him There was no funbling in his hold of that weapon, no shanbling
uncertai nty about his pace.

THOUGH THERE WEBE no cl ouds to screen off the sun's rays, shadows |aced
the cleft through which the streamissued, and Di skan saw that the walls of

that cut rose slowy on either hand. It grew nore chill between those
barriers, and the frozen growth was scarcer. He had a choice, to halt here for
the night where there was still fuel for a fire, or to go on into the unknown

on chance. Finally, he decided in favor of the halt. He had his fire going and
was gl eaning nore fuel for its night feeding when he straightened, his hand
going to the club he had thrust through his belt. The sensation of being

wat ched was so sharp that he was di sconcerted when he swung about to perceive
not hi ng but the rocks, the frosty earth, and the broken brush. As far as he
could telL there was no hole in the surface of either cleft wall |arge enough
to hide a sizable eneny in anbush. Yet he was sure that there was sonet hi ng—er
someone—I| urking there, watching. D skan pulled his weapon fromhis belt,
maki ng a show of using it to pry a length of drift fromthe iron-hard hold
the frozen soil. He hoped his sudden about-face had not betrayed his
suspicions. It mght be a small advantage for himif the hidden one believed
he was still unconscious of its presence. But D skan gathered his wood now
with his left hand and kept the club ready in the right. Twi ce nmore he tranped
back to the side of the fire to dunp |oads. He was trying to | ocate the source
of that spying. No hole in the cliff faces, no growth |arge enough to mask
anything of a size to be feared. O was that true? There were reptiles,

i nsectQ things, small, but still deadly, to be net on other worlds. The sane
m ght well be true here. Only Diskan could not associate his feeling of being
under observation with the idea of a reptile or an insect. He chose a

wat er-worn rock and set his back against it. Keep it up—this act of
unconcern—and do not, he told hinself fiercely, do not use what you know to

j udge what may be net here! He rubbed his thunb across the knot end of the
spear-club. A piece of wood. Wat kind of defense could it offer against any
attacker? Diskan picked at the projecting stubs-three of them shooting at

angl es. He had had a hazy idea of connecting the teeth to those stubs. But how
could they be fitted so? Always he had nade a botch of any hand work that

requi red exact fingering. "Take it slow- he said, his words a nuttered

whi sper. "Just take it slow— He blinked into the fire, thinking.

Al ways—al ways there had been a pushing at himfromw thout. The inpatience of
all those quick ones through whose world he had shanbl ed, stunbl ed, bl undered,
had beat at him He had never traveled at his own pace—ot that he could
renenmber —except those tinmes when they had left himalone to do some dirty job.
And even then there had been surprise supervision fromthose who nmade mani f est
their belief that his efforts would always fall far short of their demands.

Di skan fed the fire as he deliberated over the events of the inmedi ate past.
And he grinned with a new confidence at the flanmes. Wiwy—he nust be an outl aw
now He had stolen that ship—and he had no notion how many | aws, rules, or
regul ati ons he had broken since he had plucked that tape fromthe storage
rack. On the other hand, he had escaped the ship, survived a freezing night,
found a road to higher land, had fire, a weapon—though there was that watcher
out there. A seesaw bal ance that the slightest nistake would sw ng agai nst

hi mper manent| y-Bei ng an outlaw did not bother him In a way, he had been one
since his birth—an outlaw or an outsider. He felt no guilt over the ship. If
he had the past hours to live over again, he would do just the sane. Past
hours! For the first time Diskan was startled to recall that he had no idea

of



how | ong a voyage the tape had covered. He could have lain in freeze for

nmont hs. But for himthe escape from Vaanchard was only a day or so behind. No
use bothering with tine-all that counted now was day and ni ght here. Ni ght was
com ng. Was that what held the watcher quiescent all this tinme? Was it a
hunter that struck at night? D skan neasured his pile of wood. He had had
little sleep the night before, and he was not sure he could keep awake very
long now And if the fire died, the chill mght be as dangerous as that

wat cher. Already the sun had gone fromthe streamvalley, and shadows nade
dar k patches that advanced stealthily toward his oasis of flane and warnth
Moverent! Di skan held the club with a steady hand. Surely he had seen a shadow
flit fromone rock to another. Animal ? If so, could he—For the first tine, he
t hought of how he had handl ed the varch. M ght he deal with an intruder so?
But he had known sonething of their habits. And he had had failures on Nyborg,
trying to handl e feral beasts unfamliar with humanki nd. But-—Bi skan coul d not
build a nmind picture of a shadow. He | acked a goal for his reaching thought.
There were the fur-scale creatures, the red fliers, the dead thing that had
furni shed himw th food. He concentrated on a nental inmage of each in turn and
reached—+to meet nothing. A shadow was no proper target. Beyond the Iimt of

Di skan's sense, there was a stir—a heightening of concentration. The shadow
qui vered, nerve alerting nuscle. A sense for which the nan had no nane went
into action. The shadow waited, first eagerly, then inpatiently, and then with
a dyi ng hope that becanme resignation. A head noved; jaws opened and cl osed on
somet hing inert. So, the other way—the slower way of contact. A slim body

fl owed about the rock, dragging a burden with it. D skan sat very still. The
shadow had taken on substance. A dark blot separated froma rock, advanced
toward himwi th a curious bunpi ng up-and-down novenment. Even though the
twilight was thickening in the valley, Diskan could nake out the outline of
the creature's head—and it was m sshapen. And then he saw that it was draggi ng
along the linp body of another animal, bunping it over the uneven ground. On
the very edge of the fire gleam the burden was |aid down and the carrier
arose in a slender furred pillar. Points of red, bright as any gemon a
Vaanchard collar, were steady in a head hardly bigger than the neck that
supported it. The creature was | arge enough so that, holding itself erect on
its powerful haunches, its bobbing head coul d have nosed Diskan's shoul der
with himstanding. And its whol e stance spelled not only power but also

conpl ete confidence. The fur, which was a thick and gl eam ng coat on its body,
was dark, save where the firelight brought small frosty sparkles running al ong
the surface. The front paws, now held against a slightly lighter chest, were
equi pped with claws of a form dable | ength. Diskan did not nove; at that

nmonent he could not. Those fangs, showed in a gleanmng fringe below the I|ips,
made the threat, and D skan recognized it. Yet there had been nothing in its
approach to suggest that it was about to hurl itself at him Was it the ruler
of this strip of country, so suprene in its ownership of a hunting territory
that it did not view himas an enemy to be feared? Curiosity was strong in
many creatures. Hunters on Nyborg used fluttering strips of bright cloth tied
to a stake to draw in fesil for the kill, since they could not stalk that
fleet-footed animal with any hope of getting cl ose enough for a stun bl ast.
H's scent, the fire, his trail could have drawn the attention of the thing now
wat ching himwi th such cool appraisal. And if he nade no threatening gesture,
it mght withdraw, once its curiosity was satisfied. But it settled back on
its haunches with a little wiggle, as if it intended to keep its position for
a while. Diskan knew very little of aninmals, save what he had | earned through
his own untrained observations. But as his first surprise wore off and the
newconer rmade no nove, his own curiosity grew stronger. It had conme on four
feet, and he thought that was its normal form of progress. But it also seened
at ease in its present erect pose. And there was sonething odd about the way
it held its forepaws. The fire needed attention, but dare he nove? Any gesture
on his part mght alarmhis visitor—ause it to attack as a startl ed ani mal
could. O it mght go, and D skan was suddenly aware that he did not want that
either, not until he could learn nore about it. Hoping that once again he



could nmove with sure ease, he put out his hand. But it was the old curse that
made hi m m sjudge di stance and knock down a pile of branches. Hand grasped
club in a spasmof reaction as he waited. But the visitor did not nove. The
si nuous head was erect, the red eyes still regarding D skan. He grabbed for
the nearest sticks and thrust them crookedly into the flanes. The fire shot
up, drawing a flickering veil between himand that silent watcher. \Wen he
could see clearly again, the animal had w thdrawn a short distance and was

again rising on its haunches. But the linp body it had brought still lay where
it had been dropped. D skan eyed that and his visitor. "You forgot your
supper— His words sounded too shrill, a little ragged, but to his amazenent

he was answered. How could you describe the sound issuing from between those
rows of fangs—not quite a hiss, nor a grow either. A soft sound, which

Di skan thought, could be a warning. Again he tensed, waiting for sone nove of
aggression. It was then that a very odd thought flashed into his mnd. That

ani mal -+t acted as if it expected sone special response fromhim Wat? Had it
delivered a formal warning recognized by its own kind—a kind of "get out of ny
territory or take the consequences" challenge? Hi s ignorance was a danger. How
much intelligence watched from behind those red eyes, assessing and reasoni ng
fromwhat the eyes reported? Humanki nd had | ong ago | earned that intelligence
and humanoi d shape were not always allied. There were humanoi d ani nal s—and
nonhumanoi d "nen." Wat did he have here? Diskan's formal schooling had al
been at the creche. His resentnment and fear of the inpersonal authority

exerci sed there had turned himagainst |earning, and they had witten him off
as waste material. He had fought mental training as he had fought all the rest
of the systemin which he did not and could never fit. Wat he knew had cone
later, in scraps and bits of observation and pick-up information, when he had
realized that he had willfully flung away the good with the bad. Now he had
little background to base his guesses upon—and he had no confidence in such
guessi ng. Suppose he now confronted intelligence. Wuld it be an intelligence
so far renoved fromhis own type that comunicati on was i npossi bl e? How coul d
you say this creature "reasons,” is a "man," and that one is what his own
speci es declared an animal? "I mean you no harm— The words sounded silly even
as he mouthed them To a creature who m ght comunicate in hisses and grow s,
they coul d have no neaning. There was a gesture, universal anong his

ki nd—aoul d it convey anything to the visitor? Diskan raised his hands, pal s
out and on a level with his shoul ders—+the old, old "See, | bear no weapons
agai nst you; | cone in peace." There was no answer; the red eyes did not even
bunk. Diskan dropped his hands. That had been as stupid as his oral appeal. O
course the gesture would nean nothing. Yet he had a strong urge to persist, to
try to make contact, for the nore he considered the creature's behavior, the
nore he was sure that it was not the ordinary curiosity of a wild thing—not
even that of a hunter that feared nothing within its own country—that held it
there. Could he approach it? Diskan shifted his weight, about to rise. Then he
remai ned still, for his visitor had swng its head around. It no | onger faced
him Instead, for a long nonment, it gazed over its shoul der, down the now dark
ravine. Then it dropped to four feet, and with a |itheness al nbst serpentine,
it sinply i owed between two | arge stones, to vanish into the night. Al though
D skan waited, trying to catch any sound above or beyond the crackle of the
fire, he heard nothing. Yet he was certain that the creature had been al erted,
or summoned, and that it had left with a very definite end in view Wen
waiting did not bring its return, Di skan nmoved beyond the fire to the prey it
had | eft behind. Again he picked up one of the |ong-eared, short-I|egged
animals, its throat torn. But this was not frozen. It nust have been killed
only a short tinme ago.

Wll, his visitor's loss was his gain. Here was nore food—though he
wanted to devise a | ess nessy way of cooking it. Sone experinmentation with the
sharp end of the club-spear proved that its point could function as a knife.
And with that poor aid, Diskan was able to worry off the skin and cl ean the
beast. He inmpaled it on a piece of drift and roasted it to nake a better neal
than the burned nmeat that had sustained himthat norning. He left a portion



unt ouched and on inpulse carried that to where he had | ast seen the creature,
laying it on the ground there. The stranger mght not care to have its food
seared, but he would nmake the offering. Diskan kept awake as |ong as he coul d,
feeding the fire. The heat, reflected against the rock he had chosen as part
protection, made himdrowsy, and at last his head fell forward, to rest on his
knees. But the club-spear |ay under his hand, free and ready. A furred head
nmoved fromthe shadows into the open. There was no need for its owner to sniff
at what lay there. Lip winkled up over fangs in distaste; the burned flesh
was decidedly not to its taste. Then the head rose a little, and eyes noted
the fire, the sleeper on its far side. So, sonme contact, the furred one

t hought. This—this other had accepted food; that nuch it had responded. It was
a matter of waiting. The carrion eaters downstream—+t would be a long tine
before they would again followthis traill Satisfaction, hot and conpl ete,

bl anket ed ot her thought for a second. Watch-watch and nmake sure this one
followed the right trail. Perhaps, only perhaps-Stern adnmonition agai nst such
specul ation foll owed. Renmenber the other failures. But this one was different.
H s general shape is the sane, to be sure. Shape-what nmatters shape? This one
responded differently. The silent discussion the furred one had with itself
cane to an abrupt close. The 'furred body coiled into a circle with nmuzzle
rested on strong hindleg. Something lighter than sleep, but resting body and
m nd, clained the watcher for a space. Diskan's sleep was far deeper as the
fire snoldered to gray ash. He was pulled out of those depths, feeling cold
and stiff. The fire was a black dead ring, and it was snhowi ng again. The wet
of the nelting flakes was on his face as he | ooked Wearily about. Stunbling
up, Diskan stanmped his feet, their nunbness alarnming him He swng around to
where he had left the neat offering. Snow had drifted over it, but he could
still see a greasy end of bone protruding. He wal ked over to pick it up-frozen
hard, and there was no sign that it had been touched. He could not have
expl ai ned why he was di sappoi nted. He should be pl eased, Diskan told hinself.
The visitor had probably not returned, and his food supply was increased by so
much. The snow was grow ng thicker. Mght be well now to get out of the open
keep on down the narrowi ng end of the ravine where the walls arched toward
each other alnost like a roof. He nmade a bundl e of unburned wood, bow ng his
back under it, and club in hand, pushed on. Around himthe white surface was
unmar ked by any track, though D skan kept a | ookout for any trace of a paw
trail. He had been right about the cover offered in the narrows; the drive of
the snow failed as he advanced. However, the footing here was not so good.

Evi dences of raging high water through this gorge were present in tunbled
stones and bedded drift that protruded just enough to provide trip traps.

Di skan's pace grew slower and slower. It was dark in here, too. He could I ook
up to a slit of sky, but yesterday's sun was m ssing, and the heavy cl ouds
turned day into twilight. Once he paused to consider the advantages of
retracing his way into the open, where the brush would give himfire and he
could hole up for the stormto pass—al ways supposing that it was not of the
variety to | ast several days. But even though he faced about and took a step
or so along that back trail, D skan discovered it nade hi mincreasingly uneasy
to retreat, and finally he plodded doggedly on. An increase of falling snow
mar ked t he begi nning of an opening fromthe gorge, and he canme out into a
space where the water was no longer a streambut a snall | ake. Ropes of ice

t hreaded down a cliff face to his left, marking a falls. The sane gray dead
growm hs grew here, but there was also a small stand of trees that were not

| eafl ess. Instead, they presented a brilliant patch of color. Neither scarlet
nor crinmson but a shade between the two, which Diskan could not nane, the wide
| eaves rattl ed agai nst each other as the wind blew. He caught a netallic note;
the | eaves m ght be sone hard substance. More of themlay in bright patches
under the trees. Diskan saw some, detached by the present breeze, fall-as if
their weight bore themdirectly to the ground, not fluttering away at the

wi nd's pleasure. The red wood was on the opposite side of the |ake, but it
drew Diskan, as if its color was a warnmth. He crept across a bridge of

i ce-rimed rocks, seeing below the frozen surface the water swirling to the



streamthat had gui ded him Wen he cane to the first of the trees, he noted
that each of those brilliant |eaves was coated with a transparent shell of

i ce, making hard winter gens. And their sharp edges could cut-he drew back
fromthat danger. As he opened his belt pocket for the coal, D skan exani ned
the small lunp anxiously. To his eyes, it seenmed just as it had been when he
had first picked it up—+ts power to ignite in no way dimnished. But it could
not continue so forever, and could he find another such? He had seen it only
as a coal and had not the slightest idea of howto search for its like in the
natural state. Diskan dropped his bundl e of wood. He need not have |ugged that
al ong; there was plenty here. But again prudence had dictated that he go
prepared. Fire first, and then food, then-Sonetine he woul d have to set on a
goal, not wander aimessly. Find a place for a sem permanent canp, then hunt
and—Di skan shook his head. Fire now. Go easy-ene thing at a tine.

RED AND SILVER—-as if fire and ice had conbined weirdly to raise such
wall's, for this was a city, and through it noved shapes which were only
fluidly flowi ng shadows, never to be clearly seen. Yet they went with a
pur pose Diskan could dimy sense, though it was not any purpose of his or his
ki nd. Moreover, the urgency that was notivating the shadows reached oat to
him enfolded him maki ng hi muneasy, not knowi ng the why—enly that he was
drawn deeper and deeper into the heart of fire and ice, there to wtness, or
to partake, in sone crucial rite. Sonetimes as he foll owed those shadows, a
pi ece of the city would oomclearly before himfor an instant of sharpened
sight, and he would glinpse a bit of carving, a doorway, a flight of steps
that were real and solid amd the dream But though he fought to reach such
as they seened islands of safety in the curious liquid |ife about him yet he
was al ways borne swiftly by on a river with a current he could not oppose.
Then sound joi ned sight, a sound he could not define any nore than he could
define the nature of the shadows. And that sound was a part of him striking
to his very bones, knitting himinto the city and its purpose, until D skan
knew the birth of panic. More wildly he fought to break the pull of the
current, to win out of the flow Sight, sound, and now scent—a scent about
which there was a faint famliarity. There, in one of the patches of clear
visibility, was a pillar—er was it a tree, a tree with bright red | eaves?

Di skan made a nmighty effort. If he could throw his arms about its bole, he
could free himself fromthe current. Did his reaching fingers feel the texture
of bark? The sound beat in his ears now |like the pulsing of his own heart as
the city becamre a wild swirl of red and silver, silver and red, until the
colors nade one. But still his fingers held somethi ng—Gaspi ng, D skan came to
hi nsel f. He was standing calf deep in the snow, his roughly mittened hands
clasping the trunk of one of the trees, while the frozen | eaves over head
chimed in the wind. Under the racing noons, the ground was light in its snow
bl anket. He coul d see the sharp division between shadow and open. His fire
burned as a single red eye. Yet fromit curled a plunme of snoke that was not
the yell ow-white of normal burning. It was visible against the snow bank
because of the tiny dancing red notes caught up in it. They sparkled in small
flashings of light as they ascended. Diskan pulled out of the snowdrift and
staggered back to the fire. There was a scent to that smoke, cloyingly sweet,
and it | apped out a tongue to meet him Coughing, waving a hand before his
face to clear the notes fromhim he circled to the other side. There was

evi dence of what had been fed to the fire, skeleton now, but still to be seen—
| eaves fromthe grove. He picked up a branch and stirred those skel eton | eaves
i nto broken ash. The glowing bits gave forth one |last burst of spark notes.

Di skan gul ped frosty air into his lungs. Everyone dreaned, of course, but the
fantasy from whi ch he had just awakened was unli ke any other dream he had ever
had. It had been so real, in spite of its vagueness of detail. Had the |eaf
snoke been responsible for it? Warily, he searched through the pile of
firewood, putting aside any which mght have originated in the nearby trees.
Then he coaxed the flanes to full |ife again, sure of danger in such dream ng
He had been quite far away fromhis fire when he had awakened. Wsat if he had
wandered farther yet and succunbed to the nunbing cold before he roused? Yet



as he squatted by the fire, Diskan could not erase nmenories he had carried out
of the dream Unlike those fromordinary dreans, they did not fade but grew
sharper as he dwelt upon them Those nonentary clear glinpses he had had of
the city, of a carven block set in a wall—The marki ngs on that bl ock, he had
seen themonly in the dream—A doorway that he knew gave upon stairs, he had
not si ghted—Di skan shook his head. Beyond those bits, nothing. Yet there was
a vast inmportance to them He would never forget them purposel ess as they

m ght be. The day broke clear with the com ng of sun instead of another fal

of snow. Diskan ate the last of the neat. Though it woul d have been prudent to
save some scraps for the future, once he had begun to gnaw the hard flesh, he
finished it. By the tine the sun was well up, he had discovered that the
val l ey about the falls and the | ake was a prison. To clinb up the ice-coated
surface of the cliff by the falls was a feat he dared not attenpt. Beyond the
wood was anot her sharp rise, so he was in a cup with only one entrance and
exit, the stream gorge he had followed the night before. Yet every tine he
turned to that, he was stopped as effectively as if he ran into a barrier

What or why that was, he did not know, just that that trail was closed to him
That left only the valley walls to explore. By nidday, he settled on what he
deened t he best ascent, a place behind the grove. There was nore of a slope
there than el sewhere. His old dread of his clunmsiness was in full force, and
he was sweating in spite of the cold as he dragged hinself up to a | edge about
three times his own hei ght above the valley floor. Remenbering the nost

el ementary precaution about not | ooking down, he scraped al ong the | edge,
huggi ng the cliff, studying each step ahead before he planted boot on it. Not
too far away, that scanty footing w dened under a broken patch of rock

of fering the possibilities of a rough | adder. He gai ned that point and
surveyed the way ahead. The roughened surface did not rise straight up but

di agonally. Only when he pushed a little away fromthe cliff surface to | ook
up, Diskan could see a snow hang there. To have that start a slide—D skan
caught the tip of his tongue between his teeth and tried to breathe nore
evenly. H s imagination had been only too quick to produce a picture of

i nstant catastrophe. And it was in a spirit of defiance against his own body
that he reached up for the first hold. He had never doubted his own strength,
only his use of it, but the clinb was an ordeal that tried every bit of

st ubborn endurance he possessed—not by its difficulty, for the hand and f oot
hol ds were there and he found them but by his abiding fear of not using them
properly, or nmaking some awkward slip through his own cl umnsiness. Now his
field of vision was rigidly limted to a few feet, but he was al ways aware of
t he overhang of snow that could sweep himin an instant fromthe path he so
painfully travel ed. The pads of cocoon material bound about his pal ns absorbed
the perspiration on his hands, but his face was dripping with sweat, his fair
hair plastered to his skull. And now and then he had to rub his head agai nst
his armto clear his eyes of the stinging salt noisture. A study of the way
ahead showed that he must edge al ong ;an al nost horizontal crack that sloped
to the right. But it was here that the nenace of the snow hang was the
greatest. Diskan's arnms trenbled with effort, and it seemed to himthat his
body was nore and nore sluggish. But there was no retreat now. He grunted and
pulled to the right, into the crack. A four-inch surface, surely not wide
enough to be deened a | edge, was under the toes of his boots. And above, at
shoul der | evel, there were hand, or at |east finger, holds. Wth his body
pressed tight to the frigid stone, so that his cheek was scrapped by the
surface of the rock, he could nove, inches at a time. Inch out, pull over,

i nch out, pull over—the nightnmare journey went on and on. He was shaken out of
his terrible absorption in wi nning those inches, one at a time, when he felt a
wi der surface under his boot soles. The crack | edge was broadening! Wth a
gasp of relief, he noved faster and then sl owed under sharp control. This was
no tine to take a chance! The poor bit of hope he had carried with himfrom
the valley floor was swept away in an instant as he rounded a spur of the
wal I . The | edge wi dened—+to0 a good-si zed shelf —then ended! Nor was there any
hope he coul d see of another way up that last pull to the top of the cliff.



Di skan col l apsed, his lips trenbling a little as he faced defeat. Wat was
worse, he was sure that he had no retreat either. He could not control the
shaki ng of his hands, a shaking that spread up his arms and into his body,
while he tried to control convul sive shudders bom of fatigue and tension, He
pulled up his legs and drew in upon hinmself in a ball of fear and despair. A
fine sifting of snow filtered down to powder him That overhang—woul d the w nd
bring it down? Diskan roused fromhis fog of msery. If he could not go
forward, he would have to go back, and he had better try that before inaction
and cold froze his nerves and rmuscles and he could not do it at all. He pulled
up to his feet, turned to face left, and was feeling for the first step back
when he saw a dark blot flattened against the cliff as he was. Fur fluffed
under the exploring fingers of the wind, but clawed feet clung tightly, and

t hose eyes—not reddened now by fire gleambut in their way stil

gem bright—-were on him The creature of the wild was com ng al ong the | edge
path. Diskan could not raise his club now, and even as he watched, the dark
bl ot noved and gained a good length in his direction. It paused again, stil
eying him That stare robbed D skan of what small confidence he had managed to
dredge up. He pushed back onto the w de portion of the | edge and shouted, in
what was part defiance but nore surrender to unavoi dable fate. He fell
scrabbling wildly for a hold to keep from going over the edge. Then the ani mal
| anded beside him half on him and he heard the roar of the snow giving way.
Di skan al ways wondered how that rush fromthe heights m ssed sweeping them

al ong, but the center of its force was farther to the left, over the section
where he had travel ed one inch at a tine. Snow buried him but he was still on
the | edge when the fury of the slip was past, its final crash in the valley
loud in his ears. He felt hot breath on his cheek and snelled a scent |ike
that of the smears on the rock where he had found the body of the first kill.
Di skan | ooked up into those eyes only inches away fromhis own as he lay on
hi s back. Breathing hard, he kept still. That fanged nouth was too close to
his throat, and he renmenbered the wounds that had torn the life out of its
prey. Then that furred head snapped back, and the creature pulled away from
him But Diskan did not nove until it had withdrawn to the other end of their
smal |l perch. Wth all the caution he could sumon, he sat up, his back agai nst
the cliff, his feet out over space. The animal did not nove. It had risen on
its haunches, erect as it had sat across the fire. And its attention was

di vi ded between the man and the situation in which they found thensel ves.

Di skan shivered. The snow slide had carried away the threateni ng overhang, but
he knew that he could never turn his back on the animal to shuffle along the
narrow crack. Wen his conpanion in msfortune made no ot her nove, D skan

rel axed a fraction. He eyed it measuringly. In the firelight and during his
first glinpses of it here, it had seemed dark. But now the wind ruffled the
long fur on its back and shoul ders, and there were frosty streaks reveal ed, as
if, close to the skin, the silky hairs of the pelt were far lighter in shade.
The color was a slate gray with a blue cast, a shade or so darker than the
rocks behind it, lighter on the belly and the inner sides of the legs. Al in
all, it was a handsone animal, even if its novenents suggested a power
approachi ng vi ciousness. "Were do we go from here?" Diskan asked at last, his
voi ce breaking the silence sharply. The narrow head snapped about. Then it
turned again with what seemed cal cul ated deli berati on—so that the aninmal

| ooked at the cliff face that kept them both nmarooned. For the second tine, it
| ooked to Di skan, then back to the cliff. The man frowned. To read any meaning
into those gestures was sheer imagination, but it would appear the ani mal was
striving to force his attention in that direction. "No road there," D skan
returned. "l1've already | ooked-" Once nore the head swung back, eyes on him
drawi ng his gaze to them Diskan broke that contact with a little cry. He did
not know what had happened then, only that he feared it and that he wanted no
repetition of that strange sensation. For the first time, the animal uttered a
sound, a hiss that held overtones of anger as far as Diskan coul d guess. Then
with the sane deliberation of its head turns, it crossed to the edge of the

| edge, turned, lowered its hindquarters, and hung so, wiggling its body, for



several seconds. It night have been searching for claw holds it knew were
there-than it vanished fromsight. "Wat—=2" D skan crawl ed to the place where
it had disappeared, fighting a dizzy feeling as he | ooked over. The ani mal was
clinmbing along the rock face, working its way with assured purpose and a
better rate of speed than Di skan dared try. Having reached a point sone

di stance fromthe | edge and belowit, it began to clinb again. Wen it was on
a level with that outcrop, it hissed at D skan, and he could no | onger deny
his belief that it strove to show by exanple the road out. 1 don't have any
claws," Diskan protested. "You' re better equipped for this than | am" But
there was a way along there—Only, with the ani mal now gone, he could retrace
the other way. The animal was clinbing again. A burst of speed brought it to
anot her |ledge, and it reared up there, watching the nan. There was sonet hi ng
SO superior in its attitude that D skan was stung. "All right—-here goes!" Wy
he was making this insane effort, he did not know, but to turn tail and edge
back under the watchful eyes of the animal -he could not do it! Were the
furred one had gone, a man was going to follow. Part of it was bad. As he

poi nted out, he had no claws, and his fingers and booted toes were far |ess

ef fective than the natural equi pment of his new conpani on. Once he slipped and
t hought that his finish, until his fingers caught another hold. After an
eternity of struggle, he crawled up to the second | edge—to find it enpty. Only
in the snow along its steadily wi dening surface was the firmprint of clawed
feet leading to the right. Diskan hunbly foll owed. He m ght have passed the
exit fromthe vall ey—another rock crevice-had it not been marked for him The
scent was stronger this time than it had been by the kill, for the glistening
streaks on the rock were still wet. Diskan squeezed into that crack. It was a
very tight fit, and his cocoon cl oak caught on projections and tore yet nore,
as he took some painful scrapes. Then a last jerk brought himout in the open
at what must be the top of the valley wall. Wnd had swept the snow fromthe
nore exposed positions, and the animal prints held only in the hollows. The
surface of this upland was broken, all spires and points. Diskan could I ook
down into the | ow ands, where there was a wi de sweep of bog, the blue of nud

| akes startlingly visible against the gray and white of the rest of the
country. Food—bi skan thought of his stonmach for the first tine since beginning
the clinmb. There night have been sonething worth hunting in the valley. Up

here there was nothing at all. To go down now into the bog country would be a
wi se nove. He started to pick a path along the heights. A flash drew his
attention to the left, away fromhis goal. It was sonmething not natural to

this rocky land. He could not have told why he was sure of that. Not fire—what
woul d fire be doing here unless he was not alone in his occupancy of this
planet? In spite of his hunger, he turned away fromthe slope that ended in
the bog country, to hunt down the source of that flash. Pattern—those blinks
were coming in a pattern! Diskan broke into a trot as he cane to a relatively
| evel space. Pattern neant a signal! He skidded out onto a small open square
and stood | ooking up at the thing that had drawn him Sometine—very |ong ago,
he thought, as he noted the weat herworn edges of the stone-—soneone, or
somet hi ng, had chiseled and cut one of the natural rock pinnacles into a
squared colum. At a little belowits crest, an oval of white opaque substance
gave forth, at intervals he could tinme by counting, flashes of clear |ight.
Five counts, then a flash, three counts, flash, ten counts, flash, eight—then
the whol e pattern over again. This was a signal. The why Di skan coul d not

tell —for sone | ong vani shed aircraft, for conmunication between distant points
of land? But it was very old, and it was the work of intelligence. So, it
could be that he was not alone, that nmore than his animal visitor had once
nmoved with purpose along this rocky spine. Diskan wal ked around the colum. In
a patch of snow on the other side was a single clawed footprint, a signature
and a signpost. And beyond, as timeworn as the colums, were the traces of a
way, cut here and there through the rock, |eading along the crest of the
heights. It was stupid to turn away fromthe bogs with their pronise of food,
as stupid as anything he had ever done, Diskan told hinmself. But his boots had
already trod on that pawrark, and he knew that he was going to follow that



very anci ent road.

AT TIMES in the growing twilight, Diskan could not be sure that he was
still followi ng any path at all. But then he would sight a marker, a side of
rock smoothed to nmake the passage easier, a flattened | ength under foot. And
t he road was descendi ng, not along the bog side of the ridge but on the |eft
where | ay higher ground. He sighted other valleys like that which held the
| ake, | evel bottons covered with banks of snow, a few with groves of the
red-leaved trees. It was into the wi dest of these valleys that the ancient
road curled. And the end of that path was marked by two pillars, squared as
the one that had borne the signal light. On their crests were |unps, the
nmeani ng | ong since battered away by time. And beyond | ay not hing but unbroken
reaches of snow. To the left and right, running along the base of the ridge,
was a tangle of vegetation, a prom se of shelter. Diskan saw tracks there, not
those of the clawed feet, but smaller and rounded as if what made them wal ked
on a foot close to a hoof. Only he was not to follow that, for out of the
still air a voice spoke. The words were unintelligible, but they were words,
and that they were neant to catch his attention, Diskan did not doubt. Al nost
on reflex, he threw hinself into the cover of the brush, hugging the earth,
staring out into the dusk. He was sure that the call had conme from before him
somewhere out of the valley, and not echoing down fromthe rocks at his back
There was silence, twice as deep. Diskan |ay, watched, and waited. Half
unconsci ously, he began to count under his breath, as he had with the Iight
fl ashes on the heights. He had reached thirty when again that spoken sound
roll ed across the open. On the third repetition, he was sure of one thing—hat
each tine the sound had been the sane, that the strange words had been
repeated and the tone was nechanically level, as if some machine rather than
any living thing had voiced that warning or greeting or sunmons. Which of the
three it mght be had vast inportance. To disregard a warning m ght be high
di saster. To answer a summons could be going into peril. But a greeting was
somet hing el se. And was that broadcast as old as the beacon above? The words
were spoken with a crisp, sharp authority. Diskan could not connect it in his
mnd with the evidences of age at the signal pillar and along the road. Here
was a screen of brush. He could nove behind it along the valley wall. If he
had been sighted and that voice directed at him sooner or later that which
spoke woul d cone hunting. Diskan noved, his club-spear to hand, his attention
fixed on the open. The broadcast continued to sound at the sanme intervals as
he worked his way from one piece of cover to the next, and it did not vary.
But Di skan's uneasi ness was not lulled by that fact. The words m ght be
nmechani cal | y produced, but that did not nean that he could be sure he was not
under observation. It began to snow again, and he wel comed that together wth
the dark. Both made a curtain behind which he could nove faster. The wall of
the vall ey was curving, and he believed that the voi ce sounded cl oser. He
rounded a spur and | ooked out into another stretch of open. But here there
were no bushes, save for sone withered stalks very close to him And the | ook
of those—Di skan pushed out his club and caught the nearest stalk. At a very
slight pressure on his part, it snapped, and he pulled it to him Burnedl It
had t he sane appearance as the seared vegetation he had seen near the crash of
t he spacer. He rubbed the charred stick between thunmb and forefinger and eyed
t hat open space narrow y. Level —dnusually |evel —aore so than any other site he
had seen in this new world. A good place to plant a ship. Was that it? Could
this be where a spacer had finned in and then |ifted agai n? Snow covered any
rocket scars, but it was just possible his guess was right. Once nore that
unintel ligible message rang through the still air, though now it sounded
somewhat nuffled, as if the falling snow deadened t he broadcast. Di skan stood
up, daring now to take the chance. He plunged forward, across the narrowest
end of the open expanse, blundering into nore burned brush on the far side.
Then he saw through the dimlight a half bubble that was a famliar thing from
his own past. That was a tenporary shelter such as he had seen in the tri-dee



tapes. It was wi ndow ess and doorl ess, but sonmewhere along its surface, an
entrance would yield to the heat and pressure of a hand. This was a rescue
cache, established as a refuge for the survivors of some ship crash. Perhaps
nore than one spacer had fallen into a mud bog on this unknown world. And

Di skan coul d understand the need for that broadcast now, even if he did not
know the words. It was a set signal to draw any survivors to the refuge. And
surely, since the call still sounded, the cache cabin was not in use. Wth
nunb fingers and his teeth, Diskan ripped the cocoon w ndings fromhis hand
and set it against the surface of the cache at waist level, slipping it along
t he bubbl e as he began circling the shelter. Unlike a nore permanent erection
any seal would be attuned to the general body heat and not to a pal mpattern
of an individual man or men. Wen he found the lock, it should yield to him
Then, food, clothing, arms —perhaps everything he needed—aoul d be his. How

Il ong had this stood here broadcasting its call? And why had it been left? A
shi p downed here, sending out an SOS—then arrival of a rescue force, perhaps a
Patrol cruiser? unable to find any survivors, but evidence that such had

exi sted, had they set up the cache and bl asted off, expecting to return later?
He could string those guesses together into a plausible explanati on—except for
the fact that the broadcast was not couched in Basic, as it should be for a
Servi ce rescue cache. Diskan had a poor education, but Basic, as well as
native planet speech, was hypo-taught to every child as soon as he began to
talk. And there were no space-goi hg peopl e now, human or nonhuman, who did not
use Basic as the common tongue, though it m ght be necessary for sone aliens
to resort to mechanical means for translation. So, why not Basic for the
beacon call of a cache? H s questing hand suddenly slipped into a -hollow his
eyes could not distinguish in the fabric of the cache. It did not feel |arge
enough, that hollow, but he pressed his bare palmas tightly as he could into
t he narrow space. He had found the | ock—ow for the unlocking. A slow gl ow
spread up the walls. Then, as abruptly as a snap of fingers, a narrow slit
opened before him and D skan edged through—nto light, heat, snells. The wall
cl osed behind himas he stood | ooki ng about the refuge. Food-he wanted that
first. Diskan took a step or two away fromthe now reseal ed door, and then his
| egs gave out, and he swayed and fell. The light was dazzling; it hurt his
eyes. He levered hinself up on his hands, to blink at the array of containers
junbl ed altogether, as if hastily dunped. Pulling hinself to the nearest, a
broad cylinder, Diskan forced up the snap lid. Mdre containers, ramed in
carel essly. Among them he recogni zed one, pried it out of the confusion, and
triggered the small button on its side. Mnutes later he was gul ping a
reviving liquid that tasted like a richly flavored stew and that was intended,
D skan knew, as Sustain food for survivor use. Having finished its contents,
he returned to the unpacking of the cylinder. But as he handl ed each tube,
can, and box he pulled fromthat inner disorder, his surprise grew, and with
it an uneasi ness. Sonme of these supplies he knew, but nmpst of them he did not.
Not only that, but the unknown itens varied anong thensel ves, too. He was sure
that the strange identification synbols differed greatly, so that he m ght now
be sorting over rations for a score of races, even of species. Did that nean
that the survivors these were intended to succor had been a m xed | ot—alien
human, and grades in between? But only a crack liner would carry so w dely
differing a set of passengers on just one voyage. And the loss of such a liner
woul d have been news reaching even to Vaanchard. O —-Bbi skan frowned as he set
out that bew | dering array of contai ners—er had such a crash occurred as he
voyaged in freeze through space? But a liner carried a thousand or nore
passengers. This cache could not contain supplies for that nmany. Had one
lifeboat with a highly m xed crowd set down here? That might be it. Only-why
not then broadcast in Basic? It did not fit. And none of the rations he did
know bore the seal of the Patrol —which they surely woul d have done had this
been a Service cache. The way they had been slung into this cylinder, not
packed, but crammed-bi skan began to sort them Surely there was nore than one
unknown tongue on the | abels. He pressed the heat-serve button on a second
tube and ate its contents slowy, while he studied the display. Wen he had



finished, he restored the unknown rations to the cylinder. Then, nethodically,
he began to rummage through the other containers of the cache—+to di scover that
all but three of those were palmsealed to a personal print code! Then this
could not be a Service cache or all contents would be free to anyone managi ng
to make the shelter! This was a cache, right enough, but intended not for any
survivor of a space disaster—o, for some special survivors. Sonme of the

t hi ngs he had uncovered he could use. There was a parka-coat of O kanza hide
with an inner stuffing of insulating Comnoss—a little tight across the

shoul ders, but he could wiggle into it. Boots of the same Orkanza hide nade
watertight by sal-fat grease were too small. Regretfully, he had to set those
asi de. Pushed down under themwas a tunic. Diskan spread that out across his
knee, and hi s uneasi ness sharpened. This was a dress tunic, a refinenment of
Ozacki an spider silk—er sonething quite close to that fabul ous, and very
expensive, fabric. There was a tracery of enbroidery about the high collar and
around the breast latches that nade a | acy pattern conposed of hundreds of

m nute gens threaded on the silk. Only a Veep would wear a garment such as
this. Yet there was a spot on the front, a stain that was greasy to the touch
as if food had been carel essly spattered there. Diskan folded the tunic and
put it with the boots. He found two sl eep bags, both too small, but which, put
toget her, would give hima better bed than he had known in many days.

But there were no weapons, no -tools, unless both were in the | ocked boxes. He
had food, a new coat, and a big puzzle. He tried to pry open one of the seal ed
boxes, using the sharpened point of his inprovised spear, only stopping when
the wood seened likely to crack. Prinmtive as that weapon was, it had to serve
him since the cache could not offer better. D skan padded the two bed rolls
toget her and then set about noving sonme of the containers so that anyone
entering the shelter would take a tunble to announce his arrival. He stretched
out on the bed with a sigh of satisfaction. In spite of the light stil

glowing in the walls, he slept—but not to wander in a dreamcity. Qutside the
core of warnmth, the snow continued to fall, blotting out his own tracks to the
cache. But in the night, others were astir; comunication travel ed, but not by
spoken word. Forces net, noved, parted. |npatience, anger colored the

di scussion. And then watchers settled into place around the cache and what it
hel d—so inportant to their purposes. Diskan stirred, rolled over, blinked at

t he shaky pyram d of boxes of which he had made his alarm The Iight of the
wal I s remai ned the sane—but sonething was different. He sat up and | ooked
around the bubble with nore sharply focused attention. As far as he could
renenber, it was the sanme. Surely no one had tried to enter, or that box pile
woul d have fallen. Quiet enough—that was it, quiet! The broadcast that had
drawn him here had ceased to function. He no | onger heard that nurnur of

sound, reduced to a humby the walls of the shelter. Perhaps his entrance had
stopped it. Wiy that was naking himwary he did not know. But now, trying to
renenber what had happened up to the point of his falling asleep, Diskan was
sure that that murnur had continued after he had entered the bubble. So, his
entrance had not automatically silenced it. He had never believed that he
possessed too vivid an imagination, but nowit seened to himthat the silence
of the broadcast could act as a signal by its very absence. Suppose, Just
suppose, that somewhere else on this world there was a settlement or canp, in
aut omati c communi cation with the cache—so that when it was entered, the canp
was notified. A cache could also be a trap! Diskan went to the pile of rations
and then took up the torn cloak of cocoon stuff, tying in into a bag into

whi ch he crammed the supplies. The thought of a trap had settled so in his
mnd that he thought it a fact. Wiy it had been set, and for whom did not
matter; getting out of it at once did. Wth the parka tight about his

shoul ders and chest, the bulky bag and his club in his hands, he set his palm
to the door. The slit opened, and he cane out into day < and snow t hat was
knee deep. No matter what, he was going to | eave tracks through this unless
anot her storm covered them There was a grove of trees before him not the
red-1eafed kind, but a mass of a bare-branched, thick-standing species. To get
into that grove could nmean losing all sense of direction. He nust keep in the



open and head for the heights fromwhich he had cone. In and anong those rocks
spires woul d be a good many hiding places. Having made his decision, D skan
struck out through the puffy snow It was far harder than it had first seened,
this tranmping through drifts. The snow was danp and heavy, clinging to his
| egs, working into the tops of his boots, caking on the edge of the parka.
Twi ce he fell when footing suddenly sank under him But he kept going, past
t he space where he was sure an off-world ship or ships had set down, headi ng
for the rock wall and those eroded pillars marking the ancient road. He was
perhaps two-thirds of the way to that goal when the beacon voi ce spoke,
startling himso nuch that he lost his balance for a third time and toppled
into a drift high enough to engulf him As he fought his way out, he |istened.
Were those the sane words he had heard the night before or were they
di fferent? Di skan di scovered that he could not depend upon his nenory. They
could be different—first announcing his conming and now his going. But to put
on nore speed was inpossible; he could wade at hardly nore than a strolling
pace. And tw ce, when he halted to breathe, he studied the way ahead
anxi ously. There seened to be any nunber of pillar-like formations, al
crowned with lunps of snow. Then he knew he was lost. Al right, he did not
really need the pillars. At any clinb-able point, he could find a way back up
the slope, and fromthere he could watch the cache throughout the day. Then
if there were no visitors, at nightfall he could return to shelter init. Up
there, he could watch his own back trail, be sure he was not hunted. To any
Patrol officer, he would be a prisoner, but he was sure that the cache was not
Patrol . Perhaps to anyone el se, he could pose as a survivor froma |ifeboat
| andi ng. Di skan snmiled. He had all day to think up a good story and settle al
its details so deeply in mind that he could reel it off with convincing force.
He began to clinb. Three tines he noved before he found what he deened the
perfect |ookout. Though he had no farseeing | enses, the valley spread out
bel ow this perch as a white map, broken only by his own trail. He triggered
open a ration tube and ate. OF course he could not see the cache from here—but
he did hear the broadcast droning through the crisp air. But it grew
nmonot onous, this staring at the snow and his tracks through it. D skan w shed
he did have | enses and could see what | ay beyond the tangl ed wood he had
feared to enter. Now and agai n he watched the sky, once stiffening as a flying
t hi ng swooped, until he saw it was no nmachi ne but one of the red birds. As the
hours he could not nmeasure wore on, Diskan began to believe his fears of the
norni ng rootl ess. The voice continued to sound; there was no sign of anyone
comng along his trail. There mght well be no one but hinself of off-world
origin on this whole planet. It was cold up here; he mght be wasting a whole
day to no purpose. Yet he did not want to go back to the cache—not now,
anyway. Tinme enough to return when night closed in. He could do it cleverly,
using the same trail back-It was hard to just sit here, waiting. He studied
the part of the valley he could see clearly. It mght be wise for himto nove
al ong the heights and come up to the cache from another direction. D skan
repacked his supplies into a bag of snaller conpress, shoul dered the bundl e,
and began to nmove, trying to keep to cover, as if he were a Scout noving
t hrough eneny territory—though he could not put nane to that enemy, nor
expl ain why he was convinced of the need for not revealing his presence. But
he had watchers who knew a kindling of triunph. Their quarry was on the nove
again—+n the right direction

DI SKAN MJUST have been on the trail for sonme tine before he saw, beneath
t he patches of snow and the spotty growth, indications that he was again
followi ng a road—hot a trail such as animals woul d make, but one fashi oned of
bl ocks of pavenment, no |onger aligned, yet present. Even in this state, it was
easier footing than the cliff edge, and he could make better tine, though it
struck away at an angle from his course. The broadcast reached himnow as a
boom ng noi se in which he could no | onger separate the words. And to that, the
wi nd whistling anong die rock pillars made a shrfll acconpani ment. But the
squall that halted him alnost in mdstep, was neither voice nor wind. The
road entered a cut between two rock spurs, and facing himat the far end of



that cut—Di skan went into a half crouch, his wooden weapon in both hands, the
splintered point forenost. The thing was big, nuch larger than the creature

t hat had acconpani ed himbefore. It stood erect, on two stunmpy hind | egs, so
thick with fur that they |ooked straight. In contrast, its belly was naked and
a dull, unhealthy-looking yellow, with small flecks, as if it were coated with
scal es. Like the scavengers, the creature was, to Diskan's off-world eyes, an
unwhol esorme m xture of aninmal and reptile. The head narrowed froma brush of
upst andi ng ragged skin to a snout, where fangs curved up to make a white
fringe about yellow lips. But the worst was that it noved forward on its hind
legs, its action grotesquely human, its well-arnmored forepaws raised a little
in front of its chest as if it were about to attack himw th fists. That
arnored snout opened to emit, not the squall Diskan had heard, but a very
reptilian hiss, its breath formng a steany cloud. It was fully his height, or
per haps an inch or so nore. And Di skan had no doubt that once within reach of
those claws, he had only a slight chance of survival. Still facing the beast,
he withdrew step by step. Luckily, the thing seened to be in no hurry to close
t he di stance between them It matched himstep by step, and save for the
hissing, it gave no sign of active hostility. But he knew he had good reason
to fear it. Back—now he was out of the beginning of the cut, in -a place that
gave himnore roomto dodge any rush. He was sure he dared not turn his back
and run—such a nove would nerely bring the eneny to attack. Wether the thing
was fast on its feet, he could not tell, but it was fighting in its own
territory and had the advantage. There was space to Diskan's right between two
rocks, a narrow slit offering a bolt hole. Diskan backed toward that. The
bushy head was sinking between the thing's shoulders. Its hissing clinbed to a
hi gh note and was al nost continuous. It was working itself up to a charge, he
was sure. He was in the crevice now, the wooden spear centered on the beast's
m dsection. The footing was rough here; he "had to glance down now and then to
assure hinself. And each tinme he 'did that, he gave the eneny a second or two
of advantage. Again that other squall. Seemingly out of the air a dark body
appear ed between Di skan and the menace. Back arched, thin tail whipping back
and forth in rage, fangs bared, snarling in a rising crescendo of sound, was
the furred animal, or one of its kind. The hissing of the attacker was
terrible. And the creature struck with a speed D skan had not granted its

rat her clunsy-1ooking body. O aws curved down, but not into flesh as their
owner had intended, for the furred one had dodged with |ightning speed, sprung
somehow under that blow to strike in turn at the naked yell ow belly, opening a
spurting slash there. Huge feet stanped, kicked, but the smaller aninal had
anot her chance at the big one and opened a second dripping wound. Only this
time it was not so lucky. Caws caught in its fur and swng it off the ground,
up to the level of waiting jaws, in spite of its withing, its flailing paws.
Di skan acted. It did not occur to himto | eave the two beasts | ocked in
battl e, making good his escape. Instead, he |eaped forward, his puny weapon
ready. He could not get close to the struggle, but he thrust as true as he
could for one of the wide eyes in that head now bendi ng over the fiercely
fighting captive. The spear did not go hone as he had hoped, but its point
raked across the eyeball. The creature gave a fearsonme cry and flung up its
head. Di skan stabbed again, trying for a spot beneath that upheld head. He had
some dimidea that mght be a soft place in the creature's body arnor. H's
spear net opposition, did not even penetrate that deceptively naked-| ooking
skin, but the force he had managed to put into the thrust ended the hissing in
an expl osive grunt. The beast tried to drop its captive, one paw going to its
throat, but the furred one had a hold with teeth and cl aws about one of the
forearns. As the creature kept trying to reach for its throat, its attacker's
raki ng claws scored the flesh of its upper chest with great effectiveness. The
hi ssi ng had stopped, but to Diskan's surprise, the snouted head continued to
toss in frantic nmovenent. Then it finally tore the furred one | oose and threw
the animal fromit. The heavy furred body struck Di skan, bearing himto the
ground. Claws tore his parka but did not reach his skin, as the creature spat,
snarl ed, and strove to free itself fromtheir involuntary entangl enment.



Moi sture spattered Diskan's face —blood from gashes in the furred one's

shoul der. It scranbled away from himand turned again to face the enemy with

t he sane hunchbacked stance fromwhich it had | aunched the battle. But its
tail did not whip so swiftly; there were red splotches on the rock beneath it.
The two-footed thing had both paws to its throat, its snout still pointed
skyward. It stamped on, not as if hunting thembut as though it were trying to
escape a tornent. Reaching out, Diskan pulled the furred one to him out of
the path of that thing lurching along blindly. It blundered on past them and
was brought up full face against a rock. There it stood for a long nonment, its
body jerking convul sively, before it went down, its chest heaving, its
forepaws beating the air. Diskan relaxed his hold on the other animal. It no

| onger struggled but |ay against himquietly, watching what could only be the
dyi ng struggles of the eneny. But what had killed it? D skan w ped his hands
down the front of his parker. None of the slashes the furred one had inflicted
had | ooked |ike nortal wounds. And his first bl ow had not penetrated the eye.
He had not even cut the yellow skin when he had ainmed at the thing's throat.
Those forepaws now lay linply over the belly; the chest no | onger heaved.

Di skan thought it nust be dead, or close to it. The furred one got to its
feet, giving alittle cry of pain when a front paw touched the ground. But it
nmoved in spite of its injuries to the side of the dead thing, sniffing at the
upturned snout and then at its throat—as if it, too, were undeci ded as to what
had put an end to the peril. Di skan retrieved his club-spear before he
ventured to approach the body. He had to struggl e agai nst revul sion before he
could touch that unwhol esone corpse. At the point where his weapon had thudded
hone on the neck, his fingers found a softened area. Had he by | ucky chance
broken the thing's windpipe, left it without air to ill its lungs? \Wat
mattered nost was that it was dead. The stench rising fromthe body was such

t hat Di skan drew away and scrubbed his hand in a snow patch to wash fromit
the feel of the skin he had touched. Thea he | ooked to the furred one. A deep
crimson tongue was licking as far as it could reach along the slash in the

ani mal 's shoul der. Another tear bled on its flank. Di skan scooped up snow in
bot h hands and brought it to the injured animal. The steady |icking stopped,
and those solid, pupil-less eyes regarded him Then the tongue swept out over
the snow, back and forth, until it rasped on his palns. He brought nore, unti
it went back to licking its wounds. Diskan hesitated. N ght was coming. He
wanted to return to the safety of the cache. Yet he could not wal k off and

| eave the hurt aninmal here alone. In the freezing night, death could strike.
But neither could he carry it across broken country. A small whine—the furred
one was on its feet, gazing at him And for the second time, D skan stared
into those eyes—+o0 experience once again that odd sense of mxed identity.
This was not the same as his contact with the varch, with the beasts of
Nyborg, when he had used his projected will to nove themto his purposes—and
this he did not want! He strove to nove his eyes, not to go on into a place
where fear ruled. He began to wal k al ong the ancient road, the furred one

i npi ng beside him Diskan was aware-of their nmovenents, but as one who noved
in a dream And he could not break the rhythm of those strides he took. This
was a reversal of his usual contact with animals. As the varch had flown to
his order, so now he noved to that of the aninal beside him The battle of
wills ended in nothing but exhaustion for Diskan. He retreated in mnd even as
he obeyed in body. An out-and-out struggle won himnothing. AD right,
obey-just as he had in the past whenever he saw that rebellion only brought
nore trouble. Now and then, as they paused to rest, the animal |eaned agai nst
Di skan's thigh. O his own accord, he gripped the loose roll of skin and fur
at its shoulders, steadying it whenever it rested so. The tongue-licking
appeared to have halted the rush of blood fromits wounds, but it noved
slowy, in obvious distress. Together they went through the pass that had been
def ended by the dead thing. And now the timeworn road descended in a series of
wi de and shal |l ow steps, cracked and eroded, but not too steep to provide fair
footing. Diskan stood at the top, that part of his brain that had retreated
fromthe dom nation and control of his novenents registering what his eyes



reported. Here the spine ridge of the uplands had been cut alnost in tw by a
section of bog running well back. The rimof the cache valley beyond nmust be a
single, alnmost knife-thin wall, lying now well to his left. The steps of the
descent grew wi der as they neared the |evel of the boglands, and fromthe | ast
step there was only a fall to the water-soaked | owl ands. It was late

aft ernoon, but the shadows were not thick enough to veil what stood out in the
enbrace of the water and mud-square cubes, rectangul ar bl ocks of dull black
spaced in a definite design, as if the roofs of sone | ong-drowned city
protruded fromthe grave and engulfed it. Yet no matter how hard D skan stared
at a building, how he tried to concentrate on its size, its general shape, its
position anong the rest, there was a queer sensation of not seeing—ef an

i ntangi bl e haze between himand the ruins, an unsubstantial aura about it.
Those |ines of blocks went on and on, fanning out fromthe foot of the giant
square on which he stood, to vanish well out in the bog. He could not sight

t he ot her edge of what mnust have been an ancient netropolis. The furred one
stood away from himand |inped down the first step. Diskan, still under
control, followed. This city repelled him and he struggled to free hinself,
to return to what now appeared the sanity of the cache. They halted on that

| ast broad step. Was the furred one intending to leap the last drop, to go out
into the norass of sunken buildings? But it settled dowmn with a grunt, |ying
wounded side up, its eyes on him Diskan sat down as abruptly, aware that they
had reached a journey's end, for the conpul sion was gone. He could turn and
crawl up the flight of stairs, keep on to the valley of the cache—except that
he was too tired, his body aching, his head swiming a little, to try it.

Their present perch was certainly exposed. Snow had drifted across it, and if
there was a wind, they could be frozen. He had reached that thought dully when
the animal raised its head and | ooked down into the ruins. There was sonet hi ng
so urgent in that nmovenent that Diskan followed its gaze. Wat was com ng had
al ready reached the edge of the platform a sleek round head there, another, a
t hi rd—They clinbed up, bal anced on their haunches, eying their fellow and
then Di skan with those conpelling, unw nking' stares. Soundl ess conmuni cation?
One of the trio advanced and squatted down besi de the wounded one, its head
nmovi ng back and forth as if by sense of smell it exam ned the slashes. Then it
set to licking the wounds. The other two vanished with that flashing speed

Di skan had seen his conpanion use in battle. He had brought the creature to
the aid of its own kind; they or it had released him He could no | onger
qguestion the fact of their intelligence. However, their interest in him had
preceded the fight in the pass. Could it have been that the wounded one had
deliberately entered into that battle on his behal f? D skan watched the two
with dull wonder. He could see no difference in themas to size or color of
fur. They mi ght have been twi ns of one birth. The wounded one gave the

i mpression of now resting at ease, confident that its conrade's attention
woul d restore it. A flicker at the edge of the platform a head rising. In the
sharp-toothed jaws of the newconer were sticks, several of them The ani mal
crossed the stone and dropped its burden not far fromthe nan. And it was not
al one—+wo nore, carrying gleanings fromthe swanp edge, foll owed. And they
cane and went, adding to the pile. Di skan was past wonder now. He brought the
offerings to a place not far fromthe wounded animal and built a fire.

M racul ously, though he was not inpressed by such miracles anynore, his fire
stone still held Iife. And the flames arose as the wood gatherers continued to
appear with nore fuel. He opened his bag of rations. To offer its contents to
the busy furred ones would be to exhaust his provisions in perhaps one neal,
but he hesitated as he picked out a tube, glancing at the wounded one. His
concern was unnecessary. A head, held high because of a wiggling silver thing
gripped in the nouth, appeared in the firelight. The captive was tossed down
before the patient, who, with a thunp of the paw, stilled the offering and
then proceeded to dine. Diskan ate, fed the fire, and watched the com ngs and
goi ngs of the furred ones. Since he could not identify individuals and they
nmoved on and off the platformso constantly, he could not tell how many there
were. The one who had conme to nurse the wounded one renai ned, crouched beside



its patient, now and again licking the slashes, while the others cane and
went, sone singly and sone in twos and threes. Wth food in himand the warnth
of the fire thawi ng out his numbed body, Di skan began to feel stronger

Testing his conpanions, he went to the stairs, ascended a step or two. They
paid himno nore than passing attention. He was certain he could leave if he
willed. But why do so now? He had fire—and they were still bringing fuel, as
if to feed it all night [ong. They had made no hostile nove. And—Bi skan
realized suddenl y—he did not want to | eave-to | eave them He had been al one
since the ship spat himforth in that final attenpt to save his W—except for
the visits of the furred one or ones. Once he had wanted to be al one, away
fromthe pity and rejection of his own kind. But here—here he could not turn
his back on the fire and the animals and strike out into the twilight nmerely
to hunt the cache, which was a deserted shelter for his own species. D skan
hurried back to the fire. H's boot struck sonething |lying beneath the snow and
sent the object flying into the full light of the flames, where it glistened.
He picked it up. A stunjner! He stared down at the weapon in disbelief. Mant
to tenporarily paralyze, not to kill, the secondary weapon of all spacenen, it
was the weapon he had hoped to find in the cache, not here on the open rock.
This was a precious find. D skan quickly read the charge dial. It was half
expended, if the gauge was to be believed. So this had been fired, and then
dropped—From t he weapon, he glanced at the animals. Had it been fired at

t hen? They had not seened hostile. But there could be reasons for their
apparent harm essness. Now he had a weapon far nore effective than his

cl ub-spear,. D skan hunkered down closer to the fire, searching thefbutt of
the stunner for any mark of ownership, but it was dis-couragingly bare—ust
ordinary issue. Another trace of the cache people? He turned to where he had
found it, kicking |oose the snow. Nothing el se, and the weapon could have lain
there for days—nonths. Carefully he put in inside his parka, so it rested
heavy and cold against his mddle, his confidence growing fromthat weight.
Once nmore he settled beside the fire, sleep pulling at him The wounded furred
one and its nurse had curled up together, and the others had di sappeared.

Di skan's head nodded. He pulled out the stunner and curled his fingers around
it as he lay down. He watched the fire drowsily, hardly conscious of novenent
to his left. It was just another fuel carrier, bringing bigger branches this
time. Odd col or about them+teaves—the frozen | eaves of the wood in the | ake
val l ey—+ed | eaves—And the ani nal 4+t was feeding the fire, pushing those

| eaf ed branches straight into the heart of the blaze. Diskan tried to rouse,
but he was too sl eepy—far too sleepy.

XCOTHAL—Di skan wal ked t hrough water, sweet, ever-flow ng water
sometines calf high, sonetimes, when he came to an intersection of streets,
knee high. There was a scent to the water, fresh, sharp, astringent, very good
in his nostrils. Xcothal at feast time. But he could only see dinly as if he
nmoved in a dream-and he wanted to see it clearly, all the beauty and |ight and
color! Around him splashed and ronped the brothers-in-fur, the conpani on ones,
as eager as he for the feasting and playtine to cone. Their thoughts sonetines
meshed with his, so that he savored the pleasure of the water paths, saw and
felt as he would not see and feel by nmeans of his own body. This was Xcotha
the great, and he was noving to its heart where a wonder beyond all wonders
wai ted. But the others—not the brothers—the others? There were shadows; yes,
he caught glinpses of them never |ong enough to give them substance, bone,
and fl esh—+o0 make themreal. And Xcothal was not a deserted city. It held life
other than his within its walls, its streets, which were brooks and streans.
He wanted to neet that life, be one with it, with a longing so intense that it
was a painl Yet though he turned and watched, there were only shadows. Carven
faces on the walls, runes running. Those he could al nbst read and knew, in his
failure, that had he been able to read themrightly, the shadows woul d be
subst ance. Always so close, always to fail! Yet the brothers-in-fur were not
shadows, and that thought sustained D skan to try and try agai n. Perhaps when
he reached the wonder, then it would all come right. But that was so far! He
wal ked through the water; the buil dings passed himon either hand, too blurred



for himto be truly sure of their form knowi ng sonmehow that he coul d never
enter themeven if he turned aside fromthis street. His first mnd-filling
joy was fading as the pain of |onging and | oneliness grew sharper. The
brothers-in-fur, they knew. They had ceased their play, had come to himand
pressed agai nst hi mnow and then reassuringly, the touch of their danmp fur a
caress. But he knewknew now-that this was not the true Xcothal. This was but
a dream though it mght be a way-dream sent to himfor a purpose. And in his
eyes tears stung for a loss that grew heavier as he went on and on through a
shadow Xcot hal in search of shadows—an endl ess quest. Dawn nmade the sky a
silver bow. The fire still snoldered in a circle of dark forms on the stone
pl at f orm above the swanp. Di skan noaned and flung out an arm as if he tried
to grasp sonething that was fast fading fromhim There were tear stains on
his cheeks. His eyes were still closed. About himthose others stirred, got to
their haunches, all facing the fire. So jar he has gone. It is not enough
Sharply inpatient. Do not hurry this. Wuld you |ose all by haste? He is like
the other one—the female. So far but not enough. Perhaps. But it can be that
the Place will unlock the door. Never enough. Sadness, nisery of |oss. W
shall not put aside trying. Let himwake now Put on himthe wish; let him
seek that which nmust be found, in his body this tinme. That way is dangerous;
there are the swanp traps. So? Are we not here to watch and direct? The femal e
and the others, they wal ked in safely, did they not? And this one is certainly
not less than them Perhaps he is nore, nmuch nore. Wake hinm set on himthe

wi sh; foll ow where he cannot see us. |Is this agreed? Seconds of silence and
then: Agreed. Di skan opened his eyes and | ooked up at the sky. The enchant nment
of the dreamstill held him He expected to see the color of those buildings
and to feel the softness of the air that had enfol ded himas he wal ked the
streets of water, not this chill and austere sky. Then the dream powdered into
not hi ngness and he sat up. The fire was there and by it still a few sticks,

but the animals that had shared its warm h were gone, even the wounded one. He
sat al one, |ooking out over the dark ruins. "Xcothal," he said al oud. That was
Xcot hal, or what Xcothal had becone with the di mming power of many centuries
pressing it down into a rising tide of mud and water. Sonewhere, in the heart
of that waste, was what he nust find. He went to the edge of the platformto

| ook at the frozen swanpl and. Patches of dull blue, breaking the surface of

t he ways between the bl ocks of the buildings, warned of mud hol es. Not an easy
road, but the one he nust follow Diskan ate, checked the stunner, picked up
his bag of supplies and the club-spear. Then he junped fromthe platformto
the I evel of the city. There was a sharp cry; birds wheeled up fromroosting
space on the roof of the nearest building. They were white and bl ack, the
colors sharply contrasted. Now they skinmred ahead of him uttering their cries
to alert the silent city against an intruder conme to disturb its drugged

sl eep. Diskan picked his way with care. Frozen and dried vegetation was his
guide fromstep to step, with now and then the solid footing of sone stone

bl ocks tunbled fromtheir original settings. But, where in his dream he had
been upheld by a sense of joyful excitement, now he traveled in a sonber cloud
of uneasiness and with the feeling of |oss. Doorways gaped at him opening
upon dark interiors. He had no desire to explore any of them On the walls
were faint traces, nuch worn, of the carvings he renenbered, and even nore
obscured |ines, which could be the runes he had wanted so to read.

Brot hers-in-fur—the aninmals that had ganbol ed besi de himon that other wal k

t hr ough Xcot hal —bi skan kept watching for them But no paw print, no glinpse of
a dark body, gave hi m conmpani onship now. He gl anced back once, to see that the
shoreline, marked by the steps, was well behind. Then the street curved to the
right, and a building hid themfromview Pools of water, even though roofed
with ice, slowed himwhile he found a way about them Luckily, the blue nud
hol es were few along this street, and both tines he had cone to them there
had been room at one side for passing. It was when D skan paused by a fallen
wal |l to scoop up sone of the snowto allay his thirst that he saw the first

i ndication that there mght be other life within that dreary waste. |ce had
been broken at the edge of a pool, and in the nmud of its verge were prints,



frozen iron hard now. Diskan bent over them "Boots |I" He identified the marks
al oud and then started as the word echoed hollowy back to him But those were
boot prints right enough and beyond them another mark, as if the maker had
fallen and braced his weight on his hands to rise again. A hand print—the five
fingers well defined in the nud. But a small hand—Bbi skan set his own down

besi de the mark for conparison. A hand print, and boot inpressions, and the
stunner he had found. Some off-worlder had conme this way before him And
judging by the size of the hand print—a snmall off-worlder. Diskan set a

bri sker pace. A single man | ost, disarmed? There was nothing to fear fromhim
and perhaps it neant conpany in this desolate place. Perhaps a shout m ght
bring the stranger? Yet Diskan hesitated. He shrank from arousing the sullen
echoes. A shout could be a cry to end the world. Now why had he thought that?
To end the worl d—how had the world of Xcothal ended? In that dream he had
seen the city in its glory and power—ow he wandered through it dead, with the
signs of great age upon it. There were centuries, maybe even thousands of

pl anet years, between that "then" and this "now. " Yet, the brothers-in-fur had
exi sted then, and they had certainly been with himin the nowdnl ess they were
an illusion, too. Diskan shivered. O what could he be sure? Never before had
he been forced to | ook outside hinmself and 'guess what was real and what was
not, because he had been only too well aware of the real, and that for himwas
ever present with pressure and rejection. Vaanchard had been real, Ny-borg had
been real, and the creche had been real. But here the real and the unrea
flowed together. He could stanp his foot on the frozen nud, feel the jar of

t hat contact throughout his body, thus making sure of the truth of where he
stood. But |ast night he had been as sure of the soft water about his | egs—n
these sanme streets. And he had traveled with the 'furred ones in both the rea
and the unreal, so how could he be sure of either any nore? Perhaps today was
al so a dream-perhaps D skan Fentress |lay encased in the nmud-filled spacer. He
jerked away fromthat path of thought. No—for the second time he stanped. This
was real! This was now and it was real. And, judging by those tracks, another
of his kind had found it real before him He set out again, down the street
that no longer ran straight but curved. And as he went, he watched for any
signs of the one who had gone that way before him The size of the city began
to inpress him He had been wal king at a steady pace for a considerable tine,
and still the street continued to stretch on and on with only one change—the
bui | di ngs were grow ng hi gher as he advanced. Were none had been nore than
two stories tall when he had entered the city, now they were double that, and
fewer had broken walls. Ahead, he could sight still higher erections. The bl ue
mud pat ches had vani shed, and the coarse mats of brittle grass and vegetation
were thicker. Now and again D skan saw the bl ack and white birds perched on

t he upper w ndowsills watching himinquisitively. They nmust accept hi mnow as
harm ess, for they no |onger flew ahead cawi ng a warni ng. However, the very
fact that the birds were quiet nibbled at his nerves. Save that they did nove,
sidling along their perches, they could be | ess-worn carvings to ornament the
dead city. Diskan glanced up at them now and then. They had an attitude of

i nterest, showing no fear but rather confidence that whatever was about to
happen woul d not involve them What was about to happen? That expectancy was a
part of it all, a waiting growing in intensity, willing himto do sonet hing,
be sonewhere. The day was dull and cl oudy, though there was no nore snow.

Per haps the sun could have nade the canyon between buil di ngs | ess dour.

Del i berately, Diskan halted, dropping his supply bag, seating hinmself on sone
steps leading up to a doorway with a sense of defiance. He ate, slowy,
drawi ng out the meal as |ong as possible. H s vision of Xcothal, which had

i ngered beyond the dream had worn away during the day, as if he had rubbed
it off against these age-old stones. As he gazed about hi mnow, he wondered
how he coul d ever believe this city had been alive. And who had lived here

t hen? Those shadows that had remai ned shadows with no definite shape? Wy—t
could just as well have been dead in his dreamor at |east uninhabited, save
for the brothers-in-fur—A sound, echoing. Diskan's hand went to the stunner
but he did not draw that weapon. A |linping paw had di sl odged a stone to



announce the comi ng of the one who now noved to nmeet him for this was the one
who had fought in the road pass. And the eyes were on Di skan. He shrugged and
pi cked up his supply bag. There was no reason for himto fight that summons,
one he felt was inperative. He noved on, his dreamreviving as the
brother-in-fur linped beside him There were others, too. Diskan did not need
to see them Their presence was as tangible as if he could lay hand on their
fur. On and on, the buildings always rising. The city, specul ated D skan, mnust
be not unlike a pyramid. Odd that he had not noticed that fact fromthe ridge
top on his first sighting of the ruins. He could now count nore than ten
stories before the weathered and broken rooflines showed. But ahead was a yet
taller building. « This was it, the place he strove to reach in the dream Wy
he was sure of that, he could not tell, but he was. They canme out in the open
into a square, or rather a circle, into which fed street after street, as the
spokes of a wheel might join the hub. The centernost building was unlike the
rest in that it, too, was round, a stairway encircling it, to lead to a
covered arcade. Diskan crossed the open and began to clinb the stair Now those
who had accompani ed hi munseen were in the open, following himin a dark pack
soundl ess in their pacing, keeping always a little to the rear, in nunbers he
could not reckon. The arcade presented himw th a choice of doors. Diskan took
t he nearest and stepped into a gloomso great that he was blinded for those
nmonents it took his eyes to adjust. Then a thin filter of light from above
showed himthat he stood in a wedge-shaped room narrowi ng at the far end.

That was all, bare walls, bare floor, nothing! He | ooked to the one who had

i nped beside him "What do you want ?" he demanded, and his words echoed. They
want ed somet hing of him and that demand for action unknown battered him He
must do sonet hi ng—perform some act they were waiting for. Only they gave him
no clue, and the tension built in himuntil he cried aloud: "I don't know what
you want! Can't you understand? | don't know " The shout relieved some of the
pressure, or were they releasing himfromthe burden of their need? There was
a stir. Diskan glanced over his shoulder. As silently as they had conme in his
wake, they were retreating, |eaving himhere alone. Al one! He could not bear
bei ng al one—ot here! D skan dropped his supply bag, his club-spear. "No—t" He
was on his knees, reaching for the linping one with nore than entreaty, a
determ nation that, come what mght, he would keep that one with him There
was angry hissing—eyes blazing into his, a rejection so utter and conpl ete
that it froze Diskan until the animal had |inped out of range. Then that one,
too, was gone, and he was alone. All the pressure he had hal f sensed since the
nmorni ng' s awaki ng was off him but the void it left was so frightening that

Di skan could not find the strength to nove. Sonething great and wonderf ul

wi t hout description in any words of his, had been waiting here. And through
his own stupidity it was lost. Logic told himthat was not true, but enption
hamrered back it was—+t was! He was reaching for his club when he saw sone
marks in the dust on the floor, for the longer he sat there, the nore his
sight increased. Not clear prints—but sonmeone, or sonething, had been there
before him Dully, for the want of a better purpose, he began to follow them
Qut si de once again, in the covered way to which the steps led. Soil had bl own
in here through the centuries. There were clunps of withered grass rooted in
the [ arger deposits. And the tracks—nuch sharper nowboots! Two pairs, naybe

t hree—and a pl ace where another had trod across that trail. Three—four others
here! Wth a chance, they mght still be! Diskan broke into a shanmbling trot.
The trail circled the building to another doorway. He hesitated by that. N ght
was al nost here. He had no liking for the interior of the building in the
dark. What nenories, what ghosts could walk here in a man's dreans? He dared
not dream again of Xcothal as it had been. But there was |ight beyond, a thin
di ffused gleamthat came fromno visible opening. It mght have been born from
the air itself. There were tracks | eading straight across the room

Mechani cal Iy, Diskan followed them to be confronted by a bare wall into which
t hey vani shed. Shaken, he put his hand to the bl ocking surface. It noved, so
easily that he went off balance and fell into a corridor, also dimy lit. Here

t he dust had not gathered so thickly; there was only a srmudge or two to point



the trail. And the corridor was circular, apparently following the line of the

outer wall. Diskan took to thunmping the wall on his left, seeking another of
t hose nasked openings. H's guess was proved right when a second sw ngi ng stone
nmoved, and he | ooked into a well-1like space. Up and down that curled a stair.

Down he woul d not go—the gl oom hung there. But up—fromthe fl oor above he
m ght have a full view of the city and |l earn where he nowwas in relation to
t he swanmp shore from whi ch he had cone. Diskan clinbed, not finding it easy,
for the steps were steep and narrow, and there appeared to be no nore openi ngs
or landings until he cane to the top. He felt his way about that space, wth
no i dea how far he now was above street |evel. Another door stone opened into
a much wi der corridor, its right wall broken by arches through which he could
| ook into the clouded evening sky. Wnd blewin freshly, and D skan went to
stand there. The city spread out bel ow, yet between himand those buil di ngs
and streets, there was a curious haze, not a fog or m st such as he knew
el sewhere, but nore a distortion of sight, so that one nonment a building could
| ook so, the next seem altogether different. D skan was forcibly ren nded of
Xcothal as he had seen it in his dream There was no col or, none of the
feeling of happy rightness; yet the Xcothal he surveyed fromthis perch was
not the ruined city. That distortion did not frighten hing on the contrary, it
soot hed the sense of |oss that had ridden himsince his failure to fulfill the
pl an. of the brothers-in-fur. D skan continued to watch the shifting scenes
bel ow until a vast fatigue weighted his eyes and he shuffled back, to drop
with his shoulders to the inner wall, his hands resting on his knees. Hi s eyes
cl osed. Dreamhe was willing to dream again. Perhaps he would find the answer
so. But tonight there were no dreams. Shadows flitted through the streets,
hel d council together. He is not to our purpose—as the others were not. Forget
him Yet he dreaned clearly. O the others, only the fermal e dreaned, and as
she dreamed, she feared, awaking to call on the powers of her own kind for
protection. He dreamed, and in his dreams he was happy; thus he is unlike the
ot hers. Have you thought this, w se ones? W may not again <find what once we
had, but this one could be shaped to our purposes? A hard task shaping. And in
t he process of shaping, that which is shaped may break. Yet |let that not deter
t he shapi ng. How t hink you, one and all? Long has been the waiti ng—we are only
hal f of the whole. This one has been the nost responsive yet. Let shaping be
tried. Do we agree thus? W agree. Diskan slept soundly as the shadows
separated and went to acconplish purposes of their own in the streets of
Xcot hal

THE BLACK AND WHI TE birds wheel ed and circl ed outside the arched
openi ngs. Di skan watched them apathetically. He had not nmoved fromthe place
that night and fatigue had chosen for his rest, though the sun was bright and
the day sky cleared of all clouds. He felt enptied, w thout any wi sh to nove,
to think, to be-But now life sparked within him Dragging hinself to his feet,
D skan wal ked slowy back to the stair that had brought himto this perch
above the city. Wearily, he circled down, around and around that spiral
slowy, as the descent made himdizzy. There was a great silence within the
wal s of the building. Was it a tenple, a fortress, a palace? One of three—er
al | -he woul d never be sure. Diskan came out in the lower hall. Now nuch
plainer to read were the tracks he had foll owed the night before. For want of
any other enpl oynment, he began to trace again those others' passing. Shoul der
hi gh on one wall —a bl ackened streak. No stunner left that! Blaster raying,
t hough he was not too familiar with the traces of those |ethal weapons. And
just beyond that scar a door stood open. Diskan drew his stunner. Against a
bl aster that was hardly better than the club-spear, but it was the best he
had. The room beyond startled him In this building he had seen no signs of
ruin and decay, but now he fronted walls that were holed, riven in great gaps,
with a Gunble of debris out on the floor of the chanmber. And each of those
hol es gave upon bl ackness, as if there were great open space beyond. Fire
mar ks—sears of blast. This chaos, Diskan realized, was not the result of tine,
but the work of man, energetically tearing into fabric of the
bui | di ng—searchi ng for what? He began a cautious circuit of the chanber,



det ouring about the rubble, longing for a lanp with which to explore the

dar kness beyond. A chattering. D skan swung the stunner, thunbed the button
and saw a mass collapse linply. He turned over with the tofc of his boot the
body of one of the scavengers such as he had seen at the burned ground. He

st opped near some cl aw marked stone, from under which came a dark oozi ng, now
dried. D skan dropped his supply bag to exanmine the fall of stone nore
carefully. Gngerly, he began to |lever the top of the mass apart, then |eaped
away as it cascaded fromhiminto the gap of the broken wall. Sound reached
himfromthe shaki ng nound, a clicking. Diskan readied the stunner, watching
for another of the scavengers, but the linted light reveal ed i nstead a head,
shoul ders, an outflung arm The man was dead, had been so for sone tinme. \Wat
Di skan coul d see of his clothing suggested a spacer uniform and there was the
glint of an officer's insignia on his upstanding collar. On the wist of the
outflung armwas a wide bracelet inset with a dial. The face of that gl owed,
and fromit came a steady ticking—a comdevice of some sort. And it was
recordi ng or broadcasti ng—er what ever—even now. On inmpul se, Diskan pulled the
thing over the cold hand and brought it into better light. A dial, wthout any
synmbol s or figures he could read, only a single needle that swayed as he noved
the bracelet, swinging so that its delicately arrowed head al ways pointed in
the sane direction, to his right now, but ever to one wall as he tested it by
turning. A direction finder of sorts. Intrigued, Diskan tried to slip it over
his own wist, discovered the supporting ring too small, and finally attached
it to his belt. He returned to the dead man. Two bl ocks Di skan coul d not nove
i mpri soned the body, but he cleared away enough of the rubble to see what had
brought the man down. Not the fall of the wall, which had partly entonbed him
but a bl aster burn across his body breast high. The condition of the chanber
was now clear; it had been a battlefield. Slowy, Diskan piled the |argest
stones he could find back over what he had uncovered for the only burial he
could give the stranger. Now he wanted to get out into the Iight of day. He
struck at the linmp scavenger with the club before he left, thus making sure it
woul d not return to its digging. As he went, Diskan watched the device he had
taken fromthe body. The needle still pointed in one direction, and it seened
to Diskan that the clicking accelerated. Wat could it be attuned to? O hers
roaming this pile, carrying on sonme desperate struggle of their own? D skan
had no wish to be involved. But still the swing of the needle intrigued him
and he followed its |l ead along the outer corridor. Then that hair-thin guide
pointed left. D skan searched the wall for an entrance, and the stone gave
under his hand. Before himwas a hole blasted in the surface of the far wall.
The clicking was a steady purr, but that purr warned him He had no wish to
wal k into blaster fire. Slowy, D skan backed away and |let the outer door
slide into place behind him This was another nystery of Xcothal and one he
did not want to solve. Walking firmy, he went out of the building into which
t he ani mal s had brought him Wen he was on the stairs in the outer air, he
breat hed deeply. He nust get away, free hinself fromthe dead city, fromhis
failure here. The quarrel of off-world strangers was none of his. He felt a
curious detachment, as if he had no tie with his own species any nore. He bad
drawn heavily on his supplies. Could he work his way back to the cache? D skan
closed his eyes for the nmonent, trying nentally to picture the route he had
cone. It was sinple. He might not be trained to track, but there was nothing
difficult about this. He strode confidently down the stairs and | ooked for the
opening into the street that had brought himhere. Then his confidence ebbed a
little. Al those wheel spokes of open ways | ooked exactly alike. He had cone
in there-no, there—er had he? He could not tell by the buildings; they were
all the sanme. The norning's sun had nelted the snow patches that m ght have
hel d tracks; he had no gui de save chance. But that was the way to the ridge.

Di skan turned to face it. And surely, once pointed in the right general
direction, he could find his way. Let himsee the ridge as a | andmark and he
was safe. He entered the street he had chosen. Too bad he had not been nore
observant yesterday. But during the last part of that journey, after the

ani mal had joined him he had been aware only of his conpani ons, the one



besi de himand those he could not see. And of those, there had been no trace
since they had left himin the wedge chanber. If this was not the street he
had traversed yesterday, it was very like it. The sun glistened on what Di skan
t hought was a runnel of ice and then saw was a track, a shining mark running
straight fromone building to another. He poked at it with the spear point,
and the wood skidded on a slick, sliny surface, rising with a ball of noxious
material on its tip. Diskan thrust it again and again into a humock of grass
to clean it. He hurried on, not liking the |ooks of that trail, if trail it
was, and certainly not wishing to investigate its source. The birds and the
animal s had been in the city yesterday, but now he began to see di sturbing
traces of other possible inhabitants. A second slinme trail, w der, thicker

and nore disgusting than the first crossed the street. And this tine D skan
had to take a running leap to clear it. Perhaps the creatures who nade these
were night crawers. If so,-, the sooner he won out of the city, the better

It had lost for himall the appeal of his drean its sinister aspect was

growi ng, so that even when the sun shone brightly into its streets, the
bui | di ngs seened to exhale gloomfromtheir open doorways, setting up a fog of
fear. Diskan broke into a trot, glancing fromside to side, and now and then
over his shoul der. There was no nmovenent, no sight of anything. But that very
stillness was part of his disconfort, for it hinted at things lying in wait
behi nd a wi ndow, w thin the shadow of a doorway. Allowing himto cone, to
pass, then foll owi ng—Twi ce he stopped short, faced about, stunner ready,
certain that he had heard sone betrayi ng noise, that danger prowl ed at his
heel s. He consulted the device he had taken fromthe dead man. The cli cking
was very faint, barely audi ble when he held it to his ear. And the needle

poi nted back to the center of the city. He was sure the peril he sensed had
nothing to do with his own kind. This was of the city, yet not of Xcothal. An
enpty shell had been left, and into that enptiness had craw ed other things
that had no kinship with those who had built the shell, who were, in fact, the
opposite of those first intelligences. This was no city of prom sed |light,
color, and joy, as he had seen it yesterday, but a graveyard, given over to
all that opposed his dream Mre sline tracks, and one so wi de that he feared
he could not leap it. The noi some odor was stronger; the tracks coul d perhaps
be fresher. Then Di skan knew that he had chosen the wong road, for the street
wi dened into a great pool with a center of blue nud. And that nud blew a
bubbl e as he watched, the dull skin swelling out and out—to break, spew ng
bits of yellow stuff over the surface of the | ake. The yell ow substance was

I ight enough to be air-borne, floating in notes. Sonme of these sped together
as steel attracted to a magnet. And when they met, there was a spark of fire,
a small flaming coal, which fell to nelt a bit of ice or set flame to a tuft
of dried reed. And there was a stench worse than that fromthe slime tracks.
No safe way of crossing that |ake. The ice crust was thin, and Di skan did not
trust the footing along its shore, which | apped against the walls of the
bui | di ngs. Back—back to the hub circle and choose again, and D skan had the
feeling that something was satisfied, amused by his retreat. At the circle, he
sat down on one of the steps of the center building. Here the sun shown
warner, nore brightly. Wen he | ooked down any one of those streets, it was to
nmeet obscurity, akin to that which had bew | dered hi m when he had surveyed the
city fromthe arched wal k at the top of the tower structure. Yet this was
different, for then he had a sense of expectant enchantnent, whereas this

war ned, repelled, set up a barrier. D skan weighed the bag of supplies. He
could ration what was left. Al these supplies carried various sustaining
ingredients that allowed one to stretch themthin and still have an adequate

| evel of nourishnment. But he wanted out—-away fromthose nowsinister streets,
back to the natural rock and marsh he coul d understand. Deliberately, he
studied the four streets to his left. Down the first he had just returned. But
he had retai ned enough nenory of yesterday to linit the possible exit to one
of those four—er the three he had not tried. Now he selected the center one of
the trio and set out for the second tine. Slinme trails again, but these had
hardened in the frosty air. For the rest, this way was exactly like the first.



He held to a brisk walk. It was past m dday, and he wanted to be out of this
maze before sundown. To be caught at night in one of these dark ways was a
risk he did not want to take, and he nust make good tinme now A |lake, wth
blue mud for its center—Di skan did not believe what he saw. He ranmed the
spear point against the ice surface at his feet, and it pierced the pane over
dark fluid, releasing an evil snell, proving its reality. He was back agai n!
But he had not taken the same street—he could not have nade that mi stake!
Holding fiercely to that belief, D skan retreated for the second tine. The
street that had brought him here before—that had been the first of those
probabl e ones, and this had been the third! He knew that was true. Yet as far
as he could see, he stood now just where he had before-Back to the hub
Panting and sweating, he squatted once again on the steps and counted those
streets with a finger. He had been right! Here was the ration tube he had
sucked dry and left Iying to mark where he had rested. That was the first
street, that the third! And since they radi ated out spokew se, why, one could
not run into the other wthout sone curve he would have noticed. Yet he had
found the | ake the second tine. Diskan put his head in his hands and tried to
consi der the problemcarefully, logically, only there was no normal logic in
this. So, he nmust have counted wong sone way. Only he had not, one part of
his brain shrieked—he had notl This was the old frustration, the old

deaf eati ng know edge that sonehow he had not performed some function with the
ri ght responses. Thoroughly shaken, Di skan was al nost afraid nowto lift his
head and | ook at those streets so nuch alike, so rmuch a trap for him Wen he
did raise his eyes to survey themwith a control he fought to hold, the
obscurity had deepened. Wiy, he was hardly able to see down any |l ength farther
than the first three or four buildings. D skan gave a gasping cry, caught up
supply bag and cl ub, and began to clinb the steps of the core building. For
all his determination, he could not face the nmurk of those streets. And to
cone a third tine to that | ake would be nore than his sanity could stand. He
pushed in the first open door and | ooked about the deep gl oomof the hall into
whi ch the animals had brought him Full circle! It nust have been near this
same hour yesterday that he had stood here. Then he had been keyed to desires,
pressures fromw thout. Now he was al one—very much al one. Di skan gazed at the
bl ank walls, his eyes always returning to the point of the wedge where the
dusk was thickest. Yet he had no uneasiness of spirit such as had frightened
himin the sonberness of the streets. Wat had been the purpose of this
chanmber? It was so |arge, conpani es of worshipers could have gathered here.
Was it a fane? O hundreds of councilors could have debated together if this
was a place of government. A court m ght have held vast formal cerenonials
down its length. Now all was silence, dust, shadows. No trace of carving, no
matter how worn, none of the vague inpressions of what mght be runes ran

al ong the snmooth surfaces of the narrowing walls, no altar, no dais, no throne
raised fromthe floor. He began to walk toward the narrowed point. At his
belt, the device ticked nore and nmore loudly. His glance told himthat the
needl e poi nted ahead when he held it on bis palm But here was no rubble or
battl e sign. Suddenly, Diskan spoke. "Wat do you want of nme?" In a nmeasure he
had begun to feel as he had the day before—that a demand was buil di ng,
becom ng nore inperative, that he was being given a second chance at sone
test, the inportance of which was past his assessing. He was m dway down the
chanmber now. Did the shadows gathered at the point have substance? Wre the
animal s returning? No, he could not see them turning, pacing, noving in to
Bieet him Nothing so concrete awaited him Still some sense tricked him or
his eyes, into that belief in nmovenent, in the appearance of a pattern formng
there, woven to a purpose he could not guess. If he could only follow the
lines of that pattern, he m ght understand! But though he concentrated, tried
to force such understanding, it did not come—enly that movenment he coul d not
trace. And at last it dw ndl ed into nothingness and was gone. "Tell nel" Hs
voi ce arose in a despairing cry, echoing through the hall. But when those
echoes died away, there was only a dusty silence and a | oss that hurt. D skan
wai t ed, hoping to see again that weaving which was only half on the borderline



of his sight, to catch fromthe air about himsome hel pful hint of purpose, to
learn the step to be taken, the unseen door that must be opened. Nothi ng—
What ever had brought a small measure of life for a portion of time to this
age-old hall had died, as a fire mght fall to ashes, its flanmes unfed. He
turned at last, his shoulders hunched and bowed, his pace a tired shuffle.
This last and perhaps greatest of his failures left himdrained of all purpose
and feeling. He went out to the hall, and because he had no place else to go,
he found again the inner stair and clinbed to his perch of the night before.
Bel ow was Xcot hal, but this tine he had no desire to | ook out upon its ruins.
He feared what he might see in those streets as the night closed in. As one
who nurses a pain that cannot be soothed, he rocked slowy back and forth on
hi s haunches, his arnms folded over his mddle. "Wat do you want of nme?" That
was no shout, only a ragged whisper, but he repeated it over and over, unti
his mouth was dry, his voice husky. And there was never any answer, not even
the cry of a bird. He did not sleep; he could not. The sense of danger arose
about his post as the fumes of the nud | ake had billowed up with their choking
stench. No test of courage could be harder to face. In the darkness, D skan
fought back, and he had so little to fight with! But the hour came when
because he could not live with his own fear any |onger, D skan craw ed on
hands and knees across the cold stone to | ook down on the city, the pit from
which that terror arose. Dark such as he had not imagi ned—yet the |onger he
wat ched, the nore he saw that there were degrees of darkness in a way he could
find no words to describe. There was a flow ng, an ebbing there al so—ot to be
defined—a life that was not his Me, nor the Iife of that other weaving in the
chanmber. This was a thing that had entered unbi dden, that strove to knit

itself into the ruined walls, to remain, unless that which had once been cane
agai n. That which had once been! Xcothal —"It is past— He did not know why he
spoke that protest in a frozen whisper. Past! Past! Perhaps his word had been
taken up by an echo; perhaps it was only the sigh of a breeze below his

| ookout. The coiling of the dark upon the dark grew swifter, reached higher
about the hub building. D skan nade hinself watch it. H s body shivered and
his nails cut deeper into his own flesh, although he was not aware of that
smal |l pain through the larger that filled him Xcothal -he clung to his dream
strove to batter aside the tide of darkness with the color, the life, the
beauty it smothered and buried. Xcothal should not be taken! That which had
dwelt here could not be so lightly overcone, bani shed—Xcot hal —Di skan st ared
into the night and fought—+hrowing away all logic, all reason. He only knew
that, in summning his dreamand holding it, he was waging a small engagenent
inthe mdst of a battle, and he held to his post grimy. Wat had been dark
waves beating on shadows began to change. He did not know when he saw t hat
first spark of light flash into being, a pinpoint in the streets. But there
cane anot her and anot her—ni nute sparks of |ight whose origin he could not
guess. They followed no pattern, a cluster here, a line of individual points
there, a solitary beamin the m dst of heavy dark. They did not nove as did
the whirling |l ashings of the dark but endured as outposts. And at |ength, no
nore ap-. peared. Di skan unclenched his fists. Again on his hands and knees,
he went back to the wall. He did not want to sleep; he did not need it. There
was a tingling awareness of the night, such as he had never experienced
before, running through his veins, wanning himso that with inpatient fingers
he pulled at the throat of the parka, opening it farther. Somethi ng—he did not
know j ust what —had happened, as if a nmachine long idle had been triggered into
action once again, and ripples spreading fromthat action were | apping on, out
and out. WAs this what they had wanted of him the brothers-in-fur? No, swift
on the heels of that cane the denial, and he knew it was the truth. He had
failed then, but now-bBi skan did not notice the device hung at his belt. On the
dial the needle quivered, fluttered; the clicking was a solid purr that did
not reach his deaf ears. Al that was real for himnow was what lay out there
in the night, stirring, noving. And this time—surely this time—he was going to
earn what it was! NOT A SOUND but a vibration in the air, through his body,
was transmtted by the stone on which he crouched. A sumons? After it, a



quiver, as if each and every heavy stone in these walls strove to answer, only
had no way of giving voice. Diskan waited tense, yearning-Again! H s body
obeyed wi thout any command fromhis brain as he stood up. In his veins, the

bl ood fl owed nore quickly; he felt alert, ready for anything that m ght cone.
The deadening fog of fear had been rent into tatters, was shriveling from him
In the dark, needing no physical sight as a guide, D skan found the stairs,
began to descend. Beat—ence again! A heart awakening into |ife—Xcothal's
heart? In his eagerness, he stunbled, alnost fell, and that m shap taught him
caution. Round and around, down, always waiting for that beat of life within
the core of ancient death. He was on the threshold of the wedge-shaped chanber
when it vibrated for the fourth time. And he saw the furred ones noving up the
steps, slipping around and about him as if he had no existence in their eyes.
There was no reckoning the nunmber of their dark shapes in this pale |ight.

Di skan only knew that they were many and that they came fromall directions,
pressing with purpose up the outer steps, toward the wedge chanber. The
brothers-in-fur! But they could not be al one—there nust be the others!
Bewi | dered, Diskan drew to one side just within the doorway, his eyes
searching for what he felt nust be there, though what he sought, he could not
explain. The interior of the huge hall, which had been so dusky, was now
growing lighter. Sparks hung in the air here and there, always above the mass
of furred bodies, reared up on their broad haunches, their heads all turned to
the narrow far end, as if fixed in a hypnotic stare on sone point or thing he
could not see. There were so many of theml Now their heads noved, a rhythmc
ripple that ran back |ike a breaking wave to D skan's place by the door. And
following that ripple came the vibration, stronger now, a beat that shook the
building, the living things init, as if the very earth heaved. Ripple,

ripple. Wth a start, D skan becanme conscious his own head had joined in the
sl ow bend forward and back. The sparks in the air grew brighter. They were of
different colors, gens tossed aloft to hang in brilliant array—green, bl ue,
orange, scarlet, violet, shades in between, dazzling to watch. From over the
heads of the animals, the |lights noved out and away, drifting to the bare
wal I s. But where they touched the stone they nelted, spread in glistening
runnel s and shooting trails of jeweled fire. And they were not still, those
runnel s and trails, but noved, interweaving, |oosing, weaving again another
design, as had the dusky shadows. Only this was the splendor of which that had
been the dyi ng ashes. Diskan shaded his eyes with his hand from what was cl ose
to searing brilliance. He | onged to watch, and yet he could no | onger do so.
He was on his knees, his head noving in time with those of the animals about
him And fromthem a vast wave of ecstasy, which was al so expectancy of sone
greater wonder to cone, rose about him Boom Boom Xcothal awakeni ng—the past
returning to fl ower again. Yes! Yes! Diskan's |lips shaped the words he could
not voice aloud. To know—+o be in Xcothal in this hour! This was what he had
sought wi t hout understanding. He stood on a threshold; take only one step and
wonder beyond reckoning was his! A scream—The fabric of lights, of rapport
with the animals, was rent as if a knife had slashed it. Dazed, Diskan shook
and shivered. He fell forward, and that saved his life, for over hima blaster
volt blazed, to strike the wall and scar it with a core of crinson
destruction. Diskan twisted, still too nuch under the spell to know nore than
that it had been broken. He stared up, benused, at the snoking evidence of
that shot. Then he was knocked down and rolled over by furred bodi es | aunched
at him And by the tinme he fought his way free of those, his wits were back
Had he really been attacked by the ani mal s? D skan t hought not as he sat up
back against the wall, well out of line of the doorway from which that bl ast
must have come. His conpanions in that ritual had nerely renmoved himspeedily
fromthe line of fire. Fire froman off-world weapon! Now a piercing buzzing
fromhis belt! Had that device guided the eneny here? Di skan unhooked it and
almost threw it fromhim his grief and anger at the interruption turning into
a snol dering rage. No, he would hunt that other down! He had been close to
dying in that ray, yes. But what was worse, he had | ost that which had been

al most within his grasp here. And for that there was no pardon! This thing he



held in his hand, it could perhaps guide himto his attacker. However, as he
scranbl ed up, the aninmals pressed about him inposed their bodies as a barrier
bet ween him and the doorway. "No!" Diskan strove to elude their guard. "Let me
t hrough!" He thrust against them Then he renenbered the stunner, dragged it
out, and sprayed widely with it. That cleared a path as the ani nmals went down,
tenmporarily paral yzed. Diskan ran into the night, the com device in one hand,
the stunner in the other. Free of the chanber, he paused. To charge ahead into
a blaster was stupid. Logic took over, forced control that his rage had
broken. Do not run into death-hunt, trail, use what cunning he had. He studied
the dial on his palm The needle swng to his left, in the general direction
of the ruined chanber in which he had found the dead nman. Here it was dark

his sight was still dazzled by the lights that had snapped into nothi ngness at
the firing of the blaster. But the dark could be a cloak as well as a

di sadvant age. Al so he remenbered the way well enough. Wth his shoul der

agai nst the wall, Diskan crept along the curve. The buzz of the device was

| ess strong; his quarry nust be well ahead. But the needle pointed fixedly on
And he would find hi mpaost certainly he would find him Behind himforces he
did not sense stirred. He was close; he nmust not get away. So cl ose we were,
brothers! Let himgo; he is useless to us now To hinmself he has returned.

Per haps he is not for our shaping. C ose! There was a chorus of that, beating
down doubts. Until he comes again to the threshold by his own wi sh, he is

usel ess. Let himseek now his kind; let that be the test. There was
opposition, ready and hot, but it was overruled. If he goes to his death, then
that is the ordained pattern, and we cannot change it by all the arts. W
cannot be whole with that which is flawed. He nmust aid in his own shaping, or
the shape will be inperfect. Let himgo free to do what is in himto do. Only
when he has freed hinself can he enter the portal we open to him W watch, we
wait, but we cannot nove until he is again with an open m nd and heart. So
close—Wstful, regretting. Cose, yes. But now, waiting—Qur renewal is

del ayed; we cannot change that, for any recharging will take tine, nuch tine.
Di skan entered the roomwi th the broken walls, his eyes turned away fromthe
pile of stones that was now a tonb. In the dimlight of the room he could see
the needl e pointed to one of the wall rents. Crazy to go in there without a
torch, w thout any hope of seeing what |ay ahead, while the one he hunted
could be in anmbush. But, crazy or not, he was .going | An incautious step
anong the rubble, and he fell heavily. As he lay there for a nonent, he heard
a sound ahead, and the com buzzed nore loudly. Hs teeth clenched, D skan
craw ed on, taking that one small precaution against a blast. Qddly enough, as
he thrust head and shoul ders through the hole, he did not come into absolute
dar kness such as he thought existed beyond the walls. |Instead, once past that
barrier, he found gray half light, and he was not far from another stair. But
this curled down and not up. Reaching that, Diskan lay flat, his ear pressed
to the floor. Faint sounds—feet on the steps? The eneny was novi ng away. But
to be trapped on the stair, a target fromraying frombel own—He waited unti

t he sounds were so faint that he could hardly distinguish them And then he
swung over, planted his feet on the steps, and began to descend, but with
caution. The buzz of the device was faint, a click instead of a steady beat.
When he held it to his eyes, the needl e changed with every curve of the stair.
Round and around, down and down. He was already certain he nust be well bel ow
the I evel of the streets without. There was danp rising fromthe stairwell,
and with it an unpl easant odor of decay, such as mght issue froma swanp.

Per haps there was some underground outlet on the marsh bog that had cone to
partially swallow Xcothal. He had to sl ow his descent; the rounds of the stair
were maki ng himdi zzy. And once, during one of those pauses, he heard a sound
from behi nd. Di skan pushed against the wall, his head up, peering up the
corkscrew. Qutlined in the dimlight was a round furred head. The ani mal s! At

| east one of themwas trailing him He had used the stunner freely back there
in the chanber. Had his act turned friend into eneny? But when he halted, that
one halted, too, did not strive to draw closer. After a | ong nonent, Diskan
relaxed. In a way, this was a return to his first days on this world of



nmysteries, when he had been dogged across the ridge by just such a foll ower.
He began to descend again. How deep was that curl of stairway? He had not
tried to count the steps, but at long last, they brought himto a firmfooting
fromwhi ch a passage ran. And here the swanp had thrust exploring fingers. The
dank air was filled with evil odors. There were unwhol esone, faintly gl ow ng
growm hs on the wall in | eprous patches, others noduling up fromthe floor

D skan had never seen a place he liked less. Yet the device told himhis way

| ay ahead, and he could see traces of another's passing-broken fungi growhs
and smears on the slimy floor. Those ragged wall growths made it difficult to
see clearly. Diskan picked a very slow and cautious path, |istening al ways—for
t he sound of footsteps before him to the buzz of the com for the animal

behi nd. The latter he did not hear at all, but the ticking of the com
approached a steady purr once nore. It was lighter down here than it had been
al oft, fromthe |unm nescence of those nonstrous and contorted growhs. So foul
was their general appearance that Di skan took every precaution to avoid any
direct contact with them But he inadvertently brushed the back of his hand
agai nst a spi ke of fleshy stuff broken by the passing of the one he trail ed.
He mi ght have put his hand into flanes, the pain bringing back a swift menory
of the hurt he had taken to dis-con the watcher robot. Then the powers of the
ship had heal ed his wound. Now he could only rub his knuckl es across the skirt
of the parka, hoping he was renmoving the irritating ooze, not snearing it in.
There was an angry puffing at the base of his fingers, and he felt sharp stabs
of pain when he tried to flex them Mre of the broken "branches" hung ahead,
maki ng himsquirmand twi st to avoid their dripping poison. Wy had the eneny
not used his blaster to burn clear a passage? D skan knew very little about

t hose weapons. Legally, they could be worn and used only by off-worlders on

pl anets certified dangerous, and by those of the Service. The ordinary
galactic citizen had no reason to use them He presuned they were charged nuch
the sane as the stunners, with a neasure of energy that woul d becone
exhausted. And if the man ahead had not used his now to burn off this fung

for a clear passage, it could nean that his present blaster charge was | ow

For the first tine in hours, Diskan exanined the pointer on the stunner. He
had used it on the scavenger and had sprayed his path clear with it above. And
it had read only half charged when he had found it. Now that small black |ine
rested very close to the red "enpty." So if the eneny | acked weapon power, he
was hardly any better off. Still, he had no intention of retracing his way up
into the open. What had brought the man he tracked down into this hell hole?
Flight froma stronger party? If so, where had that enemy gone? The ani nmal s?
No, the dead man al oft had been blaster-killed, and up in the great hall, the
bl aster had been ainmed at Di skan, not into the mass of furred ones anong which
he had knelt. So the other must have believed himpart of the threat that had
driven himinto hiding. Ahead was an open space cleared of all the grow h,
save for some shriveled tendrils and ash on the floor. A blaster had been used
here systematically, to clean a long stretch of wall on both sides of the
passage. And carvings had been laid bare by that burning—rot eroded into faint
shadows as they had been above, but deep and cl ear, though discolored by the
countl ess years the fungi had rooted over them Not pictures but runes, truly
runes 1 Only the sweep of those markings held no sense as they foll owed curves
not lines over the walls, both horizontally and vertically, in such an

i nvol ved massing that it was very difficult to separate any one mark fromthe
rest. Four blocks, two to a wall, faced each other. And smashed before one | ay
a mass of glass and netal, which was surely off-world in origin. Beside it a
broken coil of voice tape, snapped and snarled upon itself, coiled in a
never-to-be untangl ed knot. Diskan's comdevice was purring in a rising beat.
He avoided the tangle of tape and reached the part of the passage beyond where
t he growt hs began again. "G ufa na sandank—forwarre!" That shout could have
cone from anywhere ahead, but Di skan thought it sounded cl ose, too close. And
t he words had no neaning. He took shelter behind a bulge of fungi. That could
have been not hing but a warning. The high voice had held a note of hysteria,
which was a further deterrent to plunging headl ong up the passage. This place



was enough to turn a man's mnd. Diskan could well believe that whoever
shouted m ght ray anything or anyone who had hi mcornered. "Wo are you?"

Di skan tried to nake that sound cal mand natural. He spoke Basic and waited
for an answer he hoped m ght make sense. "You nmake no fools of us, Jack Scum
Cone on and you'll be rayed!" Basic was used for reply this time, but that did
not make any nore sense as far as he was concerned. "I don't know who your
Jack Scum may be," Diskan called. "I don't know who you are either. I ama
wreck survivor |anded here by chance. My nane is Diskan Fentress." "Waring a
Jack coatP There was scornful disbelief in that. "You have to the count of
five; then we shall fire the wall growhs. The snoke of their burning wll

stifle you!" "Wearing a coat | found in a survivor cache," Diskan returned
hurriedly. So that was why he had been rayed up there. Hi s parka | abel ed him
one of the eneny. "I tell you—ny spacer cracked up here. |1've been wandering
around— "1 don't believe you. Kal nadra sonkl" "All right, I'mgoing." He

stepped back into the cleared space. This business of the snmoke from burning
wal | growths being suffocating could be true, but if his guess was right, they
woul d not waste blaster fire. He glanced around. Carefully, in the mddle of

t he passage well away fromthe walls, stood one of the animals, its head up
watching him It nmoved a step or two, linping, and D skan knew it for the one
that had shared the fight in the pass. It canme on slowy to stand beside him
faci ng down passage. And Di skan had the feeling that again they were ranged
agai nst a conmmon foe. A murmur from beyond, not |oud enough for himto

di stingui sh words, just enough for himto guess that there were nore than one
waiting up there. "No—you cannotl Pl ease, H gh One, cone back—pl easel” That
hi gh voice, again strung to nervous protest. There was novenment ahead. A
figure lurched, apparently out of the wall, w th another and slighter one
draggi ng back at it. The larger took a step or two in Diskan's direction, then
crashed on the slinmed floor, pulling the other with it. D skan sprang forward,
using the stunner, knowi ng this was his chance. Both of the figures lay still,
caught in the bonds of the beam A nonment |ater he was standi ng over them
stooping to search for their weapons. A Zacathan! The soft folds of the neck
and head frill spread out behind the alien's head. H s yell ow gray skin al npbst
mat ched the color of the growmhs. The large reptilian eyes stared up at

Di skan, though there was an oddly unfocused quality in them Above the alien's
wai st the tight fabric of a protecto-suit had been cut away to all ow bandagi ng
of his torso; then plasta-skin had been poured over the wide folds. His
smal | er compani on al so stared at Di skan as he rolled the body over, but those
eyes were very aware, filled with fear and loathing. A girl, her hair tunbling
out of a net, her protecto-suit smeared and scraped—and in her belt what he
was seeking, the blaster. He transferred that before he | ooked around. There
was a gap in the wall, a rough-hewn doorway. They must have cone through
there. He nmoved to explore the space beyond. He found two supply bags, a
bedrol | spread out, an ever-bumlanp, and a junble of other things piled

agai nst the far wall—but no one else. Diskan lifted the girl and carried her
in, to, drop her on the bedroll. Then he nmade the same trip with the Zacathan
whom he stretched out on the floor. The alien's skin was harsh and dry to the
touch; he was nmanifestly fevered, perhaps seriously hurt. Wth his hands on
his hips, D skan | ooked fromone to the other. Survivors froma crashed ship
woul d not be wearing protecto-suits. Those were the issue of some government
service to be used by planet explorers. He did not know how | ong he woul d have
to wait before they cane out fromunder the effects of the stunner beam and he
woul d be able to ask sonme questions, but now he had plenty of tine.

THE FFRRED ONE stretched out across the doorway, now and agai n gazing
out into the passage, listening perhaps, Diskan thought. He hinself prow ed
the room inspecting the material piled there. Then he triggered a tape
reader, which had a spool set init. "Report 6A3, Mmr Expedition. Fifth day
since we hol ed up. Hist Techneer Zingrald suffering fromhis wound, has been
al ternati ng between unconsci ousness and fevered raving. Necessary for nme to go
above to see whether we are still being hunted. WII record again upon ny
return. Jul ha Than signing off." "Jul ha Than," Di skan repeated, peering down



at the girl, who watched himw th those hating eyes. "I am D skan Fentress—
Coul d he be sure—=2 He thought that there had been a change in her icy regard
when he repeated his nanme. On inpul se, he struggled out of the tight parka so
she coul d see his Vaan tunic, spotted and worn as it was. "It was the truth |
told you," he added. "I survived a spacer crash; ny ship was swallowed up in a
mud bog. And | found a cache—that's where | got this coat." As long as the
stunner held, she could not answer, but she would have to listen, not being
able to thrust her fingers into her ears as he had in the Vaanchard garden. "I
don't know what has been going on here. | found a dead nan under sone rubble
in the roomthis passage stair heads from He was wearing this, and that is
what led me to you—after you tried to ray ne." Diskan held the device in her
line of vision. "Believe nme, I"'mnot after you. | have no reason to fight— He
t hought that he had at that nonent when he had stormed out of the chanber
after the fleeing sniper. However, that rage had cool ed. Now he coul d
understand the m stake about the parka. He turned away fromthe girl and went
to kneel beside the Zacathan. There was nothing he could do for the alien. His
nmedi cal know edge was nil; he had had no intensive briefing in first aid such
as all nenbers of an expedition were given. Doubtless the girl had al ready
done all she could for the alien. D skan was inpatient for the stun effect to
wear off, to ask questions. Once nore he turned to the tape reader. There were
other disks fitted in bel ow the speaker. Di skan awkwardly freed the tape in
the flow bars and took the first one fromthe small rack to snap in its place.
"Report 2Bl1." He thought he recognized the girl's clipped speech. "The firing
of the wall growth produces a nauseous and perhaps dangerous effect. We have
wi thdrawn to the side chanber, |eaving the port-blast on renote control. There
i s good evidence that the deductions are correct, that the 'Place of G eat
Riches' lies near here and we may well uncover the clue in this wall search
Captain Ranbo and his two crewren have gone for nore heat-unit charges and to
secure the ship during our work here. Jul ha Than, Second Tech, reporting."
CAick, click, click, and then the voice began again: "Report 2B2. Heat unit in
t he port-blast exhausted, but use was successful. Wall shows excellent series
of carvings-see vid tape 884. First Tech Mk s'Fan has gone to explore ahead.
Have received two progress signals fromhim Captain Ranbo and his nen have
not returned yet. W cannot use the in-probe w thout the stepped-up beaner
they are to bring. Using this period to make detail ed scan-vid record of
uncovered walls." Again the clicking interval. Then another voice, harsher
with a hissing intonation—without doubt, that of the Zaca-than. And this

di ctated portion was couched in a technical code that meant nothing to D skan
That flowed on and on until the tape was exhausted. D skan put the rewound

di sk back in its slot and selected one fromfarther along. "Report 5D5. No
reply fromFirst Tech s'Fan in eight planet hours. Have set recall three hours
ago, putting it on urgent. Have tried to reach Captain Ranbo also. No reply
since the garbl ed message of an hour ago. The aninmals are on the stairway and
seem hostil e, keeping us fromascending. H st Tech Zingrald does not want to
incite them for the reasons he stated in his earlier report. Since they test,
even by our crude nethods, about 8 over X or nore, he is striving to establish
contact by the Four Rules. They do not nobve against us, but neither will they
permt us to | eave here. Have set both ship call and sumoner on full and

| ocked them" There was an interval and then Jul ha's voice, not precise or
controlled this time, but high in tone, her words com ng fast and sl urred:
"Report 5D6. Message from ship, cut off after a few words. Ship under attack
no answer froms'Fan. The aninmals are still guarding the stair, naking no nove
at us— The nessage broke off, and there was nothing nore on the tape. Diskan
pul l ed out the next and threaded it in. "Report 5-5D— Plainly, Jul ha had been
uncertain of the proper nuneration. Her voice was strained, and she spoke
haltingly. "After the aninmals di sappeared, we went up the stair. No sign of

anyt hi ng anm ss above. The trail markers were still up, but we tried twice to
get out of the city and found ourselves | ost. Have no explanation for this. At
nightfall, returned to the tower-tenple. Animals gathered in the usual way in

the great hall. Tried to enter, but two barred the way. We have returned to



base canp here. No messages recorded while we were gone. | asked the H gh One
to put me under hypo-sl eep again toni ght—+the dreans have been grow ng worse.
He wi shes me to allow them and record by brain-read, but they frighten nme so
cannot stand that. No animals on the stair. W shall prepare energency packs
and try again tonmorrow to | eave the city. Cannot see how the markers becanme so
confused. Hist Tech Zingrald will now add to this report— The Zacathan in his
own code conpleted the tape. Diskan | ooked once again at the girl. "So you
couldn't get out of the city either,” he commented. "Wat happens to those
streets when one tries to make the ridge? Does it affect everyone? And you had
markers to foll ow= Her eyes were no |onger wary or fearful. She was surveying
himnow as if he were a problemthat interested rather than repelled her
"Now'—bi skan reached for the neighboring di sk—=what happened next?" "Report
6A1l. Set out at dawn for a newtry to return to the ship. Saw party of three
com ng i n—watched them fromtown | ookout. The Hi gh One believes themto be
Jacks. Renmmi ned on the upper wal k. As they drew near, we noted ani mals about
them but in hiding. W kept to cover, but thought it best to withdraw to
lower levels. Can only be old story of the treasure drawing themfor a grab

If so, we may be al one, and Captain Ranbo and his nmen are-are already dead."
There was a pause before she continued to record. "Hist Tech Zi ngrald w shes
to record that he believes this to be a Defense One action. He is unsealing
arms, and we shall each carry them The call for Mk s'Fan has dead-offed, and
we have no unit to step it up. As far as we know, we are now al one— "W
were-" Diskan jerked around. She had noved on the bedroll and | evered herself
up with the use of her arnms, manifestly fighting the nuscle weakness |eft by
the ray. "Please, help nme up. Get the H gh One on the bed here. The bl eedi ng
must not begi n agai n—+ have no nore plasta-skin or curb shots!" He aided her
to sit with her back supported against the wall and then hoisted the Zacat han
carefully to the inprovised bed. "The Jacks shot hinP" "In a way. They had
begun to burn holes in the walls up there. They plainly knew somnething of what
they were hunting for—sonme of the ship's people nmust have been nade to talk.
The Hi gh One was trying to watch them and there was a break-he was caught

under a wall fall. | think they believed himdead, and that was when | saw
their captain, wearing that—= She pointed to D skan's discarded parka. "Wy
they didn't cone on down here, | can't tell. But they hurried away. | got the

H gh One fromunder the stone; he didn't seem so badly hurt then. Sonmehow we
cane down the stair here, but later he collapsed, and ever since— She spread
out her hands in a gesture of hel pl essness. "And the dead man up there?" She
shivered, covered her face. "Later, | went up—He cane after nme, and | fired—
| never really knew what happened." "But they did not cone down here?" "No.

| + thought you were one of them The ani mal s—they cone and | ook at us, then
go. | thought you were going to use them against us. |'ve—= Jul ha gave a shaky
laugh. "l've tried to talk to them but it's no good. They are intelligent,
you know, the High One is sure of that. But we haven't been able to establish
any nethod of communication.” "You say these Jacks knew what they were after
Just what is that?" Julha did not answer immediately but caught her lip

bet ween her teeth, as if to muffle any speech while she thought it over. Then
she nmust have nade her decision in favor of trusting him for she began to
talk swiftly. "This planet was recorded about twenty years ago by a First-in
Scout |Renfry Fentress." She stared at Di skan round-eyed. "Fentress—you?"

Di skan shook his head. "My father." "Yes, | did not think you could be that
ol d, unless you were mutant. Well, he vid-pictured the ruins as part of his
report. And the Zacathan archivists becane interested. They have the | egend
repository for this section of the gal axy, and every once in a while they

t hi nk—and usually they are right—that they can uncover pieces of the
Forerunners' history by exploring the base of such | egends. This was one of
those times. "And, as nost always, the runor got out it was a treasure hunt,
especially since the H gh One Zinmgrald was put in charge of the expedition
He's made two very rich and exciting finds in the past—the Shining Pal ace of
Sl ang and the Voorjan grave sites. Both of those were fabulously rich, though
t hei r archaeol ogi cal val ue was beyond price. These | egend hunts are always a



ganbl e—" Anyway, the Zacathans got exploratory rights here, with all claims to
archaeol ogi cal finds. They assenbl ed a ni xed staff according to regul ati ons.
I'"'ma Second Archaeol ogi cal Techneer from New Britain, Mk was from Larog, and
Captain Ranbo and his men, our two |ab techneers, were all on loan from
Survey." "A small expedition," D skan commented. "Yes, but we were just to do
the prelimsurvey, and then the real field force would cone in, if and when
our reports made it worthwhile." "And you thought it would be worthwhile?"
"The Hi gh One did. We don't understand the whol e process of |egend tracing.
The Zacathans are so rmuch |l onger lived than we, and they have techni ques of

| earning and nental storage we cannot equal. | know there is sonething here
that excited the H gh One greatly. And | am sure we were traced by these Jacks
because they are deternmined to | oot what we do find. They can sell such
treasure in any of a hundred or so undercover trading centers |" "But—where
did they go?" Diskan sat back on his heels. "I found a place where a ship or
shi ps had pl aneted, and near there was a survivor cache-with its broadcaster
on." "But didn't that broadcast tell you who they were?" Di skan shook his
head. "Not in Basic." "Then our people didn't leave it for us!" She fol ded her
hands together. "I thought—perhaps they had to take off and had left it. Only
they woul d have set a standard signal call.” "No. | got this coat there. And
there were a | ot of sealed containers, personal |ocked. Mist have been a dunp
for one special crowd."” "Then, wherever they went, they intend to cone back
But where did they go? And our ship—t must have gone al so. Wy?" D skan

consi dered those questions. Suddenly, he knew that for the first time in his
life, he was thinking swiftly and clearly, able to translate thought into
speech unhaltingly. And he had a lift of new self-confidence. "You said

anot her ship was going to foll ow you here. Wuld they be waiting for sone
signal ?" "Yes—oh, yes. They were to conclude the work on Zoraster. And if our
report was negative, they would then return to home base." D skan nodded.
"There you have one possi bl e explanation. Your ship could be used to deliver
such a report. They night have this Captain Ranbo or sone ot her menmber of his
crew under hypo-control. Your second ship gets the negative and takes off for
hone base, |eaving the Jacks free frominterference, with plenty of time to
clean up here." "And they could be com ng agai n—Aow " Di skan had picked up the
com device fromwhere he had laid it beside the tape reader. "Wat's this? And
how does it work to track someone?" "W use those to check on our people while
exploring. There's always a chance of an accident, a need for rescue. Wen
we're in the field, one of those can be tuned to an individual." She took the
dial fromhim exanmined it closely, and then | ooked up, a shadow of fear in
her eyes. "This has been select-set for nel" "And they must have found it on
your ship?" She nodded. "And so they could have one set for him too?" D skan
i ndi cated the Zacathan. "I'mnot sure, not without a | ot of adjustnent, which
they may not know how to do. It works differently with Zacat hans because they
are telepathic." "But if they do have one, they'll head straight here." "Yes,
but we can't get himup those stairs!™ "No, only there is the passage runni ng
on fromthis room" "Mk went that way— Jul ha's voice was very |low "W my
have a lot of time," Diskan told her, "we may have very little. But staying
here, we have no chance at all. Have you any hi gh Sustai n? Enough to get him
on his feetF "But noving himthat way—t could kill him" "And staying here
mght kill him and us, too. Or—knowing who he is, they m ght not want to kil
him He'd be a tool for them-after they broke himproperly." D skan was
brutally frank, and he saw her flinch fromthe thoughts his words brought to
m nd. "The young man is entirely right—= Delivered in a slow hiss, that
statenment drew their eyes to the Zacathan. Though he still lay stretched on
the pall et where D skan had placed him his eyes were now focused on his
conpanions with the light of full understanding in them "Hi gh One!" Jul ha
cane away fromthe wall. He raised one four-digit, talon-clawed hand. "He is
right," Zingrald repeated slowy. "These scavengers would |ike nothing better
than to have such a key as me to turn in many | ocks. Thus, they must not have
it—ever. Were it not that | can be, | believe, of sonme small service to our
general purpose still, | would nake sure of that nyself. | do not think that I



am unduly concerned with ny own future when | say this to you. There is that
here whi ch perhaps can be swayed to your aid—+f | can remain with you to ai d—
Your true help lies there—= Wth infinite | abor, he turned his hand to point
to the furred one, still lying across the threshold. "There is a way through
these ruins that those know and use. Learn it fromthem and you can hide
indefinitely fromany hunters. Haaa— The call he uttered was | ow, hissing,
and directed to the furred one. The aninmal's head swng around, and it favored
the Zacathan with one of those unw nking stares by which it, or its kind, had
di sconcerted Diskan in the past. Now the creature got to its feet and |inped

over to the Zacathan. Reptilian man and furred one matched stares for |ong

enough to make Di skan uneasy. "I cannot touch thoughts with it directly,"
Zimgral d reported at long last, "but it is my hope that it now understands
that we are in peril here and nust go hence. Wether it will be our guide,

have no assurance. "Even with Sustain, H gh One, you cannot clinb the stair,"
Jul ha protested. "That is also right. Therefore, we nust take the other
road—al ong the passage." "M k— Her |ips shaped the name rather than uttered
it aloud. "Mk, yes, he went that way and he did not return. But for all of
us, there is little other choice. To clinb those stairs m ght be wal ki ng
straight into the arnms of the eneny. Wereas"—his yellow lips curved in a half
snm |l e—we may | eave behind us here that which will discourage foll owers —even
if only tenporarily. There are tools that can be weapons at need. Now, do you
do thus—= Fromthe pallet, he gave quick yet clear directions. Things were
sorted out of the general mass of the piled supplies and conbined to his

i king, though Diskan found that a nmeasure of his old funbling awkwardness
returned. When the girl grew inpatient at his ineptitude, the Zacathan sent
her to make packs of the supplies they must carry. Under the alien's patient
and conci se exposition, D skan becanme nore sure. In the end, he had a
framewor k of tubing, to which had been attached by wire the high-voltage
ever-burn lanp. He did not understand just what the contraption would do, but
the Zacathan's reliance on the queer assenbly was high, and D skan was sure
that Zimgrald was certain of its efficiency. This was placed across the
passage, a frail enough barrier. The furred one watched D skan's actions wth
concentrated interest. Wen the young man returned to the room Jul ha was on
her knees by the pallet, about to admnister a Sustain injection to the

Zacathan. "It would be good to know, " Zingrald remarked, "how rmuch time the
Armored Spirit allows us before disaster swoops |ike a grahawk. But that is
anot her of the puzzles past our solving. Do not hesitate, little one. | am as

eager to be away fromthis hole as the twain of youl" Hs reaction to the
reviving injection cane* swiftly, and when he got to his feet, he noved with
only a small hesitation. Diskan swung the | arger pack to his back; the gir
took up the smaller. They went into the passage where the furred one |ingered.
As they came out, the animal turned and |inped al ong the unknown way, Zingrald
at its heels with JubDia, while D skan brought up the rear. He gl anced back
once at the franmework of the device he had set up in the corridor. According
to the Zacathan, it would deter pursuit; D skan had no idea how He oaly
trusted that it woul d.

ZI MGHALD CAKHI ED a torch but did not snap it on. The diffusion of Iight
fromthe growhs appeared to satisfy the Zacathan. Di skan coul d see no other
sign that anyone else had trod this way before them He began to narvel at the
recuperative powers of the Hi st Techneer, for Zingrald was keeping a gliding
pace equaling a fast walk for his two conpanions, while a little to the fore
linped the furred one as guide. "H gh One." Jul ha touched the shoul der of the

Zacat han. "That Sustain shot, it will wear off—= "All the greater reason
little one, for us to make speed now. " There was an al most cheerful note in
the alien's voice. "Do not concern yourself; our bodies are not alike. | shal
per haps surprise you with ny ability to keep the trail. Fen-tress— He raised

his voice a little so the name booned back at Diskan. "Yes?" "Wat is your
know edge of this world?" "Very little. My ship crashed at setdown and rolled
into one of the nud pools. | had been in freeze and so was |ucky, for the
energency ejector got me out. There was a rising ridge of solid ground, and



cane along that. Then | found the survivor cache— "And the city. But not

wi t hout gui dance. Now that is the truth, is it not? Guidance such as this."
One of the four-digited yell owgray hands gestured toward the furred one.
"Yes-" "But you are the son of the Scout who first discovered Mmr. You mnust
know nore— There was pressure behind that, Di skan knew. Perhaps the Zacat han
had his own suspicions under his outward acceptance of Di skan. But D skan was
not going to spill all his own past history at the bidding of this alien, even
if that woul d settle the other's doubts. "A First-in Scout visits nmany planets
during his service. Not even he can renmenber them w thout a tape—~ The nminute
he said that, Diskan knew he had nmade a nistake. "A tape—ah, yes. You crashed
on Mmr. Yet this world is far fromany transport |lane, Fen tress. It is not
on any commerci al or open-travel voyage tape. There would be no normal reason
for you to visit Mmr." "I cane for reasons of nmy ownl" Di skan snapped. He
could see the pale oval of Julha's face as she gl anced back, though Zi ngrald
had not turned his head. And Di skan thought that, even in this dimlight, he
could see the wariness again in her eyes. "Reasons that m ght have sonet hi ng
to do with those who seek usF' The Zacat han continued to probe. "No!" Di skan
hoped that the very expl osiveness of that reply would carry the accent of
truth. "Until ny ship planeted here, | did not even know Mmr existed." "Yet
your ship came on tape if you were in freeze." No hint of suspicion, yet

D skan knew that he must satisfy the other or those questions would chip away
at him "Yes, ny ship was on tape, but |I did not know the tape destination. It
was blind chance that it was Mmir. I'mnot a pilot; the ship was on auto.
don't even know why it crashed. | wasn't curious until it started the ride
down and failed. Wiy the ship was on tape is nmy business, but 111 swear by any
power you want to name that it had nothing to do with what you have net here!"
To his own ears that sounded a little too quick, too enphatic. Under the

ci rcunmst ances, he was not sure that had he been Zingrald, he would have
believed it. He was sure that Jul ha did not, for she wal ked faster, close to

t he Zacat han, | engthening the space between them And perversely, D skan

all owed her to do that. Let thembelieve it or not—he had told the truth."”
"You have satisfied ny curiosity acceptably, Fentress. These oddities of blind
chance do exist, as no one can deny. The X factor-" "X factor?" D skan
repeated. Had the Zacat han neant what he said? Did he believe that D skan was
speaking the truth or was he only willing, for now, to accept the explanation
cl oaki ng his doubts? "Yes, the X factor—that which cones of itself to throw
askew equations, specul ations, lives, history, that unknown tw st or turn of
smal |l events that changes a man's personal future, the work he would do, or
the future of a people and an enpire 'fromone possibility track to another
One may have a problemclose to smooth solving. Then the X factor arises to
make the sinple conplex, all calculations wong. Thus, to Mnmir you rmay be the
X factor, and to you Mmr may be the same. So | believe. "This chance we
cannot control or understand may have delivered you here at just this tine.

— There cane a sound not unlike a human chuckle. "How interesting life may
becorme without warning! This Mmr is a world of many puzzles; perhaps we
shall add to that nunmber. Now—what have we here?" The passage ended. Jul ha
gave a little cry, which held an undercurrent of fear. D skan noved up to join
them There was a vast expanse broken only by lines of huge bl ocks supporting
a ceiling above, rising out of a weird marsh. Though Zingrald swi tched on the
| anp, sending its powerful beam down the aisles between the pillars, it
reveal ed nothing but pools of murky water, the fungi growths, a nightnare of
swanp. The furred one lowered its head to sniff at the edge of a pool reaching
to their feet. It hissed, spat, made a lightning-swift dab with a forepaw.
There were ripples on the surface of the water, sending bobbing severa
padli ke plants floating there. Then the Mmran animal sat up on its haunches
to look at the off-worlders. In warning? D skan wondered. Dare he try contact?
He knew the danger of that reaching out, or thought he did. Wiy did it cone to
m nd again now and with so strong an urge? He pushed aside fear and tried to
reach the brain behind those burning eyes. There was a sensation of dizzy
spi nni ng, of being caught and whirl ed about by a power nuch stronger than he



was. Di skan heard hinmself cry out. He was in a panic because no effort of his
could free himfromthe spin. "Diskan |I" H s head bobbed | oosely on his

shoul ders; he swayed in the grip of the Zacathan on the very edge of that

poi sonous pool. Still the furred one sat upright, watching, reaching.

Reaching, that was it! O his owmn free will, Diskan had opened a door and
through it something had reached for him al nbst sucked himout into an
unknown so appalling that he shuddered with the sickness the thought of it
aroused in him Had he been lost in that unthinkable, he would never have
returned. Wth the Zacathan's hands still on him Di skan backed away fromthe
animal, feeling as weak as if he had survived, just barely survived, sone

i ndescri babl e ordeal. "What happened?" Zingrald s voice in Diskan's ear was
very steadying, as if he | eaned his whole trenbling body against a solid and
sustai ning support. "lI—+ tried to make nental contact with-with that!" H's
hand rose alnost of itself and pointed stiffly at the furred one. The
outthrust fingers might have been a stunner he was aimng in his own defense.
"Contact? You are a xeno-path?" "l-sometinmes | can nmake an animal, or a bird,
do as | wish. Before | was afraid, but |I did it now, I don't know why—I" "And
you found far nore than you expected." No question, a brisk statenent of fact.
"Yes, these are telepaths to a high degree, though not of any order | have had
previ ous know edge of. But, again, this is luck. If you can establish better
communi cation with themthan | have been able to do—= Diskan twisted free from
the other's hold. "No! Never again! | tell you, it—+t would take ne!" He tried
to explain, and his old inability to fit words and thoughts neatly together
made himstamer. He was ready to defend hinmself fromsuch a risk with a
stunner—with his bare hands if need be! Then conmon sense reasserted control
The Zacathan could not make himtry contact, not unless the alien put him
under sone form of hypQipontrol. And he woul d make sure that did not happen
D skan was about to voice that defiance when they were startled by a sound
echoi ng down the passage fromwhi ch they had just emerged. Zingrald's

features, with their lizard cast, sharpened; his neck frill arose in a w de
fan behi nd head and shoul ders. "So, they found our surprise.” H s words were
close to a hiss. "W have very little time after alii" Jul ha caught at the
Zacathan's arm "H gh One, what do we do?" The Zacathan's frill fluttered and
began to refold. "Wy, little one, we splash forward—er rather we pick the
best footing possible.” He | ooked at the furred one. "This one knows what we
want —escape. It will, | believe, continue to aid us. Certain enotions are

strong enough to project in thensel ves—fear, hate, |ove—and fear we shal
depend upon now to do our pleading for us. But it is best we nove on. That
surprise will deter themfromthe trail for a space, but it is no lasting
barrier." But they did not go forward, out into the swanp. The furred one
dropped to all fours and headed right, along the wall through which the
passage had entered. Zingrald appeared quite content to follow the animal's

| ead. A hand on Diskan's arm he pulled the young man forward, Jul ha on his

ot her side. Once again the Zacathan switched off the | anp. Di skan was about to
prot est when he saw the wi sdom of that action. The far-flung beam m ght not
only advertise their conming to some unknown nenace ahead, but it could al so be
sighted readily by those followi ng. Here the |um nescence of the growths was
not quite so concentrated as it had been in the passage, but there was enough
radi ance to show themtheir footing, and the aninmal's, a few paces in advance.
"What is this place?" Jul ha ventured after they had gone a short way. "Who
knows?" Zingrald answered. "For sone reason, the city builders needed it.
These piers nust support a goodly portion of buildings above. But the why of
this cave? Wo can tell that?" His frill lifted alittle as he shrugged. "In
its time it had a use or it would not be. This city has al ways been wedded to

wat er— "Yes," Diskan broke in dreamly, "the flowing streets, the cool, clean
flowing streets— "Yes," pronpted the Zacathan gently. "Wat of these flow ng
streets?" For a second of tinme Diskan was back in his dream "Sweet water,
scented water—water of the streets of Xcothal = H's voice trailed off as he

cane out of that half spell and knew that both of themwere listening to him
alertly. "You have dreaned?" Not gently now-a demand, quick and pressing.



"Once | wal ked in Xcothal with the water washing about ne." Di skan gave the
alien the truth. "And what did you |l earn of Xcothal when you wal ked thus?"
"That it was beauty, color, light—a very fair place.” "And that you would wal k
there again if you coul d?" "Yes— At that adm ssion he felt the Zacathan's
grasp on his armtighten and then relax. "So they reached you—ith that they

reached youl You see, little one." Zingrald spoke to the girl. "The dreans are
not evil; they were reachi ng— She shook her head enphatically. "No! Those
dreans were horrible; they threatened! | did not walk streets of water in

beauty; | fled through dark hallways and ever they hunted ne!" "Wo?" D skan
asked. "The Jacks?" Again she shook her head, with even nore force. "No, |
never saw who—enly knew that they wanted nme. And it was very bad. W did not
dream al i ke, though I, too, was in a city— "Xcothal = Zingrald repeated the
nane thoughtfully. "This name for the city, it is fromyour drean?" "It is.
And this is Xcothal -but not the one | saw then." "Living flesh for a nonment

| ai d across the crunbling bones. You have sonme strange gift, Fentress, one
that | envy you. In ny mind | can build a picture when | | ook out over tunbled
stones and | ong deserted buildings. Training, nenory, surmse all give ne bits
to fit together into a picture, but | know that never is the picture the ful
truth. Sonetimes it may fit close, but a line is wong here and a curve

there—= i Diskan had an inspiration. "The X factor?" Zi nmgrald chuckl ed agai n.
"Undoubt edl y—the X factor. It is mssing for nme; it my not be for you.

Per haps you can evoke the picture that fits perfectly!™ « "I'mno
archaeol ogi st." "What are you, D skan Fentress?" asked the Zacathan. The old
bitterness shadowed his reply. "Nothing—hothing at all. No— The desire arose
in himto shock, to break the Zacathan's calm "That is not the truth. I ama
crimnal —a subject for stabilizing treatment if | amfound!" Jul ha m ssed a
step, but Zingrald gave a small sound like a snort. "I do not doubt that

either, Fentress; you are so proud of it, as a definite victory for you. But
why do you consider it a victory? What life-vise are you fleeing in such
haste? No, do not fret—+ shall not pick bel ow the surface you have chosen to
shell you in. Only you are far nore than you guess. Do not crawl into the nud
when you can soar. Ha—do you notice anything about the atnosphere now,

chil dren?" The qui ck change of subject |eft Diskan tongue-tied, but Jul ha
responded. "It is warner!" "l thought so, though the Sustain has given ne
protection against any chill. Now why is this so?" Not only was it indeed
war ner —+he war nest Di skan had known, save directly by the fireside, since he
had | anded on Mnir—but the rank air carried another taint. Zingrald sniffed,
drawi ng in deep breaths and expelling them several tinmes, before he gave a
smal | nod. "Warm springs, perhaps. A natural phenomenon, but hardly to be
expected under a city, though we shoul d al ways di sabuse our m nds of the
"expected.' There is never just what we expect. Qur friend waits— The M mran
ani mal had indeed halted at the foot of a broad stone, slinmed here and there
wi th splotches of evil-1looking gromhs, angled to their left and lifting at an
incline out into the open marsh. Zingrald surveyed what they could see of it.
"A bridge of sorts. But watch the footing. On stone, those slime patches can
be highly treacherous." "They were!" Jul ha darted forward, to pick up and
bring back a gl eam ng object. She held it out to the Zacathan. "M k dropped

this!"™ , "Arefill tube for a hand beam" Zingrald identified it. "Yes, we
m ght reasonably suppose this to be s'Fan's." He clicked on his nore powerful
| anp, bringing into brilliant focus that rising arch of stone and its

approaches. Well up the incline was a snear. A body crushing one of the
gromhs in a fall could well have left that sign. "MId" Jul ha cl apped her
hands together. "He nmust be ahead of us—en this very way! He could still be
alive, he could be I" "It is possible," Zingrald agreed. But inwardly Di skan
doubt ed that the Zacathan was any nore hopeful of finding the mssing explorer
than he was. "No, child." The alien put out a hand to restrain Julha. "Hurry
here we do notl W cannot risk any accidents. See, observe the caution of our
gui de— The furred one had started up the bridge, if bridge it was, but as the
Zacat han poi nted out, the animal advanced with caution, weaving a crooked way
that took it around those slinme patches. And, gingerly, the three fell into a



single line, to track in the same way. As they went, the chenical funes grew
thicker, rising fromthe swanp. The reek reached themin puffs, as if exhal ed
in regular gasps. Once up the first approach, the ranp ceased to clinb but
| evel ed off and ran, as a ranpart or road, straight out between two ranks of
the thick bl ock supports, into the general gloomof the cavern. For spaces,
t he shine patches failed and the furred one hurried. Then woul d cone anot her
line of splotches, and they went back to their weaving in and out anpbng them
Di skan thought that their guide not only feared the slipperi-ness of those
snears but al so knew that contact with them was dangerous. He renmenbered the
stinging burn fromthe grow h he had brushed agai nst back in the passage and
deci ded that such caution was well nerited. "Were can the end of this be?"
Jul ha asked at last. Tinme was only relative to action, D skan knew, but they
had been wal king this raised road for what seenmed a | ong period. He gl anced
back several tinmes, trying to make out the wall fromwhich they had cone, but
the limted Iight fromthe fungi nade shadows close in behind them and he
could see very little. Meanwhile, the ramp stretched endl ess before them "The
end, little one, is when' and where we find it." Zingrald answered her with a
tired slur to his words. She nust have noted that at once, for she caught at
the Zacathan's hand, held it in both of hers. "Hi gh One, you tire! W nust
rest, eat, see to youl" Diskan half expected the Zacathan to deny that, and he
was di sturbed when the alien nodded agreenment. WAs the other beginning to
fail? "As always, little one, you speak with good sense. Yes, let us rest, for
a short space only. And eat. Those are good thoughts to put into action." They
sat down in one of the spaces free fromthe slinme, and the girl opened her
pack, taking out ration tubes of a like brand to those Di skan had found in the
cache. But she nade the Zacathan swallow a tabl et before he sucked at what was
a mxture of food and drink in the container. D skan hesitated and then
twisted in half the tube he held, the material of it com ng apart under his
strength, hardened by those years of physical |abor. Keeping the oozing top
section, he held out the other to the furred one. The ani mal arose and |i nped
to his side. Erect on its haunches, it held the tube to its nmouth and squeezed
out the contents with the claws of its forepaws. Now D skan saw why sonet hi ng
about those claws had puzzlied himat the time he had first sighted one of this
species. Caws and paws, yes, but the dexterity was that of a hand, not hunman
per haps, but still a hand. He gl anced around to find Zingrald watching him
"They are not animals." The Zacathan ni ght have been speaking Di skan's own
t hought s al oud. "What are they? That is a very inportant questi on—what are
t hey?" And another inportant question, D skan wanted to add but did not, is
what do they want with us?

THE WABMIH of the underground world was lulling. Perhaps the exhal ation
of the swanp carried a drugging quality. Diskan had no desire to go on
Neither did either of his compani ons appear eager to take to their feet again.
Jul ha was wat chi ng the Zacathan carefully. "Hi gh One"-she broke the silence

first—is it well with you?" The edge of his neck frill stirred. "Do not fret,
little one. This old creeper will be able to creep yet farther, if for no

other reason than curiosity, which will not let me rest until | see what lies
at the end of the trail. It is in ny mnd that this was once a place of water.

They | oved water —those who have gone, |ong gone, before us. But why it rnust
wash the deep foundations of their walls and towers, that is only to be

guessed at— "An anphi bi an, water-born race?" Di skan hazarded. "Perhaps. There
are such—er were such—ust as there are races who fly or creep. Yet our friend
here"—he nodded to the Mmiran animal —=is not of the water." Geatly daring,

Di skan risked a question of his own. "Wat do the | egends say of Xcothal ?"
Zimgrald smiled. "Very little. A hint—such an old hint—of treasure to be
found in a city of the sea— "Treasure!" The Zacathan's frill was rising to
frame his lizard, shadowed face. "Ah, that is a word that nmakes the bl ood run
faster, does it not? But | believe that Xcothal's treasure is not that which
one can hold in his two hands, count into boxes, feast the eyes upon. Ch, all
races have their wealth, sonetimes gathered into piles and stores. But if

there was weal th such as that here once, | believe the years have seen to its



scattering, and those Jacks will not find what they seek, not even if they

di smantl e Xcothal stone by stone—the which they are certainly not prepared to
do." "Treasure—know edge?" D skan specul ated. "Just so—know edge. Al ways
renenber this, youth. Beneath the wildest tale froma people's past lies a
crumb of truth. Sonmetimes that crunmb may be very small and ruch distorted by
runor and | egend, but it is there. And if it can be sifted free fromall the
accunul ation of the years, then it is worth nore than all the precious neta
and genms a man nmay heap up to feast his eyes upon, for the feasting of the
mnd is the richer experience and |asts the longer. The hunters behind us
pursue their 'treasure,' which may | ong since have ceased to be, but | do not
believe it is the same | seek here." "But royal tonbs, storehouses— Zingrald
nodded. "Those can be found—and looted. And | may be wong also. | have never
clainmed infallibility, ny children. Look, our guide is grow ng inpatient.
would say it is time we were once nore on the tranp." D skan aided the
Zacathan to his feet. For all his brave words to Julha earlier, it was plain
that Zimgrald was failing. Their rest and food m ght have given the alien a
return of strength, but how rmuch | onger he could keep going was a question

And as far as Diskan could see, there was no end to their present road. The

M mran ani mal, having seen themrise, turned and noved on, its head carried
well up, as if it sought sone airborne scent. But the odors fromthe waste

bel ow, Di skan thought, were enough to make anyone breathe | ess heavily. He
kept a back watch for the eneny, but if the Jacks had passed the booby trap
they seemed in no hurry to catch up with the fugitives. Only the thought of

t he hunt nade Di skan speed his pace until he was treading close on the heels
of the other two. "There is no need for pushing. The H gh One can go no
faster," Jul ha snapped. "I am afraid reason supports the thought that there
is," Zingrald told her. "W would present excellent targets for an attack, and
| do not wish to |l eave this roadway unless there is no other choice.”" Wth
that, Diskan was in hearty agreenment. He had the stunner with a

cl ose-to- exhausted charge and the blaster he had taken from Julha. But to
stand up agai nst a determined Jack rush with no nore defense than that was
sheer suicide. A man did not turn Jack, preying on traders and col onists on
frontier worlds, unless he was already an outlaw to the point of no return

And to get what they wanted, these |ooters would have no scruples at all. They
m ght- keep the Zacathan alive—dntil they had what they wanted fromhim And
Jul ha, as a wonan, would be an extra bonus. H mthey would burn down w thout a
t hought, and he woul d be the lucky one. But how could the Jacks be so sure as
to center a major grab operation on Mmr? WAs it just Zingrald s reputation
that had brought the pirates here—the fact that the Hi st Techneer had nade two
out st andi ng archaeol ogi cal finds in the past? That was a ganble nearly to the
poi nt of being stupid—and stupid the Jacks were not. Those who were died early
and were not equi pped for a planned raid the way these were. Al they had done
here bore the marks of a carefully thought out operation. On the other hand,

t he Zacat han had been telling the truth a few m nutes ago when he had said
that the treasure he was after was not material. So, what did that nmean? \Wat
secret fromthe past was so rich a find as to bring on a grab? "Wat do they
want here?" Di skan demanded out of his thoughts. "Loot!" Jul ha said
scornfully. "But our young friend means what kind," Zingrald said. "Yes, that
has been a small puzzle anong the larger for ne also. They are very well
prepared, these Jacks, and they have had detailed briefing on our plans. They
are very sure that they are in quest of something worth such a nmajor effort,
as if they have had success pronmised to them Yet | do not know what coul d be
worth the risk and expenditure of this grab." "You?" Diskan asked. Could it be
that —a highly successful H st Techneer to be ki dnapped and kept on ice? But
that woul d be pure specul ation of the kind that was too great a ganble for
Jacks with their need for a quick profit and an even nore speedy getaway.
"Flattering." A chuckle warmed Zingrald' s voice. "But, except for how | may
aid themhere, | think not. The | aw of averages would dictate that no man can
continue to nake big finds year after year. No, what they seek is here,
unfortunately for us. They believe that we have the secret, and that nmakes us



i mportant. Otherwi se, they would wite us off and go treasure hunting—to | eave
us wandering about this pile, marooned and hel pless.” "Rrrrrrugggg!" Jul ha
cried out. The Zacathan's frill shot up and fanned. Di skan's hand went to the
butt of the blaster. The furred one, who had been silent during their whole
journey through this stinking pit, had uttered that nerve-rasping cry. It
stopped short and reared on its haunches, its clawed forefeet advancing a
little, its rmuzzle gaping to show fangs. There was no mi staking that stance—t
was faci ng danger. Di skan shoul dered past the Zacathan and Jul ha, shucking his
pack as he went. "Get down |" he ordered with a thought of blaster fire
sweeping the ranp road. He was in a half crouch, trying to pierce the gl oom
ahead, to distinguish the nenace there. After that first battle cry, the

M mran ani mal was silent, but Diskan could hear the faint hissing of its
breath. "Zinmgrald," he cried, "use the lamp!" The broad beam m ght betray
them but it would also reveal what |lurked there. That was better than supine
waiting for danger to cone to them perhaps in a fashion for which there was
no defense. Yellowwhite was the glare behind him making his shadow and t hat
of the furred one great black fingers across the stone. And it al so showed,
only too clearly to off-world eyes, that which squatted in the nmddle of their
path. Di skan shrank back a step before he steadi ed. That thing was far worse
than the nonster he had faced in the pass. Wth all its alienness, that had
been "akin to beasts he had known on other planets. But this repulsive thing
was akin to nothing outside of an insane nightmare. The front portion had
reared up above the main bul k and was weaving to and fro, an obscene pillar
tapering, having no features Diskan could discern, save a puckered openi ng,
whi ch noved with the swaying, opening and closing. Gistening trails of sline
oozed down the gray hide and puddl ed about the fat center portion of the
thing. This or its kind rmust have left the tracks he had found in the outer
city. Diskan's revulsion was tinged with fear. The thing was huge, twice,
maybe three times, his own not inconsiderable bulk. And for all its lack of

vi sible eyes or other sense organs, he believed it was not only aware of them
but also able to spot them exactly. Every indication was that it greeted them
with hostile intentions. He brought up the blaster, leveled it at that swaying
head, and then judiciously nmoved the sights down to the fat roundness of the
m d- body. After all, there was a good chance that the thing could be better
hit in that nore stationary part.

"Wait!" Zingrald' s order came just as Di skan was about to press the
firing button, and such was the authority in it that Di skan obeyed. The furred
one had made one of its quick darts—not ahead at the slug thing but sidew se,
agai nst Diskan, carrying himto the right. Now the opening in the weaving
pillar puckered into an outward pout and fromthat spouted a dark stream of
liquid—+oo short, for it splashed against the stone merciful inches away.

Di skan fired, but his aimwas poor, and the ray only clipped the pointed
"head" of the creature. It withed, |ooping the upheld pillar of its body in a
fantastic whip of coiling and uncoiling skin and nuscle. Sonmetines it tw sted
back on its bulk in a way to suggest that any bony framework existing under

t hose unwhol esonme rolls of flesh was not rigid. "Wait!" For the second tine
Zimgral d rapped out that order. But this tine, Diskan was in no mind to obey.
He strove to center the blaster on the nmiddle of the bulk, only the novenents
of the creature were nore frenzied, convulsive in their rapidity and force.
Had that slight burn really done all the harmthe thing's withing now
suggested? There was a sound, as if soneone had torn a length of fabric.
Across the nmiddle of the frantically threshing bulk, skin and flesh parted in
a break that grew wi der and wi der as the notions of the creature sloughed it
apart. The pillar gave a last titanic upthrust and then fell forward Iinply,
tolie full Iength on the stone, revealing fully what was rising fromthe bag
its actions had broken open, for it was as if the whole slug had been an
encasi ng bag and the prisoner in it was now energing. Wiat it was was
difficult, even in the light, to make out clearly, for it noved jerkily,
pressed together, as if trying to hide fromthe lanp. Legs, yes—for one was
flung suddenly aloft. Ajointed leg as long as Diskan was tall, covered with a



thin red skin that gleanmed with shell sleekness. Then, |ike the slug before
it, the creature gave a convul sive wiggle and strai ghtened up. Diskan heard a
choked cry fromJul ha, a hiss out of Zingrald. The thing was fully and
fearfully clear, its el ongated body poi sed several feet above the surface of
the stone, supported on eight legs, the mddle joints of which were taller
than its back. There was a head, a round ball with eyes, or at |east patches
that resenbl ed eyes, and a long tube it kept extending and then snappi ng back
inaroll. The slug had been repul sive and had stirred fear in Diskan, but

| ooking at the thing now kicking its feet free of the shriveling skin, he knew
this was a deadlier enemy. He fired. The tube had snapped forward, a stream of
liquid issuing fromit. Then the searing blast caught the creature head on

and Di skan m ght have rayed directly into a cache of explosives, for the thing
literally blew up. Scarlet flames scorched out of the midst of a sharp bark of
air displacenent. Diskan staggered, blinded by the glare. He was unconsci ous
of the pressure of a furred body against his own, shepherding himaway from
the edge of the drop. And the horrible snell set himgaggi ng and choki ng.
"Zimgral d!'" he nmanaged to get out between gasps. "Do you see it?" It must be
dead, it had to be. But Diskan could not put aside so easily his fear that
that horrible, insectival head nmight be still pointed at them Wy the

i mpressi on of danger had been so intense he could not tell, but that they had
escaped sonething far worse than any other danger on Mmr, Diskan was
certain. "Nothing—there is nothing— Even the Zacat han sounded badly shaken

Di skan rubbed his smarting eyes; he could see a little now But to believe
what his eyes reported—that was sonething el se. Were that nenace had been
entangled in the winkled folds of slit slug skin, there was, as Zingrald had
reported, nothing. Both slug and what had conme out of it mght never have
been! The stone was bare. "Did—did we just imagine it?" D skan stamered. The
| anp beam noved. Now a slick smear caught in it, glossy in the light. Were
the slug had spat at them the trace of that remmined. No, they had not
dreaned it. But the bew ldering effect of that |ast shot dazed D skan. "W did
not inmagine that—er that!" Far back al ong the road they had come was a short
cry. The fireworks nmust have put the Jacks on their trail. The M mran ani nal
was al ready paddi ng on, over the battler ground so strangely vacated. D skan
took the rear guard again. Zinmgrald switched off the Ianp and with Jul ha
trotted after the furred one. D skan shoul dered his pack and held the butt of
hi s weapon close to his eyes, striving to read the amount of blaster charge
remai ni ng. Zero! He tapped it with an anxious finger, trying to nake the
indicator shift, but it remained the same. He restored the now usel ess weapon
to his belt and brought out the stunner, though what use that m ght be agai nst
anot her transform ng slug he did not know. The knowl edge that the hunt was now
behi nd kept them going al ong that endl ess ridge of stone. Then the Zacat han
called softly, "W are descending!" That was true, and they had to watch their
footing carefully as the thick patches of slinme again splotched their way. But
at last they were down, to be fronted by a wall with swanp water and grow hs
all about it. The furred one turned to the right again, |eading themto what

Di skan could see only as a blank barrier. Then—t disappeared! He did not

sl ack speed as he saw Zingrald and the girl do likewi se. In turn, he reached
the slit giving into a passage runni ng between an inner wall and an outer one.

Here was no light at all, and he blundered on, knowing their full trust rested
on the furred one. It was very narrow, that passage. D skan's shoul ders
brushed the chill wall on either side, and sonetines did nore than brush, so

he must turn sidew se to edge through. The warnth of the marsh was gone; the
cold he had known outside on Mmr was biting. "Another turn here, to the
right— Zingrald warned hi mfrom ahead. D skan's outthrust hand saved himfrom
com ng up against a dead end, and he wiggled into that second runway. But
there was a faint patch of |ight ahead, and the outlines of the rest of the
party showed against it. On they went until that gray brightened into a hint

of sunlight, and at |last they came out in the open with the crisp air about
them Zingrald | eaned agai nst a block of stone. Both his hands were pressed to

hi s bandaged body, and he breathed in heavy gasps. There was no doubting that



the Zacathan was close to the end of his ability to keep going. Wat they
needed now was a hiding place, and surely somewhere in the ruins of the city
they could find thatl But, were they in the city? D skan | ooked around,
striving to find sone | andmark. The bl ack bul k of the ruins was there, but now
about them-between that and their present perch-was a stretch of blue

nmud- spotted marsh. Before them a kind of causeway, rough and broken, ran to a
ridge. The sane ridge that had brought themto Xcothal ? D skan could not be
sure of that. They m ght have gone clear through the city and come out on the
other side for all he knew. But the ridge, if they could reach it, prom sed
some form of shelter. And the square of stone on which they stood under the
whip of the wind was not a place to linger. "W have to keep goi ng— Di skan
nmoved to Zinmgrald' s side. Jul ha half supported the Zacat han. She | ooked at

Di skan with hostility. "He cannot!" she retorted. "Do you want to kill hin®"

"I don't," Diskan replied shortly. "But this wind coul d—or those after us. W
have to get up there"-he pointed to the ridge—and as fast as we can." The
Zacat han nodded. "He speaks the truth, little one. And I amnot finished yet!"
But he was close to it, Diskan knew, and that causeway was no easy path. He
put the stunner away to | eave both hands free and stepped forward, draw ng the
alien's armabout his shoulders. "Down here." Diskan half carried Zingrald to
what | ooked the easiest way. "Keep right behind ne," he flung at the girl. And
those were the | ast sounds he nade, except grunts, during that grueling
journey. For once, the body hardened by years of labor did not fail himwth
awkwar dness. He went slowy, but he made no m ssteps, and he noved Zi ngrald

al ong, even when nore and nore of the alien's weight sagged against him The
trick was, Diskan speedily |earned, to keep your eyes on the space i medi ately
before you, to shove out of your mind all thought of the length of the track
ahead or that at any nmonent the Jacks m ght explode onto the platform behind
you, with you providing a fine target for a stunner —+to freeze you until the
enemny could collect you at their leisure. No, Jacks nust be pushed totally out
of mind, and the world had to narrow to the steps just ahead. He was breathing
heavily now, Zingrald a dead weight. Under Diskan's ribs was a band of pain;
his | egs and back ached—Push that out of mind, too. Now, up the stone-there—
Here was snoot her wal ki ng. Now, up the next one —+two strides—dp the next step—
Steps? Diskan's menory noved sl uggishly. For the first time he allowed hinself
to look farther than the footing i medi ately ahead. Rocks all around, and
there was a line of steps before them+two, three—before another snooth
stretch. They had reached the ridge! "IN HERE!" Dimy Di skan saw the girl
wavi ng vigorously up ahead. He staggered on, the pain under his ribs eating
him Zimgrald s weight alnost nore than he could support. Once nore he nade
the effort and brought them up and between two rock pillars into a pocket
where the wind did not reach and where Jul ha was brushing out the drifted
snow. He tried to |l ower the Zacathan to the ground but stunmbled and fell with
his burden, the alien sprawiing half over him Then for a time Diskan sinply
lay until jerks at his arm brought himback to a greater degree of

consci ousness. Jul ha | eaned over him Her eyes were fierce, as hating, he

t hought dully, as they had been at their first nmeeting. "Get up! You nust get
up and help me! He is worse-help me!" She skpped Diskan's face with force
enough to rock his head painfully against the frozen earth. Then her fingers
hooked in the hood of the parka as she tried to tug himup. Somehow he got his
arnms under him and braced his body off the ground, but the effort left him
panting. He rolled back against the cold rock and blinked stupidly at the
frantic girl. The Zacathan now |l ay on his back with a pl asta-bl anket from one
of the packs pulled up about him Hi s beak-sharp nose jutted out froma face
where nost of the flesh seened to have nelted away, so that the bone structure
was sharply defined. His eyes were closed, and he was breathing through his
mouth in small gasps. C ose beside himwas one of the hand-port heat units—and
its broadcast, though ained directly at the Zacathan, al so reached to D skan
so that, half unconsciously, he nmoved his stiff hands into that wel conme
warnth. The pack the girl had carried and his own were open, their contents
strewn around as if she had plundered both in a hurried attenpt to find what



she needed. And a nedic-aid container was there. "I tell you"-her hands were
at her nouth, her eyes very large and fixed—he is worse! | have no nore
Sustain. And he needs Deep Sleep and build shots. | don't have them " Di skan
continued to blink. The warnth and the druggi ng fatigue, which nade every
nmoverrent an effort alnbst too great to bear, put a hazy wall between himand
Jul ha. He could hear her words; they nmade sense in a dimway, but he did not
care. He wanted to slip down, to let his | eaden eyelids close, to just rest,
rest—The sharp sting of another slap brought himpart way back. "Don't you
sl eep! Don't you dare sleep! | tell you-he'll die unless he has help. W have
to find it for him" "Were?" Di skan got out that one word dully. "That
cache—you said there was a survivor cache. There woul d be nedic supplies
there, all kinds. Were's the cache?" Her hands clutched the breast of the
parka. She shook Di skan. Cache? For a second the mist cleared from Di skan's
fogged m nd. He remenbered the cache. There had been a lot of things there.
Yes, there could have been a medic kit; he had not been | ooking for one when
he expl ored. But the cache —he had no i dea where that was now or where they
were either. He reached out, scraped up snow froma rock hollow, and rubbed it

across his face. The chill of that on his skin brought himfurther awake.
"Where is the cache?" Her inpatience needled him "I don't know. | don't even
know whet her we are on the right ridge or not." "Right ridger "W may have

gone conpletely under the city and come up on the other side. If that's true—=
She sat back on her heels, her expression very bleak "If that is true, he has
no chance at all, has he?" Reaching out, she drew the bl anket cl oser about the
Zacat han's throat "But you aren't sure of that?" "No." "Then make sure!l Get up
and nmake sure!" Diskan grinmaced. "Have you a packet full of mracles to shake
out for us? I don't know this territory at all. It could take days of
exploring to find out where we are. And, frankly, | can't get on ny feet—not
right now" "Then I will!" She junped to her feet, only to sway and catch at
one of the rocks. She clung there, and her eyes filled, the tears slipping out
to make runnels down her face. "To coll apse when he needs you?" Somehow Di skan
sumoned sense enough to point out to her what should al ready have been

obvi ous. "We can do nothing, either of us, until we have rest, food—That nmay
be hard for you to accept, but it is the truth.” Jul ha turned her head away
and wi ped at her cheeks with the back of her hand. "All right!" But her
agreement was delivered like a curse. "All right!" On her knees again, she
rummaged anong the packs until she had found the ration tubes. One she tossed
in Diskan's general direction, and he eyed it for several |ong seconds unti

he coul d rmuster enough strength to reach for it. Then he held it a space

| onger before he triggered the heat-open button. But once the tube did open
and the aroma of its contents reached his nostrils, he found it easy to raise
it to hislips. It was hot, it tasted good, and it began to do its work

agai nst the haze of fatigue. When he had swal |l owed the | ast drop, D skan

| ooked around far nore alertly. And it was only then that one thing about
their inprovised canp registered. One of their conpany was m ssing. "The

ani mal —ahere's the ani mal ?* he demanded. Jul ha was attenpting to drip bits of
the ration into Zimgrald s nmouth. She shrugged inpatiently. "The aninmal ? Onh,
that has not been with us since we canme across the stones to the ridge."
"Where did it go?" Wiy it was inportant to Di skan he did not know, but to
learn that the furred one had | eft himgave hima curiously naked feeling, as
if sone support he had come to depend upon had been snatched away. "I don't
know. | haven't seen it since we cane here. Does it matter?" "It may, very
much— "1 don't see how. " "It brought us out of the city. It m ght be depended
upon to help find the cache—= "But | haven't seen it. It never canme to the
ridge." Had it returned underground, D skan wondered, considering sonme duty
done when it had brought theminto the open? And what of the Jacks on the
trail behind? Jul ha nmi ght have been reading his thoughts, for now she said:
"The Jacks—what if they cone here? W can't nove hi m— D skan brought out the
stunner. "The bl aster charge is exhausted, and this is just about gone, too.
But it is all we have. Let's see— Sonmehow he was able to pull to his feet and
make a sl ow inspection of their present hole-up. He had to admt the girl had



chosen well when she had guided himinto it. There was only one entrance, a
narrow slit that could be defended forever if one had proper weapons. And
whil e the space was open to the sky now graying into dusk, the rocky walls
were twice his height. He lurched to the entranceway. The rock outside was
bare, which stilled his fear of tracks. What snow Jul ha had brushed fromthe
pocket had been spread away by the wind. They need not have a fire with the
porto-heat unit. Yes, there was a good chance that in the night they would

escape notice by any trailers. "Listen!" He swng around. "I have the device
they coul d have used to track you. What about Zingrald. Can they now have one
on hinm?" "Not unless he wished it. | checked with Zingrald, and Zacat hans

br oadcast on anot her beanm their personality pickups can be intentionally
scranbl ed, ours cannot. He scranbled his as soon as we knew what was

happeni ng." Di skan was grateful for that information. The Jacks no | onger had
the girl's device; they had none tuned to himand none for the Zacat han—which
meant they woul d have to do any tracking on the same level as a prinitive
hunter. And night was coning fast. Diskan did not believe that the Jacks woul d
risk a scramble through this wlderness of rocks in the dark. He said as much
to Julha. "So we may be safe fromthem" she countered, "but the H gh One nust
have hel p!" "There is nothing we can do tonight. A fall here could nean broken
bones, and injuries for either of us would be fatal. In the nmorning I'Il clinb
to hi gher ground and scout. If | can sight any |andmarks | know and we are on
the ridge |Iand of the cache, than we can nake plans." She eyed himlevelly and
t hen picked up the stunner. "Wl |l enough, or—ot well, but what rust serve. Do
you sleep for a while; then | shall—= Diskan wanted to protest, but conmon
sense told himshe was right. In his present state, he would fall asleep on
watch. So he lay down in the heat of the beam near Zingrald and was asl eep
even as his head turned on the ground. Wen he roused again, with Jul ha
tugging at him there were no noons racing across the sky but a heavy roofing
of clouds fromwhich snow fell. The flakes hissed into drops on the wanned
stones and ran in small stream ets down the rocks. "How is he?" Diskan | eaned
cl ose above the Zacathan. The shallow, gusty breathing continued. To his eyes,
t here had been no change in the alien's condition. "He is alive," Julha said
thinly. "And as long as he lives, there is hope. Wen he grows restless, put a
l[ittle snowin his mouth. It seens to give himrelief." She pulled the hood of
her suit up and settled down beside the Zacathan. Di skan held the stunner she
had passed to him watching the falling snow If this was the beginning of a
really bad storm they might find thenselves prisoners in this rock cleft in
the norning. And yet Zingrald nmanifestly could not |ast rmuch | onger w thout
aid, aid that mght or nmght not found in the cache. It was apparent that the
Jack ship had returned—er it? The party that had hunted themthrough Xcot ha

m ght have been left here to nake sure of Zingrald and the girl. If so, then
the cache was for their convenience. But then Diskan did not understand the
need for the broadcast that had guided himthere. It certainly seemed that it
had been set to toll in strangers. Wo? Any of the archaeol ogical ! expedition
who had escaped the initial attack of the Jacks, as had Jul ha and Zi ngral d? O
had the Jack ship, plus the spacer they had taken over from Zi nmgral d' s people,
both Iifted so swiftly they had not been able to pick up all of the Jack crew
pl anet si de? In any event, now that cache could well be the bait for a trap

The Jacks woul d expect desperate survivors to make a try for it. Thus, there
was no chance at all for himto do as Julha wanted, to get in and out with
nmedi cal supplies, | escaping all detection. On the other hand, his thoughts
flinched anay fromthat alternative—that they nust sit here and watch the
Zacat han die, knowing all the tune that there was a chance they were too
prudent to take. Diskan knew that there would be no arguing with Jul ha. Either
he woul d make the try or she would. O course, they mght be so far fromthe
right ridge that there would be no question of locating the cache at all.

Di skan stood up, made one of his periodic tranps to the cleft entrance, and
stared out into the dark—not because he expected to see anything there but
because the action kept hi mawake and al ert. \Wen he canme back to the circle
of heat by the unit, there was a small novenent from where the Zacathan | ay,



and Diskan hurried to him The alien's eyes were open and his |ips noved.
Hurri edly Di skan scooped up snow and strove to put it in Zingrald s nouth. He
did that three tinmes before the Zacathan turned his head, refusing nore.

"Jul haF' The whi sper was very faint. "She is asleep,” D skan whi spered back
"Good. Listen carefully—= The | abor of that speech was so intense that D skan

shared it vicariously. "I am-going—to—wi || —-hibernation. I amvery weak—so
this may be self-killing—but it is—ene—way— Hi bernation? D skan did not know
what the Zacat han nmeant, but he dared not interrupt with any question. "In ny

belt— Zingrald s hand noved under the blanket. "Get-mirror-" Trying not to

di sturb the covering, Diskan felt under it. H s hand was caught by tal oned
fingers and guided to a belt pocket. He brought out an oval of yellow netal so
hi ghly polished that even in the very faint light of the unit he could see it
was a mrror. "Jul ha—tell her—hibernation. Take care— "Yes?" "The

ani mal s—they-have—the-secret — Open—a door—+to them+f you can. Now-hold the
mrror— Zinmgrald nust be slipping into delirium Diskan thought, but
obediently he held the mirror up before the Zacathan's eyes. The alien's gaze
fastened on the surface of that oval in an unblinking stare. Tine passed, the
snow hi ssed down, and still those eyes held upon the mirror. Diskan's fingers
cranped and then his arm He nust nove! Very slowy he attenpted to change his
position w thout |lowering his hand. And as if that slight nmovenent on his part
had been a signal, Zingrald s eyelids dropped, closed. The gusty breathing
stilled—Startled and frightened, D skan touched the Zacathan's cheek. The

fl esh seened as cold as his fingers. Dead! Had Zingrald died as he sat

wat chi ng? Di skan dropped the mirror, and the metal rapped against the top of
the heat unit. "What is it?" Julha sat up. She gave a little cry and bent over
the alien. "Dead! You let himdie—= "No!" He tried to find words of

expl anation, of the right kind to pierce the fury he could sense was grow ng
within her. "He told ne to get this"—he picked up the netal mirror and held it
out to her—said he wanted hi bernati on—= "Hi bernation! Ch, no—o!" Swiftly

Jul ha stripped back the blanket and felt the arching chest three-quarters
covered by the plasta bandages. "But he did—he's gone into willed sleep! And
not hi ng prepared, nothing!" "Wat is it?" D skan asked. "The Zacat hans—they
can sel f-hypnotize thenselves into trances for indefinite periods. But it is a
great strain, and with his strength already so depleted—Wy did you let him
do it?" Diskan arose. "Do you think ny refusal would have stopped hin? | do
not read himas being of less will than either of us. How long will he remain
like this?" "Until he is brought out of it. But"—she tucked the covering back
around Zingral d—perhaps it is better so. In the trance he knows no pain or
ill. And when you return fromthe cache with what he needs—+hen we can rouse
him" D skan guessed that doubts of doing that successfully were very strong
in her. "Yes, the cache—= If they could find the cache, if they could find it
unoccupi ed, if the supplies there contained what they needed, if it was not a
trap—all the ifs that had occurred to himduring his tine of sentry-go

over| oaded the scal es against them Diskan had as little hope of carrying

t hrough such an expedition as Jul ha had of ever rousing the Zacathan. She was
busy now attenpting to roll the alien's body nore tightly into the blanket and
spoke to Diskan inpatiently. "Help nmel He must be kept warmwhile he is in
trance." \Wen that was acconplished to her satisfaction and the unit set
closer to a body that, as far as Diskan could tell, was that of a dead man,
she began repacking their supplies. The sky was gray, and the snow had ceased
to fall so heavily. Diskan knew that he nust satisfy her with some nove. "I'l
go upslope,” he said. "W ought to know nore about the country before we make
any definite plans—= "I'll stay here. The wrapping, the heat nust not fail.
111 tend the H gh One until you return. You see"—she hesitated and then

conti nued—there is a kin-debt between us. He took sire-oath for nme before ny
birth, for my father was once his assistant and killed on one of his

expedi tions. Thus, Zingrald came to ny nother and offered her the protection
of his house under sire-oath. She accepted, so | becanme a hatchling of his
line. Always has he been as ny father-though he is counted as a very great
personage. And it was my good fortune to be able to serve himon this venture—



the first time | have been able to offer himanything in return for all he had
done for nme. Thus, | cannot let himdie—we are kin by the bonds of the heart
if not the body." She spoke as if she recited al oud her thoughts, and D skan
believed in the truth of what she said. "Keep this!" He held out the stunner
"I'"'mgoing up now— He squeezed through the cleft entrance and clinbed the
sl ope, avoiding all the snow patches he could. The light was better, and by
the tine he reached the top, he could see enough to give himbearings. It al
depended upon this ridge's position in relation to the city. The pull to the
hei ghts was not easy, and it took | onger than he expected. But at |ast Diskan
lay belly down on the crest of a small spur and surveyed the nmarshl ands. There
was the city, endless blocks swallowed up by a haze. He could see the causeway
that had brought themto solid I and. Al ong that nothing noved, though the
bl ack and white birds drifted in the sky over the rocky ridge land. Slowy
studyi ng each few feet of the country as carefully as he could, Diskan turned.
Then—that was it! The wi de stairway down which he and the wounded furred one
had come after their battle in the pass! This was the sane ridge | and—+hey had
that one small advantage! And to his right, somewhere back in the sawt oot hed
ranges, was the cache. Against all good reason he was going to try to reach
it. Julha would give himno other choice.

"THE RIGHT BIDGE!" Jul ha's eyes gl owed; she was transformed. "Then we
can do it-save the H gh One. But you must hurry— Diskan knew that she woul d
not accept any argunment now. In her mnd, she had skipped over or pushed aside
all possible dangers. In her mnd, he had only to take a short wal k, coll ect
what they needed, and hasten back. If it were only that sinple! But Diskan did
not believe he could convince her that there were real dangers to be faced. He
tried to think of the few small things that did ride on their side of the
bal ance. He had the parka taken fromthe cache; he was not wearing a
protecto-suit, which the archaeol ogi sts used as a uniform Thus, unless the
Jacks really knew about him which he doubted, he could pass for one of their
conpany at a distance. And the cache had not been sealed. If he could cover
the country between here and there by day, try to raid the cache at ni ght —But
it was with no real hope of success that D skan nade those vague pl ans.
Pi cking up one of the supply tubes, he put it in the front of his parka. The
stunner rested on top of the bag. For a |long nonent, Diskan considered taking
it. Then, regretfully, he knew that he nmust |eave the weapon for Jul ha, that
he coul d not deprive her and the unconsci ous Zacat han of that one snmall neans
of defense. "Are you going now?" He read only inpatience in that. "Yes. If |I'm
not back in a couple of days— "Days!" She caught himup. "Yes—days. | can't
jet across this ridge, remenber? If |I'm not back—€o the best you can for
yoursel f," he ended bl eakly, knowing that to the girl he existed only as a
means of aiding Zingrald. It would be—-be warm ng sonmehow i f she could spare
just alittle thought for him CQutside the crevice, the day was dreary, and
the snow canme in gusts. Here was a pocket of warnth, but what was nore
conpani onshi p, the know edge that his own kind existed. H s own kind? Wen had
he ever been one with any—human or alien? Jul ha only gave himthe sane
treatment now that he had al ways received. He was strength—+to be used without
t hought. Di skan scowl ed and nade for the crack entrance—to face bared teeth,
to hear a warning grow . The furred one was back, blocking that exit, though
it did not appear to do nore than warn. As Di skan persisted, it retreated
before him still growling, its whole stance a threat. He cane fully out of
the crevice. The furred one crouched on the ground, its whip of a tai
lashing, as it snarled and hissed. Yet Diskan was certain that its anger was
not directed at himbut at his actions. He took another step. The ani mal
| eaped, striking against himw th enough force to send him staggering back
agai nst a rock, but those fangs did 'not snap. On the ground again it
crouched, ready for another spring. "No!" The furred one stiffened, then fell,
only its eyes alive and watching himw th such an intensity of purpose that
Di skan was nore than a little alarned. Julha had foll owed himout; now she
| owered the stunner she had used. "Go onl | used only a small charge, so go
qui cklyl" What if the creature had been trying to warn hi magai nst sone



danger ? Di skan clinbed a point of standing stone and | ooked around. He could

see the dark line of tracks where the furred one had cone fromthe marsh

bel ow. But, save for the birds, nothing stirred there. "Go on!" Jul ha's voice
rose. Her armwas out, her hand raised as if she would push himaway. D skan

junped down and caught up the helpless animal, now a |linmp weight in his arns.

"What are you doi ng?" the girl demanded harshly. "lI'"mnot leaving it here to
freeze," he told her bluntly. "It guided us out of that place— "But it
attacked you just now" "It tried to keep ne fromgoing out. It didn't use

either teeth or claws. You let it stay here, understand?" For the first tine,
Di skan barked a direct order at her as he put the furred one down in the
hol | ow of the crevice not too far fromthe Zacat han, where the heat woul d keep
the imobile creature fromthe cold. Then, without another word, he went out,
to begin the clinmb upslope for the second tine. It was a |l ong day and a hard
one. Diskan did not sight any living thing to share the white and gray world,
save one or two flights of birds, high in the sky over the marsh. There were
tracks in the snow but none he could identify as belonging to the furred ones,
and certainly none of themwere made by of f-world boots. However, he kept to
cover and crossed bare rock with the caution of one who has hunters sniffing
at his trail. In the later afternoon, he studied the valley of the cache from
a conceal ed vantage point. Nosing into the sky was a ship. In lines it was not
too far different fromthe slimgovernnent spacers Di skan had seen many ti nmes.
But there was no Service insignia above the door hatch. That was cl osed only
by the inner door, and the | ong tongue of the entrance ranp was out, its | ower
end on the soil. Not too large a ship. Diskan tried to estimate the nunber
that mght make up its crew, but he knew little of ships, and the Jacks m ght
put cargo space to use for extra fighting nen. The best thing was not to guess
at all, just be prepared for the worst. One thing—the broadcast of the cache
beam no | onger sounded. It could even be that, having returned, the Jacks had
dismantl ed that entirely. He could not be sure until he circled to that side
of the valley. And the com ng dusk woul d give himprotection for that

maneuver. The inpossibility of any success was |ike a dead wei ght on his

shoul ders, a cloud over his thinking. Diskan had never been the quick-witted

i mprovi ser, and he had no hopes of suddenly devel opi ng any such ability now.
The only course before himwas to nmove along the valley wall and see what did
wait to be faced in or about the cache. If he had been cautious before, D skan
now becane so tense that he fell twice, both tinmes lying for |ong nonments,
fearing he did not know just what. Everytime he dared | ook at the spacer

there was no change, no sign of activity about the ship. Snow had drifted
about the foot of the ramp-filling in shallow depressions that nust mark
footprints, leading off in the general direction of the cache. If snow

gat hered about there without nmelting, the ship had planeted | ong enough ago to
I et the ground cool fromthe deter rocket blasts. Twight drew in, and Di skan
put on nore speed. The rough footing was too difficult to cross in the dark
But the snow was falling again, and if he could get down to the |level of the
valley floor, it mght cloak his movenents. Sonehow he made that descent.
There were no |lights showi ng. Perhaps the invaders were in their ship, or they
m ght be roam ng Xcothal. Di skan devoutly hoped that the latter was so. He was
able to sight the glow of the cache walls—so it had not been di smantl ed. But
this was now a case of extracting an egg' s contents w thout cracking the outer
shell. If the bubble structure had occupants and he wal ked in on them—The
whol e expedition was hopel ess. But squatting j here behind a bush, with the
snow pl astering himand the 9 wind slowy congealing flesh and bl ood, was no
answer either. Sonething stubborn within D skan woul d not accept retreat. So
he sl unk around the cache, approaching it in a gradually narrowing circle. No
tracks—so no one had cone recently. Probably he could walk right up and i n—
H s feet were growi ng nunb—these boots, stout as they had seemed when he began
this venture, were not made for tranping through snowdrifts. And his fingers
were so cold that he held themin his arnpits to bring back a feeling of life.
Now he was opposite the door. He put out one of those cold hands, touching the
bubbl e surface, ready to activate the lock. "Javtiltm's |lure—2" The snow had



nmuf fl ed the sound of any advance. Diskan started with shock; then a hand
caught his shoul der. The speaker was level with him The shock that had
monentarily stunned Di skan's thinking processes held just a fraction too |ong.
He tried to spin out of that hold but instead was thrown forward by an

i npati ent shove, going on through the now Opened door into the |ighted
interior of the cache. Too | ate—there were two nen there, both facing him

Di skan jerked back, to cone up against the one who had pushed himin. He was
too slow and clumsy. Before his poorly ained blow got home, the other struck
with sure science. And the lights, the room the world, vanished for Diskan

He was floating on a sea, easily, contentedly. There was a nurnur of sound
somewhere, at first lulling, part of the soothing rock of the waves. Then
there was a ripple of uneasiness that troubled his content, shook him Wrds—
someone was talking. And it was very inportant that D skan | earn what those
words neant, who was tal king. He began to concentrate, with an effort that was
difficult to maintain, to separate one word from another. "—anded in a nud
bog and sank. | cane ashore—en the rocks. It was very cold and it was
nighttime. There was a fire, where the ship crashed, before it rolled into the
mud— That —+hat was the way it had beenl The spacer crashi ng—and he had cone
ashore on the rocks, watched the fire and wanted its heat. It had been |ike
thatl He was Di skan Fentress who had run from Vaanchard by a stolen tape and
had | anded on Mnir. But who knew all this? For the voice was going on
detailing all that had happened—not only all that had happened but al so what
had been in his mind at the tinme. And who knew that? Di skan Fentress knew. The
uneasy ripple was now a sharp stab of fear. That was his voice, going on and
on, talking in that swift gabble, without his mnd or will, only his nenory
dictating the words. But how could that be? He was not willing that run of
words. In fact, his mind was |istening, not speaking. He could not define the
process any better than that. A babbler! He was either under the influence of
a babbl er device or some drug that worked in a simlar way! And he woul d
continue to follow the past in detail for anyone listening—wi thout the power
to delete a single experience of the past few days. Wich nmeant that those
listeners who had put hi munder would | earn of the escape from Xcothal and the
pl ace where Jul ha and Zingrald now were—as well as if he took the eneny by the
hand and led themdirectly to the right spot. They night accept a running
report, w thout demanding too much in the way of detail, on his early
experiences on Mmr. But Diskan did not doubt they would take himthrough the
ruins step by step, and the drug or machine would bring to the surface of his
menory details so trivial that he had not even realized he had noted them at
the tine. There was nothing he could do about it-nothing! He would have to lie
here hel pl essly and hear hinself betray those who counted on him The nonotone
of the voice continued, not seenming in the least to belong to him and D skan
tried to think. He was as nuch controlled as the robot watcher had been back
at the space port—until that watcher had been short-circuited. D skan thought
of his fingers. Mowve-npve, fingers! If he could nove them then there m ght be
hope of —But his body did not obey any command he sent. He could not even
raise his eyelids to see where he lay, who listened to his babbling speech. It
was no use—they had him They could use himto the full, and after that it
woul d not matter in the |east what they finally did with him The despair sent
his mnd reeling, seeking conplete unconsci ousness and oblivion. But D skan
was not to reach that wel come bl ackout for which he strained. Instead, he once
nore becanme aware of his words, and they were such as to deliver a counter
shock, "—the natives guided ne north. They have a settlement well beyond the
ruins. Aliens, but can be reached by al pha power— But that was
nonsense—atives? The furred ones? They had no settlenent that he knew of. And
what was al pha power? This was no nmenory of his, disclosed by a babbler

Conpl etely confused, Diskan listened as intently as he could. "Readily

accessible, willing to nake contact. They know the ruins but consider them
taboo. However, they will not object to off-worlders visiting there, since
they believe that any curse will fall on the intruders, not on them"

"Treasure." Another voice, faint but audible. "What about the treasure?"



"Natives have traditions of two rich burial sites. Asked nme if | was anong
those who strove to disturb the Elders. Said that such woul d bring upon
thenmsel ves the wath of the shadows, but that was not their concern. The

pl aces are in the city—dnder the center tower. Showed nme fromthe outside. You
go— Directions, detailed directions, for reaching the hub of Xcothal and a
place within the tower. But that part of Diskan's mind now |listening and al ert
had no nenory of all this. "And the archaeol ogi sts, what of thenf? Have you
seen thenm?" "The natives spoke of them said that the Shadows swal | owed them
up. They defied the guards set by the Elders. There is no need to defend what
lies there, the natives say; the city can take care of its own, how the
natives do not know. " "All right. He's given us what we need. Bring himout of
it, now" What they did D skan did not know, but there was a click sonewhere
within his mind, as if one intricate piece of nmachi nery was brought into place
agai nst another. He opened his eyes and | ooked up at the two men watchi ng him
Nei t her one was a racial or planet type Di skan could recognize. The skin of
one had a blue tinge, and his coarse, brindled hair grew down in a sharp point
until it almost nmet his bushy brows. He wore a space officer's undress
coverall and had a blaster prominently belted about him The other had on the
wel I -cut, well-fitting travel tunic, breeches, and boots of an inner system
man. He was something of a fop, following the latest fads, for his skull had
been conpl etely denuded of hair and the bare skin tatooed Wth an intricate
design, which a filigree skull cap of gold enphasized. D skan had seen his
like at the space ports, a Veep from sone decadent trade world, but to see
such a man here was a surprise. His type was as much out of place on Mnir as
D skan had been on Vaanchard. Now he sniled, though the goodw || suggested by
that stretch of thin and colorless lips did not reach, nor was it intended to
reach, his slightly protrudi ng eyes. "W have to thank you, Fentress. And your
report has cleared one mnor nystery, as to why the tape we were at such pains
to obtain fromyour father's collection was so far wong as a guide. Luckily,
we tested it before taking off; otherw se, we night have | ost a vast anount of
hi ghly valuable tine. "You have cost us sonme of that essential tinme, young
man. But tonight you have given us that which makes up for such del ays. You
realize that we have had you babbling?" D skan nodded. He was still trying to
take stock of the situation. There was a third man present, wearing inner
system dress, but of a less elegant cut. A nedic's synbol on his tunic neant
he must be the private nedic of the Veep; perhaps his drugs had provided the
babbl e. "Good. W had thought to learn a rather different story fromyou. But

that is not inportant now. These natives, you say they will not oppose
entrance to the city. "Yes," Diskan inprovised. "These pl anet taboos are
sometines hel pful then. A lucky situation. They are willing to | et us provoke

any curse and are so not inclined to prevent exploration." "A trap, Centle
Homo? They mi ght have planted such a tale,” broke in the nedic. "OF course.
But we need not spring any trap ourselves, need we? W& have those who can do
it for us, including our young friend here—unless, of course, he wants to be
reprocessed in some correction lab. And do not believe that | shall hesitate
in turning you over to the authorities to do just that, Fentress, unless you
agree to be sensible. Your flight from Vaanchard puts you directly into the
"unreliable personality' grouping, and you can be given to the Patrol whenever
I choose, with a cover story |locked into your nenory pattern to satisfy our
purposes. It is always best to get on a footing of conplete understandi ng at
once, isn't it?" Diskan knew very little of what could be done to a nman's
brain. What this Veep threatened could be possible. They m ght be able to

pl ant fal se menories, just as they had been able to make hi m babbl e, ship him
off Mmr, and turn himover to the Patrol as an escaped crimnal. Only, they
t hought he had really babbl ed, that they knew the truth of what had happened
to himhere, and they did not! Wat had fed all the false information through
his |lips? These "natives" —the furred ones? He could only take action now as
it cane and wait for an explanation. "All right." He had hesitated before
giving that agreenent, but perhaps that was natural. Apparently the pause

rai sed no doubts in the Veep. "Yes, of course you will cooperate, all we need



you to. Now | suggest a period of rest; we need not begin our expedition unti

tomorrow. You, young man, will remain where you are. If you wish to escape
undue fatigue, accept my word that you are under rmnuscle |ock stass and that
beamw Il not be lifted until we are ready for you to move. To try to raise so
much as one finger will be a failure. Scathr nur gloz— He switched from Basic

to anot her tongue and picked up a fur-lined cloak, shrugging it about his
shoul ders, pulling a visored hood up to cover his head and nost of his face.
The nedic did the sane, and they passed out of the range of Diskan's vision
The bl ue-ski nned space officer cane a few steps closer to stand over the
prisoner. Wth one boot he toed D skan, whose body noved stiffly as if al
joints were | ocked into place. "You babbled, you swanp worm" He spoke

t houghtfully. "And | oose babbl e cannot be faked. But these natives—we didn't
see any. How come you found them so neat—Iike you were on a straight entry
orbit?" "They found ne— Again D skan inprovised. "And naybe they're going to
find us." The Jack's hand went to the butt of his blaster. "Let us hope they
keep to this 'y°u blast your way and I'Il blast nine' policy. If they don't,
there may be some blasting they won't |ike. And you could just be in the
mddle i f we conme up agai nst any cross— He toed Di skan agai n and then wEnt
of f, leaving the prisoner with a frustrating collection of unanswered

guesti ons.

DI SKAN LAY | MVOBI LE, his eyes closed but his mind very busy. They had
had hi m babbling, and he had tal ked all right, but sone of that information
had been false. And he still could not understand how t hat had happened or
fromwhere that information had fl owed, seemingly to convince his captors. The
"natives"—who? He was certain he was being used to funnel the Jacks into
Xcot hal ; that was apparent. But this business of the curse and the city that
had its own defenses—which the Jacks would dismiss as superstition. And the
Veep here—What did the Jack believe lay hidden on M mir—something so rich as
to attract backing froman inner system grandee, actually bring himto share
t he operation? But perhaps he thought his pirate enpl oyees woul d devel op
sticky fingers if not right under his eye. What Jul ha and Zingrald had told
Di skan nmade sense, that the Zacathan's nanme was associated with two fanmous
archeao-1logical finds in the past, thus making his presence on Mmr a ganble
good enough to draw an ordinary Jack rai d—but not this setup under a Veep
Such a man could back a grab, but to cone along hinself nmeant so big a haul as
to be worth the risk. That reference to the tape fromhis father's collection
Was it the tape he had seen Drustans take fromthe rack? But Di skan coul d not
accept that his father, or the Vaans, had had a part in any Jack grab. Diskan
tried to renenber who el se had been there that night. A Zacathan fromthe
enbassy, a Free Trader, and there had been other off-world guests. But he had
paid so little attention to any of them had been so buried in his own hol e of
m sery, that they had been only fleeting faces to which he could not now set
nanes. And Drustans' connection with any one of then? No answers there. But
one thing Diskan did knowwaith the Veep in the open this way, his own life,
and that of any w tness, was no | onger worth a puff of breath once his
useful ness was over. The Veep might tal k of having Diskan in a vice because of
his flight from Vaanchard and the stol en spacer, but a dead man was even
easier to control. He could be sinply left anywhere on this planet; if found
| ater, he would be accepted as an unfortunate survivor froma weck. And
Zimgrald and Julha, if they were |ocated by these, could expect no other fate
either. Perhaps already all the rest of the archaeol ogi cal expedition's
personnel were dead. For the nonent, and a very short nmonent that m ght be,
the Zacathan and the girl were safe. Diskan had not babbl ed about them thanks
to the false information for which there was no sane accounting. The Jacks
woul d probably head for the city in the norning, using himand the other
host ages they had nentioned as shields to test any trap in Xcothal. And in the
open, he m ght have a chance for escape, if a very sumone. Natives? H's
t houghts kept circling back to that. The furred ones—+t could only be the
furred ones. And there was one way—bi skan shrank fromthat; he woul d have
shivered had such notion been possible to his stass-locked body. This was far



more difficult than that clinmb up the unstable cliff, the march across the
under ground bog, the fight with the slug thing, the carrying of Zingrald to
the ridge. Diskan had never feared so nuch the risking of his body, but this
meant the risking of sonmething else, a part of himhe did not want to ganbl e.
Yet, twi st and turn though his thoughts did, they always returned to one
solution, probably the only one. Di skan at last faced the truth of that and
made hinsel f accept it. Then, before panic swept away all courage, he did it.
The [ ane furred one, he concentrated on that one, building up in his mnd the
clearest picture he could nentally paint of the furred body, those conpelling
eyes, as he had seen the Mnmiran aninmal |ast, before Julha had struck it down
with the stunner. Surely the effects of that ray had worn off now, and it
never dulled the mnd when used on a |owcharge. In that nmental picture, the
furred one's eyes grew larger arid larger, flowed together to forma great
dark pool or tunnel or space into which D skan was drawn, faster and faster
whirling in, spinning around. He could not break away now because he was not
sumoni ng the other, as he had sunmoned ani mals on Nyborg, the varch on
Vaanchard, but was being sumoned instead. And that feeling of utter

hel pl essness in the grip of relentl ess power was so terrible that he was
absorbed instantly in a battle to keep sone rags of his identity, not to be
di ffused in a darkness where Di skan Fentress woul d cease utterly to exist. The
di zzying whirl could be fought, he discovered. He was still hinself, a small
hard core of nman. Content to keep that, he relaxed a small portion of his
resi stance. Now it was |ike hearing hinself babble, having no control over
either words or the nenory that produced them Comunication was in progress
all about him He could catch a word, a thought, tantalizing in its al nost
intelligibility, but never enough to nake sense. Babbl e—ould this have been
the influence that had so skillfully planted the false information in his

m nd? A feeling of growi ng inpatience. He shrank fromthat. This was the old
sickening frustration of being the one conpletely out of step, of being
trapped in a round of stupid action when m nd and body did not nesh. But to
his loss of confidence there was this tine a pronpt response, an understanding
that anazed Di skan. And there clicked into his mnd a picture so vividly
presented that he m ght be viewing it with his eyes. Wat were these furred
ones that they had such power? On the |last of those stone steps he had once
descended to enter the bogged streets of Xcothal lay a pile of driftwod. A
fire to be built and then the addition of branches to which frozen red | eaves
were still attached. This nmust be done before they entered the city. It was

i nperative! Diskan assented, how he did not know. And then he was whirling
again, sick and dizzy, being ejected fromthe dark pool of the furred one's
eyes. But he brought with hi msomething he had never known before in his life
and did not realize even yet that he had, though it steadied his spirit,

qui ckened his thinking, and was an arnor agai nst what m ght conme. For the
first time in his life, Diskan Fentress knew a kinship founded in trust.
Consci ousness spoke to consci ousness, picking up another mnd here, there,
across feet or |eagues, causing a stir as wind mght ripple a pool; yet this
was a far nore purposeful ripple. Response, brothers, at last! A seeking to
answer our seeking. Gve now the power and see what is the final fashioning.
W have tried this one, will try again. Perhaps at |last we have a shaping to
serve our needsl The uniting—ah, brothers—think upon the uniting after al
this weary space of tine. And the others? After the manner of their spirits,

| et them advance or retreat or be served as they would serve. The lizard one,
the female, they are not for our shaping. Among these new ones —who

knows—per haps we shall find nore. But there is one, this one, my brothers, who
lies ready. Concentrate upon the shaping. Let the word go forth! So he was to
build a fire on that last step and add the leaves to it, Diskan nused. The
furred one willed it so, and fromit would come— Then he renenbered

Zimgral d's |l ast words before the Zacathan had willed hinself into a trance.
"The ani mal s have the secret— Di skan had t hought those words bom out of
fever, but perhaps not. What secret? That of the treasure? What treasure? And
what had the leaves to do with it? That first night when he had dreaned of the



city, long before he had known that it existed in reality, he had been in the
val l ey of the red-1eaved wood, had used sone of those to feed his fire, had
awakened under branches that still bore them Leaves, the spark-filled
snoke—some drug to sumon up the far past in a drean? WAs he being ordered to
return the Jacks to the Xcothal that was? Yes, that was what the furred ones
wanted. And it might just work. If he could keep his own sense and the rest of
the party were drugged— But what reason could he give his captors for

buil ding such a fire? Order of the natives before going into a sacred city?
Wul d the Jacks or the Veep accept that? No use worrying now, he would have to
t ake such problens as they came. Wth a confidence he had not known before,

Di skan decided that tonorrow s action would have to be inprovised and that
toni ght he could do nothing. As if he let go sone anchorage with that, he
drifted into sleep. The next day was one of the bright, clear ones that
appeared to alternate with storns on Mmr. As the party set out fromthe
cache, to be joined at the ship by the Veep and a nan wearing the badge of a
personal guard, together with the nedic, D skan wondered what this world was
like in a wanner season. The bogs nust be twi ce as treacherous and the

wat erways bad traveling, but these valleys in the ridgeland m ght be

pl easant —ot that he was ever likely to see themso! Three Jack crewren al
wel | armed, the Veep and his two, and one of those a professional guard not
only expert with the usual weapons but also in all the various forns of
unarmed conbat as well —+that was their party. No wonder they had rel eased

D skan from stass and all owed himto travel unhanpered by any bonds. To try a
break from such conpany was sinple suicide. At first, Diskan was uneasily
aware of the guards at his heels, but by the tine they reached the traces of
the ancient road on the crest of the heights, his apparent docility had had
its effect. The Jacks kept close, but they no | onger watched his every
nmoverent, now giving nore attention to the countryside. And a wary watch that
was. The space officer's distrust of the "natives" nust have been shared by
his crew. But perhaps they felt a little of what D skan knew to be a fact.
This rocky ridge was not enpty of life as it had been on his return to the
cache. Though he saw no paw prints in any snow patch nor caught the |east hint
of any scout, yet they were under observation, and many watched themon their
way. "These natives"—the Veep, cloaked and nask-hooded, nmoved up beside

D skan—where is their village?" D skan stabbed a finger in the direction
toward which they now headed. "There— "And they will make no trouble when we
enter the ruins?" Diskan allowed his expression to go stolid. If he had
babbl ed | ong and | oudly enough about events |eading up to his I anding on
Mmr, and he nust have, then the Veep would be expecting dull acceptance from
hi m now. He had never tried to play any part, but he had only to think hinself
back to the days on Vaanchard and the rest would be easy. However, here was a
chance to do a little preparation for future action. "Wy should they, Gentle
Homo?" he asked. "It is their belief that that which guards the ruins wll
protect itself without any aid fromthem They only say that the watch fire
must be built to insure that it does not issue forth fromthe city inits
anger at being disturbed.” "A watch fire?" D skan knew that the eyes behind
the visor of the cloak hood were neasuring himw th dangerous intentness. The
Jack officer had one kind of cunning and the force to back his decisions. This
Veep had hi gher and nore dangerous powers of the same order. He was not a nan
to be easily fooled. "A fire nust be built at the entrance of the city. This
is very inportant to them They did it when they took me in. | think it warns
of f what they believe lurks there—but the fire only acts so for a space." "And
you saw not hi ng dangerous during that visit?" "Only tracks— Di skan thought of
the slug paths. "Tracks? \Wat Kkind-off-worlders'?" Diskan shook his head. The
Veep had been quick to ask that. But the Jacks had been exploring in
Xcot hal +wi ce, maybe nore tines. Wiy this pretense that they had not cone to
the city before? And where were the other hostages the Veep had spoken of | ast
ni ght ? Di skan al nost broke step. Suppose the Veep al ready knew about Zingrald
and the girl and intended to pick themup now? "Strange paths on the earth,"
he answered mechanically, while he imagi ned what mni ght happen, "marked with



slime. Sone were very |arge— The Veep nodded. "Some native swanp creature,
only to be suspected. But those Inbur's men have already reported. They seem
to be nocturnal and need not be feared. And that was all you saw?" "Yes,"

Di skan answered absently. For the past few nonments, a sense of not being a

pri soner al one anobng his enemes but a scout of another force had grown so
strong that he began to fear he might betray the confidence building in him
now. "And they do not fear that this treasure will be found and taken fromthe
city, these natives?" "It is not their concern.” The words arose easily to his
lips as they had when he had babbl ed, and Di skan |l et them come, content to
listen hinself to what m ght be a subtle nessage concealed in a spate of vague
i nformation. "They consider it a matter of the Elders, to be handled by the
guards those set." The Veep beat his gloved hands together as if his fingers
were chilled. "Their confidence woul d seem excessive under the circunstances."”
That m ght be his own thoughts rather than a remark addressed to Di skan. "Of
course, they may not have dealt with of f-worlders before." Diskan did not have
to turn his head to know that the eyes behind the visor slits were trying to
penetrate to his thoughts, watching for any clue as to whether Di skan knew of
t he archaeol ogi sts. "I do not know-enly what they told ne." "Told you?" the
Veep repeated. "They speak Basi c—but that woul d nmean that they do have
off-world contacts."” Diskan waited for a clue, but he dared not be silent too
| ong. Then he replied; "They think nessages—+n mind pictures.” Had he been
right to disclose that much truth? Nothing fromthe hidden watchers either
assured or protested. "Telepaths!" Yes, the Veep could accept that. There were
several known tel epathic races, and, Diskan recalled with a chill at perhaps
havi ng made a bad m stake, one was the Zacathan. But he had said it and nust
now wait on results. "Telepaths." The Veep was sniling now, the |ips show ng
under the edge of the visor definitely curved. "Well, another link in the
chain. No wonder the Hi gh One chose to do his hunting here with so snmall a
party. Al so, perhaps why these think they have nothing to fear fromexplorers
intheir city. Renote controls—But | amafraid, Fentress, that our ingenuity
can overcone even, such alien preparedness. W have our defenses and of f enses.
Al so, we shall have you and others to spring any traps." D skan understood the
other's confidence. Every one of the party, except hinself, was strung about

wi th weapons and vari ous devi ces. Some nust be detection and |location units.
They had had those on all nmorning. He did not believe that either the Veep or
the Jack officer would have started before taking every precaution possible to
gal actic science and ingenuity. Yet, they had not detected the watchers, and
he did not believe that they knew he was in slight contact with the hidden
ones. Therefore, Mnir's people did have that which could baffle off-world
defenses. "They say that the city can protect its owm. | don't know how. "

Di skan tried to nmake his voice heavy and sullen. And perhaps he was
successful, for the Veep laughed. "No, you wouldn't, would you, Fentress? Ah,
rendezvous as ordered, and right on the proper tick of time." Three figures
nmoved out of rock shadows into the full sunlight. One was a Jack, armed I|ike
his fellows. The other two—bi skan thought they wal ked with an odd jerkiness,
as if each step were taken to order. But he could have shouted his relief.
Neither was Zingrald or Julha. As the parties joined together, he got a good
view of the other captives. "Drustans!" That cry of recognition was startled
out of him But his Vaan stepbrother was—was gone! This stranger shanbling
along on curiously stiffened |l egs, his features frozen blankly, his arnms tight
to his sides, as if held there by invisible bonds, was far fromthe |ithe,
graceful, suprenely confident person who had increased D skan's sense of
inferiority and clunsiness every tine he | ooked at him And the other with
Drustans—a Survey crewnan by his uniform-rwalldng with the sane stilted gait,
his face expressionless, his eyes | ocked on sonething i nward—"Yes, a fanily
neeting." The Veep's snmooth voice purred. "Unfortunately, Drustans cane to
know t oo rmuch, so we had to bring himw th us when we |eft Vaanchard. He had
pl ayed several roles for us—that of research expert, and then hostage, and now
to research agai n—er should we say scouting? Ah, perfect, Fentress. | think
you once wi shed to be a First-in Scout, following in your father's orbit as it



were. Well, now you are about to realize that dream a little late. | would
al so advise you to note the present condition of these Gentle Honpbs. They
caused us difficulty—at first. But now they agree perfectly to all our plans.

They will carry out any order, including turning on each other—er you-shoul d
the need for drastic discipline arise. So far you have been nore cooperative,
Fentress. Continue to be so and you will not have to be reduced to the sane

type of amiability. The other prisoners were under some form of nental stass
control, Diskan decided. Perhaps the condition was by now permanent, and they
were past any aid. He had heard of such induced robot conpliance, though the
practice was deenmed worse than willful nurder on any civilized planet. A
threat of this was to be feared. He went on, Drustans falling in on his left,
the other prisoner on his right, their jerky pace bothering himas he tried to
keep step. "Wth such a foreguard," Diskan heard the Veep say, "we need have
no fears." Wat did the off-worlder expect? That this road was m ned, that
they were wal king into an anbush? Did the Veep really know about the watchers
and this was his answer to any nenace fromthenf? Not A reassurance out of
nowhere, but reassurance. The watchers were free to nove as they w shed; the
of f-worl ders woul d not see them Ahead was the narrow pass where Di skan had
fought the beast at the side of the furred one. Two of the red birds arose,
flying sluggishly, well fed. The stench of old death was wafted back to them
One of the space crew, blaster drawn, cut past Di skan and his conpanions to

i nvestigate, and then waved them on. "Sone kind of animal, dead," he reported.
"Whi ch we do not need to be told!" snapped the Veep waspi shly. "Faugh—+" They
passed the partially stripped bones. The begi nning of the stairway was not
much farther, and bel ow Xcothal. At a word of conmand, they halted. The Veep
scranbled to a higher point, using far-seeing |l enses to view the ruins.

Xcot hal was the same today as it had been that other tinme, Diskan noted. Near
to hand, the buildings were clear-cut against the frozen marsh, but farther
out a curious haze distorted the sight. He should be able to see those higher
buil dings at the core, the tower of the hub, fromhere. Yet there was only a
mst rising in the direction where he was sure they stood. He watched the Veep
adj ust and readjust the lenses, as if, even with those to aid him he could
not get a clear sight of the bones of Xcothal. Di skan | ooked down the stair

On the wide platformof the last step, it was just as they had pictured it for
him-a pile of drift waiting to be ignited. Anong the yell owwhite of the
branches bright splotches of scarlet, the | eaves—Fhat was his part of the
action. Put flane to that and it would all begin. Wat was "it"? D skan did
not know, but the anticipation swiftly filling himwas born of confidence and
that trust he could not define. Light the fire and then—

THE VEEP had given up his survey of the city and had dropped down to
join them As he slid the |enses back into their carrying case, he | ooked down
the giant stairway to the platformwhere the firewod waited. Then he gl anced
over his shoulder at Diskan. "All there waiting for us—very convenient." His
comment was a silky purr. "We announce our coning, and they make the
arrangenents to greet us. How sinmple do they think we areF "That firewood is
not just for our use," Diskan returned. "They do the same when they enter the
ruins. It is their custom" "And perhaps a neans of defense, Gentle Honmp." The
medi ¢ spoke for the first time. "A defense for us to use?" The Veep | aughed.
"I't would seemthat we do have sanples of sinple wit anong us after all." "The
snoke fromthe fire, CGentle Hono, m ght have sone inmportance,"” the medic
persisted. "If the natives themselves build such fires, it mght be nost w se
to follow their exanple." ,-j, "Snhpke?" Again the Veep | aughed. "Even with the
wind blowing in the right direction, how far would that snoke reach? And we
have only his word that they do it—= "G ven under babbler influence," the
medic retorted. The Veep stared down at the waiting wood. "I don't see any
reason for it—= Then the Jack officer cut in. "Lots of things that don't seem
reasonable to us, Gentle Honmp, do to aliens. Maybe it's a rite of sone sort.

If so, it won't do any harmto followit. Mght bring themdown on us if we
didn't." "We are grateful for your bending your past know edge to the present
problem Mirgah," the Veep replied sharply, "but | do not think we shall build



any bonfires— Diskan tried not to let his consternation show He was under
their constant surveillance; there was no way of starting the fire—er was
there? He tried to think it out, appealing dunbly to that support he had
sensed during the hours of ridge travel. Contact still held; his "reach" net
it. But there was no answer to his silent question. Either the furred ones
could not, or would not, supply himw th the next nove. D skan was on his own.
"Marchl " The guard behi nd Di skan underlined that order with a prod of blaster
barrel in the small of the prisoner's back. H s two stassed conpani ons had
already started to descend. They would go down that stairway, out into the
ruins. He had to get the fire going—he had to | There was one way. He was
driven to it by desperation. The three of them-hinmself, Drustans, and the
controll ed Survey man—ere still in the |lead. There was no one between D skan
and the brushwood. He eyed the stone treads before him counted them tried to
judge their height and fromwhich one of them he nust make his try. They were
about the fifth tread fromthe -platform Now —and he rust make it | ook
natural. There was no use ending up crisp in a ray w thout achieving his goal
It was funny. So many tines in the past he had fallen over his own clunsy feet
wi t hout wanting to—now he rmust do it on purpose! H's fingers already probed
under his parka. Luckily, he had been warm ng his hands there fromtinme to
time. This guard would not suspect a famliar gesture. The latch on his belt
pouch—would it never yield? Hot, burning—his fire stone was still active!l That
had been his one fear, or the greater one anong nmany small ones. In his bare
hand it was a searing pain, alnmost as bad as the wound he had taken in his
fight with the watch robot. Nowl Diskan tripped and fell forward, fighting any
i mpul se to save bal ance. He | anded hard on the solid stone of the platform
and the force of that drove nost of the breath out of him was a shock that
brought himclose to a blackout. But he held to his purpose. Roll now-he had
to roll and make it look right. A mpan—yes, he could mpan and try to get to
his feet-Only that abortive scranble brought himinstead to the pile of
firewood. He flung out his arm allowed his tortured fingers to open so that
the stone fell into the central mass. Then he wavered back, his armover his
face, and allowed hinself to go linp. There was a clatter of boot heels on the
stone; there were cries frombehind him But also there was a sudden
crackling, a flash of heat, as if no natural fire had been laid and waiting.
Di skan stole a glinpse. The whole pile was bursting into flame—t m ght have
been soaked in sonme conbustible chenical. And fromit, spark-filled snoke
arose, not straight up into the air but puffing out fromthe sides in clouds.
The first cloud was already about him Diskan breathed in a spicy arona that
seened to clear his head, taking away the pain in his hand, the shock of the
brui ses he had taken in his fall. He saw the guard cone charging into the
cloud and then-Col or, light, running water, fresh and scented, rising about
his legs. Xcothal streets in festival time. And with himthe brothers-in-fur
mar chi ng or rather weaving their joy dance around and around. Those shadows

wi th whom he had sensed a deep oneness before, they were darker, had taken on
nore substance. He caught tantalizing glinpses of forns —beauty, grace,
strength. If he could only see thembetter! Rich fabrics hung fromthe w ndows
and nmade soft ripples of color down the walls. And the wi nd about himwas a
gentle caress, as sweet in its scent as the water continually flow ng about
his tired feet, for he was tired, Di skan knew, happily tired. He had cone a

| ong and arduous journey, and this was the end of it—this was hone! Pl easure,
conpl eti on—he could put no other name to the enotion that united himwth the
brot hers-in-fur. The shadow people, they were growi ng nore and nore real

there was one wal king to his | eft-No—these others were not shadow peopl e! They
were nen |ike hinsel f+hough Di skan could not nake out their faces. A kind of
sparkling aura w eathed about them noving spirally about their bodies, so
that he caught only glinpses of a swinging arm wading | egs. Yet he knew t hey
were his kind. And they did not belong, |like the shadow people. They were not
a part of Xcothal as he was a part. No brothers-in-fur kept pace with them or
wove the thai pattern between them They were intruders! Diskan wanted to
attack, to expel themforcibly fromthe peace and happi ness of Xcothal, but



the brothers wove the thai pattern for himto walk within, and to break that
was sacrilege. In their own tine, brother! The assurance cane to him In their
own time and their own way they shall be judged and dealt w th. Think not of
them now. Yet to see those dark shapes stal king along his own path spoiled his
honecom ng. He could not abandon m nd and heart to the thai pattern as he
shoul d, and that was dangerous. The warning cane fromthe brothers: Drift with
the thai, right, left, in and out, thus, and thus, arid thus. Though his lips
did not move and no sound issued fromhis throat, Di skan felt as though he
wer e singing, not words but a nelody that was born of the rhythm of the thai
And as he so sang, he could hear the others—not the intruders, not even the
brothers-in-fur, but the shadow ones—ho nmust becorme real, they nust! The

wat er was rising higher about hinm he was conming to the heart-core of Xcot hal
Surely in this place the shadows would put on the robes of reality and he
woul d be one with them as he nust be. There was the tower, and fromit issued
the call, so that the shadows were massing there, flowing up the circul ar
stair into That Wiich Was, Had Been, and Wul d Ever Bel But the intruders were
com ng, too, and whenever Diskan glanced at them or thought of them the
shadows dwi ndl ed, the song di med, and he was not as sure of the pattern of
the thai. Wiy nust they come? In their own way, they, too, nust see—what they
wi sh to see. And fromthat seeing will grow the judging. Patience, brother,
patience. To all there is an end. "But not to That Wich Is!" he protested. So
do we hope, brother. Prove it so, oh, prove it so! Diskan flinched under the
force of that appeal, under the burden they had dropped upon hi mwi t hout
war ni ng. But what did they want of hinP Wat nmust he do? He was without
answers. Do what conmes to you. Act as you nust, brother. Face that which mnust
be faced as your nature woul d have you. Advice that nmeant nothing. His feet
were on the steps now, yet still he nmoved in the thai pattern. Only the
shadows were gone; those who noved with himwere the intruders, still masked
by those sparkling veils. Those and the brothers-in-fur—for he was their key!
That rmuch canme to himin a flash. For |long they had been | ocked away from
their hearts' desire; on himdepended their futures also. Yet when Di skan sent
out a call for enlightenment, there came no answer. He understood; this action
was his alone. They had given himall the aid that was theirs to give; now he
wal ked, as did those others, to face a test and a judging. He was in the wedge
hall, but it was far different fromthe way he had seen it last. There were
wal I s of silver over which advanced and retreated, gl owed and di med, thai
patterns. And—sone of those he knew! Diskan traced with his eyes a running,
twisting curl of red-gold, and then he smiled. You wought with your thought,
thus and thus, and—brilliance al nmost blinding. The gl owi ng surface dri pped
smal |l shining notes to cascade to the floor in a glittering pile. Mterial

that coul d be used—Treasurel These had come seeking a treasure, had they not?
Gittering toys of no real value. Let them have this treasure of theirs—Again
D skan wought with his will. The drops—gens? It did not matter. They were
toys—oul d be used thus—The drops forned into a design and remai ned so. A

di adem of crimson and gold rested on the pavenent. Diskan | aughed. Toys—with
some beauty-—rmade to please the eye. But that he could nake them so—+ The flash
of wonder that crossed his mnd set himto act again. Treasure—tet himshow
these others treasure such as they sought, which was in no way the treasure
o'f Xcothal! This tine he willed a belt, dripping a fringe of blue-green
jewel s. Yes, yes! Do what nust be done, brother. Treasure. "But this is not
the treasure!" Diskan protested. "Toys for playthings, to amuse and adorn

They are worth not hi ng beyond delighting the eyes for a space."” You are right
to offer themto these others. Make them brother! Di skan obeyed, though his
first exultation waned. They |l ay spread across the floor, what he had
fashioned by his will fromthe energy of the thai. And they were nothing, for
coul d not anyone anuse hinmself so? Not so, brother. Now the testing—watch!
Those sparkling clouds that clung about the intruders thinned, vani shed.

Di skan recogni zed themall as nenory |anced the spell of Xcothal. There they
stood, the Veep, his personal guard, the nedic, the three Jacks, the stassed
prisoners and their Jack guard, while the color and the thai patterns receded



fromthe wal k. There was a chill, a withdrawi ng that D skan felt as a pain.
Even the brothers-in-fur were gone. Only the glittering array on the floor was
still the same—or was it? To Di skan's eyes the genms now had a hard, repelling
glare. Had—had he really willed themout of the thai patterns or was that a
dream al so? Could they be real ? The Jack guarding the prisoners gave a hoarse
cry and | eaped forward, grabbing at a trail of necklace. He choked and
crunpl ed up, his fingers only inches away fromthe prize. The Veep's guard
held a stunner well to the fore, while his enployer pushed back the hood of
his cloak, gazing a little blankly at the wealth before him as if he could
not believe in its existence. He stooped as if to pick up the blue-green
jewel ed belt and then drew back. Straightening, he turned and beckoned to the
stassed Survey man. "Cet it," he ordered in a voice hardly above a whisper

The prisoner jerked forward and stooped in turn. His fingers noved with stiff
cl unmsi ness, but he picked up the shimering length and held it, his eyes
betraying no interest. After a |l ong noment, the Veep reached out slowy and
drew it away fromthe captive's clutch. Back and forth it passed through his
hands, a rippling glory of gemlight. There was a new expression on the Veep's
face. He was plainly excited, entranced. "It's real—+eal | tell youl" His

voi ce clinbed to an echoing cry. The other three Jacks | ooked fromthe massed
glitter on the floor to the private guard and back again. There was avid
hunger in Murgah's eyes, but he did not advance to the lure. The |inp body of
his man | ay between as a warning. Only the Veep's guard was intrigued, too.

H s long years of training and control held; he continued to watch the three
Jacks on their feet, but he also stole glances at the loot. "Real!" The Veep
repeated, and that word hung al nost visibly over them Diskan tensed, warned
by a concentration fromthe unseen pointing in upon them He shot a quick
glance to his left. Drustans and the Survey nman were the only two apparently
oblivious of the display. The Jacks were plainly straining at the | eash—-and
that | eash was their respect for the Veep's personal guard. How |l ong that fear
of his ability would hold themin check, Diskan had no idea, but that they
woul d make sonme nove he was sure. The Veep's first bermusenent was wearing of f.
He ran the belt back and forth through his hands, but now he studied it
critically, as if he knew sone fault existed, that it merely remained for him
to find it. Then he raised his eyes to Diskan. "Were did this cone fron? Qur

scouts did not find it here earlier!" "Look about you," Diskan replied. "This
is not the sane city that they visited." He expected the Veep to denand an
expl anation of that. Instead, still holding the belt, the man wal ked back to

the entrance of the wedge room He stood outlined in the door, gazing into the
open of the hub. His guard stepped back a little to give himroombut stil

kept a position fromwhich he could cover any advance on either the treasure
or his enployer. Then the Veep returned. "You are right," he agreed in his
usual controlled tone. "This is no longer a ruin. So what has happened, a tine
twist? O are we now mnd-controlled?" "The snoke!" The nedic broke in. "Back
t here-that snoke!" The Veep shook his head inpatiently. "I amdrug bl ocked, so
are you, Sherod. What is it, Fentress?" "I don't know But this is the rea
city— He did not know why he added that. The guard noved, edging back, his
stunner still and ready, while he worked his way crab-fashion to the door as
the Veep had done before him Once there, he pressed his shoul ders against the
wal I, giving a lightning survey outside. When he turned again, there was a
shade of expression on his face for the first tinme. "Wat is thisF he asked
of the Veep, and his tone was sharp, with none of the usual diffidence. "I
have not the slightest idea. This"—the Veep waved the belt in his hand so it
was a glittering whi p—feels real, |ooks real—-and |I'm bl ocked agai nst any

ordi nary hal lucination. But how rmuch we dare depend upon our senses here and
now—What about it, Sherod?" The nedic shook his head. "I did not think it
could be done—such illusion fostered. They nust be illusi ons—= Mirgah |aughed,
a harsh crackle. The bl ue skin about his nmouth showed deep brackets. "One way
to find out. We take this with us, and we | eave—fast!" "I'minclined to agree
with you, captain." The Veep nodded. "And, as an additional precaution, the
harvesting will be done by our non-friends." He gestured to Drustans, the



Survey man, and Di skan. "You—gather it in!" The Survey man was cl osest, and he
went down on one knee to pick up the red and gold di adem Drustans noved to
the right and | eaned over. Diskan's inner tension sparked. He threw hinself to
the floor as a crackling ray burned across the space near where he had stood.
It caught the Veep's guard, and he had only an instant in which to scream
Di skan, still rolling, was brought up against stiff |egs, and Drustans fel
upon him The Vaan's arns flailed out awkwardly, and anot her wei ght came down
on the two of them Diskan, his face ground painfully against the stone, was
hel pl ess for a space to struggle free. He heard other cries of pain and
snel |l ed the overpowering odor of rayed flesh. Gasping for a handhold to draw
himfree of the struggle over him Diskan closed his hand on a sharp object
and dragged it to him Then he gave a | ast mighty heave and roll ed the weight
off him sliding forward to the wall. By the tine he pulled around, the battle
had becone a hunt. Stabbing |ances of fire fromthe door, two other rays
answering fromthe chamber. Men ran, dodging into the open. Diskan sat up. In
his hand he held a genmed knife, which he regarded with dull surprise. The
stunned crewran was now dead. One of the rays had caught himduring the nelee.
And not too far fromhimlay the Survey man, also burned. By the door huddl ed
the Veep's guard. And two figures rolled over and over, still struggling,
within arms reach of Diskan. To all appearances, they fought in a kind of
sl ow notion, which was al nbost amusing. O the rest who had been in that
chanmber, the Veep, Captain Miurgah, and one of the Jacks were gone. Wio hunted
whom Diskan did not know What mattered was he was free. He got to his feet.
The fighters rolled apart. One lay on his back, his hands and feet noving as
if he were still engaged in that struggle. Diskan bent over him Drustansl How
t he Vaan could have put up a fight at all when stass-controlled, D skan had no
i dea. Sherod | ay beyond, around his neck a gemset necklace pulled tight.
"Cet —away— There was the light of reason in Drustans' eyes now as they mnet
Di skan's. Diskan did not answer, but he pulled the Vaan to his feet and
steadied that lighter, slender body against his own. "Get away—eut of the
cityl" the other insisted. He wobbled to the door and woul d have fallen had
not Di skan caught him Qut of the city—biskan had left this city once before.
And then, too, he had ai ded a wounded man—Zi ngral d. Zingrald and Jul ha! From
faint, far-ago menories planted in a msty past, they snapped into urgent life
in Diskan's mind. Zingrald, Julha up in the rocks, with death drawing in as a
dark cold—"All right." He swng an arm about Drustans' waist and pulled the
Vaan along. But it was |ike wading through water-washed sand in which there
was no stable footing. Diskan had to fight that within himwhich cried, "No!
No!" And he fought, though his breath cane in painful sobs and he dared not
| ook around himat the Xcothal that had been—that was now for him

"LET ME GO—+for now let ne go!" Diskan did not know whether he was crying
that al oud or through that other way of comunication. "This is what | mnust
do!" Abruptly, as if sone decision he had not shared in had been made, that
backward drag on himceased. He was down the curved steps into the hub
Drustans staggering beside him And the city was strange, for it wavered, as
t hough one m st-edged picture fitted over another not quite exactly. Sonetimes
t hey stunbl ed between |ines of dark ruins. Sonetines the water washed their
feet, banners lined the walls, and the shadow fol k came and went on their own
nmyst eri ous business. Wuld they win out of here? Diskan had tried this before
and found all streets led to the same pond, but this tine he went with a kind
of inner certainty. Only what about the Jacks and the Veep? And those others
who had been here earlier, in the ways beneath the tower? Al night now be
prow i ng these dark streets. "Were are we goi ng?" Drustans asked, breaking
Di skan's concentration of listening, staring, seeking out what might lie hid
i n any darkened doorway, any side lane. "To the ridge—+f we can nake it." "You
think that the natives mght hel p?" "They have hel ped— "You nmean—the
illusions?" Illusions? No, Xcothal was no illusion, but D skan was not going
to argue that now. He was eaten by the need for speed—he nust reach the
fugitives hidden on the high land and then—+then what? Di skan did not know what
woul d happen after that, but that he was foll owing a necessary sequence of



action he was sure. This time there was no befogging of the trail. Even the
haze that always hung to confuse the eyes when one | ooked out over the ruins
l[ifted. No nmore half matching of a city with its bones. Xcothal's rubble was
clear in the light of the noons, that pallid Iight so bright that Diskan could

see the many tracks breaking the white surface of the snow, tracks all | eading
into the city—-boots and paws. The furred ones had been numerous, and they
still gave himescort now, though he could not see them He is going fromus

Inthis he is right. It is what he nust do—a shaping of his own kind, which is
needed, a road he nust walk for hinmself. Brothers! For the first time D skan
tried to join in that comunication which was not for voice or ear but which
nonet hel ess exi sted. For a |l ong nonent, there was no reply. Then an upsurge of
clanmor as if many thoughts shouted all together. Brother! And the joy in that
was a fire to warmfrozen heart and | ong-chilled body. "How many are there—of
t hese Jacks?" Di skan asked Drustans. "I do not know They kept us prisoner on
the ship. W saw only the guard and those with whom we have just been

D skan"—hi s voice sl owed—do you not wonder how | came here?" "As a prisoner
of course. Did you think | believed you one of then?" A shadow of an
expression Di skan could not read crossed the Vaan's face. "I was stupid.”
Drustans' voice was sharp, alnmost as if he resented Diskan's faith in him "I
bel i eved a story concerning a need for verifying factors on a journey tape. So
| took it, but it was not the one they wanted— "No. Because | had al ready
stolen that," Diskan returned. He wanted to | augh, to shout, to run. Wat did
it matter, all that which had happened on another world, in another time, to
anot her person? The bubbling in himwas sonething such as he had never known
in all his drab days of life. This, this was freedom It no |onger mattered
that he was big, clumsy, sloww tted—all those other inferiorities he had
hugged to him Yes, he had treasured his faults, using themto wall off a
worl d he feared. He had no envy of Drustans now. He sinply did not care about
the Vaan or the life he represented any nore. "They tricked you, but | did it

on my own," he said now "I stole a tape, and a ship-which is now at the
bottom of a bog hole. 1'm probably certified 'unreliable — "But we can
guestion any such judgment!" Drustans broke in. "You will have a hearing, a
chance for defense. Present circunstances will be in your favor— "A hearing

if and when we get off this world," Diskan pointed out dryly. "Help is com ng
they knew that." Drustans spoke with his old confidence. "That's why C ncred
was pushing so fast. The Patrol is hunting him He had to scoop up any
treasure and get off Mmr as quickly as he could. Once he spaced, he believed
they could not trace him O, if by sone chance they did, the authorities
could not really prove anything. He could unload the oot with contacts not

too far away. There would be plenty of suspicion, yes, but no illegal act
could be brought honme to him" "They can get hi m now+they' Il have w tnesses."
"And when we get back to the spacer, | can set a beamcall to bring in the

Patrol cruiserl"” Drustans began to trot. It sounded very sinple and quite
easy. But surely this Veep Cncred would not have left the ship without a

guard, and Di skan nentioned that. "True. But still we have a better chance now
than we had even one tine-unit ago. And perhaps— "Perhaps the Veep and the
Jacks are still sniping at each other, yes. Only there are others to

consi der— "The natives?" "No. Two survivors of the archaeol ogi ca

expedi tion." They had reached the space bel ow the steps. Diskan | eaped, caught
hol d of the platformedge, and scranbl ed up and over. Drustans, the stiffness
of the stass hold gone, pulled up beside him Brother, the hunt begi ns behind
you. Diskan was on his feet to | ook back. Nothing stirred down the city
streets, but he did not doubt the truth of that warning. Either the Jacks or
the Veep were there, if not in sight. "We're being trail ed now—= Drustans spun

around, intent upon the ruins. "I do not see them " But before the words were
fairly out of his nmouth, they did see a flash of blaster fire, cutting along a
wal I, leaving a glowing track on the aged stone. Not aimed at them but stil

on the trail they had just traversed. Di skan nade a deci sion. He caught the
Vaan's upper arm "There's a badly wounded Zacat han here, and a girl. |
haven't the training to operate a ship's comand you have. WIIl you try for



the ship while | attenpt to aid those others? If there is going to be any ray
battle up this slope, they can well be caught in itl" "What if we all go

toget her ?" "No. You can nove faster alone, and you know the ship. Wit—3Jul ha
has the stunner. That isn't rmuch defense against a blaster, but it is a weapon
and you won't have to go up against any ship guard barehanded." D skan was

al ready on the way, taking the steps in great strides, searching ahead for the
poi nt at which he nust cut off to find the crevice. The noonlight was so clear
that he coul d al nost have been walking in the brilliance of nmidday. Here—this
was it! "Julha!" He dared to call, not wanting to walk into a stunner beam
There—that was the opening to the crevice. A hiss fromthe shadows, then a

whi ne—the furred one! It knew him was wel com ng—Di skan and the Vaan crowded
into that pocket so well protected by rock walls. Jul ha stood before the
bundl e that was Zingral d. She | ooked at Di skan and then, beyond him to
Drustans, and her expression was one of vast relief. "You have found hel p—=
She swayed forward, but Di skan caught at her wist, twi sted the weapon from
her | oosening grasp, and thrust it at Drustans. "CGet going!" he ordered the
Vaan. "And— Can you protect this one, see that he safely reaches the ship? He
asked it of those others. This is asking what is not of our concern, this
meddling in the affairs of those who are not brothers. It was a silent

protest. It cannot then be done? Di skan's di sappoi ntment was acute. Silence;
then the faint inpression of a conference he did not share in. This is a thing
that rmust be done for the good of that which lives in Xcothal? This is a thing
as right as thai patterns! Shall | swear it to you? No need. Send this one who
has no ears to hear the truth, no eyes to see. W shall take a part in this
gane, but you know the price. Does one talk of price when one reaches for
one's heart's desire? was Diskan's swift reply. Then he spoke al oud: "You are
goi ng to have conpany, Drustans. How much they can or will do for you, | don't
know. But they will aid as much as they are able.” Both the Vaan and Jul ha
were eying himstrangely. Drustans spoke first: "The natives?" D skan nodded
and dropped one hand to rest it for a nmoment on the head near his thigh. "The
brothers-in-fur. Now go!" Jul ha protested, but the Vaan was already on his
way, the stunner in his hand, the furred one streaking to pass him "Where is
he goi ng? What do you do now?" She caught at Diskan and tried to draw hi m away
as he stooped over the Zacathan. "In a very little while," D skan told her
"they are going to conme out of Xcothal fighting. And | don't fancy being
caught in any blaster crossfire. W nove, back toward the ship, and Drustans

is already on his way to get hel p—=~ "Qur people have returned? But they would
cone at once for Zingrald! Didn't you tell themhe is here? No, you can't nove
him" "I can and will. The only ship now planeted is a Jack one. There is a

chance, a slimone, that Drustans can get on board that and signal in a Patro
cruiser he believes is trailing these Jacks. Now, don't ask any nore

guesti ons-get going!" Diskan spoke harshly with a purpose. She snatched sone
things fromtheir packs while he picked up the Zacathan, grunting as he stood
under the alien's weight. Wth the girl before him D skan canme out of the
crevice and started the clinb to the old road. Shadows fl owed about the rocks,
but he had no fear of those, saying quickly to the girl: "Don't be frightened.
The furred ones are with us. They will give any alarm" The |inp body he
carried was heavy, but this night he felt as if he could do anything, that he
now possessed all the strength and energy in the world! They wound anong the
rocks to the crest of the ridge. "Back in the city,"” Julha cried out. "That
was a blaster. Wio are they fighting? Qur people-M k?" "Each other," Diskan
replied briefly. "Why?" "Because they di scovered what they were hunting— "The
treasure! Onh, no!" She was distressed. "The H gh One, the finding should have

been his— "They found their treasure,” Diskan corrected. "It was what they
want ed of Xcothal. | believe that Zinmgrald sought something el se here. Xcotha
has nmore than one treasure to offer— It had—+t had! He held that know edge to

himto warm to strengthen, to arm hi magai nst anything that m ght cone out of
the night to try himnow And he was not really aware of the passing of tine
until the girl stunbled and fell, and he was alerted to that by the furred
ones. "l cannot go on," Julha told himin a small voice. "Do you, and | shal



catch up." "There is no need. For the time, we are safe. Here— It was anot her
rock pocket, but it did not face the marsh and the city; rather it faced that
di stant valley where the ship stood. The watchers were all about themin a
protecting screen. Jul ha knelt by the Zacathan, her hands touching the

beak- nosed face of the tranced man tenderly. "He still lives and sl eeps," she
said. "And while he lives, there is hope." Diskan repeated her own earlier
words. "Please, what happened? Did you find the cache, and who is that man who
cane with you?" Diskan cut the story to its bare franework, but when he cane
to the scene in the wedge chanber, when he had wought the treasure of Xcotha
for those deternmined to have it, Diskan hesitated. Wwo woul d believe unless

t hey had seen, unless they had done as he had? Was all that, too, only an
illusion? But he knew it was notl Only he could not tell that part of the
story. It lay too close to the secret of his own treasure, which was not to be
shared, could not be shared. "They thought they had found what they sought,"
he told her. "Part of the illusion." She nodded, and since she had made that a
statement instead of a question, D skan need only keep silence. "And that set
them at one another," he continued, giving her the rest of it as it had
happened. "Then"—-her hand went out to snmooth the covers about the

Zacat han—they did not really discover anything at all! It is still waiting
for the High One. Wien this is over, he can take up his search!" D skan
tensed. More prying, nore delving—to break open the heart of Xcothal? Not so,
brother. To those who have no eyes, no ears, there is neither sight nor sound
nor being. Perhaps |later there may cone those who have the sight and

heari ng—and to those Xcothal will open a door, many doors. But to

ot hers—nothing. And they will tire of their fruitless searching and go,
ceasing to seek what may not be found—by them The swift, wordl ess answer

cane. "Perhaps he may," D skan agreed, but he thought that Z ngral d—even if he

survived his hurt—night never return to Xcothal. "And if he does," he
continued, "you will aid hinP" Her hands noved as if she were shoving away
some burden she could not bring herself to assune again. "If he asks-1 wll.
But-" "But you hope he will not ask—that is the truth of it? Do you hate the
city so?" "I+ think | fear it. Sonmething slunbers there. To wake it— "Wuld
change a world!" Diskan said softly. "But | do not want that change!" she

whi spered. "Then for you it will not come. Do not fear; it will not cone— She
rai sed her eyes. "You—you are different. And you know sonethi ng, do you not?"
D skan nodded. "I know sonething. | have seen the world change— "And you were
not afraid." Again it was a statement, not a question. "Yes, in a manner | was
afraid, very much afraid.” "But you are not now. " "No." Brother—fromthe

sky—t cones! Diskan could see it, too, a star with no fixed position, naking
a fiery sweep across the sky. That was a ship, orbiting'in, near to tailing
down. The Patrol? "A ship!" Jul ha had seen it now and was on her feet. "Help
for us?" "l think so—an you go on now?" "Yes, oh, yes!" Diskan took up the
burden of the Zacathan. Now that it was so near the end, he was plagued by

| ast wi sps of doubt. What he was going to do was to close a door firmy, and
once cl osed, that portal could not be opened again. In spite of the sorrows of
the past, it was hard to nake so radical a change in the future. Jul ha was
hal f running, half trotting, but D skan's pace was far slower. This could be
the last wal k he woul d ever take with his own kind. One cones! "D skan?" A
call out of the night. "Drustans—here!" That call had come from sone di stance
away, giving hima few nore nonments. He put down Zingrald. Perhaps of them
all, the Zacathan could cone the closest to understanding this—a twi st of the
X factor no man could control once it entered his life. But still there were
those | ast-m nute doubts, a feeling of being pulled in two directions, unti
he | ost sone of the brave certainty that had filled himnost of this night.
"Why are you waiting here?" Jul ha cane running back. "The H gh One—s he

wor se?" She threw herself on her knees beside Zingrald, her hands busy about
his wapped body. "He is the same— Perhaps sone tone of Diskan's voice drew
attention away fromthe alien. D skan was peeling off the parka, then

unbuckl ing his belt, dropping them both beside the recunbent form of the
Zacat han. "What —what are you doi ng?" "I amgoing. You are safe. Drustans will



be here very soon. The Patrol ship is planeting— "You mean—because you are an
outlaw, you are afraid they will force you into rehabilitation? But they
can't—+they won't, not after we tell themall you have done here! W shal
testify for you!" Diskan | aughed. He had al nost forgotten that he must be
judged a crimnal —dnreliable, subject to punishment by his kind or by her

ki nd. He had noved too far down another road. "I amnot afraid of the Patrol,"
he said, still anmused. "No, Julha, I amreturning to Xcothal because that is
now rmy world—= "But what you saw there is all illusion!" she cried. "An enpty
ruin is what it really is. You will die there of cold and hunger."

"Per haps"—ene of his doubts came to the surface—perhaps you are right and
amwal king into an hallucination or dream But it is mne, far nore mne than
this world of yours in which | now stand. | am goi ng back, perhaps, as you
say, to die anong broken ruins and tunbl ed stones. But to me Xcothal is not
dead—t lives and in it thai runs, sweet waters flow, there are things that
can be shaped by the mnd as your world shapes them by hands. And there are
those who await me there with a wel cone | have never known in your world—=
"You can't! You'll be rayed by the Jacks— She .gave another argunent. Di skan
shook his head. In spite of the cold, he was funbling with the catches of his
tunic, pulling off the garment that had al ways seemed too confining to his big
arms and wi de shoulders. "I will not enter their Xcothal." He dropped the
tunic. "CGood voyagi ng, Jul ha. Wen the H gh One recovers, tell himhe was very
right. The furred ones—they are the key if one can use them And there is a
treasure in Xcothal that surpasses all the wealth of the worlds beyond. Tel
him| have proved it!" "No!" She tried to catch himas he turned. But then he
was runni ng anong the rocks, paying no heed to his footing even in the rough
country, not aware of the cold about his bare upper body. And around him
bounded in plain sight the furred ones, |eaping and playfully springing upon
one another in their exuberance. In tinme, D skan canme to the stair and
descended it with great strides. Then he stood on the platform inpatiently
tearing fromhimthe last bits of clothing that were of the past, the |ast
ties with what had been. Before himwas a straight running stream of water,
sweet water, which was the road, and through that noved the shadows. But these
were shadows no | onger, for he saw themat |ast for what they were—bodies |ike
hi s own—-not ali ens—though even with different shaping they could not be
strange. And in their eyes recognition, welconme for the unl ocker of doors, the
one uniting brothers-in-fur with brothers-in-flesh —ho mght lead also to the
surmounting of still farther and stranger barriers—And with a shout of
greeting, Diskan |eaped forward, into the sweet water, the color, the life
that was Xcothal, the Xcothal that had been and now was agai n!



