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STORM OVER
WARLOCK
1 : DISASTER

The Throg task force struck the Terran Survey camp without warning a few minutes after dawn. The alien
invaders sent eye-searing lances of energy flashing back and forth across the base with methodical
accuracy. And a single cowering witness, flattened on a ledge in the heights above, knew that when the last
of those yellow-red bolts fell, nothing human would be left alive down there. His teeth clamped hard upon
the thick stuff of the sleeve covering his thin forearm, and a scream of terror and rage was stillborn in his
heart.

More than caution kept him pinned on that narrow shelf of rock. Watching that holocaust below, Shann
Lantee could not force himself to move. The sheer ruthlessness of the Throg attack left him momentarily
weak. To listen to a tale of Throgs in action, and to be an eyewitness to such action, were two vastly
different things. He shivered in spite of the warmth of the Survey Corps uniform.

As yet he had sighted none of the aliens, only their plateshaped flyers. They would stay aloft until their
long-range weapon cleared out all opposition. But how had they been able to annihilate the Terran force so
completely? The last report had placed the nearest Throg nest at least two systems away from Warlock.
And a patrol lane had been drawn about the Circe system the minute that Survey had marked its second
planet ready for colonization. Somehow the beetles had slipped through that supposedly tight cordon and
would now consolidate their gains with their usual speed. Once their energy attack finished the small
Terran force, then they would simply take over.

A month later, or maybe two months, and they could not have done it. The grids would have been up, and
any Throg ship venturing into Warlock’s amber-tinted sky would abruptly cease to be. In the race for
survival as a galactic power, Terra had that one small edge over the swarms of the enemy. They need only
stake out their new-found world and get the grids assembled on its surface; then that planet would be
locked to the beetles. The critical period was between the first discovery of a suitable colony world and the
completion of grid control. Planets in the past had been lost during that time lag, just as Warlock was being
lost now.

Throgs and Terrans . . . For more than a century now, planet time, they had been fighting their bitter war
among the stars. Terrans hunted worlds for colonization, the old hunger for land of their own driving men
from the overpopulated worlds, out of Sol’s system to the far stars. And those worlds barren of intelligent
native life, open to settlers, were none too many and widely scattered. Perhaps half a dozen were found in a
quarter century, and of that six maybe only one was suitable for human life without any costly and lengthy
adaptation of man or world. Warlock was one of the lucky finds which came so seldom.

Throgs were predators, living on the loot they garnered. As yet, mankind had not been able to discover
whether they did indeed swarm from any home world. Perhaps they lived eternally on board their plate
ships with no permanent base, forced into a wandering life by the destruction of the planet on which they



had originally been spawned. But they were raiders now, laying waste to defenseless worlds, picking up
the wealth of shattered cities in which no native life remained. Although their hidden temporary bases were
looped about the galaxy, their need for worlds with an atmosphere similar to Terra’s was as necessary as
that of man. For in spite of their grotesque insectile bodies, their wholly alien minds, the Throgs were
warm-blooded, oxygen-breathing creatures.

After the first few clashes the early Terran explorers had endeavored to promote a truce between the
species, only to discover that between Throg and man there appeared to be no meeting ground at all—a
total difference of mental processes producing insurmountable misunderstanding. There was simply no
point of communication. So the Terrans had suffered one smarting defeat after another until they perfected
the grid. And now their colonies were safe, at least when time worked in their favor.

It had not on Warlock.

A last vivid lash of red cracked over the huddle of domes in the valley. Shann blinked, half blinded by that
glare. His jaws ached as he unclenched his teeth. That was the finish. Breathing raggedly, he raised his
head, beginning to realize that he was the only one of his kind left alive on a none-too-hospitable world
controlled by enemies—without shelter or supplies.

He edged back into the narrow cleft which was the entrance to the ledge. As a representative of his species
he was not impressive, and now, with those shudders he could not master shaking his thin body, he looked
even smaller and more vulnerable. Shann drew his knees up close under his chin. The hood of his
woodsman’s jacket was pushed back in spite of the chill of the morning, and he wiped the back of his hand
across his lips and chin in an oddly childish gesture.

None of the men below who had been alive only minutes earlier had been close friends of his. Shann had
never known anyone but acquaintances in his short, roving life. Most people had ignored him completely
except to give orders, and one or two had been actively malicious—Ilike Garth Thorvald. Shann grimaced
at a certain recent memory, and then that grimace faded into wonder. If young Thorvald hadn’t
purposefully tried to get Shann into trouble by opening the wolverines’ cage, Shann wouldn’t be here
now—alive and safe for a time—he’d have been down there with the others.

The wolverines! For the first time since Shann had heard the crackle of the Throg attack he remembered
the reason he had been heading into the hills. Of all the men on the Survey team, Shann Lantee had been
the least important. The dirty, tedious clean-up jobs, the dull routines which required no technical training
but which had to be performed to keep the camp functioning comfortably, those had been his portion. And
he had accepted that status willingly, just to have a chance to be included among Survey personnel. Not
that he had the slightest hope of climbing up to even an S-E-Three rating in the service.

Part of those menial activities had been to clean the animal cages. And there Shann Lantee had found
something new, something so absorbing that most of the tiring dull labor had ceased to exist except as
tasks to finish before he could return to the fascination of the animal runs.

Survey teams had early discovered the advantage of using mutated and highly trained Terran animals as
assistants in the exploration of strange worlds. From the biological laboratories and breeding farms on
Terra came a trickle of specialized assistants to accompany man into space. Some were fighters, silent,
more deadly than weapons a man wore at his belt or carried in his hands. Some were keener eyes, keener
noses, keener scouts than the human kind could produce. Bred for intelligence, for size, for adaptability to
alien conditions, the animal explorers from Terra were prized.

Wolverines, the ancient “devils” of the northlands on Terra, were being tried for the first time on Warlock.
Their caution, a quality highly developed in their breed, made them testers for new territory. Able to tackle
in battle an animal three times their size, they should be added protection for the man they accompanied
into the wilderness. Their wide ranging, their ability to climb and swim, and above all, their curiosity were
significant assets.



Shann had begun contact by cleaning their cages; he ended captivated by these miniature bears with long
bushy tails. And to his unbounded delight the attraction was mutual. Alone to Taggi and Togi he was a
person, an important person. Those teeth, which could tear flesh into ragged strips, nipped gently at his
fingers. They closed without any pressure on arm, even on nose and chin in what was the ultimate caress of
their kind. Since they were escape artists of no mean ability, twice he had had to track and lead them back
to camp from forays of their own devising.

But the second time he had been caught by Fadakar, the chief of animal control, before he could lock up
the delinquents. And the memory of the resulting interview still had the power to make him flush with
impotent anger. Shann’s explanation had been contemptuously brushed aside, and he had been delivered an
ultimatum. If his carelessness occurred again, he would be sent back on the next supply ship, to be
dismissed without an official sign-off on his work record, thus locked out of even the lowest level of
Survey for the rest of his life.

That was why Garth Thorvald’s act of the night before had made Shann brave the unknown darkness of
Warlock alone when he had discovered that the test animals were gone. He had to locate and return them
before Fadakar made his morning inspection; Garth Thorvald’s attempt to get him into bad trouble had
saved his life.

Shann cowered back, striving to make his huddled body as small as possible. One of the Throg flyers
appeared silently out of the misty amber of the morning sky, hovering over the silent camp. The aliens
were coming in to inspect the site of their victory. And the safest place for any Terran now was as far from
the vicinity of those silent domes as he could get. Shann’s slight body was an asset as he wedged through
the narrow mouth of a cleft and so back into the cliff wall. The climb before him he knew in part, for this
was the path the wolverines had followed on their two other escapes. A few moments of tricky scrambling
and he was out in a cuplike depression choked with the purple-leaved brush of Warlock. On the other side
of that was a small cut to a sloping hillside, giving on another valley, not as wide as that in which the camp
stood, but one well provided with cover in the way of trees and high-growing bushes.

A light wind pushed among the trees, and twice Shann heard the harsh, rasping call of a clak-clak—one of
the batlike leather-winged flyers that laired in pits along the cliff walls. That present snap of two-tone
complaint suggested that the land was empty of strangers. For the clak-claks vociferously and loudly
resented encroachment on their chosen hunting territory.

Shann hesitated. He was driven by the urge to put as much distance between him and the landing Throg
ship as he could. But to arouse the attention of inquisitive clak-claks was asking for trouble. Perhaps it
would be best to keep on along the top of the cliff, rather than risk a descent to take cover in the valley the
flyers patrolled.

A patch of dust, sheltered by a tooth-shaped projection of rock, gave the Terran his first proof that Taggi
and his mate had preceded him, for printed firmly there was the familiar paw mark of a wolverine. Shann
began to hope that both animals had taken to cover in the wilderness ahead.

He licked dry lips. Having left secretly without any emergency pack, he had no canteen, and now Shann
inventoried his scant possessions—a field kit, heavy-duty clothing, a short hooded jacket with attached
mittens, the breast marked with the Survey insignia. His belt supported a sheathed stunner and bush knife,
and seam pockets held three credit tokens, a twist of wire intended to reinforce the latch of the wolverine
cage, a packet of bravo tablets, two identity and work cards, and a length of cord. No rations—save the
bravos—no extra charge for his stunner. But he did have, weighing down a loop on the jacket, a small
power torch.

The path he followed ended abruptly in a cliff drop, and Shann made a face at the odor rising from below,
even though that scent meant he could climb down to the valley floor here without fearing any clak-clak



attention. Chemical fumes from a mineral spring funneled against the wall, warding off any nesting in this
section.

Shann drew up the hood of his jacket and snapped the transparent face mask into place. He must get
away—then find food, water, a hiding place. That will to live which had made Shann Lantee fight
innumerable battles in the past was in command, bracing him with a stubborn determination.

The fumes swirled up in a smoke haze about his waist, but he strode on, heading for the open valley and
cleaner air. That sickly lavender vegetation bordering the spring deepened in color to the normal purple-
green, and then he was in a grove of trees, their branches pointed skyward at sharp angles to the rust-red
trunks.

A small skitterer burst from moss-spotted ground covering, giving an alarmed squeak, skimming out of
sight as suddenly as it had appeared. Shann squeezed between two trees and then paused. The trunk of the
larger was deeply scored with scratches dripping viscous gobs of sap, a sap which was a bright froth of
scarlet. Taggi had left his mark here, and not too long ago.

The soft carpet of moss showed no paw marks, but he thought he knew the goal of the animals—a lake
down-valley. Shann was beginning to plan now. The Throgs had not blasted the Terran camp entirely out
of existence; they had only made sure of the death of its occupiers. Which meant they must have some use
for the installations. For the general loot of a Survey field camp would be relatively worthless to those who
picked over the treasure of entire cities elsewhere. Why? What did the Throgs want? And would the alien
invaders continue to occupy the domes for long?

Shann was still reeling from the shock of the Throgs’ ruthless attack. But from early childhood, when he
had been thrown on his own to scratch a living—a borderline existence of a living—on the Dumps of Tyr,
he had had to use his wits to keep life in a scrawny and undersized body. However, since he had been
eating regularly from Survey rations, he was not quite so scrawny anymore.

His formal education was close to zero, his informal and off-center schooling vast. And that particular
toughening process which had been working on him for years now aided in his speedy adaptation to a new
set of facts, formidable ones. He was alone on a strange and perhaps hostile world. Water, food, safe
shelter, those were important now. And once again, away from the ordered round of the camp where he
had been ruled by the desires and requirements of others, he was thinking, planning in freedom. Later (his
hand went to the butt of his stunner) perhaps later he might just find a way of extracting an accounting
from the beetle-heads, too.

For the present, he would have to keep away from the Throgs, which meant well away from the camp. A
fleck of green showed through the amethyst foliage before him—the lake! Shann wriggled through a last
bush barrier and stood to look out over that surface. A sleek brown head bobbed up. Shann put fingers to
his mouth and whistled. The head turned, black button eyes regarded him, short legs began to churn water.
To his relief the swimmer was obeying his summons.

Taggi came ashore, pausing on the fine gray sand of the verge to shake himself vigorously. Then the
wolverine ran upslope at a clumsy gallop to Shann. With an unknown feeling swelling inside him the
Terran went down on both knees, burying both hands in the coarse brown fur, warming to the uproarious
welcome Taggi gave him.

“Togi?” Shann asked as if the other could answer. He gazed back to the lake, but Taggi’s mate was
nowhere in sight.

The blunt head under his hand swung around, black button nose pointed north. Shann had never been sure
just how intelligent, as mankind measured intelligence, the wolverines were. He had come to suspect that
Fadakar and the other experts had underrated them and that both beasts understood more than they were
given credit for. Now he followed an experiment of his own, one he had had a chance to try only a few



times before and never at length. Pressing his palm flat on Taggi’s head, Shann thought of Throgs and of
their attack, trying to arouse in the animal a corresponding reaction to his own horror and anger.

And Taggi responded. A mutter became a growl, teeth gleamed—those cruel teeth of a carnivore to whom
they were weapons of aggression. Danger . . . Shann thought “danger.” Then he raised his hand, and the
wolverine shuffled off, heading north. The man followed.

They discovered Togi busy in a small cove where a jagged tangle of drift made a mat dating from the last
high-water period. She was finishing a hearty breakfast, the remains of a water rat which she was burying
thriftily against future need after the instincts of her kind. When she was done she came to Shann, inquiry
plain to read in her eyes.

There was water here, and good hunting. But the site was too close to the Throgs. Let one of their
exploring flyers sight them, and the little group was finished. Better cover, that’s what the three fugitives
must have. Shann scowled, not at Togi, but at the landscape. He was tired and hungry, but he must keep on

going.

A stream fed into the cove from the west, a guide of sorts. With very little knowledge of the countryside,
Shann was inclined to follow that.

Overhead the sun made its usual golden haze of the sky. A flight of vivid green streaks marked a flock of
lake ducks coming for a morning feeding. Lake duck was good eating, but Shann had no time to hunt one
now. Togi started down the bank of the stream, Taggi behind her. Either they had caught his choice subtly
through some undefined mental contact, or they had already picked that road on their own.

Shann’s attention was caught by a piece of the drift. He twisted the length free and had his first weapon of
his own manufacture, a club. Using it to hold back a low sweeping branch, he followed the wolverines.

Within the half hour he had breakfast, too. A pair of limp skitterers, their long hind feet lashed together
with a thong of grass, hung from his belt. They were not particularly good eating, but at least they were
meat.

The three, man and wolverines, made their way up the stream to the valley wall and through a feeder ravine
into the larger space beyond. There, where the stream was born at the foot of a falls, they made their first
camp. Judging that the morning haze would veil any smoke, Shann built a pocket-size fire. He seared
rather than roasted the skitterers after he had made an awkward and messy business of skinning them, and
tore the meat from the delicate bones in greedy mouthfuls. The wolverines lay side by side on the gravel,
now and again raising a head alertly to test the scent on the air, or gaze into the distance.

Taggi made a warning sound deep in the throat. Shann tossed handfuls of sand over the dying fire. He had
only time to fling himself face-down, hoping the drab and weathered cloth of his uniform would fade into
the color of the earth on which he lay, every muscle tense.

A shadow swung across the hillside. Shann’s shoulders hunched, and he cowered again. That terror he had
known on the ledge was back in full force as he waited for the beam to lick at him as it had earlier at his
fellows. The Throgs were on the hunt . . .

2 : DEATH OF A SHIP

That sigh of displaced air was not as loud as a breeze, but it echoed monstrously in Shann’s ears. He could
not believe in his luck as that sound grew fainter, drew away into the valley he had just left. With infinite
caution he raised his head from his arm, still hardly able to accept the fact that he had not been sighted, that
the Throgs and their flyer were gone.



But that black plate was spinning out into the sun haze. One of the beetles might have suspected that there
were Terran fugitives and ordered a routine patrol. After all, how could the aliens know that they had
caught all but one of the Survey party in camp? Though with all the Terran scout flitters grounded on the
field, the men dead in their bunks, the surprise would seem to be complete.

As Shann moved, Taggi and Togi came to life also. They had gone to earth with speed, and the man was
sure that both beasts had sensed danger. Not for the first time he knew a burning desire for the formal
education he had never had. In camp he had listened, dragging out routine jobs in order to overhear reports
and the small talk of specialists keen on their own particular hobbies. But so much of the information
Shann had thus picked up to store in a retentive memory he had not understood and could not fit together.
It had been as if he were trying to solve some highly important puzzle with at least a quarter of the
necessary pieces missing, or with unrelated bits from others intermixed. How much control did a trained
animal scout have over his furred or feathered assistants? And was part of that mastery a mental rapport
built up between man and animal?

How well would the wolverines obey him now, especially when they would not return to camp where
cages stood waiting as symbols of human authority? Wouldn’t a trek into the wilderness bring about a
revolt for complete freedom? If Shann could depend upon the animals, it would mean a great deal. Not
only would their superior hunting ability provide all three with food, but their scouting senses, so much
keener than his, might erect a slender wall between life and death.

Few large native beasts had been discovered on Warlock by the Terran explorers. And of those four or five
different species, none had proved hostile if unprovoked. But that did not mean that somewhere back in the
wild lands into which Shann was heading there were not heretofore unknowns, perhaps slyer and as
vicious as the wolverines when they were aroused to rage.

Then there were the “dreams,” which had afforded the prime source of camp discussion and dispute. Shann
brushed coarse sand from his boots and thought about the dreams. Did they or did they not exist? You
could start an argument any time by making a definite statement for or against the peculiar sort of dreaming
reported by the first scout to set ship on this world.

The Circe system, of which Warlock was the second of three planets, had first been scouted four years ago
by one of those explorers traveling solo in Survey service. Everyone knew that the First-In Scouts were a
weird breed, almost a mutation of Terran stock—their reports were rife with strange observations.

So an alarming one concerning Circe, a solar-type yellow sun, and her three planets was no novelty. Witch,
the world nearest in orbit to Circe, was too hot for human occupancy without drastic and too costly world-
changing. Wizard, the third out from the sun, was mostly bare rock and highly poisonous water. But
Warlock, swinging through space between two forbidding neighbors, seemed to be just what the settlement
board ordered.

Then the Survey scout, even in the cocoon safety of his well-armed ship, began to dream. And from those
dreams a horror of the apparently empty world developed, until he fled the planet to preserve his sanity.
There had been a second visit to Warlock to confirm this—worlds so well adapted to human emigration
could not be lightly thrown away. But this time the report was negative. There was no trace of dreams, no
registration of any outside influence on the delicate and complicated equipment the ship carried. So the
Survey team had been dispatched to prepare for the coming of the first pioneers, and none of them had
dreamed either—at least, no more than the ordinary dreams all men accepted.

Only there were those who pointed out that the seasons had changed between the first and second visits to
Warlock. That first scout had planeted in summer; his successors had come in fall and winter. They argued
that the final release of world for settlement should not be given until the full year on Warlock had been
sampled.



But pressure from Emigrant Control had forced their hands, that and the fear of just what had eventually
happened—an attack from the Throgs. So they had speeded up the process of declaring Warlock open.
Only Ragnar Thorvald had protested that decision up to the last and had gone back to headquarters on the
supply ship a month ago to make a last appeal for a more careful study.

Shann stopped brushing the sand from the tough fabric above his knee. Ragnar Thorvald . . . He
remembered back to the port landing apron on another world, remembered with a sense of loss he could
not define. That had been about the second biggest day of his short life; the biggest had come earlier when
they had actually allowed him to sign on for Survey duty.

He had tumbled off the cross-continent cargo carrier, his kit—a very meager kit—slung over his thin
shoulder, a hot eagerness expanding inside him until he thought that he could not continue to throttle down
that wild happiness. There was a waiting starship. And he—Shann Lantee from the Dumps of Tyr, without
any influence or schooling—was going to blast off in her, wearing the brown-green uniform of Survey!

Then he had hesitated, had not quite dared cross the few feet of apron lying between him and that compact
group wearing the same uniform—with a slight difference, that of service bars and completion badges and
rank insignia—with the unconscious self-assurance of men who had done this many times before.

But after a moment that whole group had become in his own shy appraisal just a background for one man.
Shann had never before known in his pinched and limited childhood, his lost boyhood, anyone who
aroused in him hero worship. And he could not have put a name to the new emotion that added so suddenly
to his burning desire to make good, not only to hold the small niche in Survey which he had already so
painfully achieved, but to climb, until he could stand so in such a group talking easily to that tall man, his
uncovered head bronze-yellow in the sunlight, his cool gray eyes pale in his brown face.

Not that any of those wild dreams born in that minute or two had been realized in the ensuing months.
Probably those dreams had always been as wild as the ones reported by the first scout on Warlock. Shann
grinned wryly now at the short period of childish hope and half-confidence that he could do big things.
Only one Thorvald had ever noticed Shann’s existence in the Survey camp, and that had been Garth.

Garth Thorvald, a far less impressive—one could say “smudged”—copy of his brother. Swaggering with
an arrogance Ragnar never showed, Garth was a cadet on his first mission, intent upon making Shann
realize the unbridgeable gulf between a labor hand and an officer-to-be. He had appeared to know right
from their first meeting just how to make Shann’s life a misery.

Now, in this slit of valley wall away from the domes, Shann’s fists balled. He pounded them against the
earth in a way he had so often hoped to plant them on Garth’s smoothly handsome face, his well-muscled
body. One didn’t survive the Dumps of Tyr without learning how to use fists, and boots, and a list of tricks
they didn’t teach in any academy. He had always been sure that he could take Garth if they mixed it up.
But if he had loosed the tight rein he had kept on his temper and offered that challenge, he would have lost
his chance with Survey. Garth had proved himself able to talk his way out of any scrape, even minor
derelictions of duty, and he far outranked Shann. The laborer from Tyr had had to swallow all that the
other could dish out and hope that on his next assignment he would not be a member of young Thorvald’s
team. Though, because of Garth Thorvald, Shann’s toll of black record marks had mounted dangerously
high and each day the chance for any more duty tours had grown dimmer.

Shann laughed, and the sound was ugly. That was one thing he didn’t have to worry about any longer.
There would be no other assignments for him, the Throgs had seen to that. And Garth . . . well, there would
never be a showdown between them now. He stood up. The Throg ship had disappeared; they could push
on.

He found a break in the cliff wall which was climbable, and he coaxed the wolverines after him. When
they stood on the heights from which the falls tumbled, Taggi and Togi rubbed against him, cried for his



attention. They, too, appeared to need the reassurance they got from contact with him, for they were also
fugitives on this alien world, the only representatives of their kind.

Since he did not have any definite goal in view, Shann continued to be guided by the stream, following its
wanderings across a plateau. The sun was warm, so he carried his jacket slung across one shoulder. Taggi
and Togi ranged ahead, twice catching skitterers, which they devoured eagerly. A shadow on a sun-baked
rock sent the Terran skidding for cover until he saw that it was cast by one of the questing falcons from the
upper peaks. But that shook his confidence, so he again sought cover, ashamed at his own carelessness.

In the late afternoon he reached the far end of the plateau, faced a climb to peaks which still bore cones of
snow, now tinted a soft peach by the sun. Shann studied that possible path and distrusted his own powers
to take it without proper equipment or supplies. He must turn either north or south, though he would then
have to abandon a sure water supply in the stream. Tonight he would camp where he was. He had not
realized how tired he was until he found a likely half-cave in the mountain wall and crawled in. There was
too much danger in fire here; he would have to do without that basic comfort of his kind.

Luckily, the wolverines squeezed in beside him to fill the hole. With their warm furred bodies sandwiching
him, Shann dozed, awoke, and dozed again, listening to night sounds—the screams, cries, hunting calls, of
the Warlock wilds. Now and again one of the wolverines whined and moved uneasily.

Fingers of sun picked at Shann through a shaft among the rocks, striking his eyes. He moved, blinked
blearily awake, unable for the first few seconds to understand why the smooth plasta wall of his bunk had
become rough red stone. Then he remembered. He was alone and he threw himself frantically out of the
cave, afraid the wolverines had wandered off. Only both animals were busy clawing under a boulder with a
steady persistence which argued there was a purpose behind that effort.

A sharp sting on the back of one hand made that purpose only too clear to Shann, and he retreated
hurriedly from the vicinity of the excavation. They had found an earth-wasp’s burrow and were hunting
grubs, naturally arousing the rightful inhabitants to bitter resentment.

Shann faced the problem of his own breakfast. He had had the immunity shots given to all members of the
team, and he had eaten game brought in by exploring parties and labeled “safe.” But how long he could
keep to the varieties of native food he knew was uncertain. Sooner or later he must experiment for himself.
Already he drank the stream water without the aid of purifiers, and so far there had been no ill results from
that necessary recklessness. Now the stream suggested fish. But instead he chanced upon another water
inhabitant which had crawled up on land for some obscure purpose of its own. It was a sluggish scaled
thing, an easy victim to his club, with thin, weak legs it could project at will from a finned and armor-
plated body.

Shann offered the head and guts to Togi, who had abandoned the wasp nest. She sniffed in careful
investigation and then gulped. Shann built a small fire and seared the firm greenish flesh. The taste was
flat, lacking salt, but the food eased his emptiness. Heartened, he started south, hoping to find water
sometime during the morning.

By noon he had his optimism justified with the discovery of a spring, and the wolverines had brought down
a slender-legged animal whose coat was close in shade to the dusky purple of the vegetation. Smaller than
a Terran deer, its head bore, not horns, but a ridge of stiffened hair rising in a point some twelve inches
above the skull dome. Shann haggled off some ragged steaks while the wolverines feasted in earnest,
carefully burying the head afterward.

It was when Shann knelt by the spring pool to wash that he caught the clamor of the clak-claks. He had
seen or heard nothing of the flyers since he had left the lake valley. But from the noise now rising in an
earsplitting volume, he thought there was a sizable colony near-by and that the inhabitants were thoroughly
aroused.



He crept on his hands and knees to near-by brush cover, heading toward the source of that outburst. If the
claks were announcing a Throg scouting party, he wanted to know it.

Lying flat, with branches forming a screen over him, the Terran gazed out on a stretch of grassland which
sloped at a fairly steep angle to the south and which must lead to a portion of countryside well below the
level he was now traversing.

The clak-claks were skimming back and forth, shrieking their staccato war cries. Following the erratic
dashes of their flight formation, Shann decided that whatever they railed against was on the lower level,
out of his sight from that point. Should he simply withdraw, since the disturbance was not near him?
Prudence dictated that; yet still he hesitated.

He had no desire to travel north, or to try and scale the mountains. No, south was his best path, and he
should be very sure that route was closed before he retreated.

Since any additional fuss the clak-claks might make on sighting him would be undistinguished in their now
general clamor, the Terran crawled on to where tall grass provided a screen at the top of the slope. There he
stopped short, his hands digging into the earth in sudden braking action.

Below, the ground steamed from a rocket flare-back, grasses burned away from the fins of a small
scoutship. But even as Shann rose to one knee, his shout of welcome choked in his throat. One of those
fins sank, canting the ship crookedly, preventing any new take-off. And over the crown of a low hill to the
west swung the ominous black plate of a Throg flyer.

The Throg ship came up in a burst of speed, and Shann waited tensely for some countermove from the
scout. Those small speedy Terran ships were prudently provided with weapons triply deadly in proportion
to their size. He was sure that the Terran ship could hold its own against the Throg, even eliminate the
enemy. But there was no fire from the slanting pencil of the scout. The Throg circled warily, obviously
expecting a trap. Twice it darted back in the direction from which it had come. As it returned from its
second retreat, another of its kind showed, a black coin dot against the amber of the sky.

Shann felt sick inside. Now the Terran scout had lost any advantage and perhaps all hope. The Throgs
could box the other in, cut the downed ship to pieces with their energy beams. He wanted to crawl away
and not witness this last disaster for his kind. But some stubborn core of will kept him where he was.

The Throgs began to circle while beneath them the flock of clak-claks screamed and dived at the slanting
nose of the Terran ship. Then that same slashing energy he had watched quarter the camp snapped from the
far plate across the stricken scout. The man who had piloted her, if not dead already (which might account
for the lack of defense), must have fallen victim to that. But the Throg was going to make very sure. The
second flyer halted, remaining poised long enough to unleash a second bolt—dazzling any watching eyes
and broadcasting a vibration to make Shann’s skin crawl when the last faint ripple reached his lookout
post.

What happened then caught the overconfident Throg by surprise. Shann cried out, burying his face on his
arm, as pinwheels of scarlet light blotted out normal sight. There was an explosion, a deafening blast. He
cowered, blind, unable to hear. Then, rubbing at his eyes, he tried to see what had happened.

Through watery blurs he made out the Throg ship, not swinging now in serene indifference to Warlock’s
gravity, but whirling end over end across the sky as might a leaf tossed in a gust of wind. Its rim caught
against a rust-red cliff, it rebounded and crumpled. Then it came down, smashing perhaps half a mile away
from the smoking crater in which lay the mangled wreckage of the Terran ship. The disabled scout pilot
must have played a last desperate game, making his ship bait for a trap.

The Terran had taken one Throg with him. Shann rubbed again at his eyes, just barely able to catch a
glimpse of the second ship flashing away westward. Perhaps it was only his impaired sight, but it appeared



to him that the Throg followed an erratic path, either as if the pilot feared to be caught by a second shot, or
because that ship had also suffered some injury.

Acid smoke wreathed up from the valley making Shann retch and cough. There could be no survivor from
that Terran scout, and he did not believe that any Throg had lived to crawl free of the crumpled plate. But
there would be other beetles swarming here soon. They would not dare to leave the scene unsearched. He
wondered about that scout. Had the pilot been aiming for the Survey camp, the absence of any rider beam
from there warning him off so that he made the detour which brought him here? Or had the Throgs tried to
blast the Terran ship in the upper atmosphere, crippling it, making this a forced landing? But at least this
battle had cost the Throgs, settling a small portion of the Terran debt for the lost camp.

The length of time between Shann’s sighting of the grounded ship and the attack by the Throgs had been so
short that he had not really developed any strong hope of rescue to be destroyed by the end of the crippled
ship. On the other hand, seeing the Throgs taking a beating had exploded his subconscious acceptance of
their superiority. He might not have even the resources of a damaged scout at his command. But he did
have Taggi, Togi, and his own brain. Since he was fated to permanent exile on Warlock, there might just
be some way to make the beetles pay for that.

He licked his lips. Real action against the aliens would take a lot of planning. Shann would have to know
more about what made a Throg a Throg, more than all the wild stories he had heard over the years. There
had to be some way a Terran could move effectively against a beetle-head. And he had a lot of time, maybe
the rest of his life to work out a few answers. That Throg ship lying wrecked at the foot of the cliff . . .
perhaps he could do a little investigating before any rescue squad arrived. Shann decided such a move was
worth the try and whistled to the wolverines.

3 : TO CLOSE RANKS

Shann made his way at an angle to avoid the smoking pit cradling the wreckage of the Terran ship. There
were no signs of life about the Throg plate as he approached. A quarter of its bulk was telescoped back into
the rest, and surely none of the aliens could have survived such a smash, tough as they were reputed to be
within those those horny carapaces.

He sniffed. There was a nauseous odor heavy on the morning air, one which would make a lasting
impression on any human nose. The port door in the black ship stood open, perhaps having burst in the
impact against the cliff. Shann had almost reached it when a crackle of chain lightning beat across the
ground before him, turning the edge of the buckled entrance panel red.

Shann dropped to the ground, drawing his stunner, knowing at the same moment that such a weapon was
about as much use in meeting a blaster as a straw wand would be to ward off a blazing coal. A chill
numbness held him as he waited for a second blast to char the flesh between his shoulders. So there had
been a Throg survivor, after all.

But as moments passed and the Throg did not move in to make an easy kill, Shann collected his wits. Only
one shot! Was the beetle injured, unable to make sure of even an almost defenseless prey? The Throgs
seldom took prisoners. When they did . . .

The Terran’s lips tightened. He worked his hand under his prone body, feeling for the hilt of his knife.
With that he could speedily remove himself from the status of Throg prisoner, and he would do it gladly if
there was no hope of escape. Had there been only one charge left in that blaster? Shann could make half a
dozen guesses as to why the other had made no move, but that shot had come from behind him, and he
dared not turn his head or otherwise make an effort to see what the other might be doing.

Was it only his imagination, or had that stench grown stronger during the last few seconds? Could the
Throg be creeping up on him? Shann strained his ears, trying to catch some sound he could interpret. The



few clak-claks that had survived the blast about the ship were shrieking overhead, and Shann made one
attempt at counterattack.

He whistled the wolverines’ call. The pair had not been too willing to follow him down into this valley,
and they had avoided the crater at a very wide circle. But if they would obey him now, he just might have a
chance.

There! That had been a sound, and the smell was stronger. The Throg must be coming to him. Again Shann
whistled, holding in his mind his hatred for the beetle-head, the need for finishing off that alien. If the
animals could pick either thoughts or emotions out of their human companion, this was the time for him to
get those unspoken half-orders across.

Shann slammed his hand hard against the ground, sent his body rolling, his stunner up and ready.

And now he could see that grotesque thing, swaying weakly back and forth on its thin legs, yet holding a
blaster, bringing that weapon up to center it on him. The Throg was hunched over and perhaps to Taggi
presented the outline of some four-footed creature to be hunted. For the wolverine male sprang for the
hard-shelled shoulders.

Under that impact the Throg sagged forward. But Taggi, outraged at the nature of the creature he had
attacked, squalled and retreated. Shann had had his precious seconds of distraction. He fired, the core of
the stun beam striking full into the flat dish of the alien’s face.

That bolt, which would have shocked a mammal into insensibility, only slowed the Throg. Shann rolled
again, gaining a temporary cover behind the wrecked ship. He squirmed under metal hot enough to scorch
his jacket and saw the reflection of a second blaster shot which had been fired seconds late.

Now the Throg had him tied down. But to get at the Terran the alien would have to show himself, and
Shann had one chance in fifty, which was better than that of three minutes ago—when the odds had been
set at one in a hundred. He knew that he could not press the wolverines in again. Taggi’s distaste was too
manifest; Shann had been lucky that the animal had made one abortive attack.

Perhaps the Terran’s escape and Taggi’s action had made the alien reckless. Shann had no clue to the
thinking processes of the non-human but now the Throg staggered around the end of the plate, his digits,
which were closer to claws than fingers, fumbling with his weapon. The Terran snapped another shot from
his stunner, hoping to slow the enemy down. But he was trapped. If he turned to climb the cliff at his back,
the beetle-head could easily pick him off.

A rock hurtled from the heights above, striking with deadly accuracy on the domed, hairless head of the
Throg. His armored body crashed forward, struck against the ship, and rebounded to the ground. Shann
darted forward to seize the blaster, kicking loose the claws which still grasped it, before he flattened back
to the cliff, the strange weapon over his arm, his heart beating wildly.

That rock had not bounded down the mountainside by chance; it had been hurled with intent and aimed
carefully at its target. And no Throg would kill one of his fellows. Or would he? Suppose orders had been
issued to take a Terran prisoner and the Throg by the ship had disobeyed? Then, why a rock and not a
blaster bolt?

Shann edged along until the upslanted, broken side of the Throg flyer provided him with protection from
any overhead attack. Under that shelter he waited for the next move from his unknown rescuer.

The clak-claks wheeled closer to earth. One lit boldly on the carapace of the inert Throg, shuffling
ungainly along that horny ridge. Cradling the blaster, the Terran continued to wait. His patience was
rewarded when that investigating clak-clak took off uttering an enraged snap or two. He heard what might
be the scrape of boots across rock, but that might also have come from horny skin meeting stone.



Then the other must have lost his footing not too far above. Accompanied by a miniature landslide of
stones and earth, a figure slid down several yards away. Shann waited in a half-crouch, his looted blaster
covering the man now getting to his feet. There was no mistaking the familiar uniform, or even the man.
How Ragnar Thorvald had reached that particular spot on Warlock or why, Shann could not know. But that
he was there, there was no denying.

Shann hurried forward. It had been when he caught his first sight of Thorvald that he realized just how
deep his unacknowledged loneliness had bit. There were two Terrans on Warlock now, and he did not need
to know why. But Thorvald was staring back at him with the blankness of non-recognition.

“Who are you?” The demand held something close to suspicion.

That note in the other’s voice wiped away a measure of Shann’s confidence, threatened something which
had flowered in him since he had struck into the wilderness on his own. Three words had reduced him
again to Lantee, unskilled laborer.

bl

“Lantee. I’m from the camp ...’
Thorvald’s eagerness was plain in his next question:

“How many of you got away? Where are the rest?” He gazed past Shann up the plateau slope as if he
expected to see the personnel of the camp sprout out of the cloak of grass along the verge.

“Just me and the wolverines,” Shann answered in a colorless voice. He cradled the blaster on his hip,
turned a little away from the officer.

“You . .. and the wolverines?” Thorvald was plainly startled. “But . . . where? How?”

“The Throgs hit very early yesterday morning. They caught the rest in camp. The wolverines had escaped
from their cage, and I was out hunting them . . . ” He told his story baldly.

“You’re sure about the rest?” Thorvald had a thin steel of rage edging his voice. Almost, Shann thought, as
if he could turn that blade of rage against one Shann Lantee for being yet alive when more important men
had not survived.

“I saw the attack from an upper ridge,” the younger man said, having been put on the defensive. Yet he had
a right to be alive, hadn’t he? Or did Thorvald believe that he should have gone running down to meet the
beetle-heads with his useless stunner? “They used energy beams . . . didn’t land until it was all over.”

“I knew there was something wrong when the camp didn’t answer our enter-atmosphere signal,” Thorvald
said absently. “Then one of those platters jumped us on braking orbit, and my pilot was killed. When we
set down on the automatics here I had just time to rig a surprise for any trackers before I took to the hills—

”»

“The blast got one of them,” Shann pointed out.

“Yes, they’d nicked the booster rocket; she wouldn’t climb again. But they’ll be back to pick over the
remains.”

Shann looked at the dead Throg. “Thanks for taking a hand.” His tone was as chill as the other’s this time.
“I’'m heading south ...”



And, he added silently, I intend to keep on that way. The Throg attack had dissolved the pattern of the
Survey team. He didn’t owe Thorvald any allegiance. And he had been successfully on his own here since
the camp had been overrun.

“South,” Thorvald repeated. “Well, that’s as good a direction as any right now.”

But they were not united. Shann found the wolverines and patiently coaxed and wheedled them into
coming with him over a circuitous route which kept them away from both ships. Thorvald went up the
cliff, swung down again, a supply bag slung over one shoulder. He stood watching as Shann brought the
animals in.

Then Thorvald’s arm swept out, his fingers closing possessively about the barrel of the blaster. Shann’s
own hold on the weapon tightened, and the force of the other’s pull dragged him partly around.

“Let’s have that—"

“Why?” Shann supposed that because it had been the other’s well-aimed rock which had put the Throg out
of commission permanently, the officer was going to claim their only spoils of war as personal booty, and a
hot resentment flowered in the younger man.

“We don’t take that away from here.” Thorvald made the weapon his with a quick twist.

To Shann’s utter astonishment, the Survey officer walked back to kneel beside the dead Throg. He worked
the grip of the blaster under the alien’s lax claws and inspected the result with the care of one arranging a
special and highly important display. Shann’s protest became vocal. “We’ll need that!”

“It’1l do us far more good right where it is . ..” Thorvald paused and then added, with impatience
roughening his voice as if he disliked the need for making any explanations, “There is no reason for us to
advertise our being alive. If the Throgs found a blaster missing, they’d start thinking and looking around. I
want to have a breathing spell before I have to play quarry in one of their hunts.”

Put that way, his action did make sense. But Shann regretted the loss of an arm so superior to their own
weapons. Now they could not loot the plateship either. In silence he turned and started to trudge
southward, without waiting for Thorvald to catch up with him.

Once away from the blasted area, the wolverines ranged ahead at their clumsy gallop, which covered
ground at a surprising rate of speed. Shann knew that their curiosity made them scouts surpassing any
human and that the men who followed would have ample warning of any danger to come. Without
reference to his silent trail companion, he sent the animals toward another strip of woodland which would
give them cover against the coming of any Throg flyer.

As the hours advanced he began to cast about for a proper night camp. The woods ought to give them a
usable site.

“There’s water in this wood,” Thorvald said, breaking the silence for the first time since they had left the
wrecks.

Shann knew that the other had knowledge, not only of the general countryside, but of exploring techniques
which he himself did not possess, but to be reminded of that fact was an irritant rather than a reassurance.
Without answering, the younger man bored on to locate the water promised.

The wolverines found the small lake first and were splashing along its shore when the Terrans caught up.
Thorvald went to work, but to Shann’s surprise he did not unstrap the forceblade ax at his belt. Bending
over a sapling, he pounded away with a stone at the green wood a few inches above the root line until he



was able to break through the slender trunk. Shann drew his own knife and bent to tackle another treelet
when Thorvald stopped him with an order: “Use a stone on that, the way I did.”

Shann could see no reason for such a laborious process. If Thorvald did not want to use his ax, that was no
reason that Shann could not put his heavy belt knife to work. He hesitated, ready to set the blade to the
outer bark of the tree.

“Look—" again that impatient edge in the officer’s tone, the need for explanation seeming to come very
hard to the other—*"“sooner or later, the Throgs might just trace us here and find this camp. If so, they are
not going to discover any traces to label us Terran—"

“But who else could we be?” protested Shann. “There is no native race on Warlock.”
Thorvald tossed his improvised stone ax from hand to hand.
“But do the Throgs know that?”

The implications, the possibilities, in that idea struck home to Shann. Now he began to understand what
Thorvald might be planning.

“Now there is going to be a native race.” Shann made that a statement instead of a question and saw that
the other was watching him with a new intentness, as if he had at last been recognized as a person instead
of rank and file and very low rank at that—Survey personnel.

“There is going to be a native race,” Thorvald affirmed.

Shann resheathed his knife and went to search the pond beach for a suitable stone to use in its place. Even
s0, he made harder work of the clumsy chopping than Thorvald had. He worried at one sapling after
another until his hands were skinned and his breath came in painful gusts from under aching ribs. Thorvald
had gone on to another task, ripping the end of a long tough vine from just under the powdery surface of
the thick leaf masses fallen in other years.

With this the officer lashed together the tops of the poles, having planted their splintered butts in the
ground, so that he achieved a crudely conical structures. Leafy branches were woven back and forth
through this framework, with an entrance, through which one might crawl on hands and knees, left facing
the lakeside. The shelter they completed was compact and efficient but totally unlike anything Shann had
ever seen before, certainly far removed from the domes of the camp. He said so, nursing his raw hands.

“An old form,” Thorvald replied, “native to a primitive race on Terra. Certainly the beetle-heads haven’t
come across its like before.”

“Are we going to stay here? Otherwise it is pretty heavy work for one night’s lodging.”
Thorvald tested the shelter with a sharp shake. The matted leaves whispered, but the framework held.

“Stage dressing. No, we won’t linger here. But it’s evidence to support our play. Even a Throg isn’t dense
enough to believe that natives would make a cross-country trip without leaving evidence of their passing.”

Shann sat down with a sigh he made no effort to suppress. He had a vision of Thorvald traveling
southward, methodically erecting these huts here and there to confound Throgs who might not ever chance

upon them. But already the Survey officer was busy with a new problem.

“We need weapons—"



“We have our stunners, a force ax, and our knives,” Shann pointed out. He did not add, as he would have
liked, that they could have had a blaster.

“Native weapons,” Thorvald countered with his usual snap. He went back to the beach and crawled about
there, choosing and rejecting stones picked out of the gravel.

Shann scooped out a small pit just before their hut and set about the making of a pocket-sized fire. He was
hungry and looked longingly now and again to the supply bag Thorvald had brought with him. Dared he

rummage in that for rations? Surely the other would be carrying concentrates.

“Who taught you how to make a fire that way?”” Thorvald was back from the pond, a selection of round
stones about the size of his fist resting between his chest and forearm.

“It’s regulation, isn’t it?”” Shann countered defensively.

“It’s regulation,” Thorvald agreed. He set down his stones in a row and then tossed the supply bag over to
his companion. “Too late to hunt tonight. But we’ll have to go easy on those rations until we can get
more.”

“Where?” Did Thorvald know of some supply cache they could raid?

“From the Throgs,” the other answered matter of factly.

“But they don’t eat our kind of food . ..”

“All the more reason for them to leave the camp supplies untouched.”

“The camp?”

For the first time Thorvald’s lips curved in a shadow smile which was neither joyous nor warming. “A
native raid on an invader’s camp. What could be more natural? And we’d better make it soon.”

“But how can we?” To Shann what the other proposed was sheer madness.

“There was once an ancient service corps on Terra,” Thorvald answered, “which had a motto something
like this: ‘The improbable we do at once; the impossible takes a little longer.” What did you think we were
going to do? Sulk around out here in the bush and let the Throgs claim Warlock for one of their pirate
bases without opposition?”

Since that was the only future Shann had visualized, he was ready enough to admit the truth, only some
shade of tone in the officer’s voice kept him from saying so aloud.

4 : SORTIE

Five days later they came up from the south so that this time Shann’s view of the Terran camp was from a
different angle. At first sight there had been little change in the general scene. He wondered if the aliens
were using the Terran dome shelters themselves. Even in the twilight it was easy to pick out such
landmarks as the com dome with the shaft of a broadcaster spearing from its top and the greater bulk of the
supply warehouse.

“Two of their small flyers down on the landing field ...~ Thorvald materialized from the shadow, his
voice a thread of whisper.



By Shann’s side the wolverines were moving restlessly. Since Taggi’s attack on the Throg neither beast
would venture near any site where they could scent the aliens. This was the nearest point to which the men
could urge either animal, which was a disappointment, for the wolverines would have been an excellent
addition to the surprise sortie they planned for tonight, halving the danger for the men.

Shann ran his fingers across the coarse fur on the animals’ shoulders, exerting a light pressure to signal
them to wait. But he was not sure of their obedience. The foray was a crazy idea, and Shann wondered
again why he had agreed to it. Yet he had gone along with Thorvald, even suggested a few modifications
and additions of his own, such as the contents of the crude leaf sack now resting between his knees.

Thorvald flitted away, seeking his own post to the west. Shann was still waiting for the other’s signal when
there arose from the camp a sound to chill the flesh of any listener, a wail which could not have come from
the throat of any normal living thing, intelligent being or animal. Ululating in ear-torturing intensity, the
cry sank to a faint, ominous echo of itself, to waver up the scale again.

The wolverines went mad. Shann had witnessed their quick kills in the wilds, but this stark ferocity of
spitting, howling rage was new. They answered that challenge from the camp, streaking out from under his
hands. Yet both animals skidded to a stop before they passed the first dome and were lost in the gloom. A
spark glowed for an instant to his right; Thorvald was ready to go, so Shann had no time to try and recall
the animals.

He fumbled for those balls of soaked moss in his leaf bag. The chemical smell from them blotted out that
alien mustiness which the wind brought from the campsite. Shann readied the first sopping mess in his
sling, snapped his fire sparker at it, and had the ball awhirl for a toss almost in one continuous movement.
The moss burst into fire as it curved out and fell.

To a witness it might have seemed that the missile materialized out of the air, the effect being better than
Shann had hoped.

A second ball for the sling—spark . . . out . . . down. The first had smashed on the ground near the dome of
the com station, the force of impact flattening it into a round splatter of now fiercely burning material. And
his second, carefully aimed, lit two feet beyond.

Another wail tearing at the nerves. Shann made a third throw, a fourth. He had an audience now. In the
light of those pools of fire the Throgs were scuttling back and forth, their hunched bodies casting weird
shadows on the dome walls. They were making efforts to douse the fires, but Shann knew from careful
experimentation that once ignited the stuff he had skimmed from the lip of one of the hot springs would go
on burning as long as a fraction of its viscous substance remained unconsumed.

Now Thorvald had gone into action. A Throg suddenly halted, struggled frantically, and toppled over into
the edge of a fire splotch, legs looped together by the coils of the curious weapon Thorvald had put
together on their first night of partnership. Three round stones of comparable weight had each been
fastened at the end of a vine cord, and those cords united at a center point. Thorvald had demonstrated the
effectiveness of his creation by bringing down one of the small “deer” of the grasslands, an animal
normally fleet enough to feel safe from both human and animal pursuit. And those weighted ropes now
trapped the Throg with the same efficiency.

Having shot his last fireball, Shann ran swiftly to take up a new position, downgrade and to the east of the
domes. Here he put into action another of the primitive weapons Thorvald had devised, a spear hurled with
a throwing stick, giving it double range and twice as forceful penetration power. The spears themselves
were hardly more than crudely shaped lengths of wood, their points charred in the fire. Perhaps these
missiles could neither kill nor seriously wound. But more than one thudded home in a satisfactory fashion
against the curving back carapace or the softer front parts of a Throg in a manner which certainly shook up
and bruised the target. And one of Shann’s victims went to the ground, to lie kicking in a way which
suggested he had been more than just bruised.



Fireballs, spears . . . Thorvald had moved too. And now down into the somewhat frantic melee of the
aroused camp fell a shower of slim weighted reeds, each provided with a clay-ball head. The majority of
those balls broke on landing as the Terrans had intended. So, through the beetle smell of the aliens, spread
the acrid, throat-parching fumes of the hot spring water. Whether those fumes had the same effect upon
Throg breathing apparatus as they did upon Terran, the attackers could not tell, but they hoped such a
bombardment would add to the general confusion.

Shann began to space the hurling of his crude spears with more care, trying to place them with all the
precision of aim he could muster. There was a limit to their amount of varied ammunition, although they
had dedicated every waking moment of the past few days to manufacture and testing. Luckily the enemy
had had none of their energy beams at the domes. And so far they had made no move to lift their flyers for
retaliation blasts.

But the Throgs were pulling themselves into order. Blaster fire cut the dusk. Most of the aliens were now
flat on the ground, sending a creeping line of fire into the perimeter of the camp area. A dark form moved
between Shann and the nearest patch of burning moss. The Terran raised a spear to the ready before he
caught a whiff of the pungent scent emitted by a wolverine hot with battle rage. He whistled coaxingly.
With the Throgs eager to blast any moving thing, the animals were in danger if they prowled about the
scene.

That blunt head moved. Shann caught the glint of eyes in a furred mask; it was either Taggi or his mate.
Then a puff of mixed Throg and chemical scent from the camp must have reached the wolverine. The
animal coughed and fled westward, passing Shann.

Had Thorvald had time and opportunity to make his planned raid on the supply dome? Time during such
an embroilment was hard to measure, and Shann could not be sure. He began to count aloud, slowly, as
they had agreed. When he reached one hundred he would begin his retreat; on two hundred he was to run
for it, his goal the river a half mile from the camp.

The stream would take the fugitives to the sea where fiords cut the coastline into a ragged fringe offering a
wealth of hiding places. Throgs seldom explored any territory on foot. For them to venture into that maze
would be putting themselves at the mercy of the Terrans they hunted. And their flyers could comb the air
above such a rocky wilderness without result.

Shann reached the count of one hundred. Twice a blaster bolt singed ground within distance close enough
to make him wince, but most of the fire carried well above his head. All of his spears were gone, save for
one he had kept, hoping for a last good target. One of the Throgs who appeared to be directing the fire of
the others was facing Shann’s position. And on pure chance that he might knock out that leader, Shann
chose him for his victim.

The Terran had no illusions concerning his own marksmanship. The most he could hope for, he thought,
was to have the primitive weapon thud home painfully on the other’s armored hide. Perhaps, if he were
very lucky, he could knock the other from his clawed feet. But that chance which hovers over any
battlefield turned in Shann’s favor. At just the right moment the Throg stretched his head up from the usual
hunched position where the carapace extended over his wide shoulders to protect one of the alien’s few
vulnerable spots, the soft underside of his throat. And the fire-sharpened point of the spear went deep.

Throgs were mute, or at least none of them had ever uttered a vocal sound to be reported by Terrans. This
one did not cry out. But he staggered forward, forelimbs up, clawed digits pulling at the wooden pin
transfixing his throat just under the mandible-equipped jaw, holding his head at an unnatural angle.
Without seeming to notice the others of his kind, the Throg came on at a shambling run, straight at Shann
as if he could actually see through the dark and had marked down the Terran for personal vengeance. There
was something so uncanny about that forward dash that Shann retreated. As his hand groped for the knife



at his belt his boot heel caught in a tangle of weed and he struggled for balance. The wounded Throg, still
pulling at the spear shaft protruding above the swelling barrel of his chest, pounded on.

Shann sprawled backward and was caught in the elastic embrace of a bush, so he did not strike the ground.
He fought the grip of prickly branches and kicked to gain solid earth under his feet. Then again he heard
that piercing wail from the camp, as chilling as it had been the first time. Spurred by that, he won free. But
he could not turn his back on the wounded Throg, keeping instead to a sidewise retreat.

Already the alien had reached the dark beyond the rim of the camp. His progress now was marked by the
crashing through low brush. Two of the Throgs back on the firing line started up after their leader. Shann
caught a whiff of their odor as the wounded alien advanced with the single-mindedness of a robot.

It would be best to head for the river. Tall grass twisted about the Terran’s legs as he began to run. In spite
of the gloom, he hesitated to cross that open space. At night Warlock’s peculiar vegetation displayed a very
alien attribute—ten . . . twenty varieties of grass, plant, and tree emitted wan phosphorescence, varying in
degree, but affording each an aura of light. And the path before Shann now was dotted by splotches of that
radiance, not as brilliant as the chemical-born flames the attackers had kindled in the camp, but as quick to
betray the unwary who passed within their dim circles. And there had never been any reason to believe that
Throg powers of sight were less than human; there was perhaps some evidence to the contrary. Shann
crouched, charting the clumps ahead for a zigzag course which would take him to at least momentary
safety in the river bed.

Perhaps a mile downstream was the transport the Terrans had cobbled together no earlier than this
afternoon, a raft Thorvald had professed to believe would support them to the sea which lay some fifty
Terran miles to the west. But now he had to cover that mile.

The wolverines? Thorvald? There was one lure which might draw the animals on to the rendezvous. Taggi
had brought down a “deer” just before they had left the raft. And instead of allowing both beasts to feast at
leisure, Shann had lashed the carcass to the shaky platform of wood and brush, putting it out to swing in
the current, though still moored to the bank.

Wolverines always cached that part of the kill which they did not consume at the first eating, usually
burying it. He had hoped that to leave the carcass in such a way would draw both animals back to the raft
when they were hungry. And they had not fed particularly well that day.

Thorvald? Well, the Survey officer had made it plain during the past five days of what Shann had come to
look upon as an uneasy partnership that he considered himself far abler to manage in the field, while he had
grave doubts of Shann’s efficiency in the direction of survival potential.

The Terran started along the pattern of retreat he had laid out to the river bed. His heart pounded as he ran,
not because of the physical effort he was expending, but because again from the camp had come that
blood-freezing howl. A lighter line marked the lip of the cut in which the stream was set, something he had
not foreseen. He threw himself down to crawl the last few feet, hugging the earth.

That very pale luminescence was easily accounted for by what lay below. Shann licked his lips and tasted
the sting of sap smeared on his face during his struggle with the bushes. While the strip of meadow behind
him now had been spotted with light plants, the cut below showed an almost solid line of them stringing
willow-wise along the water’s edge. To go down at this point was simply to spotlight his presence for any
Throg on his trail. Hs could only continue along the upper bank, hoping to finally find an end to the growth
of luminescent vegetation below.

Shann was perhaps five yards from the point where he had come to the river, when a commotion behind
made him freeze and turn his head cautiously. The camp was half hidden, and the fires there must be dying.
But a twisting, struggling mass was rolling across the meadow in his general direction.



Thorvald fighting off an attack? The wolverines? Shann drew his legs under him, ready to erupt into a
counteroffensive. He hesitated between drawing stunner or knife. In his brush with the injured Throg at the
wreck the stunner had had little impression on the enemy. And now he wondered if his blade, though it was
super-steel at its toughest, could pierce any joint in the armored bodies of the aliens.

There was surely a fight in progress. The whole crazily weaving blot collapsed and rolled down upon three
bright light plants. Dull sheen of Throg casing was revealed . . . no sign of fur, flesh, or clothing. Two of
the aliens battling? But why?

One of those figures got up stiffly, bent over the huddle still on the ground, and pulled at something. The
wooden shaft of Shann’s spear was wanly visible. And the form on the ground did not stir as that was
jerked loose. The Throg leader dead? Shann hoped so. He slid his knife back into the sheath, tapped the hilt
to make sure it was firmly in place, and crawled on. The river, twisting here and there, was a promising
pool of dusky shadow ahead. The bank of willow-things was coming to an end, and none too soon. For
when he glanced back again he saw another Throg run across the meadow, and he watched them lift their
fellow, carrying him back to camp.

The Throgs might seem indestructible, but he had put an end to one, aided by luck and a very rough
weapon. With that to bolster his self-confidence to a higher notch, Shann dropped by cautious degrees over
the bank and down to the water’s edge. When his boots splashed into the oily flood he began to tramp
downstream, feeling the pull of the water, first ankle high and then about his calves. This early in the
season they did not have to fear floods, and hereabouts the stream was wide and shallow, save in mid-
current.

Twice more he had to skirt patches of light plants, and once a young tree stood bathed in radiance with a
pinkish tinge instead of the usual ghostly gray. Within the haze which tented the drooping branches, flitted
small glittering, flying things; and the scent of its half-open buds was heavy on the air, neither pleasant nor
unpleasant in Shann’s nostrils, merely different.

He dared to whistle, a soft call he hoped would carry along the cut between the high banks. But, though he
paused and listened until it seemed that every cell in his thin body was occupied in that act, he heard no
answering call from the wolverines, nor any suggestion that either the animals or Thorvald were headed in
the direction of the raft.

What was he going to do if none of the others joined him downstream? Thorvald had said not to linger
there past daylight. Yet Shann knew that unless he actually sighted a Throg patrol splashing after him he
would wait until he made sure of the others’ fate. Both Taggi and Togi were as important to him as the
Survey officer. Perhaps more so, he told himself now, because he understood them to a certain degree and
found companionship in their undemanding company which he could not claim from the man.

Why did Thorvald insist upon their going on to the seashore? To Shann’s mind his own first plan of holing
up back in the eastern mountains was better. Those heights had as many hiding places as the fiord country.
But Thorvald had suddenly become so set on this westward trek that he had given in. As much as he
inwardly rebelled when he took them, he found himself obeying the older man’s orders. It was only when
he was alone, as now, that he began to question both Thorvald’s motives and his authority.

Three sprigs of a light bush set in a triangle. Shann paused and then climbed out on the bank, shaking the
water from his boots as Taggi might shake such drops from a furred limb. This was the sign they had set to
mark their rendezvous point, but . . .

Shann whirled, drawing his stunner. The raft was a dark blob on the surface of the water some feet farther
on. And now it was bobbing up and down violently. That was not the result of any normal tug of current.
He heard an indignant squeal and relaxed with a little laugh. He need not have worried about the
wolverines; that bait had drawn them all right. Both of them were now engaged in eating, though they had
to conduct their feast on the rather shaky foundation of the makeshift transport.



They paid no attention as he waded out, pulling at the anchor cord as he went. The wind must have carried
his familiar scent to them. As the water climbed to his shoulders Shann put one hand on the outmost log of
the raft. One of the animals snarled a warning at being disturbed. Or had that been at him?

Shann stood where he was, listening intently. Yes, there was a splashing sound from upstream. Whoever
followed his own recent trail was taking no care to keep that pursuit a secret, and the pace of the newcomer
was fast enough to spell trouble.

Throgs? Tensely the Terran waited for some reaction from the wolverines. He was sure that if the aliens
had followed him, both animals would give warning. Save when they had gone wild upon hearing that
strange wail from the camp, they avoided meeting the enemy.

But from all sounds the animals had not stopped feeding. So the other was no beetle-head. On the other
hand, why would Thorvald so advertise his coming, unless the need for speed was greater than caution?
Shann drew taut the mooring cord, bringing out his knife to saw through that tough length. A figure passed
the three-sprig signal, ran onto the raft.

“Lantee?” The call came in a hoarse, demanding whisper.

“Here.”

“Cut loose. We have to get out of here!”

Thorvald flung himself forward, and together the men scrambled up on the raft. The mangled carcass
plunged into the water, dislodged by their efforts. But before the wolverines could follow it, the mooring
vine snapped, and the river current took them. Feeling the raft sway and begin to spin, the wolverines
whined, crouched in the middle of what now seemed a very frail craft.

Behind them, far away but too clear, sounded that eerie howling, topping the sigh of the night wind.

“I saw—" Thorvald gasped, pausing as if to catch full lungfuls of air to back his words, “they have a
‘hound’! That’s what you hear.”

5 : PURSUIT

As the raft revolved slowly it also slipped downstream at a steadily increasing pace, for the current had
them in hold. The wolverines pressed close to Shann until the musky scent of their fur, their animal
warmth, enveloped him. One growled deep in its throat, perhaps in answer to that wind-borne wail.
“Hound?”” Shann asked.

Beside him in the dark Thorvald was working loose one of the poles they had readied to help control the
raft’s voyaging. The current carried them along, but there was a need for the length of sapling to keep them
free from rocks and water-buried snags.

“What hound?” the younger man demanded more sharply when there came no immediate answer.

“The Throgs’ tracker. But why did they import one?” Thorvald’s puzzlement was plain in his tone. He
added a moment later, with some of his usual firmness, “We may be in for bad trouble now. Use of a

hound means an attempt to take prisoners—”

“Then they do not know that we are here, as Terrans, I mean?”



Thorvald seemed to be sorting out his thoughts when he replied to that. “They could have brought a hound
here just on chance that they might miss one of us in the initial mop-up. Or, if they believe we are natives,
they could want a specimen for study.”

“Wouldn’t they just blast down Terrans on sight?”

Shann saw the dark blot which was Thorvald’s head shake in negation.
“They might need a live Terran—badly and soon.”

“Why?”

“To operate the camp call beam.”

Shann’s momentary bewilderment vanished. He knew enough of Survey procedure to guess the reason for
such a move on the part of the aliens.

“The settler transport?”

“Yes, the ship. She won’t planet here without the proper signal. And the Throgs can’t give that. If they
don’t take her, their time’s run out before they have even made a start here.”

“But how could they know that the transport is nearly due? When we intercept their calls they’re pure
gibberish to us. Can they read our codes?”

“The supposition is that they can’t. Only, concerning Throgs, all we know is supposition. Anyway, they do
know the routine for establishing a Terran colony, and we can’t alter that procedure except in small
nonessentials,” Thorvald said grimly. “If that transport doesn’t pick up the proper signal to set down here
on schedule, her captain will call in the patrol escort . . . then exit one Throg base. But if the beetle-heads
can trick the ship in and take her, then they’ll have a clear five or six more months here to consolidate their
own position. After that it would take more than just one patrol cruiser to clear Warlock; it will require a
fleet. So the Throgs will have another world to play with, and an important one. This lies on a direct line
between the Odin and Kulkulkah systems. A Throg base on such a trade route could eventually cut us right
out of this quarter of the galaxy.”

“So you think they want to capture us in order to bring the transport in?”

“By our type of reasoning, that would be a logical move—if they know we are here. They haven’t too
many of those hounds, and they don’t risk them on petty jobs. I’d hoped we’d covered our trail well. But
we had to risk that attack on the camp . . . I needed the map case!” Again Thorvald might have been talking
to himself. “Time . . . and the right maps—" he brought his fist down on the raft, making the platform
tremble—*"“that’s what I have to have now.”

Another patch of light-willows stretched along the riverbanks, and as they sailed through that ribbon of
ghostly radiance they could see each other’s faces. Thorvald’s was bleak, hard, his eyes on the stream
behind them as if he expected at any moment to see a Throg emerge from the surface of the water.

“Suppose that thing—" Shann pointed upstream with his chin—"“follows us? What is it anyway?” “Hound”
suggested Terran dog, but he couldn’t stretch his imagination to believe in a working co-operation between
Throg and any mammal.

“A rather spectacular combination of toad and lizard, with a few other grisly touches, is about as close as
you can get to a general description. And that won’t be too accurate, because like the Throgs its remote
ancestors must have been of the insect family. If the thing follows us, and I think we can be sure that it
will, we’ll have to take steps. There is always this advantage—those hounds cannot be controlled from a



flyer, and the beetle-heads never take kindly to foot slogging. So we won’t have to expect any speedy
chase. If it slips its masters in rough country, we can try to ambush it.” In the dim light Thorvald was
frowning. “I flew over the territory ahead on two sweeps, and it is a crazy mixture. If we can reach the
rough country bordering the sea, we’ll have won the first round. I don’t believe that the Throgs will be in a
hurry to track us in there. They’ll try two alternatives to chasing us on foot. One, use their energy beams to
rake any suspect valley, and since there are hundreds of valleys all pretty much alike, that will take some
time. Or they can attempt to shake us out with a dumdum should they have one here, which I doubt.”

Shann tensed. The stories of the effects of the Throgs’ dumdum weapon were anything but pretty.

“And to get a dumdum,” Thorvald continued as if he were discussing a purely theoretical matter and not a
threat of something worse than death, “they’ll have to bring in one of their major ships. Which they will
hesitate to do with a cruiser near at hand. Our own danger spot now is the section we should strike soon
after dawn tomorrow if the rate of this current is what I have timed it. There is a band of desert on this side
of the mountains. The river gorge deepens there and the land is bare. Let them send a ship over and we
could be as visible as if we were sending up flares—”

“How about taking cover now and going on only at night?” suggested Shann.

“Ordinarily, I’d say yes. But with time pressing us now, no. If we keep straight on, we could reach the
foothills in about forty hours, maybe less. And we have to stay with the river. To strike across country
there without good supplies and on foot is sheer folly.”

Two days. With perhaps the Throgs unleashing their hound on land, combing from their flyers. With a
desert . . . Shann put out his hands to the wolverines. The prospect certainly didn’t seem anywhere near as
simple as it had the night before when Thorvald had planned this escape. But then the Survey officer had
left out quite a few points which were not pertinent. Was he also leaving out other essentials? Shann
wanted to ask, but somehow he could not.

After a while he dozed, his head resting on his knees. He awoke, roused out of a vivid dream, a dream so
detailed and so deeply impressed in a picture on his mind that he was confused when he blinked at the
riverbank visible in the half-light of early dawn.

Instead of that stretch of earth and ragged vegetation now gliding past him as the raft angled along, he
should have been fronting a vast skull stark against the sky—a skull whose outlines were oddly inhuman.
From its eyeholes issued and returned flying things while its sharply protruding lower jaw was lapped by
water. The skull’s color had been a violent clash of blood-red and purple. Shann blinked again at the
riverbank, seeing transposed on it still that ghostly haze of bone-bare dome, cavernous eyeholes and nose
slit, fanged jaws. That skull was a mountain, or a mountain was a skull—and it was important to him; he
must locate it!

He moved stiffly, his legs and arms cramped but not cold. The wolverines stirred on either side of him.
Thorvald continued to sleep, curled up beyond, the pole still clasped in his hands. A flat map case was
slung by a strap about his neck, its thin envelope between his arm and his body as if for safekeeping. On
the smooth flap was the Survey seal, and it was fastened with a finger lock.

Thorvald had lost some of the bright hard surface he had shown at the spaceport where Shann had first
sighted him. There were hollows in his cheeks, sending into high relief those bone ridges beneath his eye
sockets, giving him a faint resemblance to the skull of Shann’s dream. His face was grimed, his field
uniform stained and torn. Only his hair was as bright as ever.

Shann smeared the back of his hand across his own face, not doubting that he must present an even more
disreputable appearance. He leaned forward cautiously to look into the water, but that surface was not quiet
enough to act as a mirror.



Getting to his feet as the raft bobbed under his shift of weight, Shann studied the territory now about them.
He could not match Thorvald’s inches, just as he must have a third less bulk than the officer, but standing,
he could sight something of what now lay beyond the rising banks of the cut. That grass which had been so
thick in the meadowlands around the camp had thinned into separate clumps, pale lavender in color. And
the scrawniness of stem and blade suggested dehydration and poor soil. The earth showing between those
clumps was not of the usual blue, but pallid, too, bleached to gray, while the bushes along the stream’s
edge were few and smaller. They must have crossed the line into the desert Thorvald had promised.

Shann edged around to face west. There was light enough in the sky to sight tall black pyramids waiting.
They had to reach those distant mountains, mountains whose other side rested in sea water. He studied
them carefully, surveying each peak he could separate from its fellows.

Did the skull lie among them? The conviction that the place he had seen in his dreams was real, that it was
to be found on Warlock, persisted. Not only was it a definite feature of the landscape somewhere in the
wild places of this world, but it was also necessary for him to locate it. Why? Shann puzzled over that, with
a growing uneasiness which was not quite fear, not yet, anyway.

Thorvald moved. The raft tilted and the wolverines growled. Shann sat down, one hand out to the officer’s
shoulder in warning. Feeling that touch Thorvald shifted, one hand striking out blindly in a blow which
Shann was just able to avoid while with the other he pinned the map case yet tighter to him.

“Take it easy!” Shann urged.
The other’s eyelids flickered. He looked up, but not as if he saw Shann at all.

“The Cavern of the Veil—" he muttered. “Utgard . ..” Then his eyes focused and he sat up, gazing
around him with a frown.

“We’re in the desert,” Shann announced.

Thorvald got up, balancing on feet planted a little apart, looking to the faded expanse of the waste
spreading from the river cut. He stared at the mountains before he squatted down to fumble with the lock of
the map case.

The wolverines were growing restless, though they still did not try to move about too freely on the raft.
They greeted Shann with vocal complaint. He and Thorvald could satisfy their hunger with a handful of
concentrates from the survival kit. But those dry tablets could not serve the animals. Shann studied the
terrain with more knowledge than he had possessed a week earlier. This was not hunting land, but there
remained the bounty of the river.

“We’ll have to feed Taggi and Togi,” he broke the silence abruptly. “If we don’t, they’ll be into the river
and off on their own.”

Thorvald glanced up from one of the tough, thin sheets of map skin, again as if he had been drawn back
from some distance. His eyes moved from Shann to the unpromising shore.

“How? With what?”” he wanted to know. Then the real urgency of the situation must have penetrated his
mental isolation. “You have an idea—?"

“There’s those fish we found them eating back by the mountain stream,” Shann said, recalling an incident
of a few days earlier. “Rocks here, too, like those the fish were hiding under. Maybe we can locate some of
them here.”



He knew that Thorvald would be reluctant to work the raft inshore, to spare time for such hunting. But
there would be no arguing with hungry wolverines, and he did not propose to lose the animals for the
officer’s whim.

However, Thorvald did not protest. They poled the raft out of the main pull of the current, sending it in
toward the southern shore in the lee of a clump of light-willows. Shann scrambled ashore, the wolverines
after him, sniffing along at his heels while he overturned likely looking rocks to unroof some odd
underwater dwellings. The fish with the rudimentary legs were present and not agile enough even in their
native element to avoid well-clawed paws which scooped them neatly out of the river shallows. There was
also a sleek furred creature with a broad flat head and paddle-equipped forepaws, rather like a miniature
seal, which Taggi appropriated before Shann had a chance to examine it closely. In fact, the wolverines
wrought havoc along a half-mile section of bank before the Terran could coax them back to the raft.

As they hunted, Shann got a better idea of the land about the river. It was sere, the vegetation dwindling
except for some rough spikes of things pushing through the parched ground like flayed fingers, their puffed
redness in contrast to the usual amethyst hues of Warlock’s growing things. Under the climbing sun that
whole stretch of country was revealed in a starkness which at first repelled, and then began to interest him.

He discovered Thorvald standing on the upper bluff, looking out toward the waiting mountains. The officer
turned as Shann urged the wolverines to the raft, and when he jumped down the drop to join them, Shann
saw he carried a map strip unrolled in his hand.

“The situation is not as good as we hoped,” he told the younger man. “We’ll have to leave the river to cross
the heights.”

“Why? EE)

“There’s rapids—ending in a falls.” The officer squatted down, spreading out the strip and making stabs at
it with a nervous finger tip. “Here we have to leave. This is all rough ground. But lying to the south there’s
a gap which may be a pass. This was made from an aerial survey.”

Shann knew enough to realize to what extent such a guide could go wrong. Main features of the landscape
would be clear enough from aloft, but there might be insurmountable difficulties at ground level which
were not distinguishable from the air. Yet Thorvald had planned this journey as if he had already explored
their escape route and that it was as open and easy as a stroll down Tyr’s main transport way. Why was it
so necessary that they try to reach the sea? However, since he had no objection to voice except a dislike for
indefinite information, Shann did not question the other’s calm assumption of command, not yet, anyway.

As they embarked and worked back into the current, Shann studied his companion. Thorvald had freely
listed the difficulties lying before them. Yet he did not seem in the least worried about their being able to
win through to the sea—or if he was, his outer shell of unconcern remained uncracked. Before their first
day together had ended, the younger Terran had learned that to Thorvald he was only another tool, to be
used by the Survey officer in some project which the other believed of primary importance. And his
resentment of the valuation was under control so far. He valued Thorvald’s knowledge, but the other’s
attitude chilled and rebuffed his need for something more than a half partnership of work.

Why had Thorvald come back to Warlock in the first place? And why had it been necessary for him to risk
his life—perhaps more than his life if their theory was correct concerning the Throgs’ wish to capture a
Terran—to get that set of maps from the plundered camp? When he had first talked of that raid, his
promised loot had been supplies to fill their daily needs; there had been no mention of maps. By all signs
Thorvald was engaged on some mission. And what would happen if he, Shann, suddenly stopped being the
other’s obedient underling and demanded a few explanations here and now?

Only Shann knew enough about men to also know that he would not get any information out of Thorvald
that the latter was not ready to give, and that such a show-down, coming prematurely, would only end in



his own discomfiture. He smiled wryly now, remembering his emotions when he had first seen Ragnar
Thorvald months ago. As if the officer ever considered the likes, dislikes—or dreams—of one Shann
Lantee. No, reality and dreams seldom approached each other. Dreams . . .

“On any of those shoreline maps,” he asked suddenly, “do they have marked a mountain shaped like a
skull?”

Thorvald thrust with his pole. “Skull?”” he repeated, a little absently, as he so often did in answer to
Shann’s questions unless they dealt with some currently important matter.

“A peculiar sort of skull,” Shann said. Just as vividly as when he had first awakened, he could picture that
skull mountain with the flying things around its eye sockets. And that, too, was odd; dream impressions
usually faded with the passing of waking hours. “It has a protruding jaw and the waves wash that . . . red-
and-purple rock—”

“What?”

He had Thorvald’s complete attention now.

“Where did you hear about it?”” That demand followed quickly.

“I didn’t hear about it. I dreamed of it last night. I stood there right in front of it. There were birds—or
things flying like birds—going in and out of the eyeholes—"

“What else?” Thorvald leaned across his pole, his eyes alive, avid, as if he would pull the reply he wanted
out of Shann by force.

“That’s all I remember—the skull mountain.” He did not add his other impression, that he was meant to
find that skull, that he must find it.

“Nothing ...~ Thorvald paused, and then spoke slowly, with a visible reluctance. “Nothing else? No
cavern with a green veil—a wide green veil—strung across it?”

Shann shook his head. “Just the skull mountain.”

Thorvald looked as if he didn’t quite believe that, but Shann’s expression must have been convincing, for
he laughed shortly.

“Well, there goes one nice neat theory up in smoke!” he commented. “No, your skull doesn’t appear on
any of our maps, and so probably my cavern does not exist either. They may both be smoke screens—"

“What—?”” But Shann never finished that query.
A wind was rising in the desert to blow across the slit which held the river, carrying with it a fine shifting
of sand which coasted down into the water as a gray haze, coating men, animals, and raft, and sighing as

snow sighs when it falls.

Only that did not drown out another cry, a thin cry, diluted by the miles of land stretching behind them, but
yet carrying that long ululating howl they had heard in the Throg camp. Thorvald grinned mirthlessly.

“The hound’s on trail.”

He bent to the pole, using it to aid the pace of the current. Shann, chilled in spite of the sun’s heat,
followed his example, wondering if time had ceased to fight on their side.



6 : THE HOUND

The sun was a harsh ball of heat baking the ground and then, in some odd manner, drawing back that same
fieriness. In the coolness of the eastern mountains Shann would not have believed that Warlock could hold
such heat. The men discarded their jackets early as they swung to dip the poles. But they dared not strip off
the rest of their clothing lest their skin burn. And again gusts of wind now drove sand over the edge of the
cut to blanket the water.

Shann wiped his eyes, pausing in his tedious push-push, to look at the rocks which they were passing in
risky proximity. For the slash which held the river had narrowed. And the rock of its walls was naked of
earth, save for sheltered pockets holding the drift of sand dust, while boulders of all sizes cut into the path
of the flowing water.

He had not been mistaken; they were going faster, faster even than their efforts with the poles would
account for. With the narrowing of the bed of the stream, the current was taking on a new swiftness. Shann
said as much and Thorvald nodded.

“We’re approaching the first of the rapids.”

“Where we get off and walk around,” Shann croaked wearily. The dust gritted between his teeth, irritated
his eyes. “Do we stay beside the river?”

“As long as we can,” Thorvald replied somberly. “We have no way of transporting water.”

Yes, a man could live on very slim rations of food, continue to beat his way over a bad trail if he had the
concentrate tablets they carried. But there was no going without water, and in this heat such an effort
would finish them quickly. Always they both listened for another cry from behind, a cry to tell them just
how near the Throg hunting party had come.

“No Throg flyers yet,” Shann observed. He had expected one of those black plates to come cruising the
moment the hound had pointed the direction for their pursuers.

“Not in a storm such as this.” Thorvald, without releasing his hold on the raft pole, pointed with his chin to
the swirling haze cloaking the air above the cut walls. Here the river dug yet deeper into the beginning of a
canyon. They could breathe better. The dust still sifted down but not as thickly as a half hour earlier.
Though over their heads the sky was now a grayish lid, shutting out the sun, bringing a portion of coolness
to the travelers.

The Survey officer glanced from side to side, watching the banks as if hunting for some special mark or
sign. At last he used his pole as a pointer to indicate a rough pile of boulders ahead. Some former landslide
had quarter dammed the river at that point, and the drift of seasonal floods was caught in and among the
rocky pile to form a prickly peninsula.

“In there—"

They brought the raft to shore, fighting the faster current. The wolverines, who had been subdued by the
heat and the dust, flung themselves to the rocks with the eagerness of passengers deserting a sinking ship
for certain rescue. Thorvald settled the map case more securely between his arm and side before he took
the same leap. When they were all ashore he prodded the raft out into the stream again, pushing the
platform along until it was sucked by the current past the line of boulders.

“Listen!”



But Shann had already caught that distant rumble of sound. It was steady, beating like some giant drum.
Certainly it did not herald a Throg ship in flight and it came from ahead, not from their back trail.

“Rapids . . . perhaps even the falls,” Thorvald interpreted that faint thunder. “Now, let’s see what kind of a
road we can find here.”

The tongue of boulders, spiked with driftwood, was firmly based against the wall of the cut. But it sloped
up to within a few feet of the top of that gap, more than one landslide having contributed to its fashioning.
The landing stage paralleled the river for perhaps some fifty feet. Beyond it water splashed a straight wall.
They would have to climb and follow the stream along the top of the embankment, maybe being forced
well away from the source of the water.

By unspoken consent they both knelt and drank deeply from their cupped hands, splashing more of the
liquid over their heads, washing the dust from their skins. Then they began to climb the rough ascent up
which the wolverines had already vanished. The murk above them was less solid, but again the fine grit
streaked their faces, embedding itself in their hair.

Shann paused to scrape a film of mud from his lips and chin. Then he made the last pull, bracing his slight
body against the push of the wind he met there. A palm struck hard between his shoulders, nearly sending
him sprawling. He had only wits enough left to recognize that as an order to get on, and he staggered ahead
until rock arched over him and the sand drift was shut off.

His shoulder met solid stone, and rubbing the sand from his eyes, Shann realized he was in a pocket in the
cliff walls. Well overhead he caught a glimpse of natural amber sky through a slit but here was a twilight
which thickened into complete darkness.

There was no sign of the wolverines. Thorvald moved along the pocket southward, and Shann followed
him. Once more they faced a dead end. For the crevice, with the sheer descent to the river on the right, the
cliff wall at its back, came to an abrupt halt in a drop which caught at Shann’s stomach when he ventured
to look down.

If some battleship of the interstellar fleet had aimed a force beam across the mountains of Warlock, cutting
down to what lay under the first layer of planet-skin, perhaps the resulting wound might have resembled
that slash. What had caused such a break between the height on which they stood and the much taller peak
beyond, Shann could not guess. But it must have been a cataclysm of spectacular dimensions. There was
certainly no descending to the bottom of that cut and reclimbing the rock face on the other side. The
fugitives would either have to return to the river with all its ominous warnings of trouble to come, or find
some other path across that gap which now provided such an effective barrier to the west.

“Down!” Just as Thorvald had pushed him out of the murk of the dust storm into the crevice, so now did
that officer jerk Shann from his feet, forcing him to the floor of the half cave from which they had partially
emerged.

A shadow moved across the bright band of sunlit sky.

“Back!” Thorvald caught at Shann again, his greater strength prevailing as he literally dragged the younger
man into the dusk of the crevice. And he did not pause, nor allow Shann to do so, even when they were
well under cover again. At last they reached the dark hole in the southern wall which they had passed
earlier. And a push from Thorvald sent his companion into that.

Then a blow greater than any the Survey officer had aimed at him struck Shann. He was hurled against a
rough wall with impetus enough to explode the air from his lungs, the ensuing pain so great that he feared
his ribs had given under that thrust. Before his eyes fire lashed down the slit, searing him into temporary



blindness. That flash was the last thing he remembered as thick darkness closed in, shutting him into the
nothingness of unconsciousness.

It hurt to breathe; he was slowly aware first of that pain and then the fact that he was breathing, that he had
to endure the pain for the sake of breath. His whole body was jarred into a dull torment as a weight pressed
upon his twisted legs. Then strong animal breath puffed into his face. Shann lifted one hand by will power,
touched thick fur, felt the rasp of a tongue laid wetly across his fingers.

Something close to terror engulfed him for a second or two when he knew that he could not see! The black
about him was colored by jagged flashes of red which he somehow guessed were actually inside his eyes.
He groped through that fire-pierced darkness. An animal whimper from the throat of the shaggy body
pressed against him; he answered that movement.

“Taggi?”

The shove against him was almost enough to pin him once more to the wall, a painful crush on his aching
ribs, as the wolverine responded to his name. That second nudge from the other side must be Togi’s bid for
attention.

But what had happened? Thorvald had hurled him back just after that shadow had swung over the ledge.
That shadow! Shann’s wits quickened as he tried to make sense of what he could remember. A Throg ship!
Then that fiery lash which had cut after them could only have resulted from one of those energy bolts such
as had wiped out the others of his kind at the camp. But he was still alive—!

“Thorvald?” He called through his personal darkness. When there was no answer, Shann called again,
more urgently. Then he hunched forward on his hands and knees, pushing Taggi gently aside, running his
hands over projecting rocks, uneven flooring.

His fingers touched what could only be cloth, before they met the warmth of flesh. And he half threw
himself against the supine body of the Survey officer, groping awkwardly for heartbeat, for some sign that
the other was still living.

“What—?” The one word came thickly, but Shann gave something close to a sob of relief as he caught the
faint mutter. He squatted back on his heels, pressed his forearm against his aching eyes in a kind of fierce
will to see.

Perhaps that pressure did relieve some of the blackout, for when he blinked again, the complete dark and
the fiery trails had faded to gray, and he was sure he saw dimly a source of light to his left.

The Throg ship had fired upon them. But the aliens could not have used the full force of their weapon or
neither of the Terrans would still be alive. Which meant, Shann’s thoughts began to make sense—sense
which brought apprehension—the Throgs probably intended to disable rather than kill. They wanted
prisoners, just as Thorvald had warned.

How long did the Terrans have before the aliens would come to collect them? There was no fit landing
place hereabouts for their flyer. The beetle-heads would have to set down at the edge of the desert land and
climb the mountains on foot. And the Throgs were not good at that. So, the fugitives still had a measure of
time.

Time to do what? The country itself held them securely captive. That drop to the southwest was one
barrier. To retreat eastward would mean running straight into the hands of the hunters. To descend again to
the river, their raft gone, was worse than useless. There was only this side pocket in which they sheltered.
And once the Throgs arrived, they could scoop the Terrans out at their leisure, perhaps while stunned by a
controlling energy beam.



“Taggi? Togi?” Shann was suddenly aware that he had not heard the wolverines for some time.

He was answered by a weirdly muffled call—from the south! Had the animals found a new exit? Was this
niche more than just a niche? A cave of some length, or even a passage running back into the interior of the
peaks? With that faint hope spurring him, Shann bent again over Thorvald, not able to make out the other’s
huddled form. Then he drew the torch from the inner loop of his coat and pressed the lowest stud.

His eyes smarted in answer to that light, watered until tears patterned the grime and dust on his cheeks. But
he could make out what lay before them, a hole leading into the cliff face, the hole which might furnish the
door to escape.

The Survey officer moved, levering himself up, his eyes screwed tightly shut.
“Lantee?”

“Here. And there’s a tunnel—right behind you. The wolverines went that way ...’

To his surprise there was a thin ghost of a smile on Thorvald’s usually straight-lipped mouth. “And we’d
better be away before visitors arrive?”’

So he, too, must have thought his way through the sequence of past action to the same conclusion
concerning the Throg movements.

“Can you see, Lantee?” The question was painfully casual, but a note in it, almost a reaching for
reassurance, cut for the first time through the wall which had stood between them from their chance
meeting by the wrecked ship.

“Better now. I couldn’t when I first came to,” Shann answered quickly.

Thorvald opened his eyes, but Shann guessed that he was as blind as he himself had been. He caught at the
officer’s nearer hand, drawing it to rest on his own belt.

“Grab hold!” Shann was giving the orders now. “By the look of that opening we had better try crawling.
I’ve a torch on at low—"

“Good enough.” The other’s fingers fumbled on the band about Shann’s slim waist until they gripped tight
at his back. He started on into the opening, drawing Thorvald by that hold with him.

Luckily, they did not have to crawl far, for shortly past the entrance the fault or vein they were following
became a passage high enough for even the tall Thorvald to travel without stooping. And then only a little
later he released his hold on Shann, reporting he could now see well enough to manage on his own.

The torch beam caught on a wall and awoke from there a glitter which hurt their eyes—a green-gold cluster
of crystals. Several feet on, there was another flash of embedded crystals. Those might promise priceless
wealth, but neither Terran paused to examine them more closely or touch their surfaces. From time to time
Shann whistled. And always he was answered by the wolverines, their calls coming from ahead. So the
men continued to hope that they were not walking into a trap from which the Throgs could extract them.
“Snap off your torch a moment!” Thorvald ordered.

Shann obeyed. The subdued light vanished. Yet there was still light to be seen—ahead and above.

“Front door,” Thorvald observed. “How do we get up?”



The torch showed them that, a narrow ladder of ledges branching off when the passage they followed took
a turn to the left and east. Afterward Shann remembered that climb with wonder that they had actually
made it, though their advance had been slow, passing the torch from one to another to make sure of their
footing.

Shann was top man when a last spurt of effort enabled him to draw himself out into the open, his hands
raw, his nails broken and torn. He sat there, stupefied with his own weariness, to stare about.

Thorvald called impatiently, and Shann reached for the torch to hold it for the officer. Then Thorvald
crawled out; he, too, looked around in dull surprise.

On either side, peaks cut high into the amber of the sky. But this bowl in which the men had found refuge
was rich in growing things. Though the trees were stunted, the grass grew almost as high here as it did on
the meadows of the lowlands. Quartering the pocket valley, galloped the wolverines, expressing in that
wild activity their delight in this freedom.

“Good campsite.”
Thorvald shook his head. “We can’t stay here.”

And, to underline that gloomy prophecy, there issued from that hole through which they had just come,
muffled and broken, but still threatening, the howl of the Throgs’ hound.

The Survey officer caught the torch from Shann’s hold and knelt to flash it into the interior of the passage.
As the beam slowly circled that opening, he held out his other arm, measuring the size of the aperture.

“When that things gets on a hot scent”—he snapped off the beam—*"“the beetle-heads won’t be able to
control it. There will be no reason for them to attempt to. Those hounds obey their first orders: kill or
capture. And I think this one operates on ‘capture.’” So they’ll loose it to run ahead of their party.”

“And we move to knock it out?”” Shann relied now on the other’s experience.

Thorvald rose. “It would need a blaster on full power to finish off a hound. No, we can’t kill it. But we can
make it a doorkeeper to our advantage.” He trotted down into the valley, Shann beside him without
understanding in the least, but aware that Thorvald did have some plan. The officer bent, searched the
ground, and began to pull from under the loose surface dirt one of those nets of tough vines which they had
used for cords. He thrust a double handful of this hasty harvest into Shann’s hold with a single curt order:
“Twist these together and make as thick a rope as you can!”

Shann twisted, discovering to his pleased surprise that under pressure the vines exuded a sticky purple sap
which not only coated his hands, but also acted as an adhesive for the vines themselves so that his task was
not nearly as formidable as it had first seemed. With his force ax Thorvald cut down two of the stunted
pine trees and stripped them of branches, wedging the poles into the rocks about the entrance of the hole.

They were working against time, but on Thorvald’s part with practiced efficiency. Twice more that cry of
the hunter arose from the depths behind them. As the westering sun, almost down now, shone into the
valley hollow Thorvald set up the frame of his trap.

“We can’t knock it out, any more than we can knock out a Throg. But a beam from a stunner ought to slow
it up long enough for this to work.”

Taggi burst out of the grass, approaching the hole with purpose. And Togi was right at his heels. Both of
them stared into that opening, drooling a little, the same eagerness in their pose as they had displayed when
hunting. Shann remembered how that first howl of the Throg hound had drawn both animals to the edge of
the occupied camp in spite of their marked distaste for its alien masters.



“They’re after it too.” He told Thorvald what he had noted on the night of their sortie.

“Maybe they can keep it occupied,” the other commented. “But we don’t want them to actually mix with it;
that might be fatal.”

A clamor broke out in the interior passage. Taggi snarled, backing away a few steps before he uttered his
own war cry.

“Ready!” Thorvald jumped to the net slung from the poles; Shann raised his stunner.

Togi underlined her mate’s challenge with a series of snarls rising in volume. There was a tearing,
scrambling sound from within. Then Shann fired at the jack-in-the-box appearance of a monstrous head,
and Thorvald released the deadfall.

The thing squalled. Ropes beat, growing taut. The wolverines backed from jaws which snapped fruitlessly.
To Shann’s relief the Terran animals appeared content to bait the now imprisoned—or collared—horror,
without venturing to make any close attack.

But he reckoned that too soon. Perhaps the stunner had slowed up the hound’s reflexes, for those jaws
stilled with a last shattering snap, the toad-lizard mask—a head which was against all nature as the Terrans
knew it—was quiet in the strangle leash of the rope, the rest of the body serving as a cork to fill the exit
hole. Taggi had been waiting only for such a chance. He sprang, claws ready. And Togi went in after her
mate to share the battle.
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There was a small eruption of earth and stone as the hound came alive, fighting to reach its tormentors. The
resulting din was deafening. Shann, avoiding by a hand’s breadth a snap of jaws with power to crush his
leg into bone shards and mangled flesh, cuffed Togi across her nose. He buried his hands in the fur about
Taggi’s throat as he heaved the male wolverine back from the struggling monster. He shouted orders, and
to his surprise Togi did obey, leaving him free to yank Taggi away. Perhaps neither wolverine had
expected the full fury of the hound.

Though he suffered a slash across the back of one hand, delivered by the over-excited Taggi, in the end
Shann was able to get both animals away from the hole, now corked so effectively by the slavering thing.
Thorvald was actually laughing as he watched his younger companion in action.

“This ought to slow up the beetles! If they haul their little doggie back, it’s apt to take out some of its rage
on them, and I’d like to see them dig around it.”

Considering that the monstrous head was swinging from side to side in a collar of what seemed to be
immovable rocks, Shann thought Thorvald right. He went down on his knees beside the wolverines,
soothing them with hand and voice, trying to get them to obey his orders willingly.

“Ha!” Thorvald brought his mud-stained hands together with a clap, the sharp sound attracting the
attention of both animals.

Shann scrambled up, swung out his bleeding hand in the simple motion which meant to hunt, being careful
to signal down the valley westward. Taggi gave a last reluctant growl at the hound, to be answered by one
of its ear-torturing howls, and then trotted off, Togi tagging behind.

Thorvald caught Shann’s slashed hand, inspecting the bleeding cut. From the aid packet at his belt he
brought out powder and a strip of protecting plasta-flesh to cleanse and bind the wound.



“You’ll do,” he commented. “But we’d better get out of here before full dark.”

The small paradise of the valley was no safe campsite. It could not be so long as that monstrosity on the
hillside behind them roared and howled its rage to the darkening sky. Trailing the wolverines, the men
caught up with the animals drinking from a small spring and thankfully shared that water. Then they
pushed on, not able to forget that somewhere in the peaks about must lurk the Throg flyer ready to attack
on sight.

Only darkness could not be held off by the will of men. Here in the open there was no chance to use the
torch. As long as they were within the valley boundaries the phosphorescent bushes marked a path. But by
the coming of complete darkness they were once more out in a region of bare rock.

The wolverines had killed a brace of skitterers, consuming hide and soft bones as well as the meager flesh
which was not enough to satisfy their hunger. However, to Shann’s relief, they did not wander too far
ahead. And as the men stopped at last on a ledge where a fall of rock gave them some limited shelter both
animals crowded in against the humans, adding the heat of their bodies to the slight comfort of that
cramped resting place.

From time to time Shann was startled out of a troubled half sleep by the howl of the hound. Luckily that
sound never seemed any louder. If the Throgs had caught up with their hunter, and certainly they must
have done so by now, they either could not, or would not free it from the trap. Shann dozed again,
untroubled by any dreams, to awake hearing the shrieks of clak-claks. But when he studied the sky he was
able to sight none of the cliff-dwelling Warlockian bats.

“More likely they are paying attention to our friend back in the valley,” Thorvald said dryly, rightly
reading Shann’s glance to the clouds overhead. “Ought to keep them busy.”

Clak-claks were meat eaters, only they preferred their chosen prey weak and easy to attack. The
imprisoned hound would certainly attract their kind. And those shrill cries now belling through the
mountain heights ought to draw everyone of their species within miles.

“There it is!” Thorvald, pulling himself to his feet by a rock handhold, gazed westward, his gaunt face
eager.

Shann, expecting no less than a cruising Throg ship, searched for cover on their perch. Perhaps if they
flattened themselves behind the fall of stones, they might be able to escape attention. Yet Thorvald made
no move into hiding. And so Shann followed the line of the other’s fixed stare.

Before and below them lay a maze of heights and valleys, sharp drops, and saw-toothed rises. But on the
far rim of that section of badlands shone the green of a Warlockian sea rippling on to the only dimly seen
horizon. They were now within sight of their goal.

Had they had one of the exploration sky-flitters from the overrun camp, they could have walked its beach
sands within the hour. Instead, they fought their way through a devil-designed country for the next two
days. Twice they had narrow escapes from the Throg ship—or ships—which continued to sweep across the
rugged line of the coast, and only a quick dive to cover, wasting precious time cowering like trapped
animals, saved them from discovery. But at least the hound did not bay again on the tangled trail they left,
and they hoped that the trap and the clak-claks had put that monster permanently out of service.

On the third day they came down to one of those fiords which tongued inland, fringing the coast. There had
been no lack of hunting in the narrow valleys through which they had threaded, so both men and

wolverines were well fed. Though the animals’ fur wore better than the now tattered uniforms of the men.

“Now where?” Shann asked.



Would he now learn the purpose driving Thorvald on to this coastland? Certainly such broken country
afforded good hiding, but no better concealment than the mountains of the interior.

The Survey officer turned slowly around on the shingle, studying the heights behind them as well as the
angle of the inlet where the wavelets lapped almost at their battered boot tips. Opening his treasured map
case, he began a patient checking of landmarks against several of the strips he carried. “We’ll have to get
on down to the true coast.”

Shann leaned against the trunk of a conical branched mountain tree, pulling absently at the shreds of wine-
colored bark being shed in seasonal change. The chill they had known in the upper valleys was succeeded
here by a humid warmth. Spring was becoming a summer such as this northern continent knew. Even the
fresh wind, blowing in from the outer sea, had already lost some of the bite they had felt two days before
when its salt-laden mistiness had first struck them.

“Then what’ll we do there?” Shann persisted.

Thorvald brought over the map, his black-rimmed nail tracing a route down one of the fiords, slanting out
to indicate a lace of islands extending in a beaded line across the sea.

“We head for these.”

To Shann that made no sense at all. Those islands . . . why, they would offer less chance of establishing a
safe base than the broken land in which they now stood. Even the survey scouts had given those spots of
sea-encircled earth the most cursory examination from the air.

“Why?” he asked bluntly. So far he had followed orders because they had for the most part made sense.
But he was not giving obedience to Thorvald as a matter of rank alone.

“Because there is something out there, something which may make all the difference now. Warlock isn’t an
empty world.”

Shann jerked free a long thong of loose bark, rolling it between his fingers. Had Thorvald cracked? He
knew that the officer had disagreed with the findings of the team. He had been an unconvinced minority of
one who had refused to subscribe to the report that Warlock had no native intelligent life and therefore was
ready and waiting for human settlement because it was technically an empty world. But to continue to cling
to that belief without a single concrete proof was certainly a sign of mental imbalance.

And Thorvald was regarding him now with frowning impatience. You were supposed to humor delusions,
weren’t you? Only, could you surrender and humor a wild idea which might mean your death? If Thorvald
wanted to go island-hopping in chance of discovering what never had existed, Shann need not accompany
him. And if the officer tried to use force, well, Shann was armed with a stunner, and had, he believed, more
control over the wolverines. Perhaps if he merely gave lip agreement to this project . . . Only he didn’t
believe, noting the light deep in those gray eyes holding on him, that anybody could talk Thorvald out of
this particular obsession.

“You don’t believe me, do you?” The impatience arose hotly in that demand.

“Why shouldn’t 1?”” Shann tried to temporize. “You’ve had a lot of exploration experience; you should
know about such things. I don’t pretend to be any authority.”

Thorvald refolded the map and placed it in the case. Then he pulled at the sealing of his blouse, groping in
an inner secret pocket. He uncurled his fingers to display his treasure.



On his palm lay a coin-shaped medallion, bone-white but possessing an odd luster which bone would not
normally show. And it was carved. Shann put out a finger, though he had a strange reluctance to touch the
object. When he did he experienced a sensation close to the tingle of a mild electric shock. And once he
had made that contact, he was also impelled to pick up that disk and examine it more closely.

The intricately carved pattern had been done with great delicacy and skill, though the whorls, oddly shaped
knobs, ribbon tracings, made no connected design he could determine. After a moment or two of study,
Shann became aware that his eyes, following those twists and twirls, were “fixed,” that it required a
distinct effort to look away from the thing. Feeling some of that same alarm as he had known when he first
heard the wailing of the Throg hound, he let the disk fall back into Thorvald’s hold, even more disturbed
when he discovered that to relinquish his grasp required some exercise of will.

“What is it?”
Thorvald restored the coin to his hiding place.

“You tell me. I can say this much, there is no listing for anything even remotely akin to this in the
Archives.”

Shann’s eyes widened. He absently rubbed the fingers which had held the bone coin—if it was a coin—
back and forth across the torn front of his blouse. That tingle . . . did he still feel it? Or was his imagination
at work again? But an object not listed in the exhaustive Survey Archives would mean some totally new
civilization, a new stellar race.

“It’s definitely a fabricated article,” the Survey officer continued. “And it was found on the beach of one of
those sea islands.”

“Throg?”” But Shann already knew the answer to that.

“Throg work—this?”” Thorvald was openly scornful. “Throgs have no conception of such art. You must
have seen their metal plates—those are the beetle-heads’ idea of beauty. Have those the slightest
resemblance to this?”

“Then who made it?”

“Either Warlock has—or once had—a native race advanced enough in a well-established form of
civilization to develop such a sophisticated type of art, or there have been other visitors from space here
before us and the Throgs. And the latter possibility I don’t believe—"
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“Because this was carved of bone or an allied substance. We haven’t been quite able to identify it in the
labs, but it’s an organic material. It was found exposed to the weather and yet it is in perfect condition,
could have been carved any time within the past five years. It has been handled, yes, but not roughly. And
we have come across evidences of no other star-cruising races or species in this sector save ourselves and
the Throgs. No, I say this was made here on Warlock, not too long ago, and by intelligent beings of a very
high level of civilization.”

“But they would have cities,” protested Shann. “We’ve been here for months, explored all over this
continent. We’d have seen them or some traces of them.”

“An old race, maybe,” Thorvald mused, “a very old race, perhaps in decline, reduced to a remnant in
numbers with good reason to retire into hiding. No, we’ve discovered no cities, no evidence of a native
culture past or present. But this—" he touched the front of his blouse—“was found on the shore of an
island. We may have been looking in the wrong place for our natives.”



“The sea . ..” Shann glanced with new interest at the green water surging in wavelets along the edge of
the fiord.

“Just so, the sea!”

“But scouts have been here for more than a year, one team or another. And nobody saw anything or found
any traces.”

“All four of our base camps were set inland, our explorations along the coast were mainly carried out by
flitter, except for one party—the one which found this. And there may be excellent local reasons why no
native ever showed himself to us. For that matter, they may not be able to exist on land at all, any more
than we could live without artificial aids in the sea.”

“Now—?”

“Now we must make a real attempt to find them if they do exist anywhere near here. A friendly native race
could make all the difference in the world in any struggle with the Throgs.”

“Then you did have more than the dreams to back you when you argued with Fenniston!” Shann cut in.
Thorvald’s eyes were on him again. “When did you hear that, Lantee?”

To his great embarrassment, Shann found himself flushing. “I heard you, the day you left for
Headquarters,” he admitted, and then added in his own defense, “Probably half the camp did, too.”

Thorvald’s gathering frown flickered away. He gave a snort of laughter. “Yes, I guess we did rather get to
the bellowing point that morning. The dreams—" he came back to the subject—"“Yes, the dreams were—
are—important. We had their warning from the start. Lorry was the First-In Scout who charted Warlock,
and he’s a good man. I guess I can break secret now to tell you this his ship was equipped with a new
experimental device which recorded—well, you might call it an ‘emanation’—a radiation so faint its
source could not be traced. And it registered whenever Lorry had one of those dreams. Unfortunately, the
machine was very new, very much in the untested stage, and its performance when checked later in the lab
was erratic enough so the powers-that-be questioned all its readings. They produced a half dozen answers
to account for that tape, and Lorry only caught the signal as long as he was on a big bay to the south.

“Then when two check flights came in later, carrying perfected machines and getting no recordings, it was
all written off as a mistake in the first experiment. A planet such as Warlock is too big a find to throw away
when there was no proof of occupancy. And the settlement boys rushed matters right along.”

Shann recalled his own vivid dream of the skull-rock set in the lap of water—this sea? And another small
point fell into place to furnish the beginning of a pattern. “I was asleep on the raft when I dreamed about
that skull-mountain,” he said slowly, wondering if he were making sense.

Thorvald’s hand came up with the alert stance of Taggi on a strong game scent.

“Yes, on the raft you dreamed of a skull-rock. And I of a cavern with a green veil. Both of us were on
water—water which had an eventual connection with the sea. Could water be a conductor? I wonder . . .
Once again his hand went into his blouse. He crossed the strip of gravel beach and dipped fingers into the
water, letting the drops fall on the carved disk he now held in his other hand.

2

“What are you doing?” Shann could see no purpose in that.

Thorvald did not answer. He had pressed wet hand to dry now, palm to palm, the coin cupped tightly
between them. He turned a quarter circle, to face the still distant open sea.



“That way.” He spoke with a new odd tonelessness.

Shann stared into the other’s face. All the eager alertness of only a moment earlier had been wiped away.
Thorvald was no longer the man he had known, but in some frightening way a husk, holding a quite
different personality. The younger Terran answered his fear with an attack from the old days of rough in-
fighting in the Dumps of Tyr. He brought his right hand down hard in a sharp chop across the officer’s
wrists. The bone coin spun to the sand and Thorvald stumbled, staggering forward a step or two. Before he
could recover balance Shann had stamped on the medallion.

Thorvald whirled, his stunner drawn with a speed for which Shann gave him high marks. But the younger
man’s own weapon was already out and ready. And he talked—fast.

“That thing’s dangerous! What did you do—what did it do to you?”

His demand got through to a Thorvald who was himself again.

“What was I doing?”” came a counter demand.

“You were acting like you were mind-controlled.”

Thorvald stared at him incredulously, then with a growing spark of interest.
“The minute you dripped water on that thing you changed,” Shann continued.

Thorvald reholstered his stunner. “Yes,” he mused, “why did I want to drip water on it? Something
prompted me ... He ran his still-damp hand up the angle of his jaw, across his forehead as if to relieve
some pain there. “What else did I do?”

“Faced to the sea and said ‘that way,””” Shann replied promptly.
“And why did you move in to stop me?”

Shann shrugged. “When I first touched that thing I felt a shock. And I’ve seen mind-controlled people—"
He could have bitten his tongue for betraying that. The world of the mind-controlled was very far from the
life Thorvald and his kind knew.

“Very interesting,” commented the other. “For one of so few years you seem to have seen a lot, Lantee—
and apparently remembered most of it. But I would agree that you’re right about this little plaything; it
carries a danger with it, being far less innocent than it looks.” He tore off one of the fluttering scraps of rag
which now made up his sleeve. “If you’ll just remove your foot, we’ll put it out of business for now.”

He proceeded to wrap the disk well in his bit of cloth, taking care not to touch it again with his bare fingers
while he stowed it away.

“I don’t know what we have in this—a key to unlock a door, a trap to catch the unwary. I can’t guess how
or why it works. But we can be reasonably sure it’s not just some carefree maiden’s locket, nor the
equivalent of a credit to spend in the nearest bar. So it pointed me to the sea, did it? Well, that much I am
willing to allow. Maybe we’ll be able to return it to the owner, after we learn who—or what—that owner
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Shann gazed down at the green water, opaque, not to be pierced to the depths by human sight. Anything
might lurk there. Suddenly the Throgs became normal when balanced against an unknown living in the
murky depths of an aquatic world. Another attack on the Throg-held camp could be well preferred to such



exploration as Thorvald had in mind. Yet Shann did not voice any protest as the Survey officer faced again
in the same direction as the disk had pointed him moments before.

8 : UTGARD

A wind from the west sprang up an hour before sunset, lashing waves inland until their spray was a salt
mist in the air, a mist to sodden clothing, plaster hair to the skull, and leave a briny slime across the skin.
Yet Thorvald hunted no shelter in spite of the promise in the rough shoreline at their backs. The sand in
which their boots slipped and slid was coarse stuff, hardly finer than gravel, studded with nests of drift—
bone-white or grayed or pale lavender—smoothed and stored by the seasons of low tides and high,
seasonal storms and hurricanes. A wild shore and a forbidding one, that aroused Shann’s distrust, perhaps a
fitting goal for that disk’s guiding.

Shann had tasted loneliness in the mountains, experienced the strange world of the river lit at night by the
wan radiance of glowing shrubs and plants, and faced the starkness of the heights. Yet through all that
journeying there had been a general resemblance to his own experience on other worlds. A tree was a tree,
whether it bore purple foliage or was red-veined. A rock was a rock, a river a river. They were equally hard
and wet on Warlock or Tyr.

But now a veil he could not describe, even in his own thoughts, hung between him and the sand over which
he walked, between him and the sea which sent spray to wet his torn clothing, between him and that wild
wrack of long-ago storms. He could put out his hand and touch sand, drift, spray; yet they were a setting
where something lay hidden behind that setting—something watched, calculatingly, with intelligence, and
a set of emotions and values he did not, could not share.

“...storm coming.” Thorvald paused in the buffeting of wind and spray, watching the fury of the tossing
sea. The sun was still a pale smear just above the horizon. And it gave light enough to make out that trickle
of islands melting out to obscurity.

“Utgard—"
“Utgard?” Shann repeated, the strange word holding no meaning for him.

“Legend of my people.” Thorvald smeared spray from his face with one hand. “Utgard, those outermost
islands where dwell the giants who are the mortal enemies of the old gods.”

Those dark lumps, most of them bare rock, only a few crowned with stunted vegetation, might well harbor
anything, Shann decided, from giants to the malignant spirits of any race. Perhaps even the Throgs had
their tales of evil things in the night, beetle monsters to populate wild, unknown lands. He caught at
Thorvald’s arm and suggested a practical course of action.

“We’ll need shelter before the storm strikes.” To Shann’s relief the other nodded.

They trailed back across the beach, their backs now to the sea and Utgard. That harsh-sounding name did
so well fit the line of islands and islets, Shann repeated it to himself. Here the beach was narrow, a strip of
blue sand-gravel walled by wave-worn boulders. And from that barrier of stones piled into a breastwork by
chance, interwoven with bone-bare drift, arose the first of the cliffs, Shann studied the terrain with
increasing uneasiness. To be caught between a sea, whipped inland by a storm wind, and that cliff would
be a risk he did not like to consider, as ignorant of field lore as he was. They must locate some break nearer
than the fiord down which they had come. And they must find it soon, before the daylight was gone and
the full fury of bad weather struck.



In the end the wolverines discovered an exit, just as they had found the passage through the mountain.
Taggi nosed into a darker line down the face of the cliff and disappeared, Togi duplicating that feat. Shann
trailed them, finding the opening a tight squeeze.

He squirmed into dimness, his outstretched hands meeting a rough stone surface sloping upward. After
gaining a point about eight feet above the beach he was able to look back and down through the seaward
slit. Open to the sky the crevice proved a doorway to a narrow valley, not unlike those which housed the
fiords, but provided with a thick growth of vegetation well protected by the high walls.

Working as a now well-rehearsed team, the men set up a shelter of saplings and brush, the back to the slit
through which wind was still able to tear a way. Walled in by stone and knowing that no Throg flyer would
attempt to fly in the face of the coming storm, they dared make a fire. The warmth was a comfort to their
bodies, just as the light of the flames, men’s age-old hearth companion, was a comfort to the fugitives’
spirits. Those dancing spears of red, for Shann at least, burned away that veil of other-worldliness which
had enwrapped the beach, providing in the night an illusion of the home he had never really known.

But the wind and the weather did not keep truce very long. A wailing blast around the upper peaks
produced a caterwauling to equal the voices of half a dozen Throg hounds. And in their poor shelter the
Terrans not only heard the thunderous boom of surf, but felt the vibration of that beat pounding through the
very ground on which they lay. The sea must have long since covered the beach over which they had come
and was now trying its strength against the rock of the cliff barrier. They could not talk to each other over
that din, although shoulder touched shoulder.

The last flush of amber vanished from the sky with the speed of a dropped curtain. Tonight no period of
twilight divided night from day, but their portion of Warlock was plunged abruptly into darkness. The
wolverines crowded into their small haven, whining deep in their throats. Shann ran his hands along their
furred bodies, trying to give them a reassurance he himself did not feel. Never before when on stable land
had he been so aware of the unleashed terrors nature could exert, the forces against which all mankind’s
powers were as nothing.

Time could no longer be measured by any set of minutes or hours. There was only darkness, the howling
winds, and the salty rain which must be in part the breath of the sea driven in upon them. The comforting
fire vanished, chill and dankness crept up to cramp their bodies, so that now and again they were forced to
their feet, to swing arms, stamp, drive the blood into faster circulation.

Later came a time when the wind died, no longer driving the rain bullet-hard against and through their
flimsy shelter. Then they slept in the thick unconsciousness of exhaustion.

A red-purple skull—and from its eye sockets the flying things—kept coming . . . going . . . Shann trod on
an unsteady foundation which dipped under his weight as had the raft of the river voyage. He was drawing
nearer to that great head, could see now how waves curled about the angle of the lower jaw, slapping
inward between gaps of missing teeth—which were really broken fangs of rock—as if the skull now and
then sucked reviving moisture from the water. The aperture marking the nose was closer to a snout, and the
hole was dark, dark as the empty eye sockets. Yet that darkness was drawing him past any effort to escape
he could summon. And then that on which he rode so perilously was carried forward by the waves, grated
against the jawbone, while against his own fighting will his hands arose above his head, reaching for a hold
to draw his shrinking body up the stark surface to that snout-passage.

“Lantee!” A hand jerked him back, broke that compulsion—and the dream. Shann opened his eyes with
difficulty, his lashes seemed glued to his cheeks.

He might have been surveying a submerged world. Thin streamers of fog twined up from the earth as if
they grew from seeds planted by the storm. But there was no wind, no sound from the peaks. Only under
his stiff body Shann could still feel that vibration which was the sea battering against the cliff wall.



Thorvald was crouched beside him, his hand still urgent on the younger man’s shoulder. The officer’s face
was drawn so finely that his features, sharp under the tanned skin, were akin to the skull Shann still half
saw among the ascending pillars of fog.

“Storm’s over.”

Shann shivered as he sat up, hugging his arms to his chest, his tattered uniform soggy under that pressure.
He felt as if he would never be warm again. When he moved sluggishly to the pit where they had kindled
their handful of fire the night before he realized that the wolverines were missing.

“Taggi—?” His voice sounded rusty in his own ears, as if some of the moisture thick in the air about them
had affected his vocal cords.

“Hunting.” Thorvald’s answer was clipped. He was gathering a handful of sticks from the back of their
lean-to, where the protection of their own bodies had kept that kindling dry. Shann snapped a length
between his hands, dropped it into the pit.

When they did coax a blaze into being they stripped, wringing out their clothing, propping it piece by
steaming piece on sticks by the warmth of the flames. The moist air bit at their bodies and they moved
briskly, striving to keep warm by exercise. Still the fog curled, undisturbed by any shaft of sun.

“Did you dream?” Thorvald asked abruptly.

“Yes.” Shann did not elaborate. Disturbing as his dream had been, the feeling that it was not to be shared
was also strong, as strong as some order.

“And so did I,” Thorvald said bleakly. “You saw your skull-mountain?”
“I was climbing it when you awoke me,” Shann returned unwillingly.

“And I was going through my green veil when Taggi took off and wakened me. You are sure your skull
exists?”

“Yes.”

“And so am I that the cavern of the veil is somewhere on this world. But why?”” Thorvald stood up, the
firelight marking plainly the lines between his tanned arms, his brown face and throat, and the paleness of
his lean body. “Why do we dream those particular dreams?”

Shann tested the dryness of a shirt. He had no reason to try and explain the wherefore of those dreams,
only was he certain that he would sometime, somewhere, find that skull, and that when he did he would
climb to the doorway of the snout, pass behind to depths where the flying things might nest—not because
he wanted to make such an expedition, but because he must.

He drew his hands across his ribs, where pressure still brought an aching reminder of the crushing force of
the energy whip the Throgs had wielded. There was no extra flesh on his body, yet muscles slid easily
under the skin, a darker skin than Thorvald’s, deepening to a warm brown where it had been weathered.
His hair, unclipped now for a month, was beginning to curl about his head in tight dark rings. Since he had
always been the youngest or the smallest or the weakest in the world of the Dumps, of the Service, of the
Team, Shann had very little personal vanity. He did possess a different type of pride, born of his own
stubborn achievement in winning out over a long roster of discouragements, failures, and adverse odds.

“Why do we dream?” he repeated Thorvald’s question. “No answer, sir.” He gave the traditional reply of
the Service recruit. And a little to his surprise Thorvald laughed with a tinge of real amusement.



“Where do you come from, Lantee?” He asked as if he were honestly interested.
GéTyr.’7

“Caldon mines.” The Survey officer automatically matched planet to product. “How did you come into
Service?”

Shann drew on his shirt. “Signed on as casual labor,” he returned with a spark of defiance. Thorvald had
joined the Service the right way as a cadet, then a Team man, finally an officer, climbing that nice even
ladder with every rung ready for him when he was prepared to mount it. What did his kind know about the
labor barracks where the dull-minded, the failures, the petty criminals on the run, lived hard under a secret
social system of their own? It had taken every bit of physical endurance and energy, every fraction of
stubborn will Shann could summon, for him to survive his first three months in those barracks—unbroken
and still eager to be Survey. He could still wonder at the unbelievable chance which had rescued him from
that merely because Training Center had needed another odd hand to clean cages and feed troughs for the
experimental animals.

And from the center he made a Team, because when working in a smaller group his push and attention to
duty had been noticed and had paid off. Three years it had taken, but he had made Team stature. Not that
that meant anything now. Shann pulled his boots on over the legs of rough dried coveralls and glanced up,
to find Thorvald watching him with a new, questioning directness the younger man could not understand.

Shann sealed his blouse and stood up, knowing the bite of hunger, dull but persistent. It was a feeling he
had had so many times in the past that now he hardly gave it a second thought.

“Supplies?” He brought the subject back to the present and the practical. What did it matter why or how
one Shann Lantee had come to Warlock in the first place?

“What we have left of the concentrates we had better keep for emergencies.” Thorvald made no move to
open the very shrunken bag he had brought from the scoutship.

He walked over to a rocky outcrop and tugged loose a yellowish tuft of plant, neither moss nor fungi but
sharing attributes of both. Shann recognized it without enthusiasm as one of the varieties of native produce
which could be safely digested by Terran stomachs. The stuff was almost tasteless and possessed a rather
unpleasant odor. Consumed in bulk it would satisfy hunger for a time. Shann hoped that with the
wolverines to aid they could go back to hunting soon.

However, Thorvald showed no desire to head inland where they might expect to locate game. He disagreed
with Shann’s suggestion for tracking Taggi and Togi when those two emerged from the underbrush
obviously well fed and contented after their early morning activity.

When Shann protested with some heat, the other countered: “Didn’t you ever hear of fish, Lantee? After a
storm such as last night’s, we ought to discover good pickings along the shore.”

But Shann was also sure that it was not only the thought of food which drew Thorvald back to the sea.

They crawled back through the bolt hole. The beach of gravel-sand had vanished save for a narrow ribbon
of land just at the foot of the cliffs, where the water curled in white lace about the barrier of boulders.
There was no change in the dullness of the sky; no sun broke through the thick lid of clouds. And the green
of the sea was ashened to gray which matched that overcast until one could strain one’s eyes trying to find
the horizon, unable to mark the dividing line between air and water.

Utgard was a broken necklace, the outermost island-beads lost, the inner ones more isolated by the rise in
water, more forbidding. Shann let out a startled hiss of breath.



The top of a near-by rock detached itself, drew up into a hunched thing of armor-plated scales and heavy
wide-jawed head. A tail cracked into the air; a double tail split into equal forks for half-way down its
length. A leg lifted as a forefoot, webbed, clawed for a new hold. This sea beast was the most formidable
native thing he had sighted on Warlock, approaching in its ugliness the hound of the Throgs.

Breathing in labored gusts, the thing slapped its tail down on the stones with a limpness which suggested
that the raising of that appendage had overtaxed its limited supply of strength. The head sank forward,
resting across one of the forelimbs. Then Shann sighted the fearsome wound in the side just before one of
the larger hind legs, a ragged hole through which pumped with every one of those breaths a dark purplish
stream, licked away by the waves as it trickled slickly down the rock.

“What is that?”

Thorvald shook his head. “Not on our records,” he replied absently, studying the dying creature with avid
attention. “Must have been driven in by the storm. This proves there is more in the sea then we knew!”

Again the forked tail lifted and fell, the head raised from the forelimb, stretching up and back until the
white underfolds of the throat were exposed as the snout pointed almost vertically to the sky. The jaws
opened and from between them came a moaning whistle, a complaint which was drowned out by the wash
of the waves. Then, as if that was the last effort, the webbed, clawed feet relaxed their grip of the rock and
the scaled body slid sidewise, out of their sight, into the water. There was a feather of spume to mark the
plunge and nothing else.

Shann, watching to see if the reptile would surface again, sighted another object, a rounded shape floating
on the sea, bobbing lightly as had their river raft.

“Look!”

Thorvald’s gaze followed his pointing finger and then before Shann could protest, the officer leaped
outward from their perch on the cliff to the broad rock where the scaled sea dweller had lain moments
earlier. He stood there, watching that drifting object with the closest attention, as Shann made the same
crossing in his wake.

The drifting thing was oval, perhaps some six feet long and three wide, the mid point rising in a curve from
the water’s edge. As far as Shann could make out in the half-light the color was a reddish-brown, the
surface rough. And he thought by the way that it moved that it must be flotsam of the storm, buoyant
enough to ride the waves with close to cork resiliency. To Shann’s dismay his companion began to strip.

“What are you going to do?”
“Get that.”

Shann surveyed the water about the rock. The forked tail had sunk just there. Was the Survey officer mad
enough to think he could swim unmenaced through a sea which might be infested with more such
creatures? It seemed that he was, for Thorvald’s white body arched out in a dive. Shann waited, half
crouched and tense, as though he could in some way attack anything rising from the depths to strike at his
companion.

A brown arm flashed above the surface. Thorvald swam strongly toward the floating object. He reached it,
his outstretched hand rasping across the surface. And it responded so quickly to that touch that Shann
guessed it was even lighter and easier to handle than he had first thought.

Thorvald headed back, herding the thing before him. And when he climbed out on the rock, Shann was
pulling up his trophy. They flipped the find over, to discover it hollow. They had, in effect, a ready-made



craft not unlike a canoe with blunted bows. But the substance was surely organic. Was it shell? Shann
speculated, running his finger tips over the irregular surface.

The Survey officer dressed. “We have our boat,” he commented. “Now for Utgard—"

Use this frail thing to dare the trip to the islands? But Shann did not protest. If the officer was determined
to try such a voyage, he would do it. And neither did the younger man doubt that he would accompany
Thorvald.

9 : ONE ALONE

Once again the beach was a wide expanse of shingle, drying fast under a sun hotter than any Shann had yet
known on Warlock. Summer had taken a big leap forward. The Terrans worked in partial shade below a
cliff overhang, not only for the protection against the sun’s rays, but also as a precaution against any roving
Throg air patrol.

Under Thorvald’s direction the curious shell dragged from the sea—if it were a shell, and the texture as
well as the general shape suggested that—was equipped with a framework to act as a stabilizing outrigger.
What resulted was certainly an odd-looking craft, but one which obeyed the paddles and rode the waves
easily.

In the full sunlight the outline of islands was clear-cut—red-and-gray rock above an aquamarine sea. The
Terrans had sighted no more of the sea monsters, and the major evidence of native life along the shore was
a new species of clak-claks, roosting in cliff holes and scavenging along the sands, and various curious fish
and shelled things stranded in small tide pools—to the delight of the wolverines, who fished eagerly up and
down the beach, ready to investigate all debris of the storm.

“That should serve.” Thorvald tightened the last lashing, straightening up, his fists resting on his hips, to
regard the craft with a measure of pride.

Shann was not quite so content. He had matched the Survey officer in industry, but the need for haste still
eluded him. So the ship—such as it was—was ready. Now they would be off to explore Thorvald’s Utgard.
But a small and nagging doubt inside the younger man restrained his enthusiasm over such a voyage. Fork-
tail had come out of the section of ocean which they must navigate in this very crude transport. And Shann
had no desire to meet an uninjured and alert fork-tail in the latter’s own territory.

“Which island do we head for?” Shann kept private his personal doubts of their success. The outmost tip of
that chain was only a distant smudge lying low on the water.

“The largest . . . that one with trees.”

Shann whistled. Since the night of the storm the wolverines were again more amenable to the very light
discipline he tried to keep. Perhaps the fury of that elemental burst had tightened the bond between men
and animals, both alien to this world. Now Taggi and his mate padded toward him in answer to his
summons. But would the wolverines trust the boat? Shann dared not risk their swimming, nor would he
agree to leaving them behind.

Thorvald had already stored their few provisions on board. And now Shann steadied the craft against a
rock which served them as a wharf, while he coaxed Taggi gently. Though the wolverine protested, he at
last scrambled in, to hunch at the bottom of the shell, the picture of apprehension. Togi took longer to make
up her mind. And at length Shann picked her up bodily, soothing her with quiet speech and stroking hands,
to put her beside her mate.



The shell settled under the weight of the passengers, but Thorvald’s foresight concerning the use of the
outrigger proved right, for the craft was seaworthy. It answered readily to the dip of their paddles as they
headed in a curve, keeping the first of the islands between them and the open sea for a breakwater.

From the air, Thorvald’s course would have been a crooked one, for he wove back and forth between the
scattered islands of the chain, using their lee calm for the protection of the canoe. About two thirds of the
group were barren rock, inhabited only by clak-claks and creatures closer to true Terran birds in that they
wore a body plumage which resembled feathers, though their heads were naked and leathery. And, Shann
noted, the clak-claks and the birds did not roost on the same islands, each choosing their own particular
home while the other species did not invade that territory.

The first large-sized island they approached was crowned by trees, but it had no beach, no approach from
sea level. Perhaps it might be possible to climb to the top of the cliff walls. But Thorvald did not suggest
that they try it, heading on toward the next large outcrop of land and rock.

Here white lace patterned in a ring well out from the shore to mark a circle of reefs. They nosed their way
patiently around the outer circumference of that threatening barrier, hunting the entrance to the lagoon.
Within, there were at least two beaches with climbable ascents to the upper reaches inland. Though Shann
noted that the vegetation showing was certainly not luxuriant, the few trees within their range of vision
being pallid growths, rather like those they had sighted on the fringe of the desert. Leather-headed flyers
wheeled out over their canoe, coasting on outspread wings to peer down at the Terran invaders in a manner
which suggested intelligent curiosity.

A full flock gathered to escort them as they continued along the outer line of the reef. Thorvald impatiently
dug his paddle deeper. They had explored more than half of the reef now without chancing on an entrance
channel.

“Regular fence,” Shann commented. One could begin to believe that the barrier had been deliberately
reared to frustrate visitors. Hot sunshine, reflected back from the surface of the waves, burned their
exposed skin, so they dared not discard their ragged clothing. And the wolverines were growing
increasingly restless. Shann did not know how much longer the animals would consent to their position as
passengers without raising active protest.

“How about trying the next one?” he asked, knowing at the same time his companion was not in any mood
to accept such a suggestion with good will.

The officer made no reply, but continued to use his steer paddle in a fashion which spelled out his stubborn
determination to find a passage. This was a personal thing now, between Ragnar Thorvald of the Terran
Survey and a wall of rock, and the man’s will was as strongly rooted as those water-washed stones.

On the southwestern tip of the reef they discovered a possible opening. Shann eyed the narrow space
between two fanglike rocks dubiously. To him that width of water lane seemed dangerously limited, the
sudden slam of a wave could dash them against either of those pillars, with disastrous results, before they
could move to save themselves. But Thorvald pointed their blunt bow toward the passage with seeming
confidence, and Shann knew that as far as the officer was concerned, this was their door to the lagoon.

Thorvald might be stubborn, but he was not a fool. And his training and skill in such maneuvers was
proved when the canoe rode in a rising swell in and by those rocks to gain the safety, in seconds, of the
calm lagoon. Shann sighed with relief, but ventured no comment.

Now they must paddle back along the inner side of the reef to locate the beaches, for fronting them on this
side of the well-protected island were cliffs as formidable as those which guarded the first of the chain at
which they had aimed.



Shann glanced now and then over the side of the boat, hoping in these shallows to sight the sea bed or
some of the inhabitants of these waters. But there was no piercing that green murk. Here and there nodules
of rock awash in wavelets projected inches or feet above the surface, to be avoided by the voyagers.
Shann’s shoulders ached and burned, his muscles were unaccustomed to the steady swing of the paddles,
and the fire of the sun stabbed easily through only two layers of ragged cloth to his skin. He ran a dry
tongue over drier lips and gazed eagerly ahead in search of the first of the beaches.

What was so important about this island that Thorvald had to make a landing here? The officer’s stories of
a native race which they might turn against the Throgs to their own advantage was thin, very thin indeed.
Especially now, as Shann weighed an unsupported theory against that ache in his shoulders, the possibility
of being marooned on the inhospitable shore ahead, against the fifty probable dangers he could total up
with very little expenditure of effort. A small nagging doubt of Thorvald’s obsession began to grow in his
mind. How could Shann even be sure that that carved disk and Thorvald’s hokus-pokus with it had been on
the level? On the other hand what motive would the officer have for trying such an act just to impress
Shann?

The beach at last! As they headed the canoe in that direction the wolverines nearly brought disaster on
them. The animals’ restlessness became acute as they sighted and scented the shore and knew that they
were close. Taggi reared, plunged over the side of the craft, and Shann had just time to fling his weight in
the opposite direction as a counterbalance when Togi followed. They splashed shoreward while Thorvald
swore fluently and Shann grabbed to save the precious supply bag. In a shower of gravel the animals made
land and humped well up on the strand before pausing to shake themselves and splatter far and wide the
burden of moisture transported by their shaggy fur.

Ashore, the canoe became a clumsy burden and, light as the craft was, both of the men sweated to get it up
on the beach without snagging the outrigger against stones and brush. With the thought of a Throg patrol in
mind they worked swiftly to cover it.

Taggi raised an egg-patterned snout from a hollow and licked at the stippling of greenish yolk matting his
fur. The wolverines had wasted no time in sampling the contents of a wealth of nesting places that began
just above the high-water mark, each cupping two to four tough-shelled eggs. Treading a path among those
clutches, the Terrans climbed a red-earthed slope toward the interior of the island.

They found water, not the clear running of a mountain spring, but a stalish pool in a stone-walled
depression on the crest of a rise, filled by the bounty of the rain. The warm liquid was brackish, but
satisfied in part their thirst, and they drank eagerly.

The outer cliff wall of the island was just that, a wall, for there was an inner slope to match the outer. And
at the bottom of it purple-green foliage showed where plants and stunted trees fought for living space. But
there was nothing else, though they quartered that growing section with the care of men trying to locate an
enemy outpost.

That night they camped in the hollow, roasted eggs in a fire, and ate the fishy-tasting contents because it
was food, not because they relished what they swallowed. Tonight no cloud bank hung overhead. A man,
gazing up, could see the stars. The stars and other things, for over the distant shore of the mainland they
sighted the cruising lights of a Throg ship and waited tensely for that circle of small sparkling points to
swing out toward their own hiding hole.

“They haven’t given up,” Shann stated what was obvious to them both.

“The settler transport,” Thorvald reminded him. “If they do not take a prisoner to talk her in and allay
suspicion, then—" he snapped his fingers—*“the Patrol will be on their tails, but quick!”

So just by keeping out of Throg range, they were, in a way, still fighting. Shann settled back, his tender
shoulders resting against a tree bole. He tried to count the number of days and nights lying behind him now



since that early morning when he had watched the Terran camp die under the aliens” weapons. But one day
faded into another so that he could remember only action parts clearly—the attack on the grounded
scoutship, the sortie they had made in turn on the occupied camp, the dust storm on the river, the escape
from the Throg ship in the mountain crevice, and their meeting with the hound. Then that storm which had
driven them to seek cover after their curious experience with the disk. And now this day when they had
safely reached the island.

“Why this island?” he asked suddenly.

“That carved piece was found here on the edge of this valley,” Thorvald returned matter-of-factly.
“But today we found nothing at all—"

“Yet this island supplies us with a starting point.”

A starting point for what? A detailed search of all the islands, great and small, in the chain? And how did
they dare continue to paddle openly from one to the next with the Throgs sweeping the skies? They would
have provided an excellent target today as they combed that reef for an hour or more. Wearily, Shann
spread out his hands in the very faint light of their tiny fire, poked with a finger tip at smarting points
which would have been blisters had those hands not known toughening in the past. More paddling
tomorrow? But that was tomorrow, and at least they need not worry tonight about any Throg attack once
they had doused the fire, an action which was now being methodically attended to by Thorvald. Shann
pushed down on the bed of leaves he had heaped together. The night was quiet. He could hear only the
murmur of the sea, a lulling croon of sound to make one sleep deep, perhaps dreamlessly.

Sun struck down, making a dazzle about him. Shann turned over drowsily in that welcome heat, stretching
a little as might a cat at ease. When he really awoke under the press of memory, the need for alertness rode
him once more. Beaten-down grass, the burnt-out embers of last night’s fire were beside him. But of
Thorvald and the wolverines there were no signs.

Not only did he now lie alone, but he was possessed by the feeling that he had not been deserted only
momentarily, that Taggi, Togi and the Survey officer were indeed gone. Shann sat up, got to his feet,
breathing faster, a prickle of uneasiness spreading in him, bringing him to that inner slope, up it to the crest
from which he could see that beach where last night they had concealed the canoe.

Those lengths of brush and tufts of grass they had used for a screen were strewn about as if tossed in haste.
And not too long before . . .

For the canoe was out in the calm waters within the reef, the paddle blade wielded by its occupant flashing
brightly in the sun. On the shingle below, the wolverines prowled back and forth, whining in
bewilderment.

“Thorvald—!”

Shann put the full force of his lungs into that hail, hearing the name ring from one of the small peaks at his
back. But the man in the boat did not turn his head; there was no change in the speed of that paddle dip.

Shann leaped down the outer slope to the beach, skidding the last few feet, saving himself from going
headfirst into the water only by a painful wrench of his body.

“Thorvald!” He tried calling again. But that head, bright under the sun did not turn; there was no answer.
Shann tore at his clothes and kicked off his boots.

He did not think of the possibility of lurking sea monsters as he plunged into the water, swam for the canoe
edging along the reef, plainly bound for the sea gate to the southwest. Shann was not a powerful swimmer.



His first impetus gave him a good start, but after that he had to fight for each foot he gained, and the fear
grew in him that the other would reach the reef passage before he could catch up. He wasted no more time
trying to hail Thorvald, putting all his breath and energy into the effort of overtaking the craft.

And he almost made it, his hand actually slipping along the log which furnished the balancing outrigger.
As his fingers tightened on that slimy wood he looked up, and loosed that hold again in time perhaps to
save his life.

For when he ducked to let the water cover his head in an impromptu half dive, Shann carried with him a
vivid picture, a picture so astounding that he was a little dazed.

Thorvald had stopped paddling at last, because that paddle had to be put to another use. Had Shann not
released his hold on the log and gone under water, that crudely fashioned piece of wood might have broken
his skull. He saw only too clearly the paddle raised in both hands as an ugly weapon, and Thorvald’s face,
convulsed in a spasm of ugly rage which made it as inhuman as a Throg’s.

Sputtering and choking, Shann fought up to the air once more. The paddle was back at the task for which it
had been carved, the canoe was underway again, its occupant paying no more attention to what lay behind
than if he had successfully disposed of the man in the water. To follow would be only to invite another
attack, and Shann might not be so lucky next time. He was not good enough a swimmer to try any tricks
such as oversetting the canoe, not when Thorvald was an expert who could easily finish off a fumbling
opponent.

Shann swam wearily to shore where the wolverines waited, unable yet to make sense of that attack in the
lagoon. What had happened to Thorvald? What motive had led the other to leave Shann and the animals on
this island, the island Thorvald had called a starting point in his search for the natives of Warlock? Or had
every bit of that tall tale been invented by the Survey officer for some obscure purpose of his own,
certainly no sane purpose? Against that logic Shann could only set the carved disk, and he had only
Thorvald’s word that that had been discovered here.

He dragged himself out of the water on his hands and knees and lay, winded and gasping. Taggi came to
lick his face, nuzzle him, making a small, bewildered whimpering. While above, the leather-headed birds
called and swooped, fearful and angry for their disturbed nesting place. The Terran retched, coughed up
water, and then sat up to look around.

The spread of lagoon was bare. Thorvald must have rounded the south point of land and be very close to
the reef passage, perhaps through it by now. Not stopping for his clothes, Shann started up the slope,
crawling part of the way on his hands and knees.

He reached the crest again and got to his feet. The sun made an eye-dazzling glitter of the waves. But under
the shade of his hands Shann saw the canoe again, beyond the reef, heading on out along the island chain,
not back to shore as he had expected. Thorvald was still on the hunt, but for what? A reality which existed,
or a dream in his own disturbed brain?

Shann sat down. He was very hungry, for that adventure in the lagoon had sapped his strength. And he was
a prisoner along with the wolverines, a prisoner on an island which was half the size of the valley which
held the Survey camp. As far as he knew, his only supply of drinkable water was that tank of evil-smelling
rain which would be speedily evaporated by a sun such as the one now beating down on him. And between
him and the shore was the sea, a sea which harbored such creatures as the fork-tail he had watched die.

Thorvald was still steadily on course, not to the next island in the chain, a small, bare knob, but to the one
beyond that. He could have been hurrying to a meeting. Where and with what?



Shann got to his feet, started down to the beach once more, sure now that the officer had no intention of
returning, that he was again on his own with only his wits and strength to keep him alive—alive and
somehow free of this waterwashed prison.

10 : A TRAP FOR A TRAPPER

Shann took up the piece of soft chalklike stone he had found and drew another short white mark on the
rust-red of a boulder well above tide level. That made three such marks, three days since Thorvald had
marooned him. And he was no nearer the shore now than he had been on that first morning! He sat where
he was by the boulder, aware that he should be up, trying to climb to the less accessible nests of the sea
birds. The prisoners, man and wolverines, had cleaned out all those they had discovered on beach and
cliffs. But at the thought of more eggs, Shann’s stomach knotted in pain and he began to retch.

There had been no sign of Thorvald since Shann had watched him steer between the two westward islands.
And the younger Terran’s faint hope that the officer would return had died. On the shore a few feet away
lay his own pitiful attempt to solve the problem of escape.

The force ax had vanished with Thorvald, along with all the rest of the meager supplies which had been the
officer’s original contribution to their joint equipment. Shann had used his knife on brush and small trees,
trying to put together some kind of a raft. But he had not been able to discover here any of those vines
necessary for binding, and his best efforts had all come to grief when he tried them in a lagoon launching.
So far he had achieved no form of raft which would keep him afloat longer than five minutes, let alone
support three of them as far as the next island.

Shann pulled listlessly at the framework of his latest try, dully disheartened. He tried not to think of the
inescapable fact that the water in the rain tank had sunk to only an inch or so of muddy scum. Last night he
had dug in the heart of the interior valley where the rankness of the vegetation was a promise of moisture,
to uncover damp clay and then a brackish ooze. Far too little to satisfy both him and the animals.

There were surely fish somewhere in the lagoon. Shann wondered if the raw flesh of sea dwellers could
supply the water they needed. But lacking net, line, or hooks, how did one fish? Yesterday, using his
stunner, he had brought down a bird, to discover the carcass so rank even the wolverines, never dainty
eaters, refused to gnaw it.

The animals prowled the two beaches, and Shann guessed they hunted shell dwellers, for at times they dug
energetically in the gravel. Togi was busied in this way now, the sand flowing from under her pumping
legs, her claws raking in good earnest.

And it was Togi’s excavation which brought Shann a first ray of hope. Her excitement was so marked that
he believed she was in quest of some worthwhile game and he moved across to inspect the pit. A patch of
brown, which had been skimmed bare by one raking paw, made him shout.

Taggi shambled downslope, going to work beside his mate with an eagerness as open as hers. Shann
hovered at the edge of the pit they were rapidly enlarging. The brown patch was larger, disclosing itself as
a hump doming up from the gravel. The Terran did not need to run his hands over that rough surface to
recognize the nature of the find. This was another shell such as had come floating in after the storm to form
the raw material of their canoe.

However, as fast as the wolverines dug, they did not appear to make correspondingly swift headway in
uncovering their find as might reasonably be expected. In fact, a witness could guess that the shell was
sinking at a pace only a fraction slower than the burrowers were using to free it. Intrigued by that, Shann
went back to the waterline, secured one of the lengths he had been trying to weave into his failures, and
returned to use it as a makeshift shovel.



Now, with three of them at the digging, the brown hump was uncovered, and Shann pried down around its
edge, trying to lever it up and over. To his amazement, his tool was caught and held, nearly jerked from his
hands. To his retaliating tug the obstruction below-ground gave way, and the Terran sprawled back, the
length of wood coming clear, to show the other end smashed and splintered as if it had been caught
between mashing gears.

For the first time he understood that they were dealing not with an empty shell casing buried by drift under
this small beach, but with a shell still inhabited by the Warlockian creature to whom it was a natural
covering, and that that inhabitant would fight to continue ownership. A moment’s examination of that
splintered wood also suggested that the shell’s present wearer was well able to defend itself.

Shann attempted to call off the wolverines, but they were out of control now, digging frantically to get at
this new prey. And he knew that if he pulled them away by force, they were apt to turn those punishing
claws and snapping jaws on him.

It was for their protection that he returned to digging, though he no longer tried to pry up the shell. Taggi
leaped to the top of that dome, sweeping paws downward to clear its surface, while Togi prowled around
its circumference, pausing now and then to send dirt and gravel spattering, but treading warily as might one
alert for a sudden attack.

They had the creature almost clear now, though the shell still rested firmly on the ground, and they had no
notion of what it might protect. It was smaller, perhaps two thirds the size of the one which Thorvald had
fashioned into a seagoing craft. But it could provide them with transportation to the mainland if Shann was
able to repeat the feat of turning it into an outrigger canoe.

Taggi joined his mate on the ground and both wolverines padded about the dome, obviously baffled. Now
and then they assaulted the shell with a testing paw. Claws raked and did not leave any marks but shallow
scratches. They could continue that forever, as far as Shann could see, without solving the problem in the

least.

He sat back on his heels and studied the scene in detail. The excavation holding the shelled creature was
some three yards above the high-water mark, with a few more feet separating that from the point where
lazy waves now washed the finer sand. Shann watched the slow inward slip of those waves with growing
interest. Where their combined efforts had failed to win this odd battle, perhaps the sea itself could now be
pressed into service.

Shann began his own excavation, a trough to lead from the waterline to the pit occupied by the obstinate
shell. Of course the thing living in or under that covering might be only too familiar with salt water. But it
had placed its burrow, or hiding place, above the reach of the waves and so might be disconcerted by the
sudden appearance of water in its bed. However, the scheme was worth trying, and he went to work
doggedly, wishing he could make the wolverines understand so they would help him.

They still prowled about their captive, scraping at the sand about the shell casing. At least their efforts
would keep the half-prisoner occupied and prevent its escape. Shann put another piece of his raft to work
as a shovel, throwing up a shower of sand and gravel while sweat dampened his tattered blouse and was
salt and sticky on his arms and face.

He finished his trench, one which ran at an angle he hoped would feed water into the pit rapidly once he
knocked away the last barrier against the waves. And, splashing out into the green water, he did just that.

His calculations proved correct. Waves lapped, then flowed in a rapidly thickening stream, puddling out
about the shell as the wolverines drew back, snarling. Shann lashed his knife fast to a stout length of
sapling, so equipping himself with a spear. He stood with it ready in his hand, not knowing just what to
expect. And when the answer to his water attack came, the move was so sudden that in spite of his
preparation he was caught gaping.



For the shell fairly erupted out of the mess of sand and water. A complete fringe of jointed, clawed brown

limbs churned in a forward-and-upward dash. But the water worked to frustrate that charge. For one of the
pit walls crumbled, over-balancing the creature so that the fore end of the shell lifted from the ground, the

legs clawing wildly at the air.

Shann thrust with the spear, feeling the knife point go home so deeply that he could not pull his improvised
weapon free. A limb snapped claws only inches away from his leg as he pushed down on the haft with all
his strength. That attack along with the initial upset of balance did the job. The shell flopped over, its
rounded hump now embedded in the watery sand of the pit while the frantic struggles of the creature to
right itself only buried it the deeper.

The Terran stared down upon a segmented under belly where legs were paired in riblike formation. Shann
could locate no head, no good target. But he drew his stunner and beamed at either end of the oval, and
then, for good measure, in the middle, hoping in one of those three general blasts to contact the thing’s
central nervous system. He was not to know which of those shots did the trick, but the frantic wiggling of
the legs slowed and finally ended, as a clockwork toy might run down for want of winding—and at last
projected, at crooked angles, completely still. The shell creature might not be dead, but it was tamed for
now.

Taggi had only been waiting for a good chance to do battle. He grabbed one of those legs, worried it, and
then leaped to tear at the under body. Unlike the outer shell, this portion of the creature had no proper
armor and the wolverine plunged joyfully into the business of the kill, his mate following suit.

The process of butchery was a bloody, even beastly job, and Shann was shaken before it was complete. But
he kept at his labors, determined to have that shell, his one chance of escape from the island. The
wolverines feasted on the greenish-white flesh, but he could not bring himself to sample it, climbing to the
heights in search of eggs, and making a happy find of a niche filled with the edible moss-fungi.

By late afternoon he had the shell scooped fairly clean and the wolverines had carried away for burial such
portions as they had not been able to consume at their first eating. Meanwhile, the leather-headed birds had
grown bold enough to snatch up the fragments he tossed out on the water, struggling for that bounty
against feeders arising from the depths of the lagoon.

At the coming of dusk Shann hauled the bloodstained, grisly trophy well up the beach and wedged it
among the rocks, determined not to lose his treasure. Then he stripped and washed, first his clothing and
then himself, rubbing his hands and arms with sand until his skin was tender. He was still exultant at his
Iuck. The drift would supply him with materials for an outrigger. One more day’s work—or maybe two—
and he could leave. He wrung out his blouse and gazed toward the distant line of the shore. Once he had
his new canoe ready he would try to make the trip back in the early morning while the mists were still on
the sea. That should give him cover against any Throg flight.

That night Shann slept in the deep fog of bodily exhaustion. There were no dreams, nothing but an
unconsciousness which even a Throg attack could not have pierced. He roused in the morning with an odd
feeling of guilt. The water hole he had scooped in the valley yielded him some swallows tasting of earth,
but he had almost forgotten the flavor of a purer liquid. Munching on a fistful of moss, he hurried down to
the shore, half fearing to find the shell gone, his luck out once again.

Not only was the shell where he had wedged it, but he had done better than he knew when he had left it
exposed in the night. Small things scuttled away from it into hiding, and several birds arose—scavengers
had been busy lightening his unwelcome task for that morning. And seeing how the clean-up process had
gone, Shann had a second inspiration.

Pushing the thing down the beach, he sank it in the shallows with several rocks to anchor it. Within a few
seconds the shell was invaded by a whole school of spiny-tailed fish that ate greedily. Leaving his find to



their cleansing, Shann went back to prospect the pile of raft material, choosing pieces which could serve
for an outrigger frame. He was handicapped as he had been all along by the absence of the vines one could
use for lashings. And he had reached the point of considering a drastic sacrifice of his clothing to get the
necessary strips when he saw Taggi dragging behind him one of the jointed legs the wolverines had put in
storage the day before.

Now and again Taggi laid his prize on the shingle, holding it firmly pinned with his forepaws as he tried to
worry loose a section of flesh. But apparently that feat was beyond even his notable teeth, and at length he
left it lying there in disgust while he returned to a cache for more palatable fare. Shann went to examine
more closely the triple-jointed limb.

The casing was not as hard as horn or shell, he discovered upon testing; it more resembled tough skin laid
over bone. With a knife he tried to loosen the skin—a tedious job requiring a great deal of patience, since
the tissue tore if pulled away too fast. But with care he acquired a few thongs perhaps a foot long. Using
two of these, he made a trial binding of one stick to another, and experimented further, soaking the whole
construction in sea water and then exposing it to the direct rays of the sun.

When he examined his test piece an hour later, the skin thongs had set into place with such success that the
one piece of wood might have been firmly glued to the other. Shann shuffled his feet in a little dance of
triumph as he went on to the lagoon to inspect the water-logged shell. The scavengers had done well. One
scraping, two at the most, would have the whole thing clean and ready to use.

But that night Shann dreamed. No climbing of a skull-shaped mountain this time. Instead, he was again on
the beach, laboring under an overwhelming compulsion, building something for an alien purpose he could
not understand. And he worked as hopelessly as a beaten slave, knowing that what he made was to his own
undoing. Yet he could not halt the making, because just beyond the limit of his vision there stood a
dominant will which held him in bondage.

And he awoke on the beach in the very early dawn, not knowing how he had come there. His body was
bathed in sweat, as it had been during his day’s labors under the sun, and his muscles ached with fatigue.

But when he saw what lay at his feet he cringed. The framework of the outrigger, close to completion the
night before, was dismantled—smashed. All those strips of hide he had so laboriously culled were cut—
into inch-long bits which could be of no service.

Shann whirled, ran to the shell he had the night before pulled from the water and stowed in safety. Its
rounded dome was dulled where it had been battered, but there was no break in the surface. He ran his
hands anxiously over the curve to make sure. Then, very slowly, he came back to the mess of broken wood
and snipped hide. And he was sure, only too sure, of one thing. He, himself, had wrought that destruction.
In his dream he had built to satisfy the whim of an enemy; in reality he had destroyed; and that was also, he
believed, to satisfy an enemy.

The dream was a part of it. But who or what could set a man dreaming and so take over his body, make
him in fact betray himself? But then, what had made Thorvald maroon him here? For the first time, Shann
guessed a new, if wild, explanation for the officer’s desertion. Dreams—and the disk which had worked so
strangely on Thorvald. Suppose everything the other had surmised was the truth! Then that disk had been
found on this very island, and here somewhere must lie a clue to the riddle.

Shann licked his lips. Suppose that Thorvald had been sent away under just such a strong compulsion as
the one which had ruled Shann last night? Why was he left behind if the other had been moved away to
protect some secret? Was it that Shann himself was wanted here, wanted so much that when he at last
found a means of escape he was set to destroy it? That act might have been forced upon him for two
reasons: to keep him here, and to impress upon him how powerless he was.



Powerless! A flicker of stubborn will stirred to respond to that implied challenge. All right, the mysterious
they had made him do this. But they had underrated him by letting him learn, almost contemptuously, of
their presence by that revelation. So warned, he was in a manner armed; he could prepare to fight back.

He squatted by the wreckage as he thought that through, turning over broken pieces. And, Shann realized,
he must present at the moment a satisfactory picture of despondency to any spy. A spy, that was it!
Someone or something must have him under observation, or his activities of the day before would not have
been so summarily countered. And if there was a spy, then there was his answer to the riddle. To trap the
trapper. Such action might be a project beyond his resources, but it was his own counterattack.

So now he had to play a role. Not only must he search the island for the trace of his spy, but he must do it
in such a fashion that his purpose would not be plain to the enemy he suspected. The wolverines could
help. Shann arose, allowed his shoulders to droop, slouching to the slope with all the air of a beaten man
which he could assume, whistling for Taggi and Togi.

When they came, his exploration began. Ostensibly he was hunting for lengths of drift or suitable growing
saplings to take the place of those he had destroyed under orders. But he kept a careful watch on the animal
pair, hoping by their reactions to pick up a clue to any hidden watcher.

The larger of the two beaches marked the point where the Terrans had first landed and where the shell
thing had been killed. The smaller was more of a narrow tongue thrust out into the lagoon, much of it
choked with sizable boulders. On earlier visits there Taggi and Togi had poked into the hollows among
these with their usual curiosity. But now both animals remained upslope, showing no inclination to
descend to the water line.

Shann caught hold of Taggi’s scruff, pulling him along. The wolverine twisted and whined, but he did not
fight for freedom as he would have upon scenting Throg. Not that the Terran had ever believed one of
those aliens was responsible for the happenings on the island.

Taggi came down under Shann’s urging, but he was plainly ill at ease. And at last he snarled a warning
when the man would have drawn him closer to two rocks which met overhead in a crude semblance of an
arch. There was a stick of drift protruding from that hollow affording Shann a legitimate excuse to venture
closer. He dropped his hold on the wolverines, stooped to gather in the length of wood, and at the same
time glanced into the pocket.

Water lay just beyond, making this a doorway to the lagoon. The sun had not yet penetrated into the
shadow, if it ever did. Shann reached for the wood, at the same time drawing his finger across the flat rock
which would furnish a steppingstone for anything using that door as an entrance to the island.

Wet! Which might mean his visitor had recently arrived, or else merely that a splotch of spray had landed
there not too long before. But in his mind Shann was convinced that he had found the spy’s entrance.
Could he turn it into a trap? He added a piece of drift to his bundle and picked up two more before he
returned to the cliff ahead.

A trap . . . He revolved in his mind all the traps he knew which could be used here. He already had decided
upon the bait—his own work. And if his plans went through—and hope does not die easily—then this time
he would not waste his labor either.

So he went back to the same job he had done the day before, making do with skin strips he had considered
second-best before, smoothing, cutting. Only the trap occupied his mind, and close to sunset he knew just
what he was going to do and how.

Though the Terran did not know the nature of the unseen opponent, he thought he could guess two
weaknesses which might deliver the other into his hands. First, the enemy was entirely confident of success



in this venture. No being who was able to control Shann as completely and ably as had been done the night
before would credit any prey with the power to strike back in force.

Second, such a confident enemy would be unable to resist watching the manipulation of a captive. The
Terran was certain that his opponent would be on the scene somewhere when he was led, dreaming, to
destroy his work once more.

He might be wrong on both of those counts, but inwardly he didn’t believe so. However, he had to wait
until the dark to set up his own answer, one so simple he was certain the enemy would not suspect it at all.

11 : THE WITCH

There were patches of light in the inner valley marking the phosphorescent plants, some creeping at ground
level, others tall as saplings. On other nights Shann had welcomed that wan radiance, but now he lay in as
relaxed a position as possible, marking each of those potential betrayers as he tried to counterfeit the
attitude of sleep and at the same time plan out his route.

He had purposely settled in a pool of shadow, the wolverines beside him. And he thought that the bulk of
the animal’s bodies would cover his own withdrawal when the time came to move. One arm lying limply
across his middle was in reality clutching to him an intricate arrangement of small hide straps which he had
made by sacrificing most of the remainder of his painfully acquired thongs. The trap must be set in place
soon!

Now that he had charted a path to the crucial point avoiding all light plants, Shann was ready to move. The
Terran pressed his hand on Taggi’s head in the one imperative command the wolverine was apt to obey—
the order to stay where he was.

Shann sat up and gave the same voiceless instruction to Togi. Then he inched out of the hollow, a worm’s
progress to that narrow way along the cliff top—the path which anyone or anything coming up from that
sea gate on the beach would have to pass in order to watch the shoreline occupied by the half-built
outrigger.

So much of his plan was based upon luck and guesses, but those were all Shann had. And as he worked at
the stretching of his snare, the Terran’s heart pounded, and he tensed at every sound out of the night.
Having tested all the anchoring of his net, he tugged at a last knot, and then crouched to listen not only
with his ears, but with all his strength of mind and body.

Pound of waves, whistle of wind, the sleepy complaint of some bird . . . A regular splashing! One of the
fish in the lagoon? Or what he awaited? The Terran retreated as noiselessly as he had come, heading for
the hollow where he had bedded down.

He reached there breathless, his heart pumping, his mouth dry as if he had been racing. Taggi stirred and
thrust a nose inquiringly against Shann’s arm. But the wolverine made no sound, as if he, too, realized that
some menace lay beyond the rim of the valley. Would that other come up the path Shann had trapped? Or
had he been wrong? Was the enemy already stalking him from the other beach? The grip of his stunner was
slippery in his damp hand; he hated this waiting.

The canoe . . . his work on it had been a careless botching. Better to have the job done right. Why, it was
perfectly clear now how he had been mistaken! His whole work plan was wrong; he could see the right
way of doing things laid out as clear as a blueprint in his mind. A picture in his mind!

Shann stood up and both wolverines moved uneasily, though neither made a sound. A picture in his mind!
But this time he wasn’t asleep; he wasn’t dreaming a dream—to be used for his own defeat. Only (that
other could not know this) the pressure which had planted the idea of new work to be done in his mind—an



idea one part of him accepted as fact—had not taken warning from his move. He was supposed to be under
control; the Terran was sure of that. All right, so he would play that part. He must if he would entice the
trapper into his trap.

He holstered his stunner, walked out into the open, paying no heed now to the patches of light through
which he must pass on his way to the path his own feet had already worn to the boat beach. As he went,
Shann tried to counterfeit what he believed would be the gait of a man under compulsion.

Now he was on the rim fronting the downslope, fighting against his desire to turn and see for himself if
anything had climbed behind. The canoe was all wrong, a bad job which he must make better at once so
that in the morning he would be free of this island prison.

The pressure of that other’s will grew stronger. And the Terran read into that the overconfidence which he
believed would be part of the enemy’s character. The one who was sending him to destroy his own work
had no suspicion that the victim was not entirely malleable, ready to be used as he himself would use a
knife or a force ax. Shann strode steadily downslope. With a small spurt of fear he knew that in a way that
unseen other was right; the pressure was taking over, even though he was awake this time. The Terran tried
to will his hand to his stunner, but his fingers fell instead on the hilt of his knife. He drew the blade as
panic seethed in his head, chilling him from within. He had underestimated the other’s power . . .

And that panic flared into open fight, making him forget his careful plans. Now he must wrench free from
this control. The knife was moving to slash a hide lashing, directed by his hand, but not his will.

A soundless gasp, a flash of dismay rocked him, but neither was his gasp nor his dismay. That pressure
snapped off; he was free. But the other wasn’t! Knife still in fist, Shann turned and ran upslope, his torch in
his other hand. He could see a shape now writhing, fighting, outlined against a light bush. And, fearing that
the stranger might win free and disappear, the Terran spotlighted the captive in the beam, reckless of Throg
or enemy reinforcements.

The other crouched, plainly startled by the sudden burst of light. Shann stopped abruptly. He had not really
built up any mental picture of what he had expected to find in his snare, but this prisoner was as weirdly
alien to him as a Throg. The light of the torch was reflected off a skin which glittered as if scaled, glittered
with the brilliance of jewels in bands and coils of color spreading from the throat down the chest, spiraling
about upper arms, around waist and thighs, as if the stranger wore a treasure house of gems as part of a
living body. Except for those patterned loops, coils, and bands, the body had no clothing, though a belt
about the slender middle supported a pair of pouches and some odd implements held in loops.

The figure was roughly more humanoid than the Throgs. The upper limbs were not too unlike Shann’s
arms, though the hands had four digits of equal length instead of five. But the features were nonhuman,
closer to saurian in contour. It had large eyes, blazing yellow in the dazzle of the flash, with vertical slits of
green for pupils. A nose united with the jaw to make a snout, and above the domed forehead a sharp V-
point of raised spiky growth extended back and down until behind the shoulder blades it widened and
expanded to resemble a pair of wings.

The captive no longer struggled, but sat quietly in the tangle of the snare Shann had set, watching the
Terran steadily as if there were no difficulty in seeing through the brilliance of the beam to the man who
held it. And, oddly enough, Shann experienced no repulsion toward its reptilian appearance as he had upon
first sighting the beetlelike Throg. On impulse he put down his torch on a rock and walked into the light to
face squarely the thing out of the sea.

Still eyeing Shann, the captive raised one limb and gave an absent-minded tug to the belt it wore. Shann,
noting that gesture, was struck by a wild surmise, leading him to study the prisoner more narrowly.
Allowing for the alien structure of bone, the nonhuman skin; this creature was delicate, graceful, in its way
beautiful, with a fragility of limb which backed up his suspicions. Moved by no pressure from the other,
but by his own will and sense of fitness, Shann stooped to cut the control line of his snare.



The captive continued to watch as Shann sheathed his blade and then held out his hand. Yellow eyes, never
blinking since his initial appearance, regarded him, not with any trace of fear or dismay, but with a calm
measurement which was curiosity based upon a strong belief in its own superiority. He did not know how
he knew, but Shann was certain that the creature out of the sea was still entirely confident, that it made no
fight because it did not conceive of any possible danger from him. And again, oddly enough, he was not
irritated by this unconscious arrogance; rather he was intrigued and amused.

“Friends?”” Shann used the basic galactic speech devised by Survey and the Free Traders, semantics which
depended upon the proper inflection of voice and tone to project meaning when the words were foreign.

The other made no sound, and the Terran began to wonder if his captive had any audible form of speech.
He withdrew a step or two then pulled at the snare, drawing the cords away from the creature’s slender
ankles. Rolling the thongs into a ball, he tossed the crude net back over his shoulder.

“Friends?” he repeated again, showing his empty hands, trying to give that one word the proper inflection,
hoping the other could read his peaceful intent in his features if not by his speech.

In one lithe, flowing movement the alien arose. Fully erect, the Warlockian had a frail appearance. Shann,
for his breed, was not tall. But the native was still smaller, not more than five feet, that stiff V of head crest
just topping Shann’s shoulder. Whether any of those fittings at its belt could be a weapon the Terran had
no way of telling. However, the other made no move to draw any of them.

Instead, one of the four-digit hands came up. Shann felt the feather touch of strange finger tips on his chin,
across his lips, up his cheek, to at last press firmly on his forehead at a spot just between the eyebrows.
What followed was communication of a sort, not in words or in any describable flow of thoughts. There
was no feeling of enmity—at least nothing strong enough to be called that. Curiosity, yes, and then a
growing doubt, not of the Terran himself, but of the other’s preconceived ideas concerning him. Shann was
other than the native had judged him, and the stranger was disturbed, that self-confidence a little ruffled.
And also Shann was right in his guess. He smiled, his amusement growing—not aimed at his companion
on this cliff top, but at himself. For he was dealing with a female, a very young female, and someone as
fully feminine in her way as any human girl could be.

“Friends?” he asked for the third time.

But the other still exuded a wariness, a wariness mixed with surprise. And the tenuous message which
passed between them then astounded Shann. To this Warlockian out of the night he was not following the
proper pattern of male behavior at all; he should have been in awe of the other merely because of her sex.
A diffidence rather than an assumption of equality should have colored his response, judged by her
standards. At first, he caught a flash of anger at this preposterous attitude of his; then her curiosity won, but
there was still no reply to his question.

The finger tips no longer made contact between them. Stepping back, her hands now reached for one of the
pouches at her belt. Shann watched that movement carefully. And because he did not trust her too far, he
whistled.

Her head came up. She might be dumb, but plainly she was not deaf. And she gazed down into the hollow
as the wolverines answered his summons with growls. Her profile reminded Shann of something for an
instant; but it should have been golden-yellow instead of silver with two jeweled patterns ringing the snout.
Yes, that small plaque he had seen in the cabin of one of the ship’s officers. A very old Terran legend—
“Dragon,” the officer had named the creature. Only that one had possessed a serpent’s body, a lizard’s legs
and wings.

Shann gave a sudden start, aware his thoughts had made him careless, or had she in some way led him into
that bypath of memory for her own purposes? Because now she held some object in the curve of her curled



fingers, regarding him with those unblinking yellow eyes. Eyes . . . eyes ... Shann dimly heard the alarm
cry of the wolverines. He tried to snap draw his stunner, but it was too late.

There was a haze about him hiding the rocks, the island valley with its radiant plants, the night sky, the
bright beam of the torch. Now he moved through that haze as one walks through a dream approaching
nightmare, striding with an effort as if wading through a deterring flood. Sound, sight—one after another
those senses were taken from him. Desperately Shann held to one thing, his own sense of identity. He was
Shann Lantee, Terran breed, out of Tyr, of the Survey Service. Some part of him repeated those facts with
vast urgency against an almost overwhelming force which strove to defeat that awareness of self, making
him nothing but a tool—or a weapon—for another’s use.

The Terran fought, soundlessly but fiercely, on a battleground which was within him, knowing in a
detached way that his body obeyed another’s commands.

“I am Shann—" he cried without audible speech. “I am myself. I have two hands, two legs . . . I think for
myself! [ am a man—"

And to that came an answer of sorts, a blow of will striking at his resistance, a will which struggled to
drown him before ebbing, leaving behind it a faint suggestion of bewilderment, of a dawn of concern.

“I am a man!” he hurled that assertion as he might have thrust deep with one of the crude spears he had
used against the Throgs. For against what he faced now his weapons were as crude as spears fronting
blasters. “I am Shann Lantee, Terran, man . ..~ Those were facts; no haze could sweep them from his
mind or take away that heritage.

And again there was the lightening of the pressure, the slight recoil, which could only be a prelude to
another assault upon his last stronghold. He clutched his three facts to him as a shield, groping for others
which might have afforded a weapon of rebuttal.

Dreams, these Warlockians dealt in and through dreams. And the opposite of dreams are facts! His name,
his breed, his sex—these were facts. And Warlock itself was a fact. The earth under his boots was a fact.
The water which washed around the island was a fact. The air he breathed was a fact. Flesh, blood,
bones—facts, all of them. Now he was a struggling identity imprisoned in a rebel body. But that body was
real. He tried to feel it. Blood pumped from his heart, his lungs filled and emptied; he struggled to feel
those processes.

With a terrifying shock, the envelope which had held him vanished. Shann was choking, struggling in
water. He flailed out with his arms, kicked his legs. One hand grated painfully against stone. Hardly
knowing what he did, but fighting for his life, Shann caught at that rock and drew his head out of water.
Coughing and gasping, half drowned, he was weak with the panic of his close brush with death.

For a long moment he could only cling to the rock which had saved him, retching and dazed, as the water
washed about his body, a current tugging at his trailing legs. There was light of a sort here, patches of
green which glowed with the same subdued light as the bushes of the outer world, for he was no longer
under the night sky. A rock-roof was but inches over his head; he must be in some cave or tunnel under the
surface of the sea. Again a gust of panic shook him as he felt trapped.

The water continued to pull at Shann, and in his weakened condition it was a temptation to yield to that
pull; the more he fought it the more he was exhausted. At last the Terran turned on his back, trying to float
with the stream, sure he could no longer battle it.

Luckily those few inches of space above the surface of the water continued, and he had air to breathe. But
the fear of that ending, of being swept under the surface, chewed at his nerves. And his bodily danger
burned away the last of the spell which had held him, brought him into this place, wherever it might be.



Was it only his heightened imagination, or had the current grown swifter? Shann tried to gauge the speed
of his passage by the way the patches of green light slipped by. Now he turned and began to swim slowly,
feeling as if his arms were leaden weights, his ribs a cage to bind his aching lungs.

Another patch of light . . . larger . . . spreading across the roof over head. Then, he was out! Out of the
tunnel into a cavern so vast that its arching roof was like a skydome far above his head. But here the
patches of light were brighter, and they were arranged in odd groups which had a familiar look to them.

Only, better than freedom overhead, there was a shore not too distant. Shann swam for that haven,
summoning up the last rags of his strength, knowing that if he could not reach it very soon he was finished.
Somehow he made it and lay gasping, his cheek resting on sand finer than any of the outer world, his
fingers digging into it for purchase to drag his body on. But when he collapsed, his legs were still awash in
water.

No footfall could be heard on that sand. But he knew that he was no longer alone. He braced his hands and
with painful effort levered up his body. Somehow he made it to his knees, but he could not stand. Instead
he half tumbled back, so that he faced them from a sitting position.

Them—there were three of them—the dragon-headed ones with their slender, jewel-set bodies glittering
even in this subdued light, their yellow eyes fastened on him with a remoteness which did not approach
any human emotion, save perhaps that of a cold and limited wonder. But behind them came a fourth, one
he knew by the patterns on her body.

Shann clasped his hands about his knees to still the trembling of his body, and eyed them back with all the
defiance he could muster. Nor did he doubt that he had been brought here, his body as captive to their will,
as had been that of their spy or messenger in his crude snare on the island.

“Well, you have me,” he said hoarsely. “Now what?”

His words boomed weirdly out over the water, were echoed from the dim outer reaches of the cavern.
There was no answer. They merely stood watching him. Shann stiffened, determined to hold to his
defiance and to that identity which he now knew was his weapon against the powers they used.

The one who had somehow drawn him there moved at last, circling around the other three with a
suggestion of diffidence in her manner. Shann jerked back his head as her hand stretched to touch his face.
And then, guessing that she sought her peculiar form of communication, he submitted to her finger tips,
though now his skin crawled under that light but firm pressure and he shrank from the contact.

There were no sensations this time. To his amazement a concrete inquiry shaped itself in his brain, as clear
as if the question had been asked aloud: “Who are you?”

“Shann ... ” he began vocally, and then turned words into thoughts. “Shann Lantee, Terran, man.” He
made his answer the same which had kept him from succumbing to their complete domination.

“Name—Shann Lantee, man—yes.” The other accepted those. “Terran?”” That was a question.

Did these people have any notion of space travel? Could they understand the concept of another world
holding intelligent beings?

“I come from another world . ..” He tried to make a cleancut picture in his mind—a globe in space, a ship
blasting free . . .

“Look!” The fingers still rested between his eyebrows, but with her other hand the Warlockian was
pointing up to the dome of the cavern.



Shann followed her order. He studied those patches of light which had seemed so vaguely familiar at his
first sighting, studying them closely to know them for what they were. A star map! A map of the heavens
as they could be seen from the outer crust of Warlock.

“Yes, I come from the stars,” he answered, booming with his voice.

The fingers dropped from his forehead; the scaled head swung around to exchange glances, which were
perhaps some unheard communication with the other three. Then the hand was extended again.

“Come!”

Fingers fell from his head to his right wrist, closing there with surprising strength; and some of that
strength together with a new energy flowed from them into him, so that he found and kept his feet as the
other drew him up.

12 : THE VEIL OF ILLUSION

Perhaps his status was that of a prisoner, but Shann was too tired to press for an explanation. He was
content to be left alone in the unusual circular, but roofless, room of the structure to which they had
brought him. There was a thick matlike pallet in one corner, short for the length of his body, but softer than
any bed he had rested on since he had left the Terran camp before the coming of the Throgs. Above him
glimmered those patches of light symbolizing the lost stars. He blinked at them until they all ran together in
bands like the jeweled coils on Warlockian bodies; then he slept—dreamlessly.

The Terran awoke with all his senses alert; some silent alarm might have triggered that instant awareness
of himself and his surroundings. There had been no change in the star pattern still overhead; no one had
entered the round chamber. Shann rolled over on his mat bed, conscious that all his aches had vanished.
Just as his mind was clearly active, so did his body also respond effortlessly to his demands. He was not
aware of any hunger or thirst, though a considerable length of time must have passed since he had made his
mysteriously contrived exit from the outer world.

In spite of the humidity of the air, his ragged garments had dried on his body. Shann got to his feet, trying
to order the sorry remnants of his uniform, eager to be on the move. Though to where and for what purpose
he could not have answered.

The door through which he had entered remained closed, refusing to yield to his push. Shann stepped back,
eyeing the distance to the top of the partition between the roofless rooms. The walls were smooth with the
gloss of a sea shell’s interior, but the exuberant confidence which had been with him since his awakening
refused to accept such a minor obstacle.

He made two test leaps, both times his fingers striking the wall well below the top of the partition. Shann
gathered himself together as might a cat and tried the third time, putting into that effort every last ounce of
strength, determination and will. He made it, though his arms jerked as the weight of his body hung from
his hands. Then a scramble, a knee hooked over the top, and he was perched on the wall, able to study the
rest of the building.

In shape, the structure was unlike anything he had seen on his home world or reproduced in any of the tri-
dee records of Survey accessible to him. The rooms were either circular or oval, each separated from the
next by a short passage, so that the overall impression was that of ten strings of beads radiating from a
central knot of one large chamber, all with the uniform nacre walls and a limited amount of furnishings.

As he balanced on the narrow perch, Shann could sight no other movement in the nearest line of rooms,
those connected by corridors with his own. He got to his feet to walk the tightrope of the upper walls
toward that inner chamber which was the heart of the Warlockian—palace? town apartment dwelling? At



least it was the only structure on the island, for he could see the outer rim of that smooth soft sand ringing
it about. The island itself was curiously symmetrical, a perfect oval, too perfect to be a natural outcrop of
sand and rock.

There was no day or night here in the cavern. The light from the roof patches remained constantly the
same, and that flow was abetted within the building by a soft radiation from the walls. Shann reached the
next room in line, hunkering down to see within it. To all appearances the chamber was exactly the same as
the one he had just left; there were the same unadorned walls, a thick mat bed against the far side, and no
indication whether it was in use or had not been entered for days.

He was on the next section of corridor wall when he caught that faint taint in the air, the very familiar scent
of wolverines. Now it provided Shann with a guide as well as a promise of allies.

The next bead-room gave him what he wanted. Below him Taggi and Togi paced back and forth. They had
already torn to bits the sleeping mat which had been the chamber’s single furnishing, and their temper was
none too certain. As Shann squatted well above their range of vision, Taggi reared against the opposite
wall, his claws finding no hold on the smooth coating of its surface. They were as completely imprisoned
as if they had been dropped into a huge fishbowl, and they were not taking to it kindly.

How had the animals been brought here? Down that water tunnel by the same unknown method he himself
had been transported until that almost disastrous awakening in the center of the flood? The Terran did not
doubt that the doors of the room were as securely fastened as those of his own further down the corridor.
For the moment the wolverines were safe; he could not free them. And he was growing increasingly certain
that if he found any of his native jailers, it would be at the center of that wheel of rooms and corridors.

Shann made no attempt to attract the animals’ attention, but kept on along his tightrope path. He passed
two more rooms, both empty, both differing in no way from those he had already inspected; and then he
came to the central chamber, four times as big as any of the rest and with a much brighter wall light.

The Terran crouched, one hand on the surface of the partition top as an additional balance, the other
gripping his stunner. For some reason his captors had not disarmed him. Perhaps they believed they had no
necessity to fear his off-world weapon.

“Have you grown wings?”

The words formed in his brain, bringing with them a sense of calm amusement to reduce all his bold
exploration to the level of a child’s first staggering steps. Shann fought his first answering flare of pure
irritation. To lose even a fraction of control was to open a door for them. He remained where he was as if
he had never “heard” that question, surveying the room below with all the impassiveness he could
summon.

Here the walls were no smooth barrier, but honeycombed with niches in a regular pattern. And in each of
the niches rested a polished skull, a nonhuman skull. Only the outlines of those ranked bones were
familiar; for just so had looked the great purple-red rock where the wheeling flyers issued from the eye
sockets. A rock island had been fashioned into a skull—by design or nature?

And upon closer observation the Terran could see that there was a difference among these ranked skulls, a
mutation of coloring from row to row, a softening of outline, perhaps by the wearing of time.

There was also a table of dull black, rising from the flooring on legs which were not more than a very few
inches high, so that from his present perch the board appeared to rest on the pavement itself. Behind the
table in a row, as shopkeepers might await a customer, three of the Warlockians, sat cross-legged on mats,
their hands folded primly before them. And at the side a fourth, the one whom he had trapped on the island.



Not one of those spiked heads rose to view him. But they knew that he was there; perhaps they had known
the very instant he had left the room or cell in which they had shut him. And they were so very sure of
themselves . . . Once again Shann subdued a spark of anger. That same patience with its core of stubborn
determination which had brought him to Warlock backed his moves now. The Terran swung down, landing
lightly on his feet, facing the three behind the table, towering well over them as he stood erect, yet gaining
no sense of satisfaction from that merely physical fact.

“You have come.” The words sounded as if they might be a part of some polite formula. So he replied in
kind and aloud.

“I have come.” Without waiting for their bidding, he dropped into the same cross-legged pose, fronting
them now on a more equal level across their dead black table.

“And why have you come, star voyager?” That thought seemed to be a concentrated effort from all three
rather than any individual questioning.

“And why did you bring me?” He hesitated, trying to think of some polite form of address. Those he knew
which were appropriate to their sex on other worlds seemed incongruous when applied to the bizarre
figures now facing him. “Wise ones,” he finally chose.

Those unblinking yellow eyes conveyed no emotion; certainly his human gaze could detect no change of
expression on their nonhuman faces.

“You are a male.”

“I am,” he agreed, not seeing just what that fact had to do with either diplomatic fencing or his experiences
of the immediate past.

“Where then is your thoughtguider?”
Shann puzzled over that conception, guessed at its meaning.

“I am my own thoughtguider,” he returned stoutly, with all the conviction he could manage to put into that
reply.

Again he met a yellow-green stare, but he sensed a change in them. Some of their complacency had ebbed;
his reply had been as a stone dropped into a quiet pool, sending ripples out afar to disturb the customary
mirror surface of smooth serenity.

“The star-born one speaks the truth!” That came from the Warlockian who had been his first contact.

“It would appear that he does.” The agreement was measured, and Shann knew that he was meant to
“overhear” that.

“It would seem, Readers-of-the-rods”—the middle one of the triumvirate at the table spoke now—*"“that all
living things do not follow our pattern of life. But that is possible. A male who thinks for himself . . .
unguided, who dreams perhaps! Or who can understand the truth of dreaming! Strange indeed must be his
people. Sharers-of-my-visions, let us consult the Old Ones concerning this.” For the first time one of those
crested heads moved, the gaze shifted from Shann to the ranks of the skulls, pausing at one.

Shann, ready for any wonder, did not betray his amazement when the ivory inhabitant of that particular
niche moved, lifted from its small compartment, and drifted buoyantly through the air to settle at the right-
hand corner of the table. Only when it had safely grounded did the eyes of the Warlockian move to another
niche on the other side of the curving room, this time bringing up from close to floor level a time-darkened
skull to occupy the left corner of the table.



There was a third shifting from the weird storehouse, a last skull to place between the other two. And now
the youngest native arose from her mat to bring a bowl of green crystal. One of her seniors took it in both
hands, making a gesture of offering it to all three skulls, and then gazed over its rim at the Terran.

“We shall cast the rods, man-who-thinks-without-a-guide. Perhaps then we shall see how strong your
dreams are—to be bent to your using, or to break you for your impudence.”

Her hands swayed the bowl from side to side, and there was an answering whisper from its interior as if the
contents slid loosely there. Then one of her companions reached forward and gave a quick tap to the
bottom of that container, spilling out upon the table a shower of brightly colored slivers each an inch or so
long.

Shann, staring at the display in bewilderment, saw that in spite of the seeming carelessness of that toss the
small needles had spread out on the blank surface to form a design in arrangement and color. And he
wondered how that skillful trick had been accomplished.

All three of the Warlockians bent their heads to study the grouping of the tiny sticks, their young
subordinate leaning forward also, her eagerness less well controlled than her elders’. And now it was as if a
curtain had fallen between the Terran and the aliens, all sense of communication which had been with him
since he had entered the skull-lined chamber was summarily cut off.

A hand moved, making the jeweled pattern—braceleting wrist and extending up the arm—flash subdued
fire. Fingers swept the sticks back into the bowl; four pairs of yellow eyes raised to regard Shann once
more, but the blanket of their withdrawal still held.

The youngest Warlockian took the bowl from the elder who held it, stood for a long moment with it resting
between her palms, fixing Shann with an unreadable stare. Then she came toward him. One of those at the
table put out a restraining hand.

This time Shann did not master his start as he heard the first audible voice which had not been his own.
The skull at the left hand on the table, by its yellowed color the oldest of those summoned from the niches,
was moving, moving because its jaws gaped and then snapped, emitting a faint bleat which might have
been a word or two.

She who would have halted the young Warlockian’s advance withdrew her hand. Then her fingers curled
in an unmistakable beckoning gesture. Shann came to the table, but he could not quite force himself near
that chattering skull, even though it had stopped its jig of speech.

The bowl of sticks was offered to him. Still no message from mind to mind, but he could guess at what
they wanted of him. The crystal substance was not cool to the touch as he had expected; rather it was
warm, as living flesh might feel. And the colored sticks filled about two thirds of the interior, lying all
mixed together without any order.

Shann concentrated on recalling the ceremony the Warlockian had used before the first toss. She had
offered the bowl to the skulls in turn. The skulls! But he was no consulter of skulls. Still holding the bowl
close to his chest, Shann looked up over the roofless walls at the star map on the roof of the cavern. There,
that was Rama; and to its left, just a little above, was Tyr’s system where swung the stark world of his
birth, and of which he had only few good memories, but of which he was a part. The Terran raised the
bowl to that spot of light which marked Tyr’s pale sun.

Smiling with a wry twist, he lowered the bowl, and on impulse of pure defiance he offered it to the skull
that had chattered. Immediately he realized that the move had had an electric effect upon the aliens. Slowly
at first, and then faster, he began to swing the bowl from side to side, the needles slipping, mixing within.
And as he swung it, Shann held it out over the expanse of the table.



The Warlockian who had given him the bowl was the one who struck it on the bottom, causing a rain of
splinters. To Shann’s astonishment, mixed as they had been in the container, they once more formed a
pattern, and not the same pattern the Warlockians had consulted earlier. The dampening curtain between
them vanished; he was in touch mind to mind once again.

“So be it.” The center Warlockian spread out her four-fingered thumbless hands above the scattered
needles. “What is read, is read.”

Again a formula. He caught a chorus of answer from the others.

“What is read, is read. To the dreamer the dream. Let the dream be known for what it is, and there is life.
Let the dream encompass the dreamer falsely, and all is lost.”

“Who can question the wisdom of the Old Ones?” asked their leader. “We are those who read the messages
they send, out of their mercy. This is a strange thing they bid us do, man—open for you our own initiates’
road to the veil of illusion. That way has never been for males, who dream without set purpose and have
not the ability to know true from false, have no the courage to face their dreams to the truth. Do so—if you
can!” There was a flash of mockery in that; combined with something else—stronger than distaste, not as
strong as hatred, but certainly not friendly.

She held out her hands and Shann saw now, lying on a slowly closing palm, a disk such as the one
Thorvald had shown him. The Terran had only one moment of fear and then came blackness, more
absolute than the dark of any night he had ever known.

Light once more, green light with an odd shimmering quality to it. The skull-lined walls were gone; there
were no walls, no building held him. Shann strode forward, and his boots sank in sand, that smooth, satin
sand which had ringed the island in the cavern. But he was certain he was no longer on that island, even
within that cavern, though far above him there was still a dome of roof.

The source of the green shimmer lay to his left. Somehow he found himself reluctant to turn and face it.
That would commit him to action. But Shann turned.

A veil, a veil of rippling green. Material? No, rather mist or light. A veil depending from some source so
far over his head that its origin was hidden in the upper gloom, a veil which was a barrier he must cross.

With every nerve protesting, Shann walked forward, unable to keep back. He flung up his arm to protect
his face as he marched into that stuff. It was warm, and the gas—if gas it was—Ieft no slick of moisture on
his skin in spite of its foggy consistency. And it was no veil or curtain, for although he was already well
into the murk, he saw no end to it. Blindly he trudged on, unable to sight anything but the rolling billows of
green, pausing now and again to go down on one knee and pat the sand underfoot, reassured at the reality
of that footing.

And when he met nothing menacing, Shann began to relax. His heart no longer labored; he made no move
to draw the stunner or knife. Where he was and for what purpose, he had no idea. But there was a purpose
in this and that the Warlockians were behind it, he did not doubt. The “initiates’ road,” the leader had said,
and the conviction was steady in his mind that he faced some test of alien devising.

A cavern with a green veil—his memory awoke. Thorvald’s dream! Shann paused, trying to remember
how the other had described this place. So he was enacting Thorvald’s dream! And could the Survey
officer now be caught in Shann’s dream in turn, climbing up somewhere into the nose slit of a skull-shaped
mountain?

Green fog without end, and Shann lost in it. How long had he been here? Shann tried to reckon time, the
time since his coming into the water-world of the starred cavern. He realized that he had not eaten, nor



drank, nor desired to do so either—nor did he now. Yet he was not weak; in fact, he had never felt such
tireless energy as possessed his spare body.

Was this all a dream? His threatened drowning in the underground stream a nightmare? Yet there was a
pattern in this, just as there had been a pattern in the needles he had spilled across the table. One even led
to another with discernible logic; because he had tossed that particular pattern he had come here.

According to the ambiguous instructions or warnings of the Warlockian witch, his safety in this place
would depend upon his ability to tell true dreams from false. But how ... why? So far he had done
nothing except walk through a green fog and for all he knew, he might well be traveling in circles.

Because there was nothing else to do, Shann walked on, his boots pressing sand, rising from each step with
a small sucking sound. Then, as he stooped to search for some indication of a path or road which might
guide him, his ears caught the slightest of noises—other small sucking whimpers. He was not the only
wayfarer in this place!

13 : HE WHO DREAMS . ..

The mist was not a quiet thing; it billowed and curled until it appeared to half-conceal darker shadows, any
one of which could be an enemy. Shann remained hunkered on the sand, every sense abnormally alert,
watching the fog. He was still sure he could hear sounds which marked the progress of another. What
other? One of the Warlockians tracing him to spy? Or was there some prisoner like himself lost out there in
the murk? Could it be Thorvald?

Now the sound had ceased. He was not even sure from what direction it had first come. Perhaps that other
was listening now, as intent upon locating him. Shann ran his tongue over dry lips. The impulse to call out,
to try and contact any fellow traveler here, was strong. Only hard-learned caution kept him silent. He got to
his hands and knees, uncertain as to his previous direction.

Shann crept. Someone expecting a man walking erect might be suitably distracted by the arrival of a half-
seen figure on all fours. He halted again to listen.

He had been right! The sound of a very muffled footfall or footfalls carried to his ears. He was sure that the
sound was louder, that the unknown was approaching. Shann stood, his hand close to his stunner. He was
almost tempted to spray that beam blindly before him, hoping to hit the unseen by chance.

A shadow—something more swift than a shadow, more than one of the tricks the curling fog played on
eyes—was moving with purpose and straight for him. Still, prudence restrained Shann from calling out.

The figured grew clearer. A Terran! It could be Thorvald! But remembering how they had last parted,
Shann did not hurry to meet him.

That shadow-shape stretched out a long arm in a sweep as if to pull aside some of the vapor concealing
them from each other. Then Shann shivered as if that fog had suddenly turned into the drive of frigid snow.
For the mist did roll back so that the two of them stood in an irregular clearing in its midst.

And he did not front Thorvald.

Shann was caught up in the ice grip of an old fear, frozen by it, but somehow clinging to a hope that he did
not see the unbelievable.

Those hands drawing the lash of a whip back into striking readiness . . . a brutal nose broken askew, a
blaster burn puckering across cheek to misshapen ear . . . that evil, gloating grin of anticipation. Flick,
flick, the slight dance of the lash in a master’s hand as those thick fingers tightened about the stock of the



whip. In a moment it would whirl up to lay a ribbon of fire about Shann’s defenseless shoulders. Then
Logally would laugh and laugh, his sadistic mirth echoed by those other men who played jackals to his
rogue lion.

Other men . . . Shann shook his head dazedly. But he did not stand again in the Dump-sited bar of the Big
Strike. And he was no longer a terrorized youngster, fit meat for Logally’s amusement. Only the whip rose,
the lash curled out, catching Shann just as it had that time years ago, delivering a red slash of pure agony.
But Logally was dead, Shann’s mind screamed, fighting frantically against the evidence of his eyes, of that
pain in his chest and shoulder. The Dump bully had been spaced by off-world miners, now also dead,
whose claims he had tried to jump out in the Ajax system.

Logally drew back the lash, preparing to strike again. Shann faced a man five years dead who walked and
fought. Or, Shann bit hard upon his lower lip, holding desperately to sane reasoning—did he indeed face
anything? Logally was the ancient devil of his boyhood, produced anew by the witchery of Warlock. Or
had Shann himself been led to recreate both the man and the circumstances of their first meeting with fear
as a weapon to pull the creator down? Dream true or false. Logally was dead; therefore, this dream was
false, it had to be.

The Terran began to walk toward that grinning ogre rising out of his old nightmares. His hand was no
longer on the butt of his stunner, but swung loosely at his side. He saw the coming lash, the wicked
promise in those small narrowed eyes. This was Logally at the acme of his strength, when he was most to
be feared, as he had continued to exist over the years in the depths of a boy-child’s memory. But Logally
was not alive; only in a dream could he be.

For the second time the lash bit at Shann, curling about his body, to dissolve. There was no alteration in
Logally’s grin. His muscular arm drew back as he aimed a third blow. Shann continued to walk forward,
bringing up one hand, not to strike at that sweating, bristly jaw, but as if to push the other out of his path.
And in his mind he held one thought; this was not Logally, it could not be. Ten years had passed since they
had met. And for five of those years Logally had been dead. Here was Warlockian witchery, to be met by
sane Terran reasoning.

Shann was alone. The mist, which had formed walls, enclosed him again. But still there was a smarting
brand across his shoulder. Shann drew aside the rags of his uniform blouse to discover a welt, raw and red.
And seeing that, his unbelief was shaken.

When he had believed in Logally and in Logally’s weapon, the other had had reality enough to strike that
blow, make the lash cut deep. But when the Terran had faced the phantom with the truth, then neither
Logally nor his lash existed. Shann shivered, trying not to think what might lie before him. Visions out of
nightmares which could put on substance! He had dreamed of Logally in the past, many times. And he had
had other dreams, just as frightening. Must he front those nightmares, all of them—? Why? To amuse his
captors, or to prove their contention that he was a fool to challenge the powers of such mistresses of
illusion?

How did they know just what dreams to use in order to break him? Or did he himself furnish the actors and
the action, projecting old terrors in this mist as a tri-dee tape projected a story in three dimensions for the
amusement of the viewer?

Dream true—was this progress through the mist also a dream? Dreams within dreams . . . Shann put his
hand to his head, uncertain, badly shaken. But that stubborn core of determination within him was still
holding. Next time he would be prepared at once to face down any resurrected memory.

Walking slowly, pausing to listen for the slightest sound which might herald the coming of a new illusion,
Shann tried to guess which of his nightmares might come to face him. But he was to learn that there was
more than one kind of dream. Steeled against old fears, he was met by another emotion altogether.



There was a fluttering in the air, a little crooning cry which pulled at his heart. Without any conscious
thought, Shann held out his hands, whistling on two notes a call which his lips appeared to remember more
quickly than his mind. The shape which winged through the fog came straight to his waiting hold, tore at
long-walled-away hurt with its once familiar beauty. It flew with a list; one of the delicately tinted wings
was injured, had never healed straight. But the seraph nestled into the hollow of Shann’s two palms and
looked up at him with all the old liquid trust.

“Trav! Trav!” He cradled the tiny creature carefully, regarded with joy its feathered body, the curled
plumes on its proudly held head, felt the silken patting of those infinitesimal claws against his protecting
fingers.

Shann sat down in the sand, hardly daring to breathe. Trav—again! The wonder of this never-to-be-hoped-
for return filled him with a surge of happiness almost too great to bear, which hurt in its way with as great
a pain as Logally’s lash; it was a pain rooted in love, not fear and hate.

Logally’s lash . . .

Shann trembled. Trav raised one of those small claws toward the Terran’s face, crooning a soft caressing
cry for recognition, for protection, trying to be a part of Shann’s life once more.

Trav! How could he bear to will Trav into nothingness, to bear to summon up another harsh memory which
would sweep Trav away? Trav was the only thing Shann had ever known which he could love
wholeheartedly, that had answered his love with a return gift of affection so much greater than the light
body he now held.

“Trav!” he whispered softly. Then he made his great effort against this second and far more subtle attack.
With the same agony which he had known years earlier, he resolutely summoned a bitter memory, sat
nursing once more a broken thing which died in pain he could not ease, aware himself of every moment of
that pain. And what was worse, this time there clung that nagging little doubt. What if he had not forced
the memory? Perhaps he could have taken Trav with him unhurt, alive, at least for a while.

Shann covered his face with his now empty hands. To see a nightmare flicker out after facing squarely up
to its terror, that was no great task. To give up a dream which was part of a lost heaven, that cut cruelly
deep. The Terran dragged himself to his feet, drained and weary, stumbling on.

Was there no end to his aimless circling through a world of green smoke? He shambled ahead, moving his
feet leadenly. How long had he been here? There was no division in time, just the unchanging light which
was a part of the fog through which he plodded.

Then he heard more than any shuffle of foot across sand, any crooning of a long dead seraph, the rising and
falling of a voice: a human voice—not quite singing or reciting, but something between the two. Shann
paused, searching his memory, a memory which seemed bruised, for the proper answer to match that
sound.

But, though he recalled scene after scene out of the years, that voice did not trigger any return from his
past. He turned toward its source, dully determined to get over quickly the meeting which lay behind that
signal. Only, though he walked on and on, Shann did not appear any closer to the man behind the voice,
nor was he able to make out separate words composing that chant, a chant broken now and then by pauses,
so that the Terran grew aware of the distress of his fellow prisoner. For the impression that he sought
another captive came out of nowhere and grew as he cast wider and wider in his quest.

Then he might have turned some invisible corner in the mist, for the chant broke out anew in stronger
volume, and now he was able to distinguish words he knew.



3

‘... where blow the winds between the worlds,
And hang the suns in dark of space.

For Power is given a man to use.

Let him do so well before the last accounting—"

The voice was hoarse, cracked, the words spaced with uneven catches of breath, as if they had been
repeated many, many times to provide an anchor against madness, form a tie to reality. And hearing that
note, Shann slowed his pace. This was out of no memory of his; he was sure of that.

“ ... blow the winds between the worlds,
And hang the suns in . . . dark—of—of—"

That harsh croak of voice was running down, as a clock runs down for lack of winding. Shann sped on,
reacting to a plea which did not lay in the words themselves.

Once more the mist curled back, provided him with an open space. A man sat on the sand, his fists buried
wrist deep in the smooth grains on either side of his body, his eyes set, red-rimmed, glazed, his body
rocking back and forth in time to his labored chant.

“...the dark of space—"

“Thorvald!” Shann skidded in the sand, went down on his knees. The manner of their last parting was
forgotten as he took in the officer’s condition.

The other did not stop his swaying, but his head turned with a stiff jerk, the gray eyes making a visible
effort to focus on Shann. Then some of the strain smoothed out of the gaunt features and Thorvald laughed
softly.

“Garth!”

Shann stiffened but had no chance to protest that mistaken identification as the other continued: “So you
made class one status, boy! I always knew you could if you’d work for it. A couple of black marks on your
record, sure. But those can be rubbed out, boy, when you’re willing to try. Thorvalds always have been
Survey. Our father would have been proud.”

Thorvald’s voice flattened, his smile faded, there was a growing spark of some emotion in those gray eyes.
Unexpectedly, he hurled himself forward, his hands clawing for Shann’s throat. He bore the younger man
down under him to the sand where Lantee found himself fighting desperately for his life against a man who
could only be mad.

Shann used a trick learned on the Dumps, and his opponent doubled up with a gasp of agony to let the
younger man break free. He planted a knee on the small of Thorvald’s back, digging the officer into the
sand, pinning down his arms in spite of the other’s struggles. Regaining his own breath in gulps, Shann
tried to appeal to some spark of reason in the other.

“Thorvald! This is Lantee—Lantee—" His name echoed in the mist-walled void like an unhuman wail.
“Lantee—? No, Throg! Lantee—Throg—killed my brother!”

Sand puffed out with the breath which expelled that indictment. But Thorvald no longer fought, and Shann
believed him close to collapse.

Shann relaxed his hold, rolling the other man over. Thorvald obeyed his pull limply, lying face upward,
sand in his hair and eyebrows, crusting his slack lips. The younger man brushed the dirt away gently as the
other opened his eyes to regard Shann with his old impersonal stare.



“You’re alive,” Thorvald stated bleakly. “Garth’s dead. You ought to be dead too.”

Shann drew back, rubbed sand from his hands, his concern dampened by the other’s patent hostility. Only
that angry accusation vanished in a blink of those gray eyes. Then there was a warmer recognition in
Thorvald’s expression.

“Lantee!” The younger man might just have come into sight. “What are you doing here?”

Shann tightened his belt. “Just about what you are.” He was still aloof, giving no acknowledgment of
difference in rank now. “Running around in this fog hunting the way out.”

Thorvald sat up, surveying the billowing walls of the hole which contained them. Then he reached out a
hand to draw fingers down Shann’s forearm.

“You are real,” he observed simply, and his voice was warm, welcoming.

“Don’t bet on it,” Shann snapped. “The unreal can be mighty real—here.” His hand went up to the
smarting brand on his shoulder.

Thorvald nodded. “Masters of illusion,” he murmured.
“Mistresses,” Shann corrected. “This place is run by a gang of pretty smart witches.”

“Witches? You’ve seen them? Where? And what—who are they?” Thorvald pounced with a return of his
old-time sharpness.

“They’re females right enough, and they can make the impossible happen. I’d say that classifies them as
witches. One of them tried to take me over back on the island. I set a trap and caught her; then somehow
she transported me—" Swiftly he outlined the chain of events leading from his sudden awakening in the
river tunnel to his present penetration of this fog-world.

Thorvald listened eagerly. When the story was finished, he rubbed his hands across his drawn face,
smearing away the last of the sand. “At least you have some idea of who they are and a suggestion of how
you got here. I don’t remember that much about my own arrival. As far as I can remember I went to sleep
on the island and woke up here!”

Shann studied him and knew that Thorvald was telling the truth. He could remember nothing of his
departure in the outrigger, the way he had fought Shann in the lagoon. The Survey officer must have been
under the control of the Warlockians then. Quickly he gave the older man his version of the other’s actions
in the outer world and Thorvald was clearly astounded, though he did not question the facts Shann
presented.

“They just took me!” Thorvald said in a husky half whisper. “But why? And why are we here? Is this a
prison?”

Shann shook his head. “I think all this”—a wave of his hand encompassed the green wall, what lay beyond
it, and in it—"is a test of some kind. This dream business . . . A little while ago I got to thinking that I

wasn’t here at all, that I might be dreaming it all. Then I met you.”

Thorvald understood. “Yes, but this could be a dream meeting. How can we tell?”” He hesitated, almost
diffidently, before he asked: “Have you met anyone else here?”

“Yes.” Shann had no desire to go into that.



“People out of your past life?”
“Yes.” Again he did not elaborate.

“So did I.” Thorvald’s expression was bleak; his encounters in the fog must have proved no more pleasant
than Shann’s. “That suggests that we do trigger the hallucinations ourselves. But maybe we can really lick
it now.”

“How?”

“Well, if these phantoms are born of our memories there are about only two or three we could see
together—maybe a Throg on the rampage, or that hound we left back in the mountains. And if we do sight
anything like that, we’ll know what it is. On the other hand, if we stick together and one of us sees
something that the other can’t . . . well, that fact alone will explode the ghost.”

There was sense in what he said. Shann aided the officer to his feet.

“I must be a better subject for their experiments than you,” the older man remarked ruefully. “They took
me over completely at the first.”

“You were carrying that disk,” Shann pointed out. “Maybe that acted as a focusing lens for whatever
power they use to make us play trained animals.”

“Could be!” Thorvald brought out the cloth-wrapped bone coin. “I still have it.” But he made no move to
pull off the bit of rag about it. “Now”—he gazed at the wall of green—"“which way?”

Shann shrugged. Long ago he had lost any idea of keeping a straight course through the murk. He might
have turned around any number of times since he first walked blindly into this place. Then he pointed to
the packet Thorvald held.

“Why not flip that?” he asked. “Heads, we go that way—" he indicated the direction in which they were
facing—*"tails we do a right about-face.”

There was an answering grin on Thorvald’s lips. “As good a guide as any we’re likely to find here. We’ll
do it.” He pulled away the twist of cloth and with a swift snap, reminiscent of that used by the Warlockian
witch to empty the bowl of sticks, he tossed the disk into the air.

It spun, whirled, but—to their open-jawed amazement—it did not fall to the sand. Instead it spun until it
looked like a small globe instead of a disk. And it lost its dead white for a glow of green. When that glow
became dazzling for Terran eyes the miniature sun swung out, not in orbit but in a straight line of flight,
heading to their right.

With a muffled cry, Thorvald started in pursuit, Shann running beside him. They were in a tunnel of the
fog now, and the pace set by the spinning coin was swift. The Terrans continued to follow it at the best
pace they could summon, having no idea of where they were headed, but each with the hope that they
finally did have a guide to lead them through this place of confusion and into a sane world where they
could face on more equal terms those who had sent them there.

14 : ESCAPE

“Something ahead!” Thorvald did not slacken the pace set by the brilliant spot of green they trailed. Both
of the Terrans feared to fall behind, to lose touch with that guide. Their belief that somehow the traveling
disk would bring them to the end of the mist and its attendant illusions had grown firmer with every foot of
ground they traversed.



A dark, fixed point, now partly veiled by mist, lay beyond, and it was toward that looming half-shadow
that the spinning disk hurtled. Now the mist curled away to display its bulk—larger, blacker and four or
five times Thorvald’s height. Both men stopped short, for the disk no longer played path-finder. It still
whirled on its axis in the air, faster and faster, until it appeared to be throwing off sparks, but the sparks
faded against a monolith of dark rock unlike the native stone they had seen elsewhere. For it was neither
red nor warmly brown, but a dull, dead black. It could have been a huge stone slab, trimmed, smoothed, set
up on end as a monument or marker, except that only infinite labor could have accomplished such a task,
and there was no valid reason for such toil as far as the Terrans could perceive.

“This is it.” Thorvald moved closer.

By the disk’s action, they deduced that their guide had drawn them to this featureless black stele with the
precision of a beam-controlled ship. However, the purpose still eluded them. They had hoped for some exit
from the territory of the veil, but now they faced a solid slab of dark stone, neither a conventional exit or
entrance, as they proved by circling its base. Beneath their boots was the eternal sand, around them the fog.

“Now what?” Shann asked. They had made their trip about the slab and were back again where the disk
whirled with unceasing vigor in a shower of emerald sparks.

Thorvald shook his head, scanning the rock face before them glumly. The eagerness had gone out of his
expression, a vast weariness replacing it.

“There must have been some purpose in coming here,” he replied, but his tone had lost the assurance of
moments earlier.

“Well, if we strike away from here, we’ll just get right back in again.” Shann waved a hand toward the
mist, waiting as if with a hunter’s watch upon them. “And we certainly can’t go down.” He dug a boot toe
into the sand to demonstrate the folly of that. “So, what about up?”

He ducked under the spinning disk to lay his hands against the surface of the giant slab. And in so doing he
made a discovery, revealed to his touch although hidden from sight. For his fingers, running aimlessly
across the cold, slightly uneven surface of the stone, slipped into a hollow, quite a deep hollow.

Excited, half fearing that his sudden guess might be wrong, Shann slid his hand higher in line with that
hollow, to discover a second. The first had been level with his chest, the second perhaps eighteen inches or
so above. He jumped, to draw his fingers down the rock, with damage to his nails but getting his proof.
There was a third niche, deep enough to hold more than just the toe of a boot, and a fourth above that . . .

“We’ve a ladder of sorts here,” he reported. Without waiting for any answer from Thorvald, Shann began
to climb. The holds were so well matched in shape and size that he was sure they could not be natural; they
had been bored there for use—the use to which he was now putting them—a ladder to the top of the slab.
Though what he might find there was beyond his power to imagine.

The disk did not rise. Shann passed that core of light, climbing above it into the greater gloom. But the
holes did not fail him; each was waiting in a direct line with its companion. And to an active man the
scramble was not difficult. He reached the summit, glanced around, and made a quick grab for a secure
handhold.

Waiting for him was no level platform such as he had confidently expected to find. The surface he had just
climbed fly-fashion was the outer wall of a well or chimney. He looked down now into a pit where black
nothingness began within a yard of the top, for the radiance of the mist did not penetrate far into that
descent.



Shann fought an attack of giddiness. It would be very easy to lose control, to tumble over and be
swallowed up in what might well be a bottomless chasm. And what was the purpose of this well? Was it a
trap to entice a prisoner into an unwary climb and then let gravity drag him over? The whole setup was
meaningless. Perhaps meaningless only to him, Shann conceded, with a flash of level thinking. The
situation could be quite different as far as the natives were concerned. This structure did have a reason, or
it would never have been erected in the first place.

“What’s the matter?” Thorvald’s voice was rough with impatience.

“This thing’s a well.” Shann edged about a fraction to call back. “The inside is open and—as far as I can
tell—goes clear to the planet’s core.”

“Ladder on the inside too?”

Shann squirmed. That was, of course, a very obvious supposition. He kept a tight hold with his left hand,
and with the other, he did some exploring. Yes, here was a hollow right enough, twin to those on the
outside. But to swing over that narrow edge of safety and begin a descent into the black of the well was far
harder than any action he had taken since the morning the Throgs had raided the camp. The green mist
could hold no terrors greater than those with which his imagination peopled the depths now waiting to
engulf him. But Shann swung over, fitted his boot into the first hollow, and started down.

The only encouragement he gained during that nightmare ordeal was that those holes were regularly
spaced. But somehow his confidence did not feed on that fact. There always remained the nagging fear that
when he searched for the next it would not be there and he would cling to his perch lacking the needed
strength in aching arms and legs to reclimb the inside ladder.

He was fast losing that sense of well-being which had been his during his travels through the fog; fatigue
tugged at his arms and weighed leaden on his shoulders. Mechanically he prospected for the next hold, and
then the next. Above, the oblong of half-light grew smaller and smaller, sometimes half blotted out by the
movement of Thorvald’s body as the other followed him down that interior way.

How far was down? Shann giggled lightheadedly at the humor of that, or what seemed to be humor at the
moment. He was certain that they were now below the level of the sand floor outside the slab. And yet no
end had come to the well hollow.

No break of light down here; he might have been sightless. But just as the blind develop an extra
perceptive sense of unseen obstacles, so did Shann now find that he was aware of a change in the nature of
the space about him. His weary arms and legs held him against the solidity of a wall, yet the impression
that there was no longer another wall at his back grew stronger with every niche which swung him
downward. And he was as sure as if he could see it, that he was now in a wide-open space, another cavern,
perhaps, but this one totally dark.

Deprived of sight, he relied upon his ears. And there was a sound, faint, distorted perhaps by the acoustics
of this place, but keeping up a continuous murmur. Water! Not the wash of waves with their persistent
beat, but rather the rippling of a running stream. Water must lie below!

And just as his weariness had grown with his leaving behind the fog, so now did both hunger and thirst
gnaw at Shann, all the sharper for the delay. The Terran wanted to reach that water, could picture it in his
mind, putting away the possibility—the probability—that it might be sea-borne and salt, and so unfit to
drink.

The upper opening to the cavern of the fog was now so far above him that he had to strain to see it. And
that warmth which had been there was gone. A dank chill wrapped him here, dampened the holds to which
he clung until he was afraid of slipping. While the murmur of the water grew louder, until its slap-slap



sounded within arm’s distance. His boot toe skidded from a niche. Shann fought to hold on with numbed
fingers. The other foot went. He swung by his hands, kicking vainly to regain a measure of footing.

Then his arms could no longer support him, and he cried out as he fell. Water closed about him with an icy
shock which for a moment paralyzed him. He flailed out, fighting the flood to get his head above the
surface where he could gasp in precious gulps of air.

There was a current here, a swiftly running one. Shann remembered the one which had carried him into
that cavern in which the Warlockians had their strange dwelling. Although there were no clusters of
crystals in this tunnel to supply him with light, the Terran began to nourish a faint hope that he was again
in that same stream, that those light crystals would appear, and that he might eventually return to the
starting point of this meaningless journey.

So he strove only to keep his head above water. Hearing a splashing behind him, he called out:
“Thorvald?”

“Lantee?” The answer came back at once; the splashing grew louder as the other swam to catch up.

Shann swallowed a mouthful of the water lapping against his chin. The taste was brackish, but not entirely
salt, and though it stung his lips, the liquid relieved a measure of his thirst.

Only no glowing crystals appeared to stud these walls, and Shann’s hope that they were on their way to the
cavern of the island faded. The current grew swifter, and he had to fight to keep his head above water, his
tired body reacting sluggishly to commands.

The murmur of the racing flood drummed louder in his ears, or was that sound the same? He could no
longer be sure. Shann only knew that it was close to impossible to snatch the necessary breath as he was
rolled over and over in the hurrying flood.

In the end he was ejected into blazing, blinding light, into a suffocation of wild water as the bullet in an
ancient Terran gun might have been fired at no specific target. Gasping, beaten, more than half-drowned,
Shann was pummeled by waves, literally driven up on a rocky surface which skinned his body cruelly. He
lay there, his arms moving feebly until he contrived to raise himself in time to be wretchedly sick.
Somehow he crawled on a few feet farther before he subsided again, blinded by the light, flinching from
the heat of the rocks on which he lay, but unable to do more for himself.

His first coherent thought was that his speculation concerning the reality of this experience was at last
resolved. This could not possibly be an hallucination; at least this particular sequence of events was not.

And he was still hazily considering that when a hand fell on his shoulder, fingers biting into his raw flesh.

Shann snarled, rolled over on his side. Thorvald, water dripping from his rags—or rather streaming from
them—his shaggy hair plastered to his skull, sat there.

“You all right?”

Shann sat up in turn, shielding his smarting eyes. He was bruised, battered badly enough, but he could
claim no major injuries.

“I think so. Where are we?”

Thorvald’s lips stretched across his teeth in what was more a grimace than a smile. “Right off the map, any
map I know. Take a look.”



They were on a scrap of beach—beach which was more like a reef, for it lacked any covering comparable
to sand except for some cupfuls of coarse gravel locked in rock depressions. Rocks, red as the rust of dried
blood, rose in fantastic water-sculptured shapes around the small semi-level space they had somehow won.

This space was V-shaped, washed by equal streams on either side of the prong of rock by water which
spouted from the face of a sheer cliff not too far away, with force enough to spray several feet beyond its
exit point. Shann, seeing that and guessing at its significance, drew a deep breath, and heard the ghost of an
answering chuckle from his companion.

“Yes, that’s where we came out, boy. Like to make a return trip?”

Shann shook his head, and then wished that he had not so rashly made that move, for the world swung in a
dizzy whirl. Things had happened too fast. For the moment it was enough that they were out of the
underground ways, back under the amber sky, feeling the bite of Warlock’s sun.

Steadying his head with both hands, Shann turned slowly, to survey what might lie at their backs. The
water, pouring by on either side, suggested that they were again on an island. Warlock, he thought
gloomily, seemed to be for Terrans a succession of islands, all hard to escape.

The tangle of rocks did not encourage any exploration. Just gazing at them added to his weariness. They
rose, tier by tier, to a ragged crown against the sky. Shann continued to sit staring at them.

“To climb that . ..~ His voice trailed into the silence of complete discouragement.

“You climb—or swim,” Thorvald stated. But, Shann noted, the Survey officer was not in a hurry to make
either move.

Nowhere in that wilderness of rock was there the least relieving bit of purple foliage. Nor did any clak-
claks or leather-headed birds tour the sky over their heads. Shann’s thirst might have been partially
assuaged, but his hunger remained. And it was that need which forced him at last into action. The barren
heights promised nothing in the way of food, but remembering the harvest the wolverines had taken from
under the rocks along the river, he got to his feet and lurched out on the reef which had been their
salvation, hunting some pool which might hold an edible captive or two.

So it was that Shann made the discovery of a possible path consisting of a ledge running toward the other
end of the island, if this were an island where they had taken refuge. The spray of the water drenched that
way, feeding small pools in the uneven surface, and strips of yellow weed trailed in slimy ribbons back
below the surface of the waves.

He called to Thorvald and gestured to his find. And then, close together, linking hands when the going
became hazardous, the men followed the path. Twice they made finds in the pools, finned or clawed
grotesque creatures, which they killed and ate, wolfing down the few fragments of odd-tasting flesh. Then,
in a small crevice, which could hardly be dignified by the designation of “cave,” Thorvald chanced upon
quite an exciting discovery—a clutch of four greenish eggs, each as large as his doubled fist.

Their outer covering was more like a tough membrane than a true shell, and the Terrans worried it open
with difficulty. Shann shut his eyes, trying not to think of what he mouthed as he sucked his share dry. At
least that semi-liquid stayed put in his middle, though he expected disastrous results from the experiment.

More than a little heartened by this piece of luck, they kept on, though the ledge changed from a
reasonably level surface to a series of rising, unequal steps, drawing them away from the water. At long

last they came to the end of that path. Shann leaned back against a convenient spur of rock.

“Company!” he alerted Thorvald.



The Survey officer joined him to share an outcrop of rock from which they were provided with an
excellent view of the scene below. It was a scene to hold their full attention.

That soft sweep of sand which had floored the cavern of the fog lay here also, a gray-blue carpet sloping
gently out of the sea. For Shann had no doubt that the wide stretch of water before them was the western
ocean. Walling the beach on either side were pillars of stone that extended well out into the water so that
the farthest piles were awash except for their crowns. All were shaped with the same finish as that slab
which had provided them a ladder of escape. And because of the regularity of their spacing, Shann did not
believe them works of nature.

Grouped between them now were the players of the drama. One of the Warlockian witches, her gem body
patterns glittering in the sunlight, was walking backward out of the sea, her hands held palms together,
breast high, in a Terran attitude of prayer. And following her something swam in the water, clearly not
another of her own species. But her actions suggested that by some invisible means she was drawing that
water dweller after her. Waiting on shore were two others of her kind, viewing her actions with close
attention, the attention of scholars for an instructor.

“Wyverns!”

Shann looked inquiringly at his companion. Thorvald added a whisper of explanation. “A legend of
Terra—they were supposed to have a snake’s tail instead of hind legs, but the heads . . . They’re
Wyverns!”

Wyverns. Shann liked the sound of that word; to his mind it well fitted the Warlockian witches. And the
one they were watching in action continued her steady backward retreat, rolling her bemused captive out of
the water. What emerged into the blaze of sunlight was one of those fork-tailed sea dwellers such as the
Terrans had seen die after the storm. The thing crawled out of the shallows, its eyes focused in a blind stare
on the praying hands of the Wyvern.

She halted, well up on the sand, when the body of her victim or prisoner—Shann was certain that the fork-
tail was one or the other—was completely out of the water. Then, with lightning speed, she dropped her
hands.

Instantly fork-tail came to life. Fanged jaws snapped. Aroused, the beast was the incarnation of evil rage, a
rage which had a measure of intelligence to direct it into deadly action. And facing it, seemingly unarmed
and defenseless, were the slender, fragile Wyverns.

Yet none of the small group of natives made any attempt to escape. Shann thought them suicidal in their
indifference as the fork-tail, short legs sending the fine sand flying in a dust cloud, made a rush toward its
enemies.

The Wyvern who had led the beast ashore did not move. But one of her companions swung up a hand, as if
negligently waving the monster to a stop. Between her first two digits was a disk. Thorvald caught at
Shann’s arm.

“See that! It’s a copy of the one I had; it must be!”

They were too far away to be sure it was a duplicate, but it was coin-shaped and bone-white. And now the
Wyvern swung it back and forth in a metronome sweep. The fork-tail skidded to a stop, its head
beginning—reluctantly at first, and then, with increasing speed—to echo that left-right sweep. This
Wyvern had the sea beast under control, even as her companion had earlier held it.

Chance dictated what happened next. As had her sister charmer, the Wyvern began a backward withdrawal
up the length of the beach, drawing the sea thing in her wake. They were very close to the foot of the drop



above which the Terrans stood, fascinated, when the sand betrayed the witch. Her foot slipped into a hole
and she was thrown backward, her control disk spinning out of her fingers.

At once the monster she had charmed shot forth its head, snapped at that spinning trifle—and swallowed it.
Then the fork-tail hunched in a posture Shann had seen the wolverines use when they were about to spring.
The weaponless Wyvern was the prey, and both her companions were too far away to interfere.

Why he moved he could not have explained. There was no reason for him to go to the aid of the
Warlockian, one of the same breed who had ruled him against his will. But Shann sprang, landing in the
sand on his hands and knees.

The sea thing whipped around, undecided between two possible victims. Shann had his knife free, was on
his feet, his eyes on the beast’s, knowing that he had appointed himself dragon slayer for no good reason.

15 : DRAGON SLAYER

“Ayeeee!” Sheer defiance, not only of the beast he fronted, but of the Wyverns as well, brought that old
rallying cry to his lips—the call used on the Dumps of Tyr to summon gang aid against outsiders. Fork-tail
had crouched again for a spring, but that throat-crackling blast appeared to startle it.

Shann, blade ready, took a dancing step to the right. The thing was scaled, perhaps as well armored against
frontal attack as was the shell-creature he had fought with the aid of the wolverines. He wished he had the
Terran animals now—with Taggi and his mate to tease and feint about the monster, as they had done with
the Throg hound—for he would have a better chance. If only the animals were here!

Those eyes—red-pitted eyes in a gargoyle head following his every movement—perhaps those were the
only vulnerable points.

Muscles tensed beneath that scaled hide. The Terran readied himself for a sidewise leap, his knife hand
raised to rake at those eyes. A brown shape with a V of lighter fur banding its back crossed the far range of
Shann’s vision. He could not believe what he saw, not even when a snarling animal, slavering with rage,
came at a lumbering gallop to stand beside him, a second animal on its heels.

Uttering his own battle cry, Taggi attacked. The fork-tail’s head swung, imitating the movements of the
wolverine as it had earlier mimicked the swaying of the disk in the Wyvern’s hand. Togi came in from the
other side. They might have been hounds keeping a bull in play. And never had they shown such perfect
team work, almost as if they could sense what Shann desired of them.

That forked tail lashed viciously, a formidable weapon. Bone, muscles, scaled flesh, half buried in the
sand, swept up a cloud of grit into the face of the man and the animals. Shann fell back, pawing with his
free hand at his eyes. The wolverines circled warily, trying for the attack they favored—the spring to the
shoulders, the usually fatal assault on the spine behind the neck. But the armored head of the fork-tail,
slung low, warned them off. Again the tail lashed, and this time Taggi was caught and hurled across the
beach.

Togi uttered a challenge, made a reckless dash, and raked down the length of the fork-tail’s body, fastening
on that tail, weighing it to earth with her own poundage while the sea creature fought to dislodge her.
Shann, his eyes watering from the sand, but able to see, watched that battle for a long second, judging that
fork-tail was completely engaged in trying to free its best weapon from the grip of the wolverine. The latter
clawed and bit with a fury which suggested Togi intended to immobilize that weapon by tearing it to
shreds.



Fork-tail wrenched its body, striving to reach its tormentor with fangs or clawed feet. And in that struggle
to achieve an impossible position, its head slued far about, uncovering the unprotected area behind the
skull base which usually lay under the spiny collar about its shoulders.

Shann went in. With one hand he gripped the edge of that collar—its serrations tearing his flesh—and at
the same time he drove his knife blade deep into the soft underfolds, ripping on toward the spinal column.
The blade nicked against bone as the fork-tail’s head slammed back, catching Shann’s hand and knife
together in a trap. The Terran was jerked from his feet, and flung to one side with the force of the beast’s
reaction.

Blood spurted up, his own blood mingled with that of the monster. Only Togi’s riding of the tail prevented
Shann’s being beaten to death. The armored snout pointed skyward as the creature ground the sharp edge
of its collar down on the Terran’s arm. Shann, frantic with pain, drove his free fist into one of those eyes.

Fork-tail jerked convulsively; its head snapped down again and Shann was free. The Terran threw himself
back, keeping his feet with an effort. Fork-tail was writhing, churning up the sand in a cloud. But it could
not rid itself of the knife Shann had planted with all his strength, and which the blows of its own armored
collar were now driving deeper and deeper into its back.

It howled thinly, with an abnormal shrilling. Shann, nursing his bleeding forearm against his chest, rolled
free from the waves of sand it threw about, bringing up against one of the rock pillars. With that to steady
him, he somehow found his feet, and stood weaving, trying to see through the rain of dust.

The convulsions which churned up that concealing cloud were growing more feeble. Then Shann heard the
triumphant squall from Togi, saw her brown body still on the torn tail just above the forking. The
wolverine used her claws to hitch her way up the spine of the sea monster, heading for the fountain of
blood spouting from behind the head. Fork-tail fought to raise that head once more; then the massive jaw
thudded into the sand, teeth snapping fruitlessly as a flood of grit overrode the tongue, packed into the
gaping mouth.

How long had it taken—that frenzy of battle on the bloodstained beach? Shann could have set no limit in
clock-ruled time. He pressed his wounded arm tighter to him, lurched past the still-twitching sea thing to
that splotch of brown fur on the sand, shaping the wolverine’s whistle with dry lips. Togi was still busy
with the kill, but Taggi lay where that murderous tail had thrown him.

Shann fell on his knees, as the beach around him developed a curious tendency to sway. He put his good
hand to the ruffled back fur of the motionless wolverine.

CéTaggi!7’

A slight quiver answered. Shann tried awkwardly to raise the animal’s head with his own hand. As far as
he could see, there were no open wounds; but there might be broken bones, internal injuries he did not
have the skill to heal.

“Taggi?” He called again gently, striving to bring that heavy head up on his knee.

“The furred one is not dead.”

For a moment Shann was not aware that those words had formed in his mind, had not been heard by his
ears. He looked up, eyes blazing at the Wyvern coming toward him in a graceful glide across the

crimsoned sand. And in a space of heartbeats his thrust of anger cooled into a stubborn enmity.

“No thanks to you,” he said deliberately aloud. If the Wyvern witch wanted to understand him, let her
make the effort; he did not try to touch her thoughts with his.



Taggi stirred again, and Shann glanced down quickly. The wolverine gasped, opened his eyes, shook his
miniature bear head, scattering pellets of sand. He sniffed at a dollop of blood, the dark, alien blood,
spattered on Shann’s breeches, and then his head came up with a reassuring alertness as he looked to where
his mate was still worrying the now quiet fork-tail.

With an effort, Taggi got to his feet, Shann aiding him. The man ran his hand down over ribs, seeking any
broken bones. Taggi growled a warning once when that examination brought pain in its wake, but Shann
could detect no real damage. As might a cat, the wolverine must have met the shock of that whip-tail stroke
relaxed enough to escape serious injury. Taggi had been knocked out, but now he was able to navigate
again. He pulled free from Shann’s grip, lumbering across the sand to the kill.

Someone else was crossing that strip of beach. Passing the Wyverns as if he did not see them, Thorvald
came directly to Shann. A few seconds later he had the torn arm stretched across his own bent knee,
examining the still bleeding hurt.

“That’s a nasty one,” he commented.

Shann heard the words and they made sense, but the instability of his surroundings was increasing, while
Thorvald’s handling sent sharp stabs of pain up his arm and somehow into his head, where they ended in
red bursts to cloud his sight.

Out of the reddish mist which had fogged most of the landscape there emerged a single object, a round
white disk. And in Shann’s clouded mind a well-rooted apprehension stirred. He struck out with his one
hand, and through luck connected. The disk flew out of sight. His vision cleared enough so he could sight
the Wyvern who had been leaning over Thorvald’s shoulder centering her weird weapon on him. Making a
great effort, Shann got out the words, words which he also shaped in his mind as he said them aloud:
“You’re not taking me over—again!”

There was no emotion to be read on that jewel-banded face or in her unblinking eyes. He caught at
Thorvald, determined to get across his warning.

“Don’t let them use those disks on us!”
“I’ll do my best.”

Only the haze had taken Thorvald again. Did one of the Wyverns have a disk focused on them? Were they
being pulled into one of those blank periods, to awaken as prisoners once more—say, in the cavern of the
veil? The Terran fought with every ounce of will power to escape unconsciousness, but he failed.

This time he did not awaken half-drowning in an underground stream or facing a green mist. And there
was an ache in his arm which was somehow reassuring with the very insistence of pain. Before opening his
eyes, his fingers crossed the smooth slick of a bandage there, went on to investigate by touch a sleep mat
such as he had found in the cavern structure. Was he back in that set of rooms and corridors?

Shann delayed opening his eyes until a kind of shame drove him to it. He first saw an oval opening almost
the length of his body as it was stretched only a foot or two below the sill of that window. And through its
transparent surface came the golden light of the sun—no green mist, no crystals mocking the stars.

The room in which he lay was small with smooth walls, much like that in which he had been imprisoned on
the island. And there were no other furnishings save the mat on which he rested. Over him was a light
cover netted of fibers resembling yarn, with feathers knotted into it to provide a downy upper surface. His
clothing was gone, but the single covering was too warm and he pushed it away from his shoulders and
chest as he wriggled up to see the view beyond the window.



His torn arm came into full view. From wrist to elbow it was encased in an opaque skin sheath, unlike any
bandage of his own world. Surely that had not come out of any Survey aid pack. Shann gazed toward the
window, but beyond lay only a reach of sky. Except for a lemon cloud or two ruffled high above the
horizon, nothing broke that soft amber curtain. He might be quartered in a tower well above ground level,
which did not match his former experience with Wyvern accommodations.

“Back with us again?” Thorvald, one hand lifting a door panel, came in. His ragged uniform was gone, and
he wore only breeches of a sleek green material and his own scuffed-and-battered boots.

Shann settled back on the mat. “Where are we?”

“I think you might term this the capital city,” Thorvald answered. “In relation to the mainland, we’re on an
island well out to sea—westward.”

“How did we get here?” That climb in the slab, the stream underground . . . Had it been an interior river
running under the bed of the sea? But Shann was not prepared for the other’s reply.

“By wishing.”
“By what?”

Thorvald nodded, his expression serious. “They wished us here. Listen, Lantee, when you jumped down to
mix it with that fork-tailed thing, did you wish you had the wolverines with you?”

Shann thought back; his memories of what had occurred before that battle were none too clear. But, yes, he
had wished Taggi and Togi present at that moment to distract the enraged beast.

“You mean | wished them?” The whole idea was probably a part of the Wyvern jargon of dreaming and he
added, “Or did I just dream everything?”” There was the bandage on his arm, the soreness under that
bandage. But also there had been Logally’s lash brand back in the cavern, which had bitten into his flesh
with the pain of a real blow.

“No, you weren’t dreaming. You happened to be tuned in on one of those handy little gadgets our lady
friends here use. And, so tuned in, your desire for the wolverines being pretty powerful just then, they
came.”

Shann grimaced. This was unbelievable. Yet there were his meetings with Logally and Trav. How could
anyone rationally explain them? And how had he, in the beginning, been jumped from the top of the cliff
on the island of his marooning into the midst of an underground flood without any conscious memory of an
intermediate journey?

“How does it work?” he asked simply.

Thorvald laughed. “You tell me. They have these disks, one to a Wyvern, and they control forces with
them. Back there on the beach we interrupted a class in such control; they were the novices learning their
trade. We’ve stumbled on something here which can’t be defined or understood by any of our previous
standards of comparison. It’s frankly magic, judged by our terms.”

“Are we prisoners?” Shann wanted to know.

“Ask me something I’m sure of. I’ve been free to come and go within limits. No one’s exhibited any signs
of hostility; most of them simply ignore me. I’ve had two interviews, via this mind-reading act of theirs,
with their rulers, or elders, or chief sorceresses—all three titles seem to apply. They ask questions, I answer
as best I can, but sometimes we appear to have no common meeting ground. Then I ask some questions,



they evade gracefully, or reply in a kind of unintelligible double-talk, and that’s as far as our
communication has progressed so far.”

“Taggi and Togi?”

“Have a run of their own and as far as I can tell are better satisfied with life than I am. Oddly enough, they
respond more quickly and more intelligently to orders. Perhaps this business of being shunted around by
the disks has conditioned them in some way.”

“What about these Wyverns? Are they all female?”

“No, but their tribal system is strictly matriarchal, which follows a pattern even Terra once knew: the fertile
earth mother and her priestesses, who became the witches when the gods overruled the goddesses. The
males are few in number and lack the power to activate the disks. In fact,” Thorvald laughed ruefully, “one
gathers that in this civilization our opposite numbers have, more or less, the status of pets at the best, and
necessary evils at the worst. Which put us at a disadvantage from the start.”

“You think that they won’t take us seriously because we are males?”

“Might just work out that way. I’ve tried to get through to them about danger from the Throgs, telling them
what it would mean to them to have the beetle-heads settle in here for good. They just brush aside the
whole idea.”

“Can’t you argue that the Throgs are males, too? Or aren’t they?”

The Survey officer shook his head. “That’s a point no human can answer. We’ve been sparring with
Throgs for years and there have been libraries of reports written about them and their behavior patterns, all
of which add up to about two paragraphs of proven facts and hundreds of surmises beginning with the
probable and skimming out into the wild fantastic. You can claim anything about a Throg and find a lot of
very intelligent souls ready to believe you. But whether those beetle-heads squatting over on the mainland
are able to answer to ‘he,” ‘she,’ or ‘it,” your solution is just as good as mine. We’ve always considered the
ones we fight to be males, but they might just as possibly be amazons. Frankly, these Wyverns couldn’t
care less either; at least that’s the impression they give.”

“But anyway,” Shann observed, “it hasn’t come to ‘we’re all girls together’ either.”

Thorvald laughed again. “Not so you can notice. We’re not the only unwilling visitor in the vicinity.”
Shann sat up. “A Throg?”

“A something. Non-Warlockian, or non-Wyvern. And perhaps trouble for us.”

“You haven’t seen this other?”

Thorvald sat down cross-legged. The amber light from the window made red-gold of his hair, added
ruddiness to his less-gaunt features.

“No, I haven’t. As far as I can tell, the stranger’s not right here. I caught stray thought beams twice—
surprise expressed by newly arrived Wyverns who met me and apparently expected to be fronted by
something quite physically different.”

“Another Terran scout?”

“No. I imagine that to the Wyverns we must look a lot alike. Just as we couldn’t tell one of them from her
sister if their body patterns didn’t differ. Discovered one thing about those patterns—the more intricate



they run, the higher the ‘power,” not of the immediate wearer, but of her ancestors. They’re marked when
they qualify for their disk and presented with the rating of the greatest witch in their family line as an
inducement to live up to those deeds and surpass them if possible. Quite a bit of logic to that. Given the
right conditioning, such a system might even work in our service.”

That nugget of information was the stuff from which Survey reports were made. But at the moment the
information concerning the other captive was of more value to Shann. He steadied his body against the

wall with his good hand and got to his feet. Thorvald watched him.

“I take it you have visions of action. Tell me, Lantee, why did you take that header off the cliff to mix it
with the fork-tail?”

Shann wondered himself. He had no reason for that impulsive act. “I don’t know—"

“Chivalry? Fair Wyvern in distress?” the other prodded. “Or did the backlash from one of those disks draw
you in?”

“I don’t know—"

“And why did you use your knife instead of your stunner?”

Shann was startled. For the first time he realized that he had fronted the greatest native menace they had
discovered on Warlock with the more primitive of his weapons. Why had he not tried the stunner on the
beast? He had just never thought of it when he had taken that leap into the role of dragon slayer.

“Not that it would have done you any good to try the ray; it has no effect on fork-tails.”

“You tried it?”

“Naturally. But you didn’t know that, or did you pick up that information earlier?”

“No,” answered Shann slowly. “No, I don’t know why I used the knife. The stunner would have been more
natural.” Suddenly he shivered, and the face he turned to Thorvald was very sober.

“How much do they control us?” he asked, his voice dropping to a half whisper as if the walls about them
could pick up those words and relay them to other ears. “What can they do?”

“A good question.” Thorvald lost his light tone. “Yes, what can they feed into our minds without our
knowledge? Perhaps those disks are only window dressing, and they can work without them. A great deal
will depend upon the impression we can make on these witches.” He began to smile again, more wryly.
“The name we gave this planet is certainly a misnomer. A warlock is a male sorcerer, not a witch.”

“And what are the chances of our becoming warlocks ourselves?”

Again Thorvald’s smile faded, but he gave a curt little nod to Shann as if approving that thought. “That is
something we are going to look into, and now! If we have to convince some stubborn females, as well as
fight Throgs, well”—he shrugged—"“we’ll have a busy, busy time.”

16 : THIRD PRISONER

“Well, it works as good as new.” Shann held his hand and arm out into the full path of the sun. He had just

stripped off the skin-case bandage, to show the raw seam of a half-healed scar, but as he flexed muscles,
bent and twisted his arm, there was only a small residue of soreness left.



“Now what, or where?” he asked Thorvald with some eagerness. Several days’ imprisonment in this room
had made him impatient for the outer world again. Like the officer, he now wore breeches of the green
fabric, the only material known to the Wyverns, and his own badly worn boots. Oddly enough, the
Terrans’ weapons, stunner and knife, had been left to them, a point which made them uneasy, since it
suggested that the Wyverns believed they had nothing to fear from clumsy alien arms.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Thorvald answered that double question. “But it is you they want to see;
they insisted upon it, rather emphatically in fact.”

The Wyvern city existed as a series of cell-like hollows in the interior of a rock-walled island. Outside
there had been no tampering with the natural rugged features of the escarpment, and within, the silence was
almost complete. For all the Terrans could learn, the population of the stone-walled hive might have been
several thousand, or just the handful that they had seen with their own eyes along the passages which had
been declared open territory for them.

Shann half expected to find again a skull-walled chamber where witches tossed colored sticks to determine
his future. But he came with Thorvald into an oval room in which most of the outer wall was a window.
And seeing what lay framed in that, Shann halted, again uncertain as to whether he actually saw that, or
whether he was willed into visualizing a scene by the choice of his hostesses.

They were lower now than the room in which he had nursed his wound, not far above water level. And this
window faced the sea. Across a stretch of green water was his red-purple skull, the waves lapping its lower
jaw, spreading their foam in between the gaping rock-fringe which formed its teeth. And from the eye
hollows flapped the clak-claks of the sea coast, coming and going as if they carried to some brain
imprisoned within that giant bone case messages from the outer world.

“My dream—" Shann said.

“Your dream.” Thorvald had not echoed that; the answer had come in his brain.

Shann turned his head and surveyed the Wyvern awaiting them with a concentration which was close to the
rudeness of an outright stare, a stare which held no friendship. For by her skin patterns he knew her for the
one who had led that trio who had sent him into the cavern of the mist. And with her was the younger
witch he had trapped on the night that all this baffling action had begun.

“We meet again,” he said slowly. “To what purpose?”

“To our purpose . . . and yours—"

“I do not doubt that it is to yours.” The Terran’s thoughts fell easily now into a formal pattern he would not
have used with one of his own kind. “But I do not expect any good tome ...”

There was no readable expression on her face; he did not expect to see any. But in their uneven mind touch
he caught a fleeting suggestion of bewilderment on her part, as if she found his mental processes as hard to
understand as a puzzle with few leading clues.

“We mean you no ill, star voyager. You are far more than we first thought you, for you have dreamed false
and have known. Now dream true, and know it also.”

“Yet,” he challenged, “you would set me a task without my consent.”

“We have a task for you, but already it was set in the pattern of your true dreaming. And we do not set such
patterns, star man; that is done by the Greatest Power of all. Each lives within her appointed pattern from
the First Awakening to the Final Dream. So we do not ask of you any more than that which is already laid
for your doing.”



She arose with that languid grace which was a part of their delicate jeweled bodies and came to stand
beside him, a child in size, making his Terran flesh and bones awkward, clodlike in contrast. She stretched
out her four-digit hand, her slender arm ringed with gemmed circles and bands, measuring it beside his
own, bearing that livid scar.

“We are different, star man, yet still are we both dreamers. And dreams hold power. Your dreams brought
you across the dark which lies between sun and distant sun. Our dreams carry us on even stranger roads.
And yonder”—one of her fingers stiffened to a point, indicating the skull—*"there is another who dreams
with power, a power which will destroy us all unless the pattern is broken speedily.”

“And I must go to seek this dreamer?” His vision of climbing through that nose hole was to be realized
then.

“You go.”

Thorvald stirred and the Wyvern turned her head to him. “Alone,” she added. “For this is your dream only,
as it has been from the beginning. There is for each his own dream, and another cannot walk through it to
alter the pattern, even to save a life.”

Shann grinned crookedly, without humor. “It seems that I’'m elected,” he said as much to himself as to
Thorvald. “But what do I do with this other dreamer?”

“What your pattern moves you to do. Save that you do not slay him—”

“Throg!” Thorvald started forward. “You can’t just walk in on a Throg barehanded and be bound by orders
such as that!”

The Wyvern must have caught the sense of that vocal protest, for her communication touched them both.
“We cannot deal with that one as his mind is closed to us. Yet he is an elder among his kind and his people
have been searching land and sea for him since his air rider broke upon the rocks and he entered into
hiding over there. Make your peace with him if you can, and also take him hence, for his dreams are not
ours, and he brings confusion to the Reachers when they retire to run the Trails of Seeking.”

“Must be an important Throg,” Shann deduced. “They could have an officer of the beetle-heads under
wraps over there. Could we use him to bargain with the rest?”

Thorvald’s frown did not lighten. “We’ve never been able to establish any form of contact in the past,
though our best qualified minds, reinforced by training, have tried ...”

Shann did not take fire at that rather delicate estimate of his own lack of preparation for the carrying out of
diplomatic negotiations with the enemy; he knew it was true. But there was one thing he could try—if the
Wyvern permitted.

“Will you give a disk of power to this star man?” He pointed to Thorvald. “For he is my Elder One and a
Reacher for Knowledge. With such a focus his dream could march with mine when I go to the Throg, and
perhaps that can aid in my doing what I could not accomplish alone. For that is the secret of my people,
Elder One. We link our powers together to make a shield against our enemies, a common tool for the work
we must do.”

“And so it is with us also, star voyager. We are not so unlike as the foolish might think. We learned much
of you while you both wandered in the Place of False Dreams. But our power disks are our own and can
not be given to a stranger while their owners live. However . ..~ She turned again with an abruptness
foreign to the usual Wyvern manner and faced the older Terran.



The officer might have been obeying an unvoiced order as he put out his hands and laid them palm to palm
on those she held up to him, bending his head so gray eyes met golden ones. The web of communication
which had held all three of them snapped. Thorvald and the Wyvern were linked in a tight circuit which
excluded Shann.

Then the latter became conscious of movement beside him. The younger Wyvern had joined him to watch
the clak-claks in their circling of the bare dome of the skull island.

“Why do they fly so?”” Shann asked her.

“Within they nest, care for their young. Also they hunt the rock creatures that swarm in the lower
darkness.”

“The rock creatures?” If the skull’s interior was infested by some other native fauna, he wanted to know it.

By some method of her own the young Wyvern conveyed a strong impression of revulsion, which was her
personal reaction to the “rock creatures.”

“Yet you imprison the Throg there—" he remarked.

“Not so!” Her denial was instantaneous and vehement. “The other worlder fled into that place in spite of
our calling. There he stays in hiding. Once we drew him out to the sea, but he broke the power and fled
inside again.”

“Broke free—" Shann pounced upon that. “From disk control?”

“But surely.” Her reply held something of wonder. “Why do you ask, star voyager? Did you not also break
free from the power of the disk when I led you by the underground ways, awaking in the river? Do you

then rate this other one as less than your own breed that you think him incapable of the same action?”

“Of Throgs I know as much as this . ..” He held up his hand, measuring off a fraction of space between
thumb and forefinger.

“Yet you knew them before you came to this world.”
“My people have known them for long. We have met and fought many times among the stars.”
“And never have you talked mind to mind?”

“Never. We have sought for that, but there has been no communication between us, neither of mind nor
voice.”

“This one you name Throg is truly not as you,” she assented. “And we are not as you, being alien and
female. Yet, star man, you and I have shared a dream.”

Shann stared at her, startled, not so much by what she said as the human shading of those words in his
mind. Or had that also been illusion?

“In the veil . . . that creature which came to you on wings when you remembered that. A good dream,
though it came out of the past and so was false in the present. But I have gathered it into my own store:
such a fine dream, one that you have cherished.”

“Trav was to be cherished,” he agreed soberly. “I found her in a broken sleep cage at a spaceport when I
was a child. We were both cold and hungry, alone and hurt. So I stole and was glad that I stole Trav. For a
little space we both were very happy . ..~ Forcibly he stifled memory.



“So, though we are unlike in body and in mind, yet we find beauty together if only in a dream. Therefore,
between your people and mine there can be a common speech. And I may show you my dream store for
your enjoyment, star voyager.”

A flickering of pictures, some weird, some beautiful, all a little distorted—not only by haste, but also by
the haze of alienness which was a part of her memory pattern—crossed Shann’s mind.

“Such a sharing would be a rich feast,” he agreed.

“All right!” Those crisp words in his own tongue brought Shann away from the window to Thorvald. The
Survey officer was no longer locked hand to hand with the Wyvern witch, but his features were alive with
anew eagerness.

“We are going to try your idea, Lantee. They’ll provide me with a new, unmarked disk, show me how to
use it. And I’ll do what I can to back you with it. But they insist that you go today.”

“What do they really want me to do? Just root out that Throg? Or try to talk him into being a go-between
with his people? That does come under the heading of dreaming!”

“They want him out of there, back with his own kind if possible. Apparently he’s a disruptive influence for
them; he causes some kind of a mental foul up which interferes drastically with their ‘power.” They haven’t
been able to get him to make any contact with them. This Elder One is firm about your being the one
ordained for the job, and that you’ll know what action to take when you get here.”

“Must have thrown the sticks for me again,” Shann commented.

“Well, they’ve definitely picked you to smoke out the Throg, and they can’t be talked into changing their
minds about that.”

“I’1l be the smoked one if he has a blaster.”
“They say he’s unarmed—"
“What do they know about our weapons or a Throg’s?”

“The other one has no arms.” Wyvern words in his mind again. “This fact gives him great fear. That which
he has depended upon is broken. And since he has no weapon, he is shut into a prison of his own terrors.”

But an adult Throg, even unarmed, was not to be considered easy meat, Shann thought. Armored with
horny skin, armed with claws and those crushing mandibles of the beetle mouth . . . a third again as tall as
he himself was. No, even unarmed, the Throg had to be considered a menace.

Shann was still thinking along that line as he splashed through the surf which broke about the lower jaw of
the skull island, climbed up one of the pointed rocks which masqueraded as a tooth, and reached for a
higher hold to lead him to the nose slit, the gateway to the alien’s hiding place.

The clak-claks screamed and dived about him, highly resentful of his intrusion. And when they grew so
bold as to buffet him with their wings, threaten him with their tearing beaks, he was glad to reach the
broken rock edging his chosen door and duck inside. Once there, Shann looked back. There was no
sighting the cliff window where Thorvald stood, nor was he aware in any way of mental contact with the
Survey officer; their hope of such a linkage might be futile.

Shann was reluctant to venture farther. His eyes had sufficiently adjusted to the limited supply of light, and
now the Terran brought out the one aid the Wyverns had granted him, a green crystal such as those which



had played the role of stars on the cavern roof. He clipped its simple loop setting to the front of his belt,
leaving his hands free. Then, having filled his lungs for the last time with clean, sea-washed air, he started
into the dome of the skull.

There was a fetid thickness to this air only a few feet away from the outer world. The odor of clak-clak
droppings and refuse from their nests was strong, but there was an added staleness, as if no breeze ever
scooped out the old atmosphere to replace it with new. Fragile bones crunched under Shann’s boots, but as
he drew away from the entrance, the pale glow of the crystal increased its radiance, emitting a light not
unlike that of the phosphorescent bushes, so that he was not swallowed up by dark.

The cave behind the nose hole narrowed quickly into a cleft, a narrow cleft which pierced into the bowl of
the skull. Shann proceeded with caution, pausing every few steps. There came a murmur rising now and
again to a shriek, issuing, he guessed, from the clak-clak rookery above. And the pound of sea waves was
also a vibration carrying through the rock. He was listening for something else, at the same time testing the
ill-smelling air for that betraying muskiness which spelled Throg.

When a twist in the narrow passage cut off the splotch of daylight, Shann drew his stunner. The strongest
bolt from that could not jolt a Throg into complete paralysis, but it would slow up any attack.

Red—pinpoints of red—were edging a break in the rock wall. They were gone in a flash. Eyes? Perhaps of
the rock dwellers which the Wyverns hated? More red dots, farther ahead. Shann listened for a sound he
could identify.

But smell came before sound. That trace of effluvia, which in force could sicken a Terran, was his guide.
The cleft ended in a space to which the limited gleam of the crystal could not provide a far wall. But that
faint light did show him his quarry.

The Throg was not on his feet, ready for trouble, but hunched close to the wall. And the alien did not move
at Shann’s coming. Did the beetle-head sight him? Shann wondered. He moved cautiously. And the round
head, with its bulbous eyes, turned a fraction; the mandibles about the ugly mouth opening quivered. Yes,
the Throg could see him.

But still the alien made no move to rise out of his crouch, to come at the Terran. Then Shann saw the fall of
rock, the stone which pinned a double-kneed leg to the floor. And in a circle about the prisoner were the
small, crushed, furred things which had come to prey on the helpless to be slain themselves by the well-
aimed stones which were the Throg’s only weapons of defense.

Shann sheathed his stunner. It was plain the Throg was helpless and could not reach him. He tried to
concentrate mentally on a picture of the scene before him, hoping that Thorvald or one of the Wyverns
could pick it up. There was no answer, no direction. Choice of action remained solely his.

The Terran made the oldest friendly gesture of his kind; his empty hands held up, palm out. There was no
answering move from the Throg. Neither of the other’s upper limbs stirred, their claws still gripping the
small rocks in readiness for throwing. All Shann’s knowledge of the alien’s history argued against an
unarmed advance. The Throg’s marksmanship, as borne out by the circle of small bodies, was excellent.
And one of those rocks might well thud against his own head, with fatal results. Yet he had been sent there
to get the Throg free and out of Wyvern territory.

So rank was the beetle smell of the other that Shann coughed. What he needed now was the aid of the
wolverines, a diversion to keep the alien busy. But this time there was no disk working to produce Taggi
and Togi out of thin air. And he could not continue to just stand there staring at the Throg. There remained
the stunner. Life on the Dumps tended to make a man a fast draw, a matter of survival for the fastest and
most accurate marksman. And now one of Shann’s hands swept down with a speed which, learned early,
was never really to be forgotten.



He had the rod out and was spraying on tight beam straight at the Throg’s head before the first stone struck
his shoulder and his weapon fell from a numbed hand. But a second stone tumbled out of the Throg’s claw.
The alien tried to reach for it, his movements slow, uncertain.

Shann, his arm dangling, went in fast, bracing his good shoulder against the boulder which pinned the
Throg. The alien aimed a blow at the Terran’s head, but again so slowly Shann had no difficulty in evading
it. The boulder gave, rolled, and Shann cleared out of range, back to the opening of the cleft, pausing only
to scoop up his stunner.

For a long moment the Throg made no move; his dazed wits must have been working at very slow speed.
Then the alien heaved up his body to stand erect, favoring the leg which had been trapped. Shann tensed,
waiting for a rush. What now? Would the Throg refuse to move? If so, what could he do about it?

With the impact of a blow, the message Shann had hoped for struck into his mind. But his initial joy at that
contact was wiped out with the same speed.

“Throg ship . . . overhead.”

The Throg stood away from the wall, limped out, heading for Shann, or perhaps only the cleft in which he
stood. Swinging the stunner awkwardly in his left hand, the Terran retreated, mentally trying to contact
Thorvald once more. There was no answer. He was well up into the cleft, moving crabwise, unwilling to
turn his back on the Throg. The alien was coming as steadily as his injured limb would allow, trying for the
exit to the outer world.

A Throg ship overhead . . . Had the castaway somehow managed to call his own kind? And what if he,
Shann Lantee, were to be trapped between the alien and a landing party from the flyer? He did not expect
any assistance from the Wyverns, and what could Thorvald possibly do? From behind him, at the entrance
of the nose slit, he heard a sound—a sound which was neither the scolding of a clak-clak nor the eternal
growl of the sea.
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The musty stench was so strong that Shann could no longer fight the demands of his outraged stomach. He
rolled on his side, retching violently until the sour smell of his vomit battled the foul odor of the ship. His
memories of how he had come into this place were vague; his body was a mass of dull pain, as if he had
been scorched. Scorched! Had the Throgs used one of their energy whips to subdue him? The last clear
thing he could recall was that slow withdrawal down the cleft inside the skull rock, the Throg not too far
away—the sound from the entrance.

A Throg prisoner! Through the pain and the sickness the horror of that bit doubly deep. Terrans did not fall
alive into Throg hands, not if they had the means of ending their existence within reach. But his hands and
arms were caught behind him in an unbreakable lock, some gadget not unlike the Terran force bar used to
restrain criminals, he decided groggily.

The cubby in which he lay was black-dark. But the quivering of the deck and the bulkheads about him told
Shann that the ship was in flight. And there could be but two destinations, either the camp where the Throg
force had taken over the Terran installations or the mother ship of the raiders. If Thorvald’s earlier surmise
was true and the aliens were hunting a Terran to talk in the transport, then they were heading for the camp.

And because a man who still lives and who is not yet broken can also hope, Shann began to think ahead to
the camp—the camp and a faint, thin chance of escape. For on the surface of Warlock there was a thin
chance; in the mother ship of the Throgs none at all.



Thorvald—and the Wyverns! Could he hope for any help from them? Shann closed his eyes against the
thick darkness and tried to reach out to touch, somewhere, Thorvald with his disk—or perhaps the Wyvern
who had talked of Trav and shared dreams. Shann focused his thoughts on the young Wyvern witch,
visualizing with all the detail he could summon out of memory the brilliant patterns about her slender arms,
her thin, fragile wrists, those other designs overlaying her features. He could see her in his mind, but she
was only a puppet, without life, certainly without power.

Thorvald . . . Now Shann fought to build a mental picture of the Survey officer, making his stand at that
window, grasping his disk, with the sun bringing gold to his hair and showing the bronze of his skin. Those
gray eyes which could be ice, that jaw with the tight set of a trap upon occasion . . .

And Shann made contact! He touched something, a flickering like a badly tuned tri-dee—far more fuzzy
than the mind pictures the Wyvern had paraded for him. But he had touched! And Thorvald, too, had been
aware of his contact.

Shann fought to find that thread of awareness again. Patiently he once more created his vision of Thorvald,
adding every detail he could recall, small things about the other which he had not known that he had
noticed—the tiny arrow-shaped scar near the base of the officer’s throat, the way his growing hair curled at
the ends, the look of one eyebrow slanting abruptly toward his hairline when he was dubious about
something. Shann strove to make a figure as vividly as Logally and Trav had been in the mist of the
illusion.
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‘. ..where?”

This time Shann was prepared; he did not let that mind image dissolve in his excitement at recapturing the
link. “Throg ship,” he said the words aloud, over and over, but still he held to his picture of Thorvald.
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Only that one word! The thread between them snapped again. Only then did Shann become conscious of a
change in the ship’s vibration. Were they setting down? And where? Let it be at the camp! It must be the
camp!

There was no jar at that landing, just that one second the vibration told him the ship was alive and air-
borne, and the next a dead quiet testified that they had landed. Shann, his sore body stiff with tension,
waited for the next move on the part of his captors.

He continued to lie in the dark, still queasy from the stench of the cell, too keyed up to try to reach
Thorvald. There was a dull grating over his head, and he looked up eagerly—to be blinded by a strong
beam of light. Claws hooked painfully under his arms and he was manhandled up and out, dragged along a
short passage and pitched free of the ship, falling hard upon trodden earth and rolling over gasping as the
seared skin of his body was rasped and abraded.

The Terran lay face up now, and as his eyes adjusted to the light, he saw a ring of Throg heads blotting out
the sky as they inspected their catch impassively. The mouth mandibles of one moved with a faint clicking.
Again claws fastened in his armpits, brought Shann to his feet, holding him erect.

Then the Throg who had given that order moved closer. His hand-claws clasped a small metal plate
surmounted by a hoop of thin wire over which was stretched a web of threads glistening in the sun.
Holding that hoop on a level with his mouth, the alien clicked his mandibles, and those sounds became
barely distinguishable basic galactic words.

“You Throg meat!”



For a moment Shann wondered if the alien meant that statement literally. Or was it a conventional
expression for a prisoner among their kind.

“Do as told!”

That was clear enough, and for the moment the Terran did not see that he had any choice in the matter. But
Shann refused to make any sign of agreement to either of those two limited statements. Perhaps the beetle-
heads did not expect any. The alien who had pulled him to his feet continued to hold him erect, but the
attention of the Throg with the translator switched elsewhere.

From the alien ship emerged a second party. The Throg in their midst was unarmed and limping. Although
to Terran eyes one alien was the exact counterpart of the other, Shann thought that this one was the
prisoner in the skull cave. Yet the indications now suggested that he had only changed one captivity for
another and was in disgrace among his kind. Why?

The Throg limped up to front the leader with the translator, and his guards fell back. Again mandibles
clicked, were answered, though the sense of that exchange eluded Shann. At one point in the report—if
report it was—he himself appeared to be under discussion, for the injured Throg waved a hand-claw in the
Terran’s direction. But the end to the conference came quickly enough and in a manner which Shann found
shocking.

Two of the guards stepped forward, caught at the injured Throg’s arms and drew him away, leading him
out into a space beyond the grounded ship. They dropped their hold on him, returning at a trot. The officer
clicked an order. Blasters were unholstered, and the Throg in the field shriveled under a vicious
concentration of cross bolts. Shann gasped. He certainly had no liking for Throgs, but this execution
carried overtones of a cold-blooded ferocity which transcended anything he had known, even in the callous
brutality of the Dumps.

Limp, and more than a little sick again, he watched the Throg officer turn away. And a moment later he
was forced along in the other’s wake to the domes of the once Terran camp. Not just to the camp in
general, he discovered a minute later, but to that structure which had housed the com unit linking them
with ships cruising the solar lanes and with the patrol. So Thorvald had been right; they needed a Terran to
broadcast—to cover their tracks here and lay a trap for the transport.

Shann had no idea how much time he had passed among the Wyverns; the transport with its load of
unsuspecting settlers might already be in the system of Circe, plotting a landing orbit around Warlock,
broadcasting her recognition signal and a demand for a beam to ride her in. Only, this time the Throgs were
out of luck. They had picked up one prisoner who could not help them, even if he wanted to do so. The
mysteries of the highly technical installations in this dome were just that to Shann Lantee—complete
mysteries. He had not the slightest idea of how to activate the machines, let alone broadcast in the proper
code.

A cold spot of terror gathered in his middle, spreading outward through his smarting body. For he was
certain that the Throgs would not believe that. They would consider his protestations of ignorance as a
stubborn refusal to co-operate. And what would happen to him then would be beyond human endurance.
Could he bluff—play for time? But what would that time buy him except to delay the inevitable? In the
end, that small hope based on his momentary contact with Thorvald made him decide to try that bluff.

There had been changes in the com dome since the capture of the camp. A squat box on the floor sprouted
a collection of tubes from its upper surface. Perhaps that was some Throg equivalent of Terran equipment

in place on the wide table facing the door.

The Throg leader clicked into his translator: “You call ship!”



Shann was thrust down into the operator’s chair, his bound arms still twisted behind him so that he had to
lean forward to keep on the seat at all. Then the Throg who had pushed him there, roughly forced a set of
com earphones and speech mike onto his head.

“Call ship!” clicked the alien officer.

So time must be running out. Now was the moment to bluff. Shann shook his head, hoping that the gesture
of negation was common to both their species.

“I don’t know the code,” he said aloud.

The Throg’s bulbous eyes gazed at his moving lips. Then the translator was held before the Terran’s
mouth. Shann repeated his words, heard them reissue as a series of clicks, and waited. So much depended
now on the reaction of the beetle-head officer. Would he summarily apply pressure to enforce his order, or
would he realize that it was possible that all Terrans did not know that code, and so he could not produce in
a captive’s head any knowledge that had never been there—with or without physical coercion?

Apparently the latter logic prevailed for the present. The Throg drew the translator back to his mandibles.

“When ship call—you answer—make lip talk your words! Say had sickness here—need help. Code man
dead—you talk in his place. I listen. You say wrong, you die—you die a long time. Hurt bad all that time—
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Clear enough. So he had been able to buy a little time! But how soon before the incoming ship would call?
The Throgs seemed to expect it. Shann licked his blistered lips. He was sure that the Throg officer meant
exactly what he said in that last grisly threat. Only, would anyone—Throg or human—Iive very long in this
camp if Shann got his warning through? The transport would have been accompanied on the big jump by a
patrol cruiser, especially now with Throgs littering deep space the way they were in this sector. Let Shann
alert the ship, and the cruiser would know; swift punitive action would be visited on the camp. Throgs
could begin to make their helpless prisoner regret his rashness; then all of them would be blotted out
together, prisoner and captors alike, when the cruiser came in.

If that was his last chance, he’d play it that way. The Throgs would kill him anyhow, he hadn’t the least
doubt of that. They kept no long-term Terran prisoners and never had. And at least he could take this nest
of devil beetles along with him. Not that the thought did anything to dampen the fear which made him
weak and dizzy. Shann Lantee might be tough enough to fight his way out of the Dumps, but to stand up
and defy Throgs face-to-face like a video hero was something else. He knew that he could not do any
spectacular act; if he could hold out to the end without cracking he would be satisfied.

Two more Throgs entered the dome. They stalked to the far end of the table which held the com
equipment, and frequently pausing to consult a Terran work tape set in a reader, they made adjustments to
the spotter beam broadcaster. They worked slowly but competently, testing each circuit. Preparing to draw
in the Terran transport, holding the large ship until they had it helpless on the ground. The Terran began to
wonder how they proposed to take the ship over once they did have it on planet.

Transports were armed for ground fighting. Although they rode in on a beam broadcast from a camp, they
were prepared for unpleasant surprises on a planet’s surface; such were certainly not unknown in the
history of Survey. Which meant that the Throgs had in turn some assault weapon they believed superior,
for they radiated confidence now. But could they handle a patrol cruiser ready to fight?

The Throg technicians made a last check of the beam, reporting in clicks to the officer. The alien gave an
order to Shann’s guard before following them out. A loop of wire rope dropped over the Terran’s head,
tightened about his chest, dragging him back against the chair until he grunted with pain. Two more loops
made him secure in a most uncomfortable posture, and then he was left alone in the com dome.



An abortive struggle against the wire rope taught him the folly of such an effort. He was in deep freeze as
far as any bodily movement was concerned. Shann closed his eyes, settled to that same concentration he
had labored to acquire on the Throg ship. If there was any chance of the Wyvern communication working
again, here and now was the time for it!

Again he built his mental picture of Thorvald, as detailed as he had made it in the Throg ship. And with
that to the forefront of his mind, Shann strove to pick up the thread which could link them. Was the
distance between this camp and the seagirt city of the Wyverns too great? Did the Throgs unconsciously
dampen out that mental reaching as the Wyverns had said they did when they had sent him to free the
captive in the skull?

Drops gathered in the unkempt tight curls on his head, trickled down to sting on his tender skin. He was
bathed in the moisture summoned by an effort as prolonged and severe as if he labored physically under a
hot sun at the top speed of which his body was capable.

Thorvald—

Thorvald! But not standing by the window in the Wyvern stronghold! Thorvald with the amethyst of heavy
Warlockian foliage at his back. So clear was the new picture that Shann might have stood only a few feet
away. Thorvald there, with the wolverines at his side. And behind him sun glinted on the gem-patterned
skin of more than one Wyvern.

“Where?”

That demand from the Survey officer, curt, clear—so perfect the word might have rung audibly through the
dome.

“The camp!” Shann hurled that back, frantic with fear that once again their contact might fail.

“They want me to call in the transport.” He added that.

“How soon?”

“Don’t know. They have the guide beam set. I’'m to say there’s illness here; they know I can’t code.”

All he could see now was Thorvald’s face, intent, the officer’s eyes cold sparks of steel, bearing the
impress of a will as implacable as a Throg’s. Shann added his own decision.

“I’ll warn the ship off; they’ll send in the patrol.”
There was no change in Thorvald’s expression. “Hold out as long as you can!”

Cold enough, no promise of help, nothing on which to build hope. Yet the fact that Thorvald was on the
move, away from the Wyvern city, meant something. And Shann was sure that thick vegetation could be
found only on the mainland. Not only was Thorvald ashore, but there were Wyverns with him. Could the
officer have persuaded the witches of Warlock to forsake their hands-off policy and join him in an attack
on the Throg camp? No promise, not even a suggestion that the party Shann had envisioned was moving in
his direction. Yet somehow he believed that they were.

There was a sound from the doorway of the dome. Shann opened his eyes. There were Throgs entering,
one to go to the guide beam, two heading for his chair. He closed his eyes again in a last attempt, backed

by every remaining ounce of his energy and will.

“Ship’s in range. Throgs here.”



Thorvald’s face, dimmer now, snapped out while a blow on Shann’s jaw rocked his head cruelly, made his
ears sing, his eyes water. He saw Throgs—Throgs only. And one held the translator.

“You talk!”

A tri-jointed arm reached across his shoulder, triggered a lever, pressed a button. The head set cramping his
ear let out a sudden growl of sound—the com was activated. A claw jammed the mike closer to Shann’s
lips, but also slid in range the webbed loop of the translator.

Shann shook his head at the incoming rattle of code. The Throg with the translator was holding the other
head set close to his own ear pit. And the claws of the guard came down on Shann’s shoulder in a cruel
grip, a threat of future brutality.

The rattle of code continued while Shann thought furiously. This was it! He had to give a warning, and
then the aliens would do to him just what the officer had threatened. Shann could not seem to think clearly.
It was as if in his efforts to contact Thorvald, he had exhausted some part of his brain, so that now he was
dazed just when he needed quick wits the most!

This whole scene had a weird unreality. He had seen its like a thousand times on fiction tapes—the Terran
hero menaced by aliens intent on saving . . . saving . . .

Was it out of one of those fiction tapes he had devoured in the past that Shann recalled that scrap of almost
forgotten information?

The Terran began to speak into the mike, for there had come a pause in the rattle of code. He used Terran,
not basic, and he shaped the words slowly.

“Warlock calling—trouble—sickness here—com officer dead.”

He was interrupted by another burst of code. The claws of his guard twisted into the naked flesh of his
shoulders in vicious warning.

“Warlock calling—" he repeated. “Need help—"
“Who are you?”

The demand came in basic. On board the transport they would have a list of every member of the Survey
team.

“Lantee.” Shann drew a deep breath. He was so conscious of those claws on his shoulders, of what would
follow.

“This is Mayday!” he said distinctly, hoping desperately that someone in the control cabin of the ship now
in orbit would catch the true meaning of that ancient call of complete disaster. “Mayday—beetles—over
and out!”

18 : STORM’S ENDING

Shann had no answer from the transport, only the continuing hum of a contact still open between the dome
and the control cabin miles above Warlock. The Terran breathed slowly, deeply, felt the claws of the Throg
bite his flesh as his chest expanded. Then, as if a knife slashed, the hum of that contact was gone. He had
time to know a small flash of triumph. He had done it; he had aroused suspicion in the transport.



When the Throg officer clicked to the alien manning the landing beam, Shann’s exultation grew. The
beetle-head must have accepted that cut in communication as normal; he was still expecting the Terran ship
to drop neatly into his claws.

But Shann’s respite was to be very short, only timed by a few breaths. The Throg at the riding beam was
watching the indicators. Now he reported to his superior, who swung back to face the prisoner. Although
Shann could read no expression on the beetle’s face, he did not need any clue to the other’s probable
emotions. Knowing that his captive had somehow tricked him, the alien would now proceed relentlessly to
put into effect the measures he had threatened.

How long before the patrol cruiser would planet? That crew was used to alarms, and their speed was three
or four times greater than that of the bulkier transports. If the Throgs didn’t scatter now, before they could
be caught in one attack . . .

The wire rope which held Shann clamped to the chair was loosened, and he set his teeth against the pain of
restored circulation. This was nothing compared to what he faced; he knew that. They jerked him to his
feet, faced him toward the outer door, and propelled him through it with a speed and roughness indicative
of their feelings.

The hour was close to dusk and Shann glanced wistfully at promising shadows, though he had given up
hope of rescue by now. If he could just get free of his guards, he could at least give the beetle-heads a good
run.

He saw that the camp was deserted. There was no sign about the domes that any Throgs sheltered there. In
fact, Shann saw no aliens at all except those who had come from the com dome with him. Of course! The
rest must be in ambush, waiting for the transport to planet. What about the Throg ship or ships? Those
must have been hidden also. And the only hiding place for them would be aloft. There was a chance that
the Throgs had so flung away their chance for any quick retreat.

Yes, the aliens could scatter over the countryside and so escape the first blast from the cruiser. But they
would simply maroon themselves to be hunted down by patrol landing parties who would comb the
territory. The beetles could so prolong their lives for a few hours, maybe a few days, but they were really
ended on that moment when the transport cut communication. Shann was sure that the officer, at least,
understood that.

The Terran was dragged away from the domes toward the river down which he and Thorvald had once
escaped. Moving through the dusk in parallel lines, he caught sight of other Throg squads, well armed,
marching in order to suggest that they were not yet alarmed. However, he had been right about the ships—
there were no flyers grounded on the improvised field.

Shann made himself as much of a burden as he could. At the best, he could so delay the guards entrusted
with his safekeeping; at the worst, he could earn for himself a quick ending by blaster which would be
better than the one they had for him. He went limp, falling forward into the trampled grass. There was an
exasperated click from the Throg who had been herding him, and the Terran tried not to flinch from a
sharp kick delivered by a clawed foot.

Feigning unconsciousness, the Terran listened to the unintelligible clicks exchanged by Throgs standing
over him. His future depended now on how deep lay the alien officer’s anger. If the beetle-head wanted to
carry out his earlier threats he would have to order Shann’s transportation by the fleeing force. Otherwise
his life might well end here and now.

Claws hooked once more on Shann. He was boosted up on the horny carapace of a guard, the bonds on his
arms taken off and his numbed hands brought forward, to be held by his captor so that he lay helpless, a
cloak over the other’s hunched shoulders.



The ghost flares of bushes and plants blooming in the gathering twilight gave a limited light to the scene.
There was no way of counting the number of Throgs on the move. But Shann was sure that all the enemy
ships must have been emptied except for skeleton crews, and perhaps others had been ferried in from their
hidden base somewhere in Circe’s system.

He could only see a little from his position on the Throg’s back, but ahead a ripple of beetle bodies slipped
over the bank of the river cut. The aliens were working their way into cover, fitting into the dapple
shadows with a skill which argued a long practice in such elusive maneuvers. Did they plan to try to fight
off a cruiser attack? That was pure madness. Or, Shann wondered, did they intend to have the Terrans met
by one of their own major ships somewhere well above the surface of Warlock?

His bearer turned away from the stream cut, carrying Shann out into that field which had first served the
Terrans as a landing strip, then offered the same service to the Throgs. They passed two more parties of
aliens on the move, manhandling bulky objects the Terran could not identify. Then he was dumped
unceremoniously to the hard earth, only to lie there a few seconds before he was flopped over on a
framework which grated unpleasantly against his raw shoulders, his wrists and ankles being made fast so
that his body was spread-eagled. There was a click of orders; the frame was raised and dropped with a
jarring movement into a base, and he was held erect, once more facing the Throg with the translator. This
was it! Shann began to regret every small chance he had had to end more cleanly. If he had attacked one of
the guards, even with his hands bound, he might have flustered the Throg into retaliatory blaster fire.

Fear made a thicker fog about him than the green mist of the illusion. Only this was no illusion. Shann
stared at the Throg officer with sick eyes, knowing that no one ever quite believes that at last evil will
strike at him, that he had clung to a hope which had no existence.

“Lantee!”

The call burst in his head with a painful force. His dazed attention was outwardly on the alien with the
translator, but that inner demand had given him a shock.

“Here! Thorvald? Where?
The other struck in again with an urgent demand singing through Shann’s brain.
“Give us a fix point—away from camp but not too far. Quick!”

A fix point—what did the Survey officer mean? A fix point . . . For some reason Shann thought of the
ledge on which he had lain to watch the first Throg attack. And the picture of it was etched on his mind as
clearly as memory could paint it.

“Thorvald—" Again his voice and his mind call were echoes of each other. But this time he had no answer.
Had that demand meant Thorvald and the Wyverns were moving in, putting to use the strange distance-
erasing power the witches of Warlock could use by desire? But why had they not come sooner? And what
could they hope to accomplish against the now scattered but certainly unbroken enemy forces? The
Wyverns had not been able to turn their power against one injured Throg—by their own accounting—how
could they possibly cope with well-armed and alert aliens in the field?

“You die—slow—" The Throg officer clicked, and the emotionless, toneless translation was all the more
daunting for that lack of color. “Your people come—see—"

So that was the reason they had brought him to the landing field. He was to furnish a grisly warning to the
crew of the cruiser. However, there the Throgs were making a bad mistake if they believed that his death

by any ingenious method could scare off Terran retaliation.

“I die—you follow—" Shann tried to make that promise emphatic.



Did the Throg officer expect the Terran to beg for his life or a quick death? Again he made his threat—
straight into the web, hearing it split into clicks.

“Perhaps,” the Throg officer returned. “But you die the first.”

“Get to it!” Shann’s voice scaled up. He was close to the ragged edge, and the last push toward the
breaking point had not been the Throg speech, but that message from Thorvald. If the Survey officer was
going to make any move in the mottled dusk, it would have to be soon.

Mottled dusk . . . the Throgs had moved a little away from him. Shann looked beyond them to the
perimeter of the cleared field, not really because he expected to see any rescuers break from cover there.
And when he did see a change, Shann thought his own sight was at fault.

Those splotches of waxy light which marked certain trees, bushes, and scrubby ground-hugging plants
were spreading, running together in pools. And from those center cores of concentrated glow, tendrils of
mist lazily curled out, as a many-armed creature of the sea might allow its appendages to float in the water
which supported it. Tendrils crossed, met, and thickened. There was a growing river of eerie light which
spread, again resembling a sea wave licking out onto the field. And where it touched, unlike the wave, it
did not retreat, but lapped on. Was he actually seeing that? Shann could not be sure.

Only the gray light continued to build, faster now, its speed of advance matching its increase in bulk.
Shann somehow connected it with the veil of illusion. If it was real, there was a purpose behind it.

There was an aroused clicking from the Throgs. A blaster bolt cracked, its spiteful, sickly yellow slicing
into the nearest tongue of gray. But that luminous fog engulfed the blast and was not dispelled. Shann
forced his head around against the support which held him. The mist crept across the field from all
quarters, walling them in.

Running at the ungainly lope which was their best effort at speed were half a dozen Throgs emerging from
the river section. Their attitude suggested panic-stricken flight, and when one tripped on some unseen
obstruction and went down—to fall beneath a descending tongue of phosphorescence—he uttered a strange
high-pitched squeal, thin and faint, but still a note of complete, mindless terror.

The Throgs surrounding Shann were firing at the fog, first with precision, then raggedly, as their bolts did
nothing to cut that opaque curtain drawing in about them. From inside that mist came other sounds—
noises, calls, and cries all alien to him, and perhaps also to the Throgs. There were shapes barely to be
discerned through the swirls; perhaps some were Throgs in flight. But certainly others were non-Throg in
outline. And the Terran was sure that at least three of those shapes, all different, had been in pursuit of one
fleeing Throg, heading him off from that small open area still holding about Shann.

For the Throgs were being herded in from all sides—the handful who had come from the river, the others
who had brought Shann there. And the action of the mist was pushing them into a tight knot. Would they
eventually turn on him, wanting to make sure of their prisoner before they made a last stand against
whatever lurked in the fog? To Shann’s continued relief the aliens seemed to have forgotten him. Even
when one cowered back against the very edge of the frame on which the Terran was bound, the beetle-head
did not look at this helpless prey.

They were firing wildly, with desperation in every heavy thrust of bolt. Then one Throg threw down his
blaster, raised his arms over his head, and voicing the same high wail uttered by his comrade-in-arms
earlier, he ran straight into the mist where a shape materialized, closed in behind him, cutting him off from
his fellows.

That break demoralized the others. The Throg commander burned down two of his company with his
blaster, but three more broke past him to the fog. One of the remaining party reversed his blaster, swung



the stock against the officer’s carapace, beating him to his knees, before the attacker raced on into the
billows of the mist. Another threw himself on the ground and lay there, pounding his claws against the
baked earth. While a remaining two continued with stolid precision to fire at the lurking shapes which
could only be half seen; and a third helped the officer to his feet.

The Throg commander reeled back against the frame, his musky body scent filling Shann’s nostrils. But he,
too, paid no attention to the Terran, though his horny arms scraped across Shann’s. Holding both of his
claws to his head, he staggered on, to be engulfed by a new arm of the fog.

Then, as if the swallowing of the officer had given the mist a fresh appetite, the wan light waved in a last
vast billow over the clear area about the frame. Shann felt its substance cold, slimy, on his skin. This was a
deadly breath of un-life.

He was weakened, sapped of strength, so that he hung in his bonds, his head lolling forward on his breast.
Warmth pressed against him, a warm wet touch on his cold skin, a sensation of friendly concern in his
mind. Shann gasped, found that he was no longer filling his lungs with that chill staleness which was the
breath of the fog. He opened his eyes, struggling to raise his head. The gray light had retreated, but though
a Throg blaster lay close to his feet, another only a yard beyond, there was no sign of the aliens.

Instead, standing on their hind feet to press against him in a demand for his attention, were the wolverines.
And seeing them, Shann dared to believe that the impossible could be true; somehow he was safe.

He spoke. And Taggi and Togi answered with eager whines. The mist was withdrawing more slowly than
it had come. Here and there things lay very still on the ground.

“Lantee!”

This time the call came not into his mind but out of the air. Shann made an effort at reply which was close
to a croak.

“Over here!”

A new shape in the fog was moving with purpose toward him. Thorvald strode into the open, sighted
Shann, and began to run.

“What did they—?” he began.

Shann wanted to laugh, but the sound which issued from his dry throat was very little like mirth. He
struggled helplessly until he managed to get out some words which made sense.

“...hadn’t started in on me yet. You were just in time.”

Thorvald loosened the wires which held the younger man to the frame and stood ready to catch him as he
slumped forward. And the officer’s hold wiped away the last clammy residue of the mist. Though he did
not seem able to keep on his feet, Shann’s mind was clear.

“What happened?” he demanded.

“The power.” Thorvald was examining him hastily but with attention for every cut and bruise. “The beetle-
heads didn’t really get to work on you—"

“Told you that,” Shann said impatiently. “But what brought that fog and got the Throgs?”

Thorvald smiled grimly. The ghostly light was fading as the fog retreated, but Shann could see well enough
to note that around the other’s neck hung one of the Wyvern disks.



“It was a variation of the veil of illusion. You faced your memories under the influence of that; so did I.
But it would seem that the Throgs had ones worse than either of us could produce. You can’t play the role
of thug all over the galaxy and not store up in the subconscious a fine line of private fears and remembered
enemies. We provided the means for releasing those, and they simply raised their own devils to order.
Neatest justice ever rendered. It seems that the ‘power’ has a big kick—in a different way—when a Terran
will manages to spark it.”

“And you did?”

“I made a small beginning. Also I had the full backing of the Elders, and a general staff of Wyverns in
support. In a way I helped to provide a channel for their concentration. Alone they can work ‘magic’; with
us they can spread out into new fields. Tonight we hunted Throgs as a united team—most successfully.”

“But they wouldn’t go after the one in the skull.”

“No. Direct contact with a Throg mind appears to short-circuit them. I did the contacting; they fed me what
I needed. We have the answer to the Throgs now—one answer.” Thorvald looked back over the field
where those bodies lay so still. “We can kill Throgs. Maybe someday we can learn another trick—how to
live with them.” He returned abruptly to the present. “You did contact the transport.”

Shann explained what had happened in the com dome. “I think when the ship broke contact that way they
understood.”

“We’ll take it that they did, and be on the move.” Thorvald helped Shann to his feet. “If a cruiser berths
here shortly, I don’t propose to be under its tail flames when it sets down.”

The cruiser came. And a mop-up squad patrolled outward from the reclaimed camp, picked up two living
Throgs, both wandering witlessly. But Shann only heard of that later. He slept, so deep and dreamlessly
that when he roused he was momentarily dazed.

A Survey uniform—with a cadet’s badges—Ilay across the wall seat facing his bunk in the barracks he had
left . . . how many days or weeks before? The garments fitted well enough, but he removed the insignia to
which he was not entitled. When he ventured out he saw half a dozen troopers of the patrol, together with
Thorvald, watching the cruiser lift again into the morning sky.

Taggi and Togi, trailing leashes, galloped out of nowhere to hurl themselves at him in uproarious welcome.
And Thorvald must have heard their eager whines even through the blast of the ship, for he turned and
waved Shann to join him.

“Where is the cruiser going?”

“To punch a Throg base out of this system,” Thorvald answered. “They located it—on Witch.”

“But we’re staying on here?”

Thorvald glanced at him oddly. “There won’t be any settlement now. But we have to establish a
conditional embassy post. And the patrol has left a guard.”

Embassy post. Shann digested that. Yes, of course, Thorvald, because of his close contact with the
Wyverns, would be left here for the present to act as liaison officer-in-charge.

“We don’t propose,” the other was continuing, “to allow to lapse any contact with the one intelligent alien
race we have discovered who can furnish us with full-time partnership to our mutual benefit. And there
mustn’t be any bungling here!”



Shann nodded. That made sense. As soon as possible Warlock would witness the arrival of another team,
one slated this time to the cultivation of an alien friendship and alliance, rather than preparation for Terran
colonists. Would they keep him on? He supposed not; the wolverines’ usefulness was no longer apparent.

“Don’t you know your regulations?” There was a snap in Thorvald’s demand which startled Shann. He
glanced up, discovered the other surveying him critically. “You’re not in uniform—"

“No, sir,” he admitted. “I couldn’t find my own kit.”

“Where are your badges?”

Shann’s hand went up to the marks left when he had so carefully ripped off the insignia.

“My badges? I have no rank,” he replied, bewildered.

“Every team carries at least one cadet on strength.”

Shann flushed. There had been one cadet on this team; why did Thorvald want to remember that?

“Also,” the other’s voice sounded remote, “there can be appointments made in the field—for cause. Those
appointments are left to the discretion of the officer-in-charge, and they are never questioned. I repeat, you
are not in uniform, Lantee. You will make the necessary alteration and report to me at headquarters dome.
As sole representatives of Terra here we have a matter of protocol to be discussed with our witches, and
they have a right to expect punctuality from a pair of warlocks, so get going!”

Shann still stood, staring incredulously at the officer. Then Thorvald’s official severity vanished in a smile
which was warm and real.

“Get going,” he ordered once more, “before I have to log you for inattention to orders.”

Shann turned, nearly stumbling over Taggi, and then ran back to the barracks in quest of some very
important bits of braid he hoped he could find in a hurry.

ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE
I

Charis crouched behind the stump, her thin hands pressed tight to the pain in her side. Her breath came in
tearing gasps which jerked her whole body, and her hearing was dimmed by the pounding blood in her
ears. It was still too early in the morning to distinguish more than light and dark, shadow and open. Even
the blood-red of the spargo stump was gray-black in this predawn. But it was not too dark for her to pick
out the markers on the mountain trail.

Though her will and mind were already straining ahead for that climb, her weak body remained here on the
edge of the settlement clearing, well within reach—within reach. Charis fought back the panic which she
still had wit enough to realize was an enemy. She forced her trembling body to remain in the shadow of the
stump, to be governed by her mind and not by the fear which was a fire eating her. Now she could not
quite remember when that fear had been born. It had ridden her for days, coming to its full blaze yesterday.

Yesterday! Charis strove to throw off the memory of yesterday, but that, too, she forced herself to face
now. Blind panic and running; she dared not give in to either or she was lost. She knew the enemy and she
had to fight, but since a trial of physical strength was out of the question, this meant a test of wits.



As she crouched there, striving to rest, she drew upon memory for any scraps of information which might
mean weapons. The trouble had begun far back; Charis knew a certain dull wonder at why she had not
realized before how far back it had begun. Of course, she and her father had expected to be greeted by
some suspicion—or at least some wariness when they had joined the colonists just before takeoff on Varn.

Ander Nordholm had been a government man. He and his daughter were classed as outsiders and strangers
by the colony group, much as were the other representatives of law from off-world—the Ranger Franklyn,
Post Officer Kaus and his two guards, the medical officer and his wife. But every colony had to have an
education officer. In the past too many frontier-world settlements had split away from the Confederation,
following sometimes weird and dangerous paths of development when fanatics took control, warped
education, and cut off communications with other worlds.

Yes, the Nordholms had expected a period of adjustment, of even semi-ostracization since this was a
Believer colony. But her father had been winning them over—he had! Charis could not have deceived
herself about that. Why, she had been invited to one of the women’s “mend” parties. Or had it been a blind
even then?

But this—this would never have happened if it had not been for the white death! Charis’s breath came now
in a real sob. There were so many shadows of fear on a newly opened planet. No safeguard could keep
them all from striking at the fragile life of a newly planted colony. And here had been waiting a death no
one could see, could meet with blaster or hunting knife or even the medical knowledge her species had
been able to amass during centuries of space travel, experimentation, and information acquired across the
galaxy.

And in its striking, the disease had favored the fanatical prejudices of the colonists. For it struck first the
resented government men. The ranger, the port captain and his men, her father—Charis’s fist was at her
mouth, and she bit hard upon her knuckles. Then it struck the medic—always the men. Later the
colonists—oddly enough, those who had been most friendly with the government party—and only the men
and boys in those families.

The ugly things the survivors had said—that the government was behind the plague. They had yelled that
when they burned the small hospital. Charis leaned her forehead against the rough stump and tried not to
remember that. She had been with Aldith Lasser, the two of them trying to find some meaning in a world
which in two weeks had taken husband and father from them and turned their kind into mad people. She
would not think of Aldith now; she would not! nor of Visma Unskar screaming horrors when Aldith had
saved her baby for her—

Charis’s whole body was shaking with spasms she could not control. Demeter had been such a fair world.
In the early days after their landing, Charis had gone on two expeditions with the ranger, taking the notes
for his reports. That was what they had held against her in the colony—her education, her equality with the
government men. So—Charis put her hands against the stump and pulled herself up—so now she had three
choices left.

She could return; or she could remain here until the hunt found her—to take her as a slave down to the foul
nest they were fast making of the first human settlement on Demeter; or somehow she could reach the
mountains and hide out like a wild thing until sooner or later some native peril would finish her. That
seemed much the cleaner way to end. Still steadying herself with one hand on the stump, Charis stooped to
pick up the small bundle of pitiful remnants she had grubbed out of the ruins of the government domes.

A hunting knife, blackened by fire, was her only weapon. And there were formidable beasts in the
mountains. Her tongue moved across dry lips, and there was a dull ache in her middle. She had eaten last
when? Last night? A portion of bread, hard and with the mustiness of mold on it, was in the bag. There
would be berries in the heights. She could actually see them—yellow, burstingly plump—hanging so heavy
on willowy branches that they pulled the boughs groundward. Charis swallowed again, pushed away from
the stump, and stumbled on.



Her safety depended upon what the settlers would decide. She had no means of concealing her back trail.
In the morning it would be found. But whether their temper would be to follow her, or if they would
shruggingly write her off to be finished by the wild, Charis could not guess. She was the one remaining
symbol of all Tolskegg preached against—the liberal off-world mind, the “un-female,” as he called it. The
wild, with every beast Ranger Franklyn had catalogued lined up ready to tear her, was far better than facing
again the collection of cabins where Tolskegg now spouted his particular brand of poison, that poison, bred
of closed minds, which her father had taught her early to fear. And Visma and her ilk had lapped that
poison to grow fat and vigorous on it. Charis weaved on along the trail.

There was no sign of a rising sun, she realized some time later. Instead, clouds were thicker overhead.
Charis watched them in dull resignation, awaiting a day of chill, soaking rain. The thickets higher up might
give her some protection from the full force of a steady pour, but they would not keep out the cold. Some
cave or hole into which she could crawl before full exposure weakened her to the point that she could go
no farther—

She tried to remember all the features of this trail. Twice she had been along it—the first time when they
had cut the trace, the second time when she had taken the little ones to the spring to show them the
wonderful sheaths of red flowers and the small, jeweled, flying lizards that lived among those loops of
blossoming vines.

The little ones . . . Charis’s cracked lips shaped a grimace. Jonan had thrown the stone which had made the
black bruise on her arm. Yet, on that other day, Jonan had stood drinking in the beauty of the flowers.

Little ones and not so little ones. Charis began to reckon how many boys had survived the white death. All
the little ones, she realized with some wonder, were still alive—that is, all under twelve years. Of those in
their teens, five remained, all representing families who had had least contact with the government group,
been the most fanatical in their severance. And of adult men . . . Charis forced herself to recall every
distorted face in the mob bent on destruction, every group she had spied upon while hiding out.

Twenty adult men out of a hundred! The women would go into the fields, but they could not carry on the
heavy work of clearing. How long would it take Leader Tolskegg to realize that, in deliberately leading the
mob to destroy the off-world equipment, he might also have sentenced all of the remaining colonists to
slow death?

Of course, sooner or later, Central Control would investigate. But not for months was any government ship
scheduled to set down on Demeter. And by that time the whole colony could be finished. The excuse of an
epidemic would cover the activities of any survivors. Tolskegg, if he were still alive then, could tell a
plausible tale. Charis was sure that the colony leader now believed he and his people were free from the
government and that no ship would come, that the Power of their particular belief had planned this so for
them.

Charis pushed between branches. The rain began, plastering her hair to her head, streaming in chill trickles
down her face, soaking into the torn coat on her shoulders. She stooped under its force, still shivering. If
she could only reach the spring. Above that was broken rock where she might find a hole.

But it was harder and harder for her to pull herself up the rising slope. Several times she went down to
hands and knees, crawling until she could use a bush or a boulder to pull upright once more. All the world
was gray and wet, a sea to swallow one. Charis shook her head with a jerk. It would be so easy to drift into
the depths of that sea, to let herself go.

This was real—here and now. She could clutch the bushes, pull herself along. Above was safety; at least,
freedom of a sort still undefiled by the settlers. And here was the spring. The curtain of blossoms was gone,
seed pods hung in their place. No lizards, but something squat and hairy drank at the pool, a thing with a
long muzzle that looked at her from a double set of eyes, coldly, without fear. Charis paused to stare back.



A purple tongue flicked from the snout, lapped at the water in a farewell lick. The creature reared on
stumpy hind feet, standing about three feet tall; and Charis recognized it, in this normal pose, as one of the
tree-dwelling fruit eaters that depended upon overdeveloped arms and shoulders for a method of progress
overhead. She had never seen one on the ground before, but she thought it harmless.

It turned with more speed than its clumsy build suggested and used the vines for a ladder to take it up out
of her sight. There was a shrill cry from where it vanished and the sound of more than one body moving
away.

Charis squatted by the pool side and drank from her cupped hands. The water was cold enough to numb
her palms, and she rubbed them back and forth across the front of her jacket when she was finished, not in
any hopes of drying them but to restore circulation. Then Charis struck off to the left where the vegetation
gave way to bare rock.

How long it was, that struggle to gain the broken country, Charis could not have told. The effort stripped
her of her few remaining rags of energy, and sheer, stubborn will alone kept her crawling to the foot of an
outcrop, where a second pillar of stone leaned to touch the larger and so formed a small cup of shelter. She
drew her aching body into that and huddled, sobbing with weakness.

The pain which had started under her ribs spread now through her whole body. She drew her knees up to
her chest and wrapped her arms about them, resting her chin on one kneecap. For a long moment she was
as still as her shaking body would allow her to rest. And it was some time later that she realized chance had
provided her with a better hideout than her conscious mind had directed.

From this niche and out of the full drive of the rain, Charis had a relatively unobstructed view of the down-
slope straight to the field on which their colony ship had first set down. The scars of its braking thrusters
were still visible there even after all these months. Beyond, to her right, was the straggle of colony cabins.
The dim gray of the storm lessened the range of visibility, but Charis thought she could see a trail or two of
smoke rising there.

If Tolskegg was following the usual pattern, he had already herded the majority of the adults into the fields
in that race for planting. With the equipment destroyed, it would be a struggle to get the mutated seed in
the ground in time for an early harvest. Charis did not move her head. From here the fields were masked by
the rounded slope; she could not witness the backbreaking toil in progress there. But if the new ruler of the
colony was holding to schedule, she need not fear the trailers would be early on her track—if they came at
all.

Her head was heavy on her knee; the need for sleep was almost as great as the ache of hunger. She roused
herself to open her bundle and take out the dry bread to gnaw. The taste almost made her choke. If she had
only had warning enough to hide some of the trail rations the explorers had used! But by the time she had
nursed her father to the end, the main stores had largely been raided or destroyed because of their “evil”
sources.

As she chewed the noisome mouthful, Charis watched downtrail. Nothing moved in the portion of the
settlement she could see. Whether or not she wanted to, whether or not it was safe, she must rest. And this
was the best hole she could find. Perhaps the steady rain would wash away the traces she had left. It was a
small hope but all she had left to cling to.

Charis thrust the rest of the bread back into her bundle. Then she strove to wriggle deeper into her half-
cave. Spray from the rain striking the rocks reached her in spite of her efforts. But finally she lapsed into
quiet, her forehead down on her knees, her only movements the shivers she could not control.

Was it sleep or unconsciousness which held her, and for how long? Charis rose out of a nightmare with a
cry, but any sound she made was swallowed up by a roar from outside.



She blinked dazedly at what seemed to be a column of fire reaching from earth to gray, weeping sky. Only
for a moment did that last, and then the fire was at ground level, boiling up the very substance of the soil.
Charis scrambled forward on hands and knees, shouting but still blanketed by that other sound.

There was a spacer, a slim, scoured shape, pointing nose to sky, the heat of its braking fire making a steam
mist about it. But this was no vision—it was real! A spacer had set down by the village!

Charis tottered forward. Tears added to the rain, wet on her cheeks. There was a ship—help—down there.
And it had come too soon for Tolskegg to hide the evidence of what had happened. The burned bubble
domes, all the rest—they would be seen; questions would be asked. And she would be there to answer
them!

She lost her footing on a patch of sleek clay, and before she could regain her balance, Charis was skidding
down, unable to stop her fall. The sick horror lasted for an endless second or two. Then came a sudden
shock, bringing pain and blackness.

Rain on her face roused Charis again. She lay with her feet higher than her head, a mass of rubble about
her. Panic hit her, the fear that she was trapped or that broken bones would immobilize her, away from the
wonderful safety and help of the ship. She must get there—now!

In spite of the pain, she wriggled and struggled out of the debris of the slide, crawled away from it.
Somehow she got to her feet. There was no way of telling how long she had lain there and the thought of
the ship waiting drove her on to make an effort she could not have faced earlier.

No time to go back to the spring trail—if she could reach it from this point. Better straight down, with the
incline of the slope to keep her going in the right direction. She had been almost directly above and behind
the landing point when she had sheltered among the rocks. She must have slid in the right direction, so she
only had to keep on going that way.

Was it a Patrol ship, Charis wondered as she stumbled on. She tried to remember its outline. It was
certainly not a colony transport—it was not rotund enough; nor was it a regulation freighter. So it could
only be a Patrol or a government scout landing off-schedule. And its crew would know how to deal with
the situation here. Tolskegg might already be under arrest.

Charis forced herself to cut down her first headlong pace. She knew she must not risk another fall, the
chance of knocking herself out just when help was so near. No, she wanted to walk in on her own two feet,
to be able to tell her story and tell it clearly. Take it slowly: the ship would not lift now.

She could smell the stench of the thruster-burn, see the steam as a murky fog through the trees and brush.
Better circle here; it no longer mattered if Tolskegg or his henchmen sighted her. They would be afraid to
make any move against her.

Charis wavered out of the brush into the open and started for the village without fear. She would show up
on the vistaplates in the ship, and none of the colonists would risk a hostile move under that circumstance.

So—she would stay right here. There was no sign of anyone’s coming out of the village. Of course not!
They would be trying to work out some plausible story, whining to Tolskegg. Charis faced around toward
the ship and waved vigorously, looking for the insignia which would make it Patrol or Scout.

There was none! It took a moment for that fact to make a conscious impression on her mind. Charis had
been so sure that the proper markings would be there that she had almost deceived herself into believing
that she sighted them. But the spacer bore no device at all. Her arm dropped to her side suddenly as she
saw the ship as it really was.



This was not the clean-lined, well-kept spacer of any government service. The sides were space-dust cut,
the general proportions somewhere between scout and freighter, with its condition decidedly less than
carefully tended. It must be a Free Trader of the second class, maybe even a tramp—one of those plying a
none-too-clean trade on the frontier worlds. And the chances were very poor that the commander or crew
of such would be lawfully engaged here or would care at all about what happened to the representatives of
government they were already aligned against in practice. Charis could hope for no help from such as
these.

A port opened and the landing ramp snaked out and down. Somehow Charis pulled herself together, she
turned to run. But out of the air spun a rope, jerking tight about her arms and lower chest, pulling her back
and off her feet to roll, helplessly entangled, a prisoner. While behind she heard the high-pitched, shrill
laughter of Tolskegg’s son, one of the five boys who had survived the epidemic.

II

She must keep her wits, she must! Charis sat on the backless bench, her shoulders braced against the log
wall, and thought furiously. Tolskegg was there and Bagroof, Sidders, Mazz. She surveyed what now must
be the ruling court of the colony. And then, the trader. Her attention kept going back to the man at the end
of the table who sat there, nursing a mug of quaffa, eyeing the assembly with a spark of amusement behind
the drooping lids of his very bright and wary eyes.

Charis had known some Free Traders. In fact, among that class of explorer-adventurer-merchant her father
had had some good friends, men who carried with them a strong desire for knowledge, who had added
immeasurably to the information concerning unknown worlds. But those were the aristocrats of their
calling. There were others who were scavengers, pirates on occasion, raiders who took instead of bargained
when the native traders of an alien race were too weak to stand against superior off-world weapons.

“It is simple, my friend.” The trader’s insolent tone to Tolskegg must have cut the colonist raw, yet he took
it because he must. “You need labor. Your fields are not going to plow, plant, and reap themselves. All
right, in freeze I have labor—good hands all of them. I had my pick; not one can’t pull his weight, I
promise you. There was a flare on Gonwall’s sun, they had to evacuate to Sallam, and Sallam couldn’t
absorb the excess population. So we were allowed to recruit in the refugee camp. My cargo’s prime
males—sturdy, young, and all under indefinite contracts. The only trouble is, friend, what do you have to
offer in return? Oh—" his hand went up to silence the beginning rumble from Tolskegg. “I beg of you, do
not let us have again this talk of furs. Yes, I have seen them, enough to pay for perhaps three of my cargo.
Your wood does not interest me in the least. I want small things, of less bulk, a money cargo for a fast
turnover elsewhere. Your furs for three laborers—unless you have something else to offer.”

So that was it! Charis drew a deep breath and knew there was no use in appealing to this captain. If he had
shipped desperate men on indefinite labor contracts, he was no better than a slaver, even though there was

a small shadow of legality to his business. And his present offer was sheer torment to Tolskegg.

“No native treasures—gems or such?” the captain continued. “Sad that your new world has so few
resources to aid you now, friend.”

Mazz was pulling at his leader’s grimed sleeve, hissing into Tolskegg’s ear. The frown on the other’s face
lightened a little.

“Give us a moment to do some reckoning, captain. We may have something else.”

The trader nodded. “All the time you wish, friend. I thought that might move your memories.”



Charis tried to think what Mazz had in mind. There was nothing of immediate value to trade, she was sure,
save the bundle of pelts the ranger had gathered as specimens. Those had been cured to send off-world as
scientific material.

The buzz of whispers among the colonists came to an end and Tolskegg faced about. “You trade in labor.
What if we offer you labor in return?”

For the first time, the captain displayed a faint trace of surprise—deliberately, Charis decided. He was too
old a hand at any bargaining to show any emotion unless for a purpose.

“Labor? But you are poor in labor. Do you wish to strip yourselves of what few assets you possess?”’

“You deal in labor,” Tolskegg growled. “And there is more than one kind of labor. Is that not so? We need
strong backs, men for our fields. But there are other worlds where they may need women.”

Charis stiffened. For the first time she saw more than one reason for her having been dumped here. She had
thought it was merely to impress upon her the folly of hoping for any rescue. But this—

“Women?” The captain’s surprise grew more open. “You would trade your women?”

Mazz was grinning, a twisted and vicious grin centered on Charis. Mazz still smarted from Ander
Nordholm’s interference when he had wanted to beat his wife and daughter into the fields.

“Some women,” Mazz said. “Her—"

Charis had been aware that the trader had pointedly ignored her from his entrance into the cabin. To
interfere in the internal affairs of any colony was against trading policy. To the captain, a girl with her arms
tied behind her back, her feet pinioned, was a matter involving the settlement and not his concern. But now
he accepted Mazz’s statement as an excuse for giving her a measuring stare. Then he laughed.

“And of what possible value is this one? A child, a reed to break if you set her to any useful labor.”

“She is older than she looks and has the learning of books,” Tolskegg retorted. “She was a teacher of
useless knowledge, and speaks more than one tongue. On some worlds such are useful or deemed so by the
fools that live there.”

“Who are you, then?”” The captain spoke to her directly.

Was this a chance? Could she persuade him to take her, hoping to contact authority off-world and so obtain
her freedom?

“Charis Nordholm. My father was education officer here.”

“So? Oh, daughter of a learned one, what has chanced in this place?”” He had slipped from Basic into the
sibilant Zacathan tongue. She answered him readily in the same language.

“First, winged one, a sickness, and then the blight of ignorance.”

Tolskegg’s great fist struck the table with a drum thud. “Speak words we can understand!”

The captain smiled. “You have claimed for this child knowledge. I have the right to decide whether that
knowledge makes her worth my buying. In the water of the north there are splinters of ice.” Again he used

one of the Five Tongues—that of Danther.

“But the winds of the south melt them swiftly.” Charis replied to that code address almost mechanically.



“I say—speak what a man can understand. She has learning, this one. She is useless to us here. But to you
she is worth at least another laborer!”

“How say you, Gentle Fem?” The trader addressed Charis. “Do you deem yourself worth a man?”’
For the first time the girl allowed herself a thrust in return. “I am worth several of some!”
The captain laughed. “Well said. And if I take you, will you sign an indefinite contract?”

For a long moment Charis stared at him, her small spark of hope crushed before it had time to warm her.
As her eyes met his, she knew the truth—he was not really an escape at all. This man would not take her
from Demeter to someone in authority. Any bargain would be made on his terms, and those terms would
bind her on almost every planet he would visit. With a labor cargo he would set down only on those worlds
where such a shipment would be welcome and legal. With an indefinite contract to bind her, she could not
appeal for freedom.

“That is slavery,” she said.

“Not so.” But his smile held almost as much malice as Mazz’s grin. “To every contract there comes an end
in time. Of course, you need not sign, Gentle Fem. You may remain here—if that is your wish.”

“We trade her!” Tolskegg had followed this exchange with growing exasperation. “She is not one of us,
nor our kind. We trade her!”

The captain’s smile grew broader. “It would seem, Gentle Fem, that you have little choice. I do not think
that this world will be very kind to you under the circumstances if you remain.”

Charis knew he was right. Left to Tolskegg and the rest, their hatred of her the hotter for losing out on
what they thought was a bargain, she would be truly lost. She drew a ragged breath; the choice was already
made.

“I’ll sign,” she said dully.

The captain nodded. “I thought you would. You are in full possession of your senses. You—" he pointed to
Mazz, “loose the Gentle Fem!”

“Already once she has run to the woods,” Tolskegg objected. “Let her remain bound if you wish to control
her. She is a demon’s daughter and full of sin.”

“I do not think she will run. And since she is about to become marketable property, I have a voice in this
matter. Loose her now!”

Charis sat rubbing her wrists after the cords were cut. The captain was right—her strength and energy were
gone; she could not make a break for freedom now. Since the trader had tested her education to a small
degree, it was possible that learning was a marketable commodity for which he already foresaw profit. And
to be off-world, away from Demeter, would be a small measure of freedom in itself.

“You present a problem.” The captain spoke to her again. “There is no processing station here, and we
cannot ship you out in freeze—"

Charis shivered. Most labor ships stacked their cargo in the freeze of suspended animation, thus saving
room, supplies, all the needs of regular passengers. Space on board a trader ship was strictly limited.



“Since we lift without much cargo,” he continued, “you’ll bunk in the strong room. And now—what’s the
matter—are you sick?”

She had striven to rise, only to have the room whirl about her with a sickening lurch of floor and ceiling.

“Hungry.” Charis clutched at the nearest hold, the arm the captain had put out involuntarily when she
swayed.

“Well, that can be remedied easily enough.”

Charis remembered little of how she got to the spacer. She was most aware of a cup pushed into her hands,

warm to her cold palms, and the odor which rose from it. Somehow she managed to get the container to her
lips and drink. It was a thick soup, savory, though she could not identify any of its contents. When she had

finished, she settled back on the bunk and looked about the room.

Each Free Trader had a cabin with extra security devices intended to house particularly rich, small cargo.
The series of cupboards and drawers about her were plainly marked with thumbprint locks which only the
captain and his most trusted officers could open. And the bunk on which she sat was for a port-side guard
when such were needed.

So she, Charis Nordholm, was no longer a person but valuable cargo. But she was tired, too tired to worry,
to even think, about the future. She was tired—

The vibration of the walls, the bunk under her, were a part of her body, too. She tried to move and could
not; panic caught at her until she saw that the webbing of the take-off belts laced her in. Thankful, Charis
touched the release button and sat up. They were off-planet, headed toward what new port of call? She
almost did not want to know.

Since there was no recording of time in the treasure cabin, Charis could portion hours, days, only by the
clicking of the tray which brought her food through a hatch at intervals—long intervals, for the food was
mostly the low-bulk, high-energy tablets of emergency rations. She saw no one and the door did not open.
She might have been imprisoned in an empty ship.

At first Charis welcomed the privacy, feeling secure in it. She slept a lot, slowly regaining the strength
which had been drained from her during those last weeks on Demeter. Then she became bored and restless.
The drawers and cupboards attracted her, but those she could open were empty. At the fifth meal-period
there was a small packet beside her rations, and Charis opened it eagerly to find a reader with a tape
threaded through it.

Surprisingly enough, the tape proved to be one of the long epic poems of the sea world of Kraken. She read
it often enough to commit long passages to heart, but it spurred her imagination to spin fantasies of her
own which broke up the dull apathy induced by her surroundings. And always she could speculate about
the future and what it might hold.

The captain—odd that she had never heard his name—had hers now, along with her thumbprint, on his
contract. She was signed and sealed to a future someone else would direct. But always she could hope that
chance would take her where she could appeal for aid and freedom. And Charis was very sure now that a
future off-world would be better than any on Demeter.

She was reciting aloud her favorite passage from the saga when a loud clang, resounding from the walls of
the cabin, sent her flat on the bunk, snapping the webbing in place. The spacer was setting down. Was this
the end of the trip for her or just a way stop? She endured the pressure of planeting and lay waiting for the
answer.



Though the ship must be in port, no one came to free her, and as the moments passed she grew impatient,
pacing back and forth in the cabin, listening for any sound. But, save that the vibration had ceased, they
could as well have been in space.

Charis wanted to pound the door, scream her desire to be out of what was now not a place of security but a
cage. By stern effort she controlled that impulse. Where were they now? What was happening? How long
would this continue—this being sealed away? Lacing her fingers tightly together, she went back to the
bunk, willed herself to sit there with an outward semblance of patience. She might be able to communicate
through the ration hatch if this went on.

She was still sitting when the door opened. The captain stood there with a bundle under his arm which he
tossed to the bunk beside her.

“Get into this.” He nodded curtly at the bundle. “Then come!”

Charis pulled at the fastening of the bundle to unroll a coverall uniform, the kind worn by spacemen off
duty. It was clean and close enough to her size to fit if she rolled up the sleeves and pants legs. She
changed in the pocket-sized refresher of the cabin, glad to discard her soiled and torn Demeter clothing.
But she had to keep her scuffed and worn boots. Her hair was shoulder-length now, its light brown strands
fair against her tanned skin, curling up a little at the ends. Charis drew it back to tie with a strip of cloth,
forming a bobbing tail at the back of her head. There was no need to consult any mirror; she was no beauty
by the standards of her race and never had been. Her mouth was too wide, her cheekbones too clearly
defined, and her eyes—a pale gray—too colorless. She was of Terran stock, of middle height which made
her taller than some of the mutated males, and altogether undistinguished.

But she was feminine enough to devote several seconds making sure the coverall fitted as well as she could
manage and that she made the best appearance possible under the circumstances. Then, a little warily, she
tried the door, found it open, and stepped out onto the level landing.

The captain was already on the ladder; only his head and shoulders were in sight. He beckoned impatiently
to her. She followed him down for three levels until they came to the open hatch from which sprang the
door ramp.

Outside was a glare of sunlight which made Charis blink and raise her hands to shield her eyes. The captain
caught her elbow and steered her ahead into a harsh warmth, desert-like in its baking heat. And as her eyes
adjusted she saw that they had indeed set down in a wasteland.

Sand, which was a uniform red outside the glassy slag left by the thruster blast, lapped out to the foot of a
range of small hills, the outline of which shimmered in heat waves. There was no sign of any building, no
look of a port, save for the countless slag scars which pecked and pitted the surface of the desert sand,
evidence of many landings and take-offs.

There were ships—two, three, a fourth farther away. And all of them, Charis saw, were of the same type as
the one she had just left, second- and third-class traders. This seemed to be a rendezvous for fringe
merchants.

The captain’s hold on her arm left Charis no time to examine her surroundings more closely; he was
pulling rather than guiding her to the next ship, a twin to his own. And a man, with an officer’s winged cap

but no uniform except nondescript coveralls, stood waiting for them at the foot of the ramp.

He stared at Charis intently as she and the captain approached. But the stare was impersonal, as if she were
not a woman or even a human being at all, but a new tool of which the stranger was not quite sure.

“Here she is.” The captain brought Charis to a stop before the strange officer.



His stare held for a moment and then he nodded and turned to go up the ramp. The other two followed.
Once inside the ship, Charis, sandwiched between the two men, climbed the core ladder up to the level of
the commander’s cabin. There he signaled for her to sit at a swing-down desk, pushed a reader before her.

What followed was, Charis discovered, an examination into her ability to keep accounts, her knowledge of
X-tee contact procedures, and the like. In some fields she was very ignorant, but in others she appeared to
satisfy her questioner.

“She’ll do.” The stranger was very sparing of words.

Do for what? The question was on the tip of Charis’s tongue when the stranger saw fit to enlighten her.
“I’m Jagan, Free Trader, and I’ve a temporary permit for a world named Warlock. Heard of it?”

Charis shook her head. There were too many worlds; one could never keep up with their listing.

“Probably not—back of beyond,” Jagan had already added. “Well, the natives have an unusual system.
Their females rule, make all off-world contacts; and they don’t like to deal with males, even strangers like
us. So we have to have a woman to palaver with them. You know some X-tee stuff and you’ve enough
education to keep the books. We’ll put you at the post, and then they’ll trade. I’m buying your contract,
and that’s that. Got it, girl?”

He did not wait for her to answer, but waved her away from the desk. She backed against the cabin wall
and watched him thumbprint the document which transferred her future into his keeping.

Warlock—another world—unsettled by human beings except at a trading post. Charis considered the
situation. Such trading posts were visited at intervals by officials. She might have a chance to plead her
case before such an inspector.

Warlock— She began to wonder about that planet and what might await her there.

III

“It’s simple. You discover what they want and give it to them for as near your price as you can get.” Jagan
sat at the wall desk, Charis on a second pull-seat by the wall. But the captain was not looking at her; he was
staring at the cabin wall as if the answer to some dilemma was scratched there as deeply as a blaster ray
could burn it. “They have what we want. Look here—" He pulled out a strip of material as long as Charis’s
forearm and as wide as her palm.

It was fabric of some type, a pleasant green color with an odd shimmer to its surface. And it slipped
through her fingers with a caressing softness. Also, she discovered, it could be creased and folded into an
amazingly small compass, yet would shake out completely unwrinkled.

“That’s waterproof,” Jagan said. “They make it. Of what we don’t know.”

“For their clothing?” Charis was entranced. This had the soft beauty of the fabulously expensive Askra
spider silk.

“No, this fabric is used commonly to package things—bags and such. The Warlockians don’t wear
clothing. They live in the sea as far as we know. And that’s the only thing we’ve been able to trade out of
them so far. We can’t get to them—" He scowled, flipping record tapes about the top of the desk. “This is
our chance, the big one, the one every trader dreams of having someday—a permit on a newly opened
world. Make this spin right and it means—" His voice trailed off, but Charis understood him.



Trading empires, fortunes, were made from just such chances. To get at the first trade of a new world was a
dream of good luck. But she was still puzzled as to how Jagan had achieved the permit for Warlock. Surely
one of the big Companies would have made contact with Survey and bid in the rights to establish the first
post. Such plums were not for the fringe men. But it was hardly tactful under the circumstances to ask
Jagan how he had accomplished the nigh to impossible.

She had been spending a certain period of each ship’s day with Jagan, going over the tapes he considered
necessary for her briefing. And Charis had, after her first instruction hour, realized that to Jagan she was
not a person at all, but a key with which he might unlock the mysteriously shut door of Warlockian trade.
Oddly enough, while the captain supplied her with a wealth of information about his goods, the need for
certain prices and profits, the mechanics of trading with aliens, he seemed to have very little to say about
the natives themselves, save that they were strongly matriarchal in their beliefs, holding males in contempt.
And they had been wary of the post after a first curious interest in it.

Jagan was singularly evasive over why the first contact had failed so thoroughly. And Charis, treading
warily, dared not ask too many questions. This was like forsaking a well-worn road for a wilderness. She
still had a little knowledge to guide her, but she had to pick a new path, using all her intuition.

“They have something else.” Jagan came out of the thoughtful silence into which he had retreated. “It’s a
tool, a power. They travel by it.” He rubbed one hand across his square chin and looked at Charis oddly as
if daring her to take his words lightly. “They can vanish!”

“Vanish?” She tried to be encouraging. Every bit of information she could gain she must have.

“I saw it.” His voice sank to a mumble. “She was right there—"" one finger stabbed at the corner of the
cabin, “and then—" He shook his head. “Just—just gone! They work it some way. Get us the secret of how
they do that and we won’t need anything else.”

Charis knew that Jagan believed in the truth of what he had seen. And aliens had secrets. She was
beginning to look forward to Warlock more than for just a chance of being free of this spacer.

But when they did planet, she was not so certain once again. The sky of mid-afternoon was amber, pure
gold in places. The ship had set down among rough cliffs of red and black which shelved or broke abruptly
to the green sea. Except for that sea and the sky, Warlock appeared a somber world of dark earth, a world
which, to Charis, repelled rather than invited the coming of her species.

On Demeter the foliage had been a light, bright green, with hints of yellow along stem or leaf edge. Here it
held a purple overcast, as if it were eternally night-shadowed even in the full sun of day.

Charis had welcomed and fiercely longed for the fresh air of the open, untainted by spacer use. But after
her first tasting of that pleasure, she was more aware of a chill, a certain repulsion. Yet the breeze from the
sea was no more than fresh; the few odors it bore, while perhaps strange, were not offensive in any way.

There was no settlement, no indication except for slag scars, that any spacer had set down here before. She
followed Jagan down the ramp, away from the thruster steam, to the edge of a cliff drop, for they had
landed on a plateau well above sea level. Below was an inlet running like a sharp sword thrust of sea into
the land. And at its innermost tip bubbled the dome of the post, a gray dome of quickly hardened plasta-
skin—the usual temporary structure on a frontier planet.

“There she is.” Jagan nodded. But it seemed to Charis that he was in no hurry to approach his gate to
fortune. She stood there, the breeze tugging at her hair and the coveralls they had given her. Demeter had
been a frontier world, alien, but until after the white death had struck it had seemed open, willing to
welcome her kind. Was that because it had had no native race? Or because its very combination of natural
features, of sights, sounds, smells, had been more attuned to Terran stock? Charis had only begun to assess



what made that difference, trying to explore the emotions this first meeting with Warlock aroused in her,
when Jagan moved.

He lifted a hand to summon her on and led the way down a switchback trail cut into the native rock by
blaster fire. Behind she could hear the voices of his crew as they formed a line of men to descend.

The foliage had been thinned about the post, leaving a wide space of bare, blue soil and gray sand ringing
the bubble, an elementary defense precaution. Charis caught the scent of perfume, looked into a bush
where small lavender-pink balls bobbed and swung with the wind’s touch. That was the first light and
delicate thing she had seen in this rugged landscape.

Now that she was on a level with the post, she saw that the dome was larger than it looked from above. Its
surface was unbroken by any windows; visa-screens within would be set to pick up what registered on
sensitive patches of the walls. But at the seaward end there was the outline of a door. Jagan fronted that
and Charis, alert to any change in the trader’s attitude, was sure he was puzzled. But his pause was only
momentary. He strode forward and slapped his palm against the door as if in irritation.

The portal split open and they were inside the large foreroom. Charis looked about her. There was a long
table, really only a flat surface mounted on easily assembled pipelegs. A set of shelves, put together in a
like manner and now occupied by a mass of trade goods, followed the curve of the dome wall along,
flanking the door, and added to the portion cutting this first chamber off from the rest.

There was a second door midway of that inner wall; the man who stood there must be Gellir, Jagan’s
cargomaster and now post keeper. He had the deep tan of a space man, but his narrow face, with its sharp
jet of chin and nose, bore signs of fatigue. There were lines bracketing his lips, dark smudges under his
eyes. He was a man who was under a strain, Charis thought. And he carried a stunner, not holstered at his
belt as all the crew wore them when planetside, but free in his hand, as if he expected not his captain but
some danger he was not sure he could meet.

“You made it.” His greeting was a flat statement of fact. Then he sighted Charis and his expression
tightened into one that she thought, with surprise, was a mingling of fear and repulsion. “Why—" He
stopped, perhaps at some signal from Jagan the girl had not seen.

“Through here,” the captain spoke to her quickly. She was almost pushed past Gellir into a passage so
narrow that the shoulders of her escort brushed the plasta walls. He took her to the end of that way where
the dome began to curve down overhead and then opened another door. “In here,” he ordered curtly.

Charis went in, but as she turned, the door was already shut. Somehow she knew that if she tried to
separate it by palm pressure, it would be locked.

With growing apprehension Charis looked about the room. There was a folding cot against the slope of the
wall—she would have to move carefully to fit in under that curve. A stall fresher occupied a considerable
space in the room where the roof was higher. For the rest, there was a snap-down table and a pull-out seat
to fit beneath it and, at the foot of the cot, a box she guessed was to hold personal possessions.

More like a cell than living quarters in its design to conserve space. But, she thought, probably equal to any
within the post. She wondered how big a staff Jagan thought necessary to keep here. Gellir had been in
charge while the captain was off-world, and he could have been alone, a situation which would cause him
to be jumpy under the circumstances. Normally a spacer of the Free Trader class would carry—Charis
reckoned what she did know about such ships—normally a captain, cargomaster, assistant pilot-navigator,
engineer and his assistant, a jet man, a medico, a cook—perhaps an assistant cargomaster. But that was a
fully staffed ship, not a fringe tramp. She thought there had been four men on board beside Jagan.



Think things out, assemble your information before you act. Ander Nordholm had been a systematic
thinker and his training still held in the odd turn her life had taken. Charis pulled out the seat and folded
her hands on the table surface as she sat down to follow her father’s way of facing a problem.

If she only knew more about Jagan! That he was desperately intent upon this project she could understand.
Success meant a great deal for a fringe tramp; the establishment of a post on a newly opened planet was a
huge step up. But—how had one on the ragged edge of respectability gotten the franchise for such a post in
the beginning? Or—Charis considered a new thought—or had Jagan broken in here without a license?
Suppose, just suppose, he had seen the chance to land well away from any government base, start trading.
Then, when he was located by a Patrol from whatever headquarters did exist on Warlock, he could present
an established fact. With the trade going, he could pay his fine and be left alone, because the situation
could be so delicate locally that the legal representatives would not want the natives to have any hint of
dissension between two off-world groups.

Then a time lapse in establishing proper contact with the aliens would goad Jagan into action. He would
have to take any short cut, make any move he could devise, to get started. So, he needed her—

But that meeting on the desert of the unknown world where she had been traded from the labor ship to
Jagan—what was that place and why had Jagan been there? Just to pick her up—or some other woman?
An illegal meeting place where traders in contraband exchanged cargoes—of that she was sure. Smugglers
operated all over space. A regular stop for the labor ship and Jagan was there, waiting on the chance of
their carrying a woman for sale?

Which meant she had been taken by an illegal trader. Charis smiled slowly; she could be lucky because this
trade had gone through. Somewhere on Warlock there was a government base where all contacts between
off-worlders and natives were supervised. If she could reach that base and protest an illegal contract, she
might be free even with Jagan holding her signature and thumbprint against her!

For the time being she would go along with Jagan’s trading plans. Only—if the captain were working
against time—Suddenly Charis felt as cold as she had when crouched on the Demeter mountainside. She
was only a tool for Jagan; let that tool fail and . . .

She took an iron grip on herself, fought the cold inside her which was a gathering storm to send her beating
at the door of what might be a trap. Her hands were palm-down on the table, their flesh wet. Charis strove
to master the sickness in her middle and then she heard movements. Not in this cell—no—but beyond its
wall.

A pounding—now heavy, now hardly more than a tapping—at irregular intervals. She was straining to hear
more when the sound of metallic space-boot plates clicking against the flooring made her tense. Coming
here?

She slipped sidewise on the seat to face the door. But that did not open. Instead, she heard another sound
from beyond the wall—a thin mewling, animal-like, yet more frightening than any beast’s cry. A human
voice—low; Charis could not make out any words, just a man’s tone close to the level of a whisper.

Now the sound of footsteps just without her own door. Charis sat very still, willing herself into what she
hoped was the outer semblance of calm. Not Jagan entered as the door split open, but one of the crew she
did not recognize. In one hand he carried a sack-bag such as the crew used for personal belongings, which
he tossed in the general direction of her cot. In the other, he balanced a sealed, hot ration tray which he slid
on to the table before her. The room was so small he need hardly step inside the door to rid himself of both
burdens.

Charis was ready to speak, but the expression on his face was forbidding and his movements were those of
a man in a hurry. He was back and gone, the door sealed behind him before she could ask a question.



A finger-tip pressure released the lid of the tray and Charis savored the fragrance of stew, hot quaffa. She
made a quick business of eating, and her plate was cleared before she heard more sounds. Not the
thumping this time but a low cry which was not quite a moan.

As suddenly as that plaint began, it stopped and there was silence. A prisoner? A member of the crew ill?
Charis’s imagination could supply several answers, but imagination was not to be relied upon.

As the silence continued, Charis rose to investigate the bag on the cot. Jagan or someone had made a
selection of trade goods, for the articles which spilled out were items intended to catch the eye of an alien
or primitive. Charis found a comb with the back set in a fanciful pattern of bits of crystal; a mirror adorned
to match; a box containing highly scented soap powder, the too strong perfume of which made her sniff in
fastidious disgust. There were several lengths of cloth in bright colors; a small hand-sew kit; three pairs of
ornamented sandals in different sizes for a fitting choice; a robe, which was too short and too wide, of a
violent blue with a flashy pattern of oblak birds painted on it.

Apparently the captain wished her to present a more feminine appearance than she now made wearing the
coveralls. Which was logical considering her duties here—that she register as a woman with the natives.

Suddenly Charis yielded to the desire to be just that again—a woman. The colonists of Demeter had been a
puritanical sect with strong feelings concerning the wrongness of frivolous feminine clothing. Suiting
themselves outwardly as well as they could to the people they must live among, all members of the
government party not generally in uniform had adapted to the clumsy, drab clothing the sect believed
fitting. Such colors as now spilled across the cot had been denied Charis for almost two years. While they
were not the ones she would have chosen for herself, she reached out to stroke their brightness with an odd
lightening of spirit.

There were no patterns by which to cut, but she thought she had skill enough to put together a straight robe
and skirt, a very modified version of the colony clothing. The yellow went with the green in not too glaring
a combination. And one pair of sandals did fit.

Charis set out the toilet articles on the table, piled the material and the robe on the chair. Of course, they
must have brought her the least attractive and cheapest of their supplies. But still—she remembered the
strip of native material Jagan had shown her. The color of that was far better than any of these garish
fabrics. Someone who used that regularly would not be attracted by what she had here. Perhaps that was
one of the points which had defeated Jagan so far; his wares were not fitted to the taste of his customers.
But surely the captain was no amateur; he would know that for himself.

No—definitely she would not combine the yellow with the green after all. One color alone and, if there
was not enough material, Jagan would have to give her the run of his shelves to make a better selection. If

she was going to represent her race before alien females, she must appear at her best.

Charis measured the length of green against her body. Another modification of the cut she had planned
might do it.

“Pretty—pretty—"
She swung around. That sibilant whisper was so startling that Charis was badly shaken. The figure in the

slit of the opened door whipped through and drew the portal tight shut behind her as she stood, facing
Charis, her back to the door, her lips stretched in a frightening caricature of a smile.

v



The newcomer was of a height with Charis so they could match eye to eye as they stood there, Charis
gripping the fabric length tightly with both hands, the other woman continuing to laugh in a way which
was worse than any scream. She must have been plump once, for her skin was loose in pouches and
wrinkles on her face and in flabby flaps on her arms. Her black hair hung in lank, greasy strings about her
wrinkled neck to her hunched shoulders.

“Pretty.” She reached out crooked fingers and Charis instinctively retreated, but not until those crooked
nails caught in the material and jerked at it viciously.

The stranger’s own garments were a bundle of stuffs—a gaudy robe much like the one Charis had been
given, pulled on crookedly over a tunic of another and clashing shade. And she wore the heavy, metal-
plated boots of a space man.

“Who are you?” Charis demanded. Oddly enough, something in her tone appeared to awaken a dim flash
of reason in the other.

“Sheeha,” she replied as simply as a child. “Pretty.” Her attention returned again to the fabric. “Want—"
she snatched, ripping the length from Charis’s grasp. “Not to the snakes—not give to the snakes!” Her lips
drew flat across her teeth in an ugly way and she retreated until her shoulders were once more set against
the door panel, the material now wreathed and twisted in her own claw hands.

“The snakes won’t get this pretty?”” she announced. “Even if they dream. No—not even if they dream . . .

2

Charis was afraid to move. Sheeha had crossed the border well into a country for which there was no map
of any sane devising.

“They have dreamed,” Sheeha’s croak of a voice was crooning, “so many times they have dreamed—
calling Sheeha. But she did not go, not to the snakes, no!” Her locks of hair bobbed as she shook her head
vigorously. “Never did she go. Don’t you go—never—not to the snakes.”

She was busy thrusting the material she had balled into a wad into a bag in her robe. Now she looked
beyond Charis at the blue robe on the cot, reaching out for that, also.

“Pretty—not for the snakes—no!”

Charis snatched the garment up and pushed it into that clawing hand.

“For Sheeha—not the snakes,” she agreed, trying to keep her fear from showing.

Again the woman nodded. But this time as she took the robe, she caught at Charis with her other hand,
linking fingers tight about the girl’s wrist. Charis was afraid to struggle. But the touch of the other’s dry,
burning skin against her own made her flesh shrink, and a shudder ran through her.

“Come!” Sheeha ordered. “Snakes will get nothing. We shall make sure.”

She jerked Charis toward her as she swung around. The door-slit opened and Sheeha pulled the unresisting
girl out into the corridor. Dared she call for help? Charis wondered. But the grasp on her wrist, the strength
the other displayed, was a warning against centering Sheeha’s attention on her.

As far as Charis could see, the trading post was deserted save for the two of them. The doors along the hall
were shut, but that to the store was open and the light there beckoned them on. It must be early evening.

Was Sheeha going out into the night? Charis, remembering the broken country about the perimeter of the
post, had hopes of escape there if she could break the hold the other had on her.



But it appeared that Sheeha was bound no farther than the outer room where the shelves were crowded
with the trade wares. As her eyes settled on that wealth of miscellaneous goods, she did drop her hold on
Charis.

“Not to the snakes!”

She had moved down the corridor at a rapid shuffle, as if the weight of the space boots had been a
handicap. But now she fairly sprang at the nearest shelf on which stood rows of small glass bottles,
sweeping her arms along to send them smashing to the floor. A cloud of overpowering and mingled scents
arose. Not content with clearing them from the shelves, Sheeha was now stamping on the shards which
survived the first crash, her cry of “Not to the snakes!” becoming a chant.

“Sheeha!”

She had finished with the bottles and was now grabbing at rolls of materials, tearing at the stuff with her
claws. But her first assault had brought a response from the owner of the post. Charis was brushed aside
with a force which sent her back against the long table as Jagan burst in from the corridor and hurled
himself at the frantic woman, his arms clamping hers tight to her body though she threshed and fought in
his grasp, her teeth snapping as her head turned back and forth trying for a wolfish-fang grip on her captor.
She was screaming, high, harsh, and totally without mind.

Two more men came on the run, one from outside, the other—whom Charis recognized as the one who had
brought her the food—from the corridor. But it took all three of them to control Sheeha.

She cried as they looped a length of unrolled fabric about her, imprisoning her arms against her body,
making her into a package.

“The dreams—not the dreams—not the snakes!” The words broke from her as a plea.

Charis was surprised to see the emotion on Jagan’s face. His hands rested gently on Sheeha’s shoulders as
he turned her around to face, not the interior corridor of the post but the outer door.

“She goes to the ship,” he said. “Maybe there ... ” He did not complete that sentence but, steering the
woman before him, he went out into the night.

The overwhelming odors of the spilt perfumes were thick enough to make Charis sneeze. Trails of trade
fabrics cascaded down from the second shelf Sheeha had striven to clean off. Mechanically Charis went
over to loop the material up from the mess on the floor, circling about the glass shards which were still
visible in the powder Sheeha’s boots had ground.

“You—" She glanced up as the man by the table spoke. “You’d better go back now.”

Charis obeyed, glad to be out of the wreckage. She was shivering as she sat down upon her cot once again,
trying to understand what had happened. Jagan said he needed a woman to contact the natives. But before
Charis’s coming there had already been a woman here—Sheeha. And that Shecha was to the captain
something more than a tool Charis was sure, having watched his handling of her frenzy.

The snakes—the dreams? What had moved Sheeha to her wild talk and acts? Charis’s own first impression
of Warlock, that it was not a world to welcome her kind—was that the truth and not just a semiconscious,
emotional reaction to certain landscape coloring? What was happening here?

She could go out, demand an explanation. But Charis discovered that her will this time was not strong
enough to make her cross that threshold again. And when she did try the door and found she could not
open it, she sighed in relief. In this small cell she felt safe; she could see every inch of it and know she was
alone.



The light from the glow-track running along the ceiling of the bubble was growing dimmer. Charis
deduced they were slacking power for the night. She curled up on the cot. Odd. Why was she so sleepy all
at once? There was a flicker of alarm at her realization of that oddness. Then . . .

Light again, all around her. Charis was aware of that light even though her eyes were closed. Light and
warmth. Then came the desire to know from whence they reached her. She opened her eyes and looked up
into a serene, golden sky. Golden sky? She had seen a golden sky—where? When? A part of her pushed
away memory. It was good to lie here under the gold of the sky. She had not rested so, uncaring, for a long,
long time.

A tickle at her toes, a lapping about her ankles, up around her calves. Charis stirred, used her elbows to
prop herself up. She lay in warm, gray sand in which there were small, glittering points of red, blue,
yellow, green. Her body was bare, but she felt no need for any clothing; the warmth was covering of a sort.
And she lay on the very verge of a green sea with its foremost wavelets lapping gently at her feet and legs.
A green sea . . . As with the golden sky, that triggered memory, memory which something within her
feared and fought.

She was languorous, relaxed, happy—if this freedom could be called happiness. This was right! Life
should always be a clear gold sky, a green sea, jeweled sand, warmth, no memories—just here and now!

Save for the kiss and go of the waves there was no movement. Then Charis wanted more than this flaccid
content and sat up. She turned her head to find that she was in a pocket of rock with a steep red cliff behind
and about her and, seemingly, no path out. Yet that did not disturb her in the least. With her fingers she
idly shifted the sand, blinking at the winks of color. The water was washing higher, up to her knees now,
but she had no wish to withdraw from its warm caress.

Then—all the languor, the content, vanished. She was not afraid, but aware. Aware of what? one part of
her awakening mind demanded. Of what? Of—of an intelligence, another awareness. She scrambled up
from the sand which had hollowed about her body and stood, this time giving the rock walls about her a
closer examination. But there was nothing there, nothing save herself stood alive in this pocket cup of rock
and sand.

Charis looked to the sea. Surely there—right there—was a troubling of the water. Something was
emerging, coming to her. And she . . .

Charis gasped, gasped as if the air could not readily fill too empty lungs. She was on her back, and it was
no longer gold day but dim pale night about her. To her right was the curve of the bubble wall. She could
barely make it out, but her outflung hand proved it solid and real. But—that sand had also been real as it
had shifted between her fingers. The soft lap of the sea water, the sun and air on her skin? They, too, had
been real.

A dream—more vivid and substantial than any she had ever known before? But dreams were broken bits of
things, like the shards Sheeha had left on the floor of the trade room. And this had not been broken,
contained nothing which did not fit. That awareness at the end, that belief that there was something rising
from the sea to meet her?

Was it that which had broken the dream pattern, brought her awake and into that frightening sense, for a
fraction of a second, that she was drowning—not in the sea which had welcomed and caressed her but in
something which now lay between the realization of that sea and this room?

Charis wriggled off the cot and padded to the seat by the table. She was excited, experiencing the sensation
which she had known when she anticipated some pleasure yet to come. Would a second try at sleep return
her to the sea, the sand, the place in space and time where something—or someone—awaited her?



But the sensation of well-being which she had brought with her from the dream, if dream it had been, was
seeping away. In its place flowed the same vague discomfort and repugnance which had claimed her from
her first leaving the spacer. Charis found herself listening, as it seemed, not only with her ears but with
every part of her.

No sound at all. Without knowing exactly why, she went to the door. There was still light from the roof,
dimmed to twilight but enough to see her way around. Charis set her hands on either side of the slit and
applied pressure. And the portal opened, allowing her to look down the corridor.

This time she faced no string of closed doors; they all gaped open. Again she listened, trying to still her
own breathing. What did she expect to hear? A murmur of voices, the sound of some sleeper’s heavy
intake and expulsion of air? But there was nothing at all.

Earlier her room had seemed a haven of safety, the only security she could hope to find. Now she was not
so sure, just as she could not put name to the intangible atmosphere which made her translate her growing
uneasiness into action she could not have assayed before.

Charis started down the hall. Her bare feet made no sound on the floor which was too chill as she paused at
the first door. That was open wide enough to show her another cot—empty, just as the room was empty.
The second room, more sleeping quarters without a sleeper. A third room with the same deserted bareness.
But the fourth room was different. Even by this dim light she could make out one promising feature, a com
visa-screen against the far wall. There was a table here, two chairs, a pile of record tapes. Ugly, distorted—

She was startled into immobility. It was almost as if she had seen this room and its furnishings through
eyes which measured and disdained it and all it stood for. But that odd disorientation had been only a flash,
the visa-screen drew her. It was undoubtedly set there to be a link between a planeting ship and the post.
But, too, it might just furnish her with a key to freedom. Somewhere on Warlock there was a government
base. And this com could pick up that station, would pick it up if she had the patience and time to make a
sweep-beam search. Patience she could produce; time was another matter. Where were the traders? All
back to the spacer for some reason? But why?

Where earlier she had crept, now Charis sped, making the round of the post: the sleeping rooms—all
empty; the cook unit with its smell of recently heated rations and quaffa still lingering but otherwise closed
tight; the larger outer room, where the smashed glass had been brushed into a pile and then left, where one
strip of tangled and creased material still fluttered from a hastily wrapped roll; back to the com room. She
was alone in the post. Why and for how long she could not tell, but for the moment she was alone.

Now it was a matter of time, luck, and distance. She could operate the sweep, set its probe going to pick up
any other com-beam within a good portion of planet surface. If this was the middle of a Warlockian night,
there might be no one on duty at the government base com. Still she could set a message to be picked up on
its duty tape, a message which would bring the authorities here and give her a chance to tell her story.

Pity she could not increase the glow of lights, but she had not found the control switch. So Charis had to
lean very close to the keyboard of the unit to pick out the proper combination to start the sweep.

For a moment or two Charis was bewildered by a strange and unorthodox arrangement of buttons. Then
she understood. Just as the ship Jagan captained was certainly not new or first class, this was a com of an
older type than any she had seen before. And a small worry dampened her first elation. What would be the
range of sweep on such an antiquated installation? If the government base was too far away, she might
have little hope of a successful contact.

Charis pressed the button combination slowly, intent upon making no error in setting up a sweep. But the
crackles of sound which the activated beam fed back into the room was only the natural atmospheric
response of an empty world. Charis had heard that on Demeter the times she had practiced the same drill.



Only the beep-beep spark traveling from one side of a small scan-plate to the other assured her that the
sweep was active. Now she had nothing to do but wait, either to catch another wave or face the return of
the traders.

Having set the com to work, Charis returned to her other problem. Why had she been left alone in the
station at night? From the deeply cleft valley of the inlet she could not see the landing site of the plateau
where the spacer had planeted. Jagan had taken Sheeha to the ship, but he had left at least two men here.
Had they believed her safely locked in her room so they could leave for some other necessary duty? All she
knew of the general routine of the post she had learned from the captain, and that had been identical to the
cramming of what he had wanted her to know of his business.

The faint beeping of the sweep was a soothing monotone, too soothing. Charis’s head jerked as she shook
herself fully awake. One third of the circle had registered no pick-up, and at least a fourth of the
circumference must be largely sea, from which direction she could expect no positive response.

That came just when Charis was almost convinced there was no hope for her, it came—weak, so weak that
the distance must be great. But she had a direct beam on it and so could increase receptive volume.
Somewhere to the northeast, another off-world com was beaming.

Charis’s fingers flew, centering her sweep, adding to its intensity. The visa-plate before her clouded, began
to clear again. She was picking up an answer! Charis reacted more quickly than she had thought possible as
some instinct sent her dodging to one side, away from the direct line of the plate and so out of sight—or at
least out of focus—for a return cast.

The figure which emerged from the clearing mist was no government man, though he was a man or at least
humanoid in appearance. He wore the same dingy coveralls as the traders used; belted at his thick waist
was not the legal stunner but a highly illegal blaster. Charis’s hand shot out and thumbed the lever which
broke connection just as the expression of open surprise on his face turned to one of searching inquiry.

Breathing fast, the girl crept back to her place before the screen. Another post—somewhere to the north.
But the blaster? Such a weapon was strictly forbidden to anyone except a member of the Patrol or Defense
forces. She hesitated. Dare she put the sweep to work again? Try it south? She had not recognized the man
pictured on the plate as one of the ship’s crew, but still he could be one of Jagan’s men. And so the
captain’s actions here could be more outside the law than she had guessed.

Standing well to one side of the screen, Charis triggered the sweep again. Moments later she had a pick-up
to the south. However, what flashed on the screen this time was no armed space man but a very familiar
standby pattern—the insignia of Survey surmounted by a small Embassy seal, signifying an alien contact
mission manned by Survey personnel. There was no operator on duty; the standby pattern clarified that.
But they would have a pick-up tape ready to record. She could send a message and know that it would be
read within hours. Charis began to click out the proper code words.

A%
A soft swish of sound, a light touch on her body.

Charis looked about her with an acceptance which was in itself part of the strangeness of this experience.
She had been huddled in the seat before the com, beating out on its keys her call for attention. Then—she
was here, back somehow in the dream.

But, she knew a second or so later after the dawn of that realization, this was not quite the same dream after
all. She wore the coverall she had pulled on before she began her night’s prowling of the deserted post. Her
bare feet sent small messages of pain along nerves and she glanced down at them. They were bruised and
there was a scrape along one instep which oozed drops of blood. Instead of that feeling of oneness and
satisfaction she had had before, now she was tired and confused.



There, as it had before, rolled the sea under the light of morning. And about her were rocky cliffs, while
her sore feet sank into loose and powdery sand. She was on the shore—there was no doubting that, but this
could not be a dream.

Charis turned, expecting to see the post on its narrow tongue of water, but behind her was a cliff wall. She
could sight a line of depressions in the sand, ending at the point where she now stood, marking her trail,
and those led back out of sight. Where she was and how she had come here she did not know.

Her heart picked up the beat of fear, her breath came faster in shallow gasps. She could not remember. No
forcing of thought could bring back memory.

Back? Maybe she could trace her way back along her trail. But even as she turned to try that, Charis found
she could not. There was a barrier somehow, a sensation almost as keen as physical pain, which kept her
from retracing. Literally she could not take the first step back. Shaking, Charis faced around and tried again
to move. And the energy she expended nearly sent her sprawling on her face. If she could not return, there
was nothing to prevent her going forward.

She tried to equate the points of the compass. Had she strayed north or south from the post? She thought
south. South—the government base lay to the south. If she kept on, she had a chance of reaching that.

How small that chance might be Charis dared not consider. Without supplies, without even shoes, how
long could she keep going? Some wild thoughts troubled her. Had she brought this upon herself because
she had striven to contact the base by com? She cupped her hands over her eyes and stood, trying to
understand, trying to trace the compulsion which must have led her to this place. Had her conscious mind
blanked out? Her need for escape, for reaching the government base, had that then taken over? It made
sense of a sort, but it had also led her into trouble.

Charis limped down to the sea and sat on a rock to inspect her feet. They were bruised, and there was
another cut on the tip of a toe. She lowered them into the water and bit her lip against the sting of the liquid
in her wounds.

This might be a world without life, Charis thought. The golden-amber sky held floating clouds, but no
birds or winged things cut across its serenity. The sand and rocks about her were bare of any hint of
growing things, and there was no break on the smooth surface of the beach save the hollows of her own
footprints.

Charis pulled open the seal of her coverall and took off her undershirt. It was a struggle to tear that, but at
the cost of a broken nail she at last had a series of strips which she bound about her feet. They would be
some protection since she could not remain where she was forever.

Some hundred feet or so to the south, the cliff pointed out to meet the sea with no strip of easily traveled
beach at its foot. She would have to climb there. But Charis sat where she was for a while, marking the
hand- and foot-holds to use, when she had to.

She was hungry—as hungry as she had been back on the mountain on Demeter, and there was not even a
hunk of bread for her this time. Hungry and thirsty—although the water washed before her mockingly. To
go on into a bare wilderness was sheer folly, yet there was that invisible barrier on the back trail. Now,
even to turn her head and retrace by eye the hollow sand prints required growing effort.

Grimly she rose on her bandaged feet and limped to the cliff. She could not stay there, growing weaker
with hunger. There could be hope that beyond the cliff there was more than just sand and rock.



The climb taxed her strength, scraped her palms and fingers almost as badly as her feet. She pulled out on
the pitted surface of the crest and lay with her hands tight against her breast, sobbing a little. Then she
raised her head to look about.

She had reached the lip of another foliage-choked, narrow valley such as the one which held the trading
post. But here were no buildings, nothing but trees and brush. However, not too far away a thread of water
splashed down to make a stream flowing seaward. Charis licked dry lips and started for that. Within
seconds she crouched on blue earth, her hands tingling in the chill of the spring water as she drank from
cupped palms, not caring whether her immunization shots, intended for any lurking danger on Demeter,
would hold on Warlock.

If the sea beach had been empty of life, the same was not true of this valley. Her thirst assuaged, Charis
squatted back on her heels and noticed a gauzy-winged flying thing skim across the water. It rose again, a
white thread-like creature writhing in the hold of its two pincer-equipped forelegs, and was gone with its
victim between a bush and the cliff wall.

Then, from over her head, burst a clap of sound as if someone had brought two pieces of bone sharply
together. Another flyer, a great deal more substantial and a hundred times larger than the insect hunter, shot
out of a hole in the cliff and darted back and forth over her. The thing had leathery skin-wings, its body
naked of any feathers or fur, the hide wrinkled and seamed. The head was very large in proportion and split
halfway down its length most of the time as an enormous fang-set mouth uttered “clak-clak” noises.

A second flyer joined the first, then a third, and the racket of their cries was deafening. They swooped
lower and lower and Charis’s first curiosity turned to real alarm. One alone would have been no threat, but
a flock of the things, plainly set upon her as a target for their dives, could mean real trouble. She looked
about for cover and plunged in under the matted branches of the stunted-tree grove.

Apparently her passage was not hidden from the clakers even though they could not reach her, for she
could hear their cries following her as she moved toward the sea. Something leaped up from just before her
and squealed as it ran for the deeper shadows.

Now she hesitated, unsure of what else might lie in this wood—waiting. The smell of growing things—
some pleasant, some disagreeable to her off-world senses—was strong here. Her foot came down on a soft
object which burst before she could shift her weight and she saw a mashed fruit. More of these hung from
the branches of the tree under which she stood and lay on the ground where the squealing creature had
been feeding.

Charis plucked one and held it to her nose, sniffing an unfamiliar odor which she could not decide was
pleasant or the reverse. It was food, but whether she could eat it was another question. Still holding the
fruit, Charis pushed on seaward.

The clamor of the clakers had not stilled but kept pace with her progress, yet the open water tugged at her
with a strange promise of safety. She came to the last screen of brush from which the vegetation straggled
on to vanish in a choke of gray sand.

There was a smudge on the horizon which was more, Charis believed, than a low-flying cloud bank. An
island? She was so intent upon that that she did not, at first, note the new activity of the clakers.

They were no longer circling about her but had changed course, flying out to sea where they wheeled and
wove aerial patterns over the waves. And there was a disturbance in those same waves, marking action
below their surface. Something was coming inshore, heading directly toward her.

Charis unconsciously squeezed the fruit until its squashed pulp oozed between her fingers. Judging by the
traces, the swimmer—who or what that might be—was large.



But she did not expect nightmare to splash out of the surf and face her across so narrow a strip of beach.
Armor plate in the form of scales, greened by clinging seaweed laced over the brown serrations, a head
which was also armed with hornlike extensions projecting above each wide eye, a snout to gape in a fang-
filled mouth . . .

The creature clawed its way up out of the wash of the waves. Its legs ended in web-jointed talons. Then it
whipped up a tail, forked into two spike-tipped equal lengths, spattering water over and ahead. The clakers
set up a din and scattered, soaring up, but they did not abandon the field to the sea monster. But the
creature paid them no attention in return.

At first Charis was afraid it had seen her, and when it did not advance she was temporarily relieved. A few
more wadding steps brought it out of the water, and then it flattened its body on the sand with a plainly
audible grunt.

The head swung back and forth and then settled, snout resting outstretched on the scaled forelegs. It had all
the appearance of desiring a nap in the warmth of the sun. Charis hesitated. Since the clakers had directed
their attention to the fork-tail they might have forgotten her. It was the time to withdraw.

Her inner desire was to run, to crash back into the brush and so win out of the valley, which had taken on
the semblance of a trap. But wisdom said she was to creep rather than race. Still facing the beast on the
shingle, Charis retreated. For some precious seconds she thought her hope was succeeding. Then . . .

The screech overhead was loud, summoning. A claker spied her. And its fellows screamed in to join it.
Then Charis heard that other sound, a whistling, pitched high to hurt her ears. She did not need to hear
those big feet pounding on the shingle or the crackle of broken brush to know that the fork-tail thing was
aroused and coming.

Her only chance now was the narrow upper end of the valley where the cliff wall might give her handholds
to rise. Bushes raked and tore at her clothing and skin as she thrust through any thin spot she could sight.
Past the spring and its draining brook she staggered to a glade where lavender grass grew thickly, twisted
about her feet, whipped blood from her with sharp leaf edges.

Always above, the clakers screamed, whirled, dived to get at her, never quite touching her head but coming
so close that she ducked and turned until she realized that she was losing ground in her efforts to evade
their harassing. She threw herself into the cover on the other side of that open space, using her arm as a
shield to protect her face as she beat her way in by the weight of her body.

Then she was at her goal, the rock wall which rimmed the valley. But would the clakers let her climb?
Charis flattened herself against the stone to look up at the flock of leather-wings from under the protection
of her crooked arm. She glanced back where shaking foliage marked the sea beast moving in.

They were all coming down at her! Charis screamed, beat out with both arms.
Cries . . .

She flailed out defensively, wildly, before she saw what was happening. The flight of the clakers had
brought them to a line which crossed the more leisurely advance of the fork-tail. And so they had run into
trouble. For, as storm lightning might strike, the forked tail swept up and lashed at the flyers, hurling
bodies on and out to smash against the cliff wall.

Twice that tail struck, catching the avid first wave of attackers, and then some of the second wave who
were too intent upon their target or too slow to change course. Perhaps five screeched their way up into the
air to circle and clak, but not to venture down again.



Charis spun around and feeling for hand- and foot-holds, began to climb. The fork-tail was now between
her and the remaining clakers. Until she had reached a higher point, she might not have to fear a second
attack. She centered all her energy upon reaching a ledge where some vines dropped ragged loops not too
far from her groping fingers.

She pushed up and into the tangle of vine growth which squashed under her squirming body, rolling over
as fast as she could to look back at the enemy. The clakers were in a frenzy, rising as if wishing to skim
down at her, while below, Charis cringed back.

The fork-tail was at the foot of the cliff, its webbed talons clawing at the rock. Twice it managed to gain a
small hold and was able to pull up a little, only to crash back again. Either the holds were not deep enough
to sustain its weight or some clumsiness hindered its climb. For it moved awkwardly, as if on land its bulk
were a liability.

But its determination to follow her was plain in those continued efforts to find talon-holds on the stone.
Charis sidled along the vine-grown ledge with care lest one of those loops of tough vegetation trip her. She
stopped once to tear loose a small length of the stuff, using it to lash out at a claker which had gathered
resolution enough to dive at her head. The whip of vine did not touch the flyer, but it did send it soaring
away in haste.

She could use that defense as long as she traveled the ledge, but when she turned to climb once more, she
could not so arm herself. And she was approaching a point where the shelf was too narrow to afford foot
room.

The fork-tail still raised on hind feet below, clawing at the cliff wall with single-minded tenacity. A slip on
her part would topple her into its reach. And she dared not climb with the clakers darting at her head and
shoulders. Now she could keep them off with the lashing vine, but they were growing bolder, their attacks
coming closer together, so that her arm was already tired of wielding the improvised whip.

Charis leaned against the cliff wall. So far it looked as if the reptilian attacker could not reach her. But the
clakers’ harassment continued unabated, and she was tired, so tired that she was beginning to fear that even
if they did withdraw, she would not have the strength left to finish the pull up to the top of the cliff.

She rubbed her hand across her eyes and tried to think, though the continuing din of the attackers made her
feel stupid, as if her brain was befuddled and cocooned in the noise. It was the cessation of that clamor
which brought her to full consciousness again.

Overhead the ugly creatures had ceased to wheel. Instead they turned almost as one and winged across the
valley, to snap into the holes in the rock from which they had earlier emerged. Bewildered, the girl could
only stare after them. Then, that sound from below— Steadying her body with one hand on the rock wall,
Charis looked down.

The fork-tail had turned and, on four feet once again, was making a ponderous way back through the
smashed and crushed growth, heading seaward without a backward glance to the ledge where she stood. It
was almost as if the clakers and the sea beast had been ordered away from her . . .

What made her put that interpretation on their movements? Charis absently rubbed the rest of the sticky
fruit pulp from her hand on a fibrous vine leaf. Silence—nothing stirring. The whole valley as she could
now see it, save for the waving foliage where the fork-tail retreated, could have been empty of life. She

must make the most of this oddly granted breathing spell.

Doggedly she set about reaching the top of the rise, expecting any moment to have the clakers burst at her.
But the silence held. She stood up on the crest, looked beyond for cover.



This was a plateau much like the one Jagan had used as a landing space. Only this showed no rocket
scarring. South, it stretched on as might the surface of a wall well above the sea, open to air and sun with
no cover. But Charis doubted if she could descend again. So she turned south, limping on her tender feet,
always listening for the clak-clak of the enemy.

A splotch of color, vivid against the dull, black-veined, deep red of the rocks. Odd that she had not seen
that earlier when she first surveyed this height. It was so brightly visible now that it drew her as might a
promise of food.

Food . . . Her hand came up over her eyes and fell again as she strove to make sure that this was not a
hallucination but that it did exist outside of her craving hunger.

But if part of a hallucination, would not the so-pictured foods have been familiar—viands she had known
on Demeter or other worlds where she had lived? This was no pile of emergency rations, no setting out of
known breads, fruits, meats. On the strip of green were several round balls of a deeper green, a shining
white basin filled with a yellow lumpy substance, a pile of flat rounds which were a light blue. A tablecloth
spread with a meal! It had to be a hallucination! It could not have been there earlier or she would have seen
it at once.

Charis shuffled to the cloth and looked at the objects on it. She put out a scratched and grimy hand and
touched fingers to the side of the bowl to find it warm. The odor which rose from it was strange—neither
pleasant nor unpleasant—just strange. She hunkered down, fighting the wild demand of her body to be fed
while she considered the strangeness of this food out of nowhere. Dream? But she could touch it.

She took up one of the blue rounds, found it had the consistency of a kind of tough pancake. Rolling it into
a scoop, Charis ladled up a mouthful of the yellow—was it stew? Dream or not, she could chew it, taste it,
swallow it down. After that first experimental mouthful, she ate, greedily, without caring in the least about
dream or reality.

VI

Charis found the tastes were as difficult to identify as the odors—sweet, sour, bitter. But on the whole, the
food was pleasant. She devoured it avidly and then ate with more control. It was not until she had emptied
the bowl by the aid of her improvised pancake spoon that she began to wonder once more about the source
of that feast.

Hallucination? Surely not that. The bowl about which she cupped a hand was very real to the touch, just as
the food had been real in her mouth and now was warm and filling in her stomach. She turned the basin
about, studying it. The color was a pure, almost radiant white; and, while the shape was utilitarian and
without any ornamentation, it was highly pleasing to the eye and suggested, Charis thought, a
sophistication of art which marked a high degree of civilization.

And she did not need to give the cloth a closer inspection to know that it matched the strip Jagan had
shown her. So this must have all come from the natives of Warlock. But why left here—on this barren rock
as if awaiting her arrival?

On her knees, the bowl still in her hands, Charis slowly surveyed the plateau. By the sun’s position she
guessed that the hour was well past midday, but there were no shadows here, no hiding place. She was
totally alone in the midst of nowhere, with no sign of how this largesse had arrived or why.

Why? That puzzled her almost more than how. She could only believe that it had been left here for her. But
that meant that “they” knew she was coming, could gauge the moment of her arrival so well that the yellow
stew had been hot when she first tasted it. There was no mark that any aircraft had landed.



Charis moistened her lips.

“Please—" her own voice sounded thin and reedy and, she had to admit, a little frightened as she listened
to it “—please, where are you?” She raised that plea to a call. There was no answer.

“Where are you?” Again she made herself call, louder, more beseechingly.

The echoing silence made her shrink a little. It was as if she were exposed here to the view of unseen
presences—a specimen of her kind under examination. And she wanted away from here—now.

Carefully she placed the now empty bowl on the rock. There were several of the fruit and two pancakes
left. Charis rolled these up in the cloth. She got to her feet, and for some reason she could not quite
understand, she faced seaward.

“Thank you.” Again she dared raise her voice. “Thank you.” Perhaps this had not been meant for her, but
she believed that it had.

With the bundle of food in her hand, Charis went on across the plateau. At its southern tip she looked back.
The shining white of the bowl was easy to see. It sat just where she had left it, exposed on the rock. Yet she
had half expected to find it gone, had kept her back turned and her eyes straight ahead for that very reason.

To the south, the terrain was like a flight of steps, devised for and by giants, descending in a series of
ledges. Some of these bedded growths of purple and lavender vegetation, but all of it spindly short bushes
and the tough knife-bladed grass. Charis made her way carefully from one drop to the next, watching for
another eruption of clakers or others signs of hostile life.

She had to favor her sore feet and that journey took a long time, though she had no way of measuring the
passing of planet hours save by the sun’s movements. It was necessary that she look forward for shelter
against the night. The sense of well-being which had warmed her along with the food was fading as she
considered what the coming of Warlockian darkness might mean if she did not discover an adequate hiding
place.

At last she determined to stay where she was on the ledge she had just reached. The stubby growth could
not mask any large intruder, and she had a wide view against any sudden attack. Though how she might
defend herself without weapons, Charis did not know. Carefully she unwrapped the remains of the food
and put it aside on some leaves she pulled from a sprawling plant. She began to twist the alien fabric into a
cord, finding that its soft length did crush well in the process, so that she ended with a rope of sorts.

With a withered branch she was able to pry a stone about as big as her fist from the earth, and she worked
hurriedly to knot it into one end of her improvised rope. Against any real weapon this would be a laughable
defense, but it gave her some small protection against native beasts. Charis felt safer when she had it under
her hand and ready for use.

The sunlight had already faded from the lower land where she now was. With the going of that brighter
light, splotches of a diffused gleam were beginning to show here and there. Bushes and shrubs glowed with
phosphorescence as the twilight grew deeper, and from some of them, as the heat of the day chilled away, a
fragrance was carried by a rising sea breeze.

Charis settled her back against the wall of the drop down which she had come, facing the open. Her
weapon lay under her right hand, but she knew that sooner or later she would sleep, that she could not keep
long at bay the fatigue which weighted not only her drooping eyelids but her whole body. And when she
slept . . . Things happened while one slept on Warlock! Would she awake once more to find herself in a
new and strange part of the wilderness? To be on the safe side, she put the food in its leaf-wrapping into
the front of her coverall and tied the loose end of the scarf weapon about her wrist. When she went this
time, she would take what small supplies she had with her.



Tired as she was, Charis tried to fight that perhaps betraying sleep. There was no use speculating about
what force was in power here. To keep going she must concentrate on the mechanics of living. Something
had turned the clakers and the sea beast from attack. Could she ascribe that to the will of the same presence
which had left the food? If so, what was “their” game?

Study of an alien under certain conditions? Was she being used as an experimental animal? It was one
answer and a logical one to what had happened to her so far. But at least “they” had kept her from real
harm—her left hand folded over the lump of food inside her coverall; as yet any active move on “their”
part had been to her advantage.

So sleepy . . . Why fight this leaden cloud? But—where would she wake again?

On the ledge, chilled and stiff, and in a dark which was not a true dark because of those splotches of light-
diffusing plants and shrubs. Charis blinked. Had she dreamed again? If so, she could not remember doing

so this time. But there was some reason why she must move here and now, get down from the ledge, then

get over there.

She got up stiffly, looping the scarf about her wrist. Was it night or early morning? Time did not matter,
but the urgency to move did. Down—and over there. She did not try to fight that pressure but went.

The light plants were signposts for her, and she saw that either their light or scent had attracted small flying
things that flickered with sparkles of their own as they winged in and out of those patches of eerie
radiance. The somberness of Warlock in the day became a weird ethereality by night.

Darkness which was true shadow beyond—that was her goal. As had happened on the beach when she had
struggled to turn north to try and retrace her path to the post, so now she could not fight against the
influence which aimed her at that dark blot, which exerted more and more pressure on her will, bringing
with it a heightening of that sense of urgency which had been hers at her abrupt awakening.

Unwillingly she came out of the half-light of the vegetation into darkness—a cave or cleft in the rock.
Drifts of leaves were under her feet, the sense of enclosing walls about her. Charis’s outflung hands
brushed rock on either side. She could still see, however, above her the wink of a star in the velvet black of
the night sky. This must be a passage then and not a true cave. But again why? Why?

A second light moved across the slit of sky, a light with a purpose, direction. The flying light of some
aircraft? The traders searching for her? That other she had seen on the com screen? But she thought this
had come from the south. A government man alerted to her message? There was no chance of being seen in
the darkness and this slit. She had been moved here to hide—from danger or from aid?

And she was being held here. No effort of her struggling will could move her another step or allow her to
retreat. It was like being fixed in some stiff and unyielding ground, her feet roots instead of means of
locomotion. A day earlier she would have panicked, but she had changed. Now her curiosity was fully
aroused and she was willing, for a space, to be governed so. She had always been curious. “Why?”” had
been her demanding bid for attention when she was so small she remembered having to be carried for most
of the exploration journeys Ander Nordholm had made a part of her growing years. “Why were those
colors here and not there?” “Why did this animal build a home underground and that one in a tree?”
Why?—why?—why?

He had been very wise, her father, using always her thirst for knowledge to suggest paths which had led
her to make her own discoveries, each a new triumph and wonder. In fact, he had made her world of
learning too perfect and absorbing, so that she was impatient with those who did not find such seeking the
main occupation of life. On Demeter she had felt trapped, her “whys” there battered against an unyielding
wall of prejudice and things which were and must always be. When she had fought to awaken the desire to
reach out for the new among her pupils, she had clashed with a definite will-not-to-know and fear-of-



learning which had first rendered her incredulous and then hotly angry and, lastly, stubbornly intent upon
battle.

While her father had been alive, he had soothed her, turned her frustrated energy to other pursuits in which
she had freedom of action and study. She had been encouraged to explore with the ranger, to record the
discoveries of the government party, received as an equal among them. But with the settlers, she had come
to an uneasy truce. That had burst into open war at her father’s death, her repulsion for their closed minds
fanned into hatred by what had happened when Tolskegg took over and turned back the clock of
knowledge a thousand years.

Now Charis, free from the frustrations of Demeter, had been presented with a new collection of whys
which seemed to have restrictions she could not understand, to be sure, but which she could chew on,
fasten her mind to, use as a curtain between past and present.

“I’11 find out!” Charis did not realize she had spoken aloud until some trick of the dark cleft in which she
stood made a hollow echo of those words. But they were no boast, a promise rather, a promise she had
made herself before and always kept.

The star twinkling above was alone in the sky. Charis listened for the sound of a copter engine beat and
thought that she caught such a throb, very faint and far in the distance.

“So.” Again she spoke aloud, as if who or what she addressed stood within touching distance. “You didn’t
want them to see me. Why? Danger for me or escape for me? What do you want of me?” There was no
reason to expect any reply.

Suddenly the pressure of imprisonment was gone. Charis could move again. She edged back to settle down
in the mouth of the cleft, facing the valley with its weird light. A breeze shush-shushed through the foliage,
sometimes setting light plants to a shimmer of dance. There was a chirruping, a hum of night creatures,
lulling in its monotone. If something larger than the things flying about the light vegetation was present, it
made no sound. Once again, since the urgency had left her, Charis was drowsy, unable to fight the sleep
which crept up her as a wave might sweep over her body on the shore.

When Charis opened her eyes once again, sunlight fingered down to pattern the earth within reach of her
hand. She rose from the dried leaf-drift which had been her bed, pulled by the sound of running water:
another cliff-side spring to let her wash and give her drink. Her two attempts to make leaf containers to
carry some of the liquid with her were failures and she had to give up that hope.

Prudence dictated a conservation of supplies. She allowed herself only one of the pancakes, now dry and
tough, and two of the fruit she had brought from the feast on the plateau. Because such abundance had
appeared once, there was no reason to expect it again.

The way was still south but Charis’s aching muscles argued against more climbing unless she was forced to
it. She returned to the cleft and found that it was indeed a passage to more level territory. The heights
continued on the western side, forming a wall between the sea and a stretch of level fertile country. There
was a wood to the east with the tallest trees Charis had yet seen on Warlock, their dark foliage a blackened
blot which was forbidding. On the edge of that forest was a section of brush, shrub, and smaller growth
which thinned in turn to grass—not the tough, sharp-bladed species she had suffered from in the valley of
the fork-tail, but a mosslike carpet, broken here and there by clumps of smaller stands bearing flowers, all
remarkably pale in contrast to the dark hue of leaf and stem. It was as if they were the ghosts of the more
brightly colored blossoms she had known on other worlds.

The mossy sward was tempting, but to cross it would take her into the open in full sight of any hunters. On
the other hand, she herself would have unrestricted sight. While in the forest or brush belt, her vision
would be limited. Swinging her stone-and-scarf weapon, Charis walked into the open. If she kept by the
cliff, it would guide her south.



It was warmer here than it had been by the sea. And the footing proved as soft as she had hoped. Keeping
to the moss, she walked on a velvety surface which spared her bruised feet, did not tear the tattered rags of
covering she had fashioned for them. Away from the dark of the wood, this stretch of Warlockian earth
was the most welcoming she had found.

A flash of wings overhead made her start until she saw that this was not a claker but a truly feathered bird,
with plumage as pale as the flowers and a naked head of brilliant coral red. It did not notice Charis but
skimmed on, disappearing over the cliff toward the sea.

Charis did not force the pace. Now and again she paused to examine a flower or insect. She might be
coming to the end of a journey a little before her appointed time and could now spare attention for the
things about her. During one rest she watched, fascinated, as a scaled creature no larger than her middle
finger, walking erect on a pair of sturdy hind legs, dug with taloned front “hands” in a patch of earth with
the concentration of one employed in a regular business. Its efforts unearthed two round gray globes which
it brushed to one side impatiently after it had systematically flattened both. Between those spheres had
been packed a curled, many-legged body of what Charis believed was a large insect. The lizard-thing
straightened his find out and inspected it with care. Having apparently decided in favor of its usability, it
proceeded to dine with obvious relish, then stalked on among the grass clumps, now and again stooping to
search the earth with a piercing eye, apparently in search of another such find.

Midday passed while Charis was still in the open. She wondered if food would again appear in her path,
and consciously watched for the gleam of a second white bowl and the fruit piled on a green cloth.
However, none such was to be seen. But she did come upon a tree growing much to itself, bearing the same
blue fruit which had been left for her, and she helped herself liberally.

She had just started on when a sound shattered the almost drowsy content of the countryside. It was a
cry—frantic, breathless, carrying with it such an appeal for aid against overwhelming danger that Charis
was startled into dropping her load of fruit and running toward the sound, her stone weapon ready. Was it
really that small cry which awakened such a response in her or some emotion which she shared in some
abnormal way? She only knew that there was danger and she must give aid.

Something small, black, coming in great leaps, broke from the brush wall beyond the rim of the forest. It
did not head for Charis but ran for the cliff, and a wave of fear hit the girl as it flashed past. Then the
compulsion which had willed against her turning north, which had held her in the cleft last night, struck
Charis. But this time it brought the need to run, to keep on running, from some peril. She whirled and
followed the bounds of the small black thing, and like it, headed for the sea cliff.

The black creature ran mute now. Charis thought that perhaps those first cries had been of surprise at
sudden danger. She believed she could hear something behind—a snarling or a muffled howl.

Her fellow fugitive had reached the cliff face, was making frantic leaps, pawing at a too-smooth surface,
unable to climb. It whimpered a little as its most agonizing efforts kept it earthbound. Then, as Charis came
up, it turned, crouched, and looked at her.

She had a hurried impression of great eyes, of softness, and the shock of the fear and pleading it broadcast.
Hardly aware of her act but conscious she had to do something, she snatched up the warm, furred body
which half-leaped to meet her grasp and plastered itself to her, clinging with four clawed feet to the stuff of
her coverall, its shivering a vibration against her.

There was a way up that she, with her superior size, could climb. She took it, trying not to scrape her living
burden against the rock as she went. Then she was in a fissure, breathless with her effort, and a warm
tongue tip made a soft, wet touch against her throat. Charis wriggled back farther into hiding, the rescued
creature cradled in her arms. She could see nothing coming out of the wood as yet.



A faint mewing from her companion alerted her as a brown shadow padded out on the lavender-green of
the moss—an animal she was sure. But from this distance and height, Charis could not make it out clearly
as it slunk on, using bushes for cover. So far it had not headed in their direction.

But the animal was not alone. Charis gasped. For the figure now coming from between two trees was not
only humanoid—it wore the green-brown uniform of Survey. She was about to call out, to hail the
stranger, when the freezing she had known in the cleft caught and held her as soundless, as motionless, as
if she had been plunged into the freeze of a labor ship. Helpless, she had to watch the man walk back and
forth as if searching for some trail, and at last disappear back into the wood with his four-footed
companion.

They had never approached the cliff, yet the freeze which held Charis did not break until long moments
after they had gone.

VII

“Meerrreee?” A soft sound with a definite note of inquiry. For the first time Charis looked closely at her
fellow fugitive, meeting as searching a gaze turned up at her.

The fur which covered its whole body was in tight, tiny curls, satin-soft against her hands. It had four limbs
ending in clawed paws, but the claws were retractable and no longer caught in her clothing. There was a
short tail like a fringed flap, now tucked neatly down against the haunches. The head was round, sloping to
a blunt muzzle. Only the ears seemed out of proportion to the rest. They were large and wide, set sideways
instead of opening forward toward the front of the skull, and their pointed tips had small tassel-tufts of gray
fur of the same color that ringed the large and strikingly blue eyes and ran in narrow lines down the inner
sides of the legs and on the belly.

Those eyes— Fascinated, Charis found it difficult to look away from the eyes. She was not trained in
beast-empathy, but she could not deny there was an aura of intelligence about this small and appealing
creature which made her want to claim a measure of kinship. Yet, for all its charm, it was not to be only
cuddled and caressed; Charis was as certain of that as if it had addressed her clearly in Basic. It was more
than animal, even if she was not sure how.

“Meerrreee!” No inquiry now but impatience. It squirmed a little in her hold. Once more a pale yellow
tongue made a lightning dab against her skin. Charis released her grip, fearing for an instant that it would
leave her. But it jumped from her lap to the rough floor of the crevice and stood looking at the forest from
which its enemy had emerged.

Enemy? The Survey man! Charis had almost forgotten him. What had restrained her from hailing him?
Perhaps his very being here had been the answer to her call from the post. But why had she not been
allowed to meet him? For allowed was the proper term. A prohibition she could not explain had been laid
upon her. And Charis knew, without trying such an experiment, that if she attempted to go to the wood she
would not be able to push past an invisible wall someone or something had used to cut her off.

“Meeerreee?” Again a question from the furred one. It paused, one front paw slightly raised, looking back
at her from the entrance to the crevice.

Suddenly Charis wanted to get out of this moss-carpeted land. The frustration of her flight from the very
help she wished was sour in her. Up over the cliff wall back to the sea— The longing to be again beside the
waves was a pulling pain.

“Back to the sea.” She said that aloud as if the furred one could understand. She came out of the crevice
and glanced up for a way to climb.
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“Meeree . ..

Charis had expected the animal to vanish into the moss meadow. Instead, it was demanding her attention in
its own way before it moved sure-footedly along, angling up the surface of the cliff. Charis followed,
warmed by the realization that the animal appeared to have joined forces with her, if only temporarily.
Perhaps its fear of the enemy in the forest was so overpowering it wanted the promised protection of her
company.

While she was not as agile as the animal, Charis was not far behind when they reached the crest of the cliff.
From here one could look down on the expanse of the sea and a line of silver beach. There was a feeling of
peace. Peace? For an instant Charis recaptured the feeling she had known in that first dream—contentment
and peace. The animal trotted ahead, south along the cliff top. From this point the drop to the sand was too

sheer to descend, so Charis again followed the other’s lead.

They came down to the silver strand by a path her companion found. But when Charis would have gone on
south, the Warlockian creature brushed about her ankles, uttering now and then an imperative cry, plainly
wanting her to remain. At last she dropped down to sit facing the sea, and then, looking about her, she was
startled. This was the cove of her first dream exactly.

“Meerree?” That tongue-tip touch, a sense of reassurance, a small warm body pressed against hers, a
feeling of contentment—that all was well . . . coming from her companion or out of some depth within
herself? Charis did not know.

They came out of the sea, though the girl had not seen them swimming in. But these were not a threat like
the fork-tail. Charis drew a deep breath of wonder and delight or welcome as the contentment flowered
within her. They came on, walking through the wash of the waves, then stood to look at her.

Two of them, glittering in the sun, sparkling with light. They were shorter than she, but they walked and
stood with a delicate grace which Charis knew she would never equal, as if each movement, conscious or
unconscious, were a part of a very ancient and beautiful dance. Bands of jewel colors made designs about
each throat in gemmed collars, ran down in spirals over chest, waist, thigh, braceleting the slender legs and
arms. Large eyes with vertical slits of green pupils were fixed on her. She did not find the saurian shape of
their heads in the least repulsive—different, yes, but not ugly, truly beautiful in their own fashion. Above
their domed, jewel-marked foreheads stood a sharp V point of spiky growth, a delicate green perhaps two
shades lighter than the sea from which they had come. This extended down in two bands, one for each
shoulder, wider as if aping wings.

They wore no clothing, save a belt each from which hung various small implements, and a pair of pouches.
Yet their patterned, scaled skin gave the impression of rich robes.

“Meeerrreeee!” The furred body against hers stirred. Charis could not doubt that was a cry of pleasure. But
she did not need that welcome from the animal. She had no fear of these sea ones—the Wyverns surely, the
masters—or rather the mistresses—of Warlock.

They advanced and Charis arose, picking up the furred one, waiting.

“You are—" she began in Basic, but a four-digit hand came out, touched her forehead between the eyes.
And in that touch was not the feel of cold reptilian flesh but of warmth like her own.

No words. Rather it was a flow of thought, of feeling, which Charis’s off-world mind turned into speech:
“Welcome, Sister-One.”

The claim of kinship did not disturb Charis. Their bodies were unlike, yes—but that flow of mind to
mind—it was good. It was what she wanted now and forever.



“Welcome.” She found it hard to think, not to speak. “I have come—"
“You have come. It is good. The journey has been weary, but now it will be less so0.”

The Wyvern’s other hand moved up into the line of Charis’s vision. Cupped against the scaled palm was a
disk of ivory-white. And once seeing it, she found she could not look away. A momentary flash of
uneasiness at that sudden control and then . . .

There was no beach, no whispering sea waves. She was in a room with smooth walls that were faintly
opalescent as if they were coated with sea-shell lining. A window broke one of those surfaces, giving her a
view of open sea and sky. And there was a thick mat spread under that, a covering of fluffy feathers folded
neatly upon it.

“For the weary—rest.”

Charis was alone except for the furred one she still held. Yet that suggestion or order was as emphatic as if
she had heard the words spoken. She stumbled to the mat and lay down, drew the fluffy cover over her
bruised and aching body, and then plunged into another time—world—existence . . .

There was no arbitrary measurement of time where she went, nor was memory ever sharp set enough to
give her more than bits and pieces of what she experienced, learned, saw in that other place. Afterward,
things she had garnered sank past full consciousness in her mind and rose in time of need when she was
unaware that she held such secrets. Schooling, training, testing—all three in one.

When she awoke again in her windowed room, she was Charis Nordholm still, but also she was someone
else, one who had tasted a kind of knowledge her species had never known. She could touch the fringe of
that power, hold a little of it; yet the full mystery of it slipped through her fingers much as if she had tried
to hold tightly the waters of the sea.

Sometimes she sensed disappointment in her teachers, a kind of exasperation, as if they found her
singularly obtuse just when they hovered on the edge of a crucial revelation, and then her own denseness
was a matter of anger and shame for her. She had such limitations. But yet she fought and labored against
them.

Which was the dream—existence in that other world or this waking? She knew the room at times and the
Citadel in the island kingdom of the Wyverns, of which it was a part, and other rooms in other places she
knew were not the Citadel. She knew sea depths: Had she gone there in body or in her dream? She danced
and ran along the sands of shores with companions who sported and played joyously with the same
bursting sense of happy release that she knew. That, she believed, was real.

She learned to communicate with the furred one, if on a limited plane. Tsstu was her name and she was one
of a rare species from the forest lands, not merely animal, not quite equivalent to “human,” but a link
between such as Charis’s own kind had sought for years.

Tsstu and the Wyverns and their half-dream existence in which she was caught up, absorbed, in which
memory faded into another and far less real dream. But there was to be an awakening as sudden and as
racking as that of a warrior startled from slumber by the onslaught of the enemy.

It came during one of the periods Charis believed real, when she was in the Citadel on an island apart from
the land mass where the post stood. She had been teasing her companion Gytha to share dreams with her, a
process of communication which swept one wholly adrift in wonder. But the young Wyvern seemed
absent-minded and Charis guessed a portion of her attention was elsewhere in rapport with her kind, whom
Charis could only reach if they willed it so.



“There is trouble?” She thought her question, her hand going instinctively to the pouch at her belt in which
rested her guide, the carved disk they had given her. She could use it, though haltingly, to control
dangerous life such as the fork-tails or to travel. Of course, she could not draw upon the full Power; maybe
she never would. Even the Wise One, Gysmay, who was a Reader of Rods, could not say yes or no on that
though, in a way Charis did not understand, the elder Wyvern could read the future in part.

“Not so, Sharer of my Dreams.” But even as the answer came, Gytha vanished with a will-to-Otherwise.
The impression she left—Charis frowned—that faint trail of impression was of trouble, and trouble
connected with herself.

She brought out her guide, felt it warm comfortingly on her palm. Practice with it—that was important.
Each time she bent the Power to her will she was that much more proficient. The day was fair; she would
like to be free in it. What harm in her using the disk ashore? And Tsstu had been restless. For both of them
to return to the moss meadow might be enjoyable. Memory moved—the Survey man there. Somehow she
had forgotten about him, just as the post and the traders had receded so far into the dreamy past that they
were far less real than a shared dream.

Cupping the disk, she thought of Tsstu and then heard the answering “Meerreee” from the corridor. Charis
pictured the moss meadow, questioned, and was answered with an eager assent. She caught up the small
body as it bounded toward her and held it against her as she breathed upon the disk and made a new mind-
picture—the meadow as she remembered it most vividly by that solitary fruit tree.

Then Tsstu wriggled out of Charis’s hold, pranced on her hind legs, waving her front paws in the air
ecstatically, until the girl laughed. She had not felt as young and free as this for as long as she could
remember. To be Ander Nordholm’s assistant had once absorbed all her interest and energy, and then there
had been nothing but dark shadows until she had seen the Wyverns coming to her through the sea. But
now, no Wyverns—nothing but Charis and Tsstu, removed from the need for care, in a wide and
welcoming stretch of countryside.

Charis threw out her arms, put up her head, so that the warmth of the sun was directly on her face. Her
hair, which always intrigued the Wyverns so, she had caught back with a tie the same green as the clinging
tunic she now wore.

This time her feet were shielded from hurt with sandals of shell seemingly impervious to wear, yet as light
as if she were barefoot. She felt as if she might emulate Tsstu and dance on the moss. She had taken a few
tentative steps when she heard it, a sound which sent her backing swiftly into the cover of the tree
branches—the hum of an airborne motor.

A copter was coming from the southeast. In general appearance it was like any other atmosphere flyer
imported from off-world. Only this one had service insignia, the Winged Planet of Survey surmounted by a
gold key. It was slanting away, out to sea in the general direction of the Citadel.

In all the time she had been with the natives, they had had no contact that she had known of with any off-
worlders save herself. Nor had the Wyverns ever mentioned such. For the first time Charis speculated
about that. Why had she herself never asked any questions about the government base, made any attempt to
get the Wyverns to take or send her there? She had seemed to forget her own species while she was with
the Warlockians. And that was so unnatural that she was uneasy when she realized it now.

“Meeerrreee?” A paw patted her ankle. Tsstu had caught Charis’s thought or at least her uneasiness. But
the animal’s concern was only partly comforting.

The Wyverns had not wanted Charis to return to her own kind. It had been their interference on her first
awakening that had kept her from retracing her trail to the post, had made her take cover from the flyer in
the night, avoid the Survey man. She had had only kindness—yes—and an emotion which her species



could term love, and care and teaching from them. But why had they brought her here, tried to cut her off
from her own blood? What use did they have for her?

Use—a cold word, and yet one her mind fastened upon now only too readily. Jagan had brought her here to
use as a contact with these same wielders of strange powers. Then she had been skillfully detached from
the post, led to the meeting by the sea. And understanding that, Charis broke free of the enchantment which
had bound her to the Otherwhere of the Wyverns.

The copter was out of sight. Had it been summoned for her? Charis was sure not. But she could have been
there when it arrived. She called Tsstu, caught her up, and concentrated upon the disk to return.

Nothing happened. She was not back in the Citadel room but still under the tree in the meadow. Again
Charis set her mind to the task of visualizing the place she wanted to be and it was there, as a vivid picture
in her mind, but only in her mind.

Tsstu whimpered, butted her head under Charis’s chin; the girl’s fear had spread to her companion. For the
third time, Charis tried the disk. But it was as if whatever power had once been conducted through that was
turned off at the source. Turned off and by the Wyverns. Charis was as certain of that as if she had been
told so, but there was one way to test the truth of her guess.

She raised the disk for the fourth time, this time painting a mind-picture of the plateau top where the
mysterious feast had been spread. Sea wind in her hair, rock about— She was just where she had aimed to
g0. So—she could use the disk here, but she could not return to the native stronghold.

They must have known that she had left the Citadel. They did not want her to return while the visitor was
there—or ever?

One of those half messages from Tsstu which came not as words or pictures but obliquely: something
wrong near here . . .

Charis looked from the sea to the slit of valley where she had seen the fork-tail, secure in her knowledge
that neither the sea beast nor the clakers could attack a disk carrier. From here she could see nothing amiss
below. Two clakers screeched and made for her and then abruptly sheered away and fled for their nesting
holes. Charis used the disk to reach the scrap of beach below the cliff. She had forgotten to bring Tsstu but
she could see the black blot against the red of the rock where the little creature was making a speedy
descent.

Tsstu reached the bottom of the cliff and vanished into the cloak of vegetation. Charis moved inland, the
mental call bringing her to the spring.

A broken bush, torn turf. Then, on a stone, a dark sticky smear about which flying things buzzed or
crawled sluggishly. In the edge of the pool, something gleamed in a spot of sun.

Charis picked up the stunner—not just any off-world weapon but one she knew well. When Jagan had had
her in his cabin on the spacer to give her those instructions in what he intended to be her duties, she had
seen such a side arm many times. The inlay of cross-within-a-circle set into the butt with small black vors
stones had been a personal mark. It was out of the bounds of possibility that two weapons so marked could
be here on Warlock.

She tried to fire it, but the trigger snapped on emptiness; its charge was exhausted. The trampled brush, the
torn-up sod, and that smear— Charis forced herself to draw her finger through the congealed mess. Blood!
She was sure it was blood. There had been a fight here and, judging by the lost stunner, the fight must have
gone against the weapon’s owner or his weapon would not be left so. Had he faced a fork-tail? But there
was no path of wreckage such as that beast had left on its pursuit of her, traces of which still remained to
be seen. Only there had been a fight.



Tsstu made a sound deep in her throat, an “rrrrurrgh” of anger and warning. Moved purely by impulse,
Charis caught up Tsstu and used the disk.

Vi

The smell caught at Charis’s throat, made her cough, even before she knew the source. This was the post
clearing—just as she had aimed for—the bubble of the building rising from bare earth. Or the remains of it,
for there were splotched holes in its fabric from which the plasta-cover peeled in scorched and stinking
strips. Tsstu spat, growled, communication with Charis firm on the need for immediate withdrawal.

But there was a prone figure by the ragged hole which had once been a door. Charis started for that—

“Hoyyy!”

She whirled, her disk ready. There was someone on the trail which led down the cliff face. He moved
faster, waving to her. She could escape at any moment she chose and that knowledge led her to stand her
ground. Tsstu spat again, caught a clawed grip of Charis’s tunic.

From the brush rim of the clearing came a brown animal, trotting purposefully. It walked with its back
slightly arched, showing off the bands of lighter color along each side, the fur thick and long. More of the
light fur was visible above its eyes. Its ears were small, its face broad, the tail bushy.

Just out of the bushes it stopped to eye Charis composedly. Tsstu made no more audible protests, but the
trembling of her body, her fear of mind, was transmitted to Charis. For the second time the girl readied her
disk.

The man who had waved disappeared from the trail; he must have jumped down the last few feet. Now a
whistle sounded from the foliage. The brown animal squatted down where it was. Charis watched warily as
the newcomer burst into the clearing in a rush.

He wore the green-brown of Survey, with the addition of high boots of a dull copper-colored, supple
material. On his tunic collar was the glint of metal—the insignia of his corps again modified with a key as
it had been on the copter. He was young, though nowadays with the mixture of races and the number of
mutants, planet years were hard to guess. Not as tall as the usual Terran breed though, and slender. His skin
was an even brown which might be its natural shade or the result of much weathering, and his hair, rather
closely cropped to his round skull, was almost as tightly curled, and just as black, as Tsstu’s fur.

His impetuous break into the open halted and he stood staring at Charis in open disbelief. The brown
animal rose and went to him, rubbing against his legs.

“Who are you?” he demanded in Basic.

“Charis Nordholm,” she replied mechanically. Then she added, “That beast of yours—he frightens Tsstu—
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“Taggi? You need not fear him.” The brown animal reared against the man’s thigh and he fondled its head,
scratched behind the small ears. “But—a curl-cat!” He was gazing now with almost as great surprise at
Tsstu. “Where did you get it? And how did you make friends with it?”

“Meeerrreeee.” Some of Tsstu’s fear had lessened. She wriggled about in Charis’s arms as if settling
herself in a more comfortable position, watching both man and animal with wary interest.

“She came to me,” Charis fitted the past to the present, “when you were hunting her with that animal!”



“But I never—" he began and then stopped “—oh, back in the woods that day Taggi went off on a new
scent! But why—who are you?”” His tone had a new snap; this was official business now. “And what are
you doing here? Why did you hide when I searched here earlier?”

“Who are you?” she countered.

“Cadet Shann Lantee, Survey Corps, Embassy-Liaison,” he replied almost in one breath. “You sent that
message, the one entered on our pick-up tape, didn’t you? You were here with the traders, though where
you were just a little while ago—"

“I wasn’t here. I have just come.”

He moved toward her, the animal Taggi remaining where it was. Now his eyes were intent, with a new
kind of measurement.

“You’ve been with them!”

And Charis had no doubt as to whom that “them” referred.

“Yes.” She was not prepared to add to that, but he seemed to need no other answer.
“And you’ve just come here. Why?”

“What has happened here? That man there—" She turned toward the body once more but the Survey
officer in one swift stride was blocking her view of it.

“Don’t look! What’s happened?—Well, I’d like to know that myself. There’s been a raid. But who or
why—Taggi and I have been trying to learn what could have happened here. How long have you been with
them?”

Charis shook her head. “I don’t know.” It was the truth, but would this Lantee believe it?

He nodded. “Like that, eh? Some of their dreaming ...~

It was her turn for surprise. What did this officer know of the Wyverns and their Otherwhere? He was
smiling slowly, an expression which modified his usual set of mouth, made him even more youthful.

“I, too, have dreamed,” he said softly.
“But I thought—! She had a small prick of emotion which was not amazement but, oddly, resentment.

His smile remained, warm and somehow eager. “That they do not admit males can dream? Yes, that is
what they told us, too, once upon a time.”

“USQ”

“Ragnar Thorvald and I. We dreamed to order—and came out under our own command, so they had to
give us equal status. Did they do the same to you? Make you visit the Cavern of the Veil?”

Charis shook her head. “I dreamed, yes, but I don’t know about your cavern. They taught me how to use
this.” On impulse she held up the disk.

Lantee’s smile vanished. “A guide! They gave you a guide. So that’s how you got here!”



“You don’t have one?”

“No, they never offered us those. And you don’t ask—"

Charis nodded. She knew what he meant. With the Wyverns, you waited for their giving; you did not ask.
But apparently Lantee and this Thorvald had better contact with the natives than the traders had been able
to establish.

The traders—the raid here. She did not realize that she was speaking aloud her thoughts as she said:
“That man with the blaster!”

“What man?” Again that official voice from Lantee.

Charis told him of that strange last night in the post when she had awakened to find herself in a deserted
building, of her use of the com and the answer the sweep had picked up in the north. Lantee shot questions
at her, but the answers she had were so limited she could tell him little more than the fact that the stranger
in the visa-plate had worn an illegal weapon.

“Jagan had a limited permit,” Lantee said when she had done. “He was here on sufferance and against our
recommendations, and he had only a specified time in which to prove his trade claim. We heard he had
brought in a woman as liaison, but that was when he first set up the post ...”

“Sheeha!” Charis broke in. Rapidly she added that part of the story to the rest.

“Apparently she couldn’t take the dreams,” Lantee observed. “They reached for her, just as they did for
you. But she wasn’t receptive in the right way, so it reacted on her, broke her. Then Jagan made another
trip and got you. But this other crowd—the one you picked up that night—that spells trouble. It looks as if
they hit here—"

Charis glanced at the body. “Is that Jagan? One of his men?”

“It’s a crewman, yes. Why did you come here? You taped a call for help to escape that night.”

She showed him the stunner, told him of where and how she had found it. Lantee was far from smiling
now.

“The com in the post was smashed along with everything else inside that wasn’t blast-burned. But—there
was something else. Have you ever seen a mate to this before, or was it part of Jagan’s stock—a
keepsake?”

Lantee moved back to the body he had warned her not to approach and picked an object from the ground
beside it. When he came back, he held an unusual weapon, now horribly stained for a third of its length. It
had the general appearance of a spear or dart, but the sawlike projections extended farther down its shaft
than was natural in a spearhead.

Charis’s fingers were a tight fist about her disk as Lantee held it closer to her. The bone-white substance
was very like that used in the guide.

“I never saw it before.” She told the truth, but in her a fear was growing.
“But you have an idea?” He was too acute!

“Suppose, just suppose,” Lantee continued, no longer holding her eye to eye as if demanding her thoughts,
but regarding the strange spear with a brooding expression, “that this is native to Warlock!”



“They don’t need such weapons,” Charis flashed. “They can control any living thing through these.” She
waved her balled fist.

“Because they dream,” Lantee noted. “But what of those of their race who do not dream?”

“The—the males?” For the first time Charis wondered about that. Now she remembered that, in all the time
she had spent with the Wyverns, she had not seen any male of their species. That they existed she knew,
but there appeared to be a wall of reticence surrounding any mention of them.

“But—" she could not believe in Lantee’s suggestion “—that is the sign of blaster fire.” With her chin she
pointed to the post.

“Yes. Blaster fire, systematic wrecking of every installation—and then this—used to kill an off-worlder.
It’s as complicated as a dream, isn’t it? But this is real, too real by far!” He dropped the stained spear to lie
between them. “We have to have answers and have them quick.” He looked up at her. “Can you call them?
Thorvald went out to the Citadel for a conference before he knew about this.”

“I tried to go back before—they’d walled me out.”

“We have to know what happened here. A body with this in it. Up there—" Lantee waved toward the
plateau, “—an empty ship just sitting. And out of here, as far as Taggi can trace, not a single trail. Either
they lifted in by aircraft or—"

“The sea!” Charis finished for him.
“And the sea is their domain; there is not much happens out there that they are not aware of.”

“You mean—they planned this?”” Charis demanded coldly. To her mind violence of this kind was not the
Wyvern way. The natives had their own powers and those did not consist of blaster fire and serrated
spears.

“No,” Lantee agreed with her promptly. “This has the stamp of a Jack job, except for that.” He toed the
spear. “And if a Jack crew planeted here, the sooner we combine forces against them, the better!”

To that Charis could agree. If Jagan’s poor outfit had been fringe trading, it had still been on the side of the
law. A Jack crew was a thoroughly criminal gang, pirates swooping on out-world trading posts to glut, kill,
and be off again before help could be summoned. And on such an open world as Warlock, they might well
consider lingering for awhile.

“You have a Patrol squad on world?” she asked.

“No. We’re in a peculiar situation here. The Wyverns won’t allow any large off-world settlement. They
only accepted Thorvald and me because we did, by chance, pass their dream test when we were survivors
of a Throg raid. But they wouldn’t agree—or haven’t yet—to any Patrol station. We have a scout that visits
from time to time and that’s the limit.

“This post of Jagan’s was an experiment, pushed on us by some of the off-world veeps who wanted to see
how a non-government penetration would be accepted. And the big Companies didn’t want to gamble.
That’s how a Free Trader got it. There are just Thorvald, Taggi, his mate Togi and their cubs, and me, plus
a com-tech generally resident at headquarters.”

As if the mention of his name summoned him, the brown animal lumbered forward. He sniffed the spear
and growled. Tsstu spat, her claws pricking through to Charis’s skin.



“What is he?” she asked.

“Wolverine, a Terran-mutated team animal,” Lantee answered a little absently. “Could you try to raise
them again? [ have a hunch that time is getting rather tight.”

Gytha—among the Wyverns Charis had been the closest to that young witch who had shared some of her
instruction—maybe she could break through by beaming the power directly at Gytha and not at the Citadel
as a whole. She did not answer Lantee’s question in words but breathed upon the disk, and closed her eyes
the better to visualize Gytha.

At her first meeting with the Wyverns, they had had a physical uniformity which made it difficult for an
off-worlder to see them as individuals. But Charis had learned that their jeweled skin-patterns varied, that
this adornment had meaning. The younger members of their species, when they came to adulthood and the
use of the Power, could take certain simplifications of designs worn by the elders of their family lines and
then gradually add the symbols of their own achievements, spelled out in no code Charis could yet
understand, although by it she could now recognize one from another.

So it was easy to visualize Gytha, to beam her desire for her friend. She expected mind contact but, at an
exclamation from Lantee, she opened her eyes to see Gytha herself, the gold and crimson circles about her
snout agleam in the sun, the spine ridges along her back moving a little as if she had actually used them to
fly here.

“He-Who-Dreams-True.” The mental greeting reached out to Lantee.

“She-Who-Shares-Dreams.” Charis was startled when the Survey man answered in the same way. So he
did have communication with the Wyverns in spite of the fact he possessed no disk.

“You have called!” That was aimed at Charis with a sharpness which suggested her act had been an error
of judgment.

“There is trouble here—"
Gytha’s head turned; she surveyed the wreckage of the post, glanced once at the body.
“It does not concern us.”

“Nor this either?” Lantee made no move to pick up the spear again, but with boot toe he nudged it a little
closer to the Wyvern.

She looked down, and a barrier between her and Charis snapped into place, as a door might slam. But
Charis had been long enough among Gytha’s kind to read the flash of agitation in the sudden quiver of the
Wyvern’s forehead crest. Her indifference of moments before was gone.

“Gytha!” Charis tried to break through the barrier of silence. But it was as if the Wyvern was not only deaf
but that Charis and Lantee had ceased to exist. Only the bloodstained spear had reality and meaning.

The Wyvern made no gesture of warning. But they were there—two more of her kind. And one—Charis
took a quick step back—one of the new arrivals had a head crest which was close to black in shade; the
whole surface of her scaled skin was covered with such a multiplicity of gemmed design that she flashed.
Gysmay—one of the Readers of Rods!

With her came the impact, first of irritation; then, as the Wyvern looked at Lantee, a cold anger, cold
enough to strike as a weapon.



Though the Survey officer swayed, his face greenish under the brown, he stood up to her. Under that
momentary burst of anger, Charis caught the suggestion of surprise in the Wyvern.

The second Warlockian who had accompanied Gysmay at Gytha’s summons made no move. But from her,
too, flowed emotion—if one could name it that—a feeling of warning and restraint. Her head crest was
also black, but there was no flashing display of patterned skin bright in the sun. At first glance Charis
thought she wore no designs at all, even the “encouragement” ones of her ancestors. Then the girl noted
that there was a series of markings, deceptively simple, so close in hue to the natural silver of her skin as to
make a brocade effect detectable only after concentrated study.

For Lantee or Charis this newcomer had no attention at all; she was staring unwinkingly at the spear. That
rose from the spot where Lantee had dropped it, moving up horizontally on a level with the Wyvern’s eyes,
coming to her. Then it stopped, balanced in the air for a long moment.

It whirled end for end and dashed groundward. There was a sharp snapping as it shattered into bits. It
might have been broken against rock instead of bare earth. Then the splinters whirled about and rose in
turn. Charis watched unbelievingly as those needle-small remnants of the spear spun madly about. They
fell, stilled, but now they formed what was surely a pattern.

The girl reeled. Tsstu, in her arms, screeched. The wolverine squalled. Charis watched Lantee collapse
limply under a mental blow of rage, so raw and hot as to be a fire within one’s tormented brain. There was
a red cloud about her, but Charis was most aware of the pain in her head.

That pain accompanied her into the dark, nibbled at her will, weakened her struggle to pull away from it.
Was it pain or something behind the pain, compelling her, making her no longer Charis Nordholm but a
tool to be used, a key to turn for another, stronger personality?

The pain pushed at her. She crawled through a red haze—on and on. Where? for what purpose? There was
only the whip of pain and the need to obey that other will which wielded such a lash. Red, red, all about
her. But the red was fading slowly as a fire falls into ash. Red to gray, gray which remained about her, a
gray she could see . . .

Charis lay on her back. There was an arch of wall close to her right hand; it sloped inward over her head.
She had seen that wall before. Half-light so dim—bare walls—a drop table—a seat by it. The trading
post—she was back in the trading post!

IX

It was oddly still. Charis sat up on the cot, pulled her coverall into place. Coverall? Something buried deep
inside her questioned, and a seed of doubt plagued her. Yes, the post was very still. She went to the door,
set her hands on either side of the sealed slit. Was she locked in? But when she applied pressure, the portal
opened and she was able to look out into the corridor.

The doors along it gaped open as she slipped into freedom. Listening brought no trace of sound, no
murmur of voices or the heavy breathing of a sleeper. She went on down the hall, the floor chill to her bare
feet.

But this—all of this, whispered that rebellious voice deep within her, she had done before. Yet on the
surface, this was the here and now. The rooms were empty; she paused at each to make sure of that. Then
the fourth room: a com screen against its wall, chairs and piles of record tapes. The com—she could use its
sweep, try to pick up the government base. But first she must make sure she was safely alone.

A hurried search of the post, room by room. Time—it was a matter of time. Then she was back in the com
room, leaning over the key board, picking out the proper combination to trigger a sweep ray.



A wait, and then a signal to the northeast. The visa-plate clouded and then cleared. Charis dodged from her
position before it. A man was standing out of the mist, a man wearing a dingy uniform of a trader. Charis
studied him, but he was unknown to her. Only the illegal blaster holstered at his belt made him different
from any other fringe crewman. Charis’s hand swept out to break contact.

She activated the sweep once again, tried south, and picked a signal—the insignia of Survey with a seal of
Embassy. Slowly then she began to click out a message for the tape.

She was on a hillside. It was cold, dark, and she was running, running until her breath made a sharp stab
beneath her ribs. The hunt would be up soon. Or would Tolskegg be willing to let her go, to die alone in
the heights of exhaustion, starvation, or at the claws of some beast? He had Demeter and the settlement
below now within his hold.

Demeter! The part of her which had been denying that this was the here and now struggled. Charis shook
with more than cold. She was climbing to the heights above the settlement, yet the belief that this was all
false grew stronger and stronger.

A dream. And there were those who used dreams and the stuff of dreams as a potter spun clay on his
wheel. If she was caught in a dream, then she must wake—wake soon. Not a dream. Yes—a dream. She
felt her own exhaustion, the pinch of hunger which was pain, the rough ground over which she stumbled,
the bushes she grasped to steady her.

Not real—a dream! The bushes thinned until they were unsubstantial ghosts of themselves. Through their
wavering outlines she saw a wall—yes, wall, solid wall. She was not on Demeter—she was—she was . . .

Warlock! As if the recognition of that name were a key, the now shadowy slope of Demeter vanished,
driven away like smoke by a rising wind. She lay on a pad of mats. To her right was a window giving on
the dark of night with a frosting of stars in the sky. This was Warlock and the Citadel of the Wyverns.

She did not move but lay quietly trying to separate dream from reality. The post—it had been raided. That
Survey officer Shann Lantee— She could see him as plainly now as if he stood before her, the blood-
spattered alien spear held between them.

The spear. It had splintered under the action of the Wyvern. The broken bits had moved in that weird dance
until they had fallen in a pattern which had awakened such rage in the Warlockians. And that rage . . .

Charis sat bolt upright on the mats. Lantee crumbling under the Power of the Wyverns, herself returned to
relive portions of the past—for what purpose she could not divine. Why had that rage been turned on
Lantee? In a way, it had been her fault for summoning Gytha. She had been too impulsive.

Her hands went to the pouch at her belt. It was empty of the disk. That had been in her hand when the
Power had taken her on the shore. Had she dropped it or had they taken it from her?

That could mean that the Wyverns no longer considered her in the guise of friend or ally. What had the
broken spear meant to them? Without the disk Charis was a prisoner here in this room. At least there was
no reason why she could not attempt at once to find out what bonds had been set upon her freedom. Would
she discover herself as unable to move as she had been on her flight along the shore when it had suited the
Wyverns to control her?

“Tsstu?” Charis held that call to hardly above a whisper. She did not know how much of an ally the small
curl-cat could be against the Wyverns, but she had come to depend upon her for companionship more
heavily than she had guessed.



A drowsy sound came from the shadow directly below the window near which her head had rested. Tsstu
lay there, curled in a ball, her eyes closed, her ears folded back tight against her head. Charis stooped and
drew her fingers lightly across that head.

“Tsstu,” she whispered coaxingly. Was the curl-cat—she had adopted Lantee’s name for Tsstu’s species
since it fitted so well—deep in her own kind of dream, too deep to be aroused now?

The ears twitched and slits of eyes showed between lids. Then Tsstu yawned widely, her yellow tongue
curled up and out. She lifted her head to eye Charis.

To communicate more than just vague impressions without the aid of the disk—could she do that? Charis
made a sudden swoop to gather up the curl-cat, holding Tsstu aloft so that those narrow felinelike eyes
looked straight into hers. Was Tsstu so closely linked to the Wyverns that she would serve them rather than
Charis now?

Away, the girl thought, out of here.
“Rrrruuuu.” That was agreement.

Tsstu wriggled vigorously in her grasp, wanting her freedom. Charis obeyed her wish. The curl-cat
approached the doorway on pad-feet, elongating and flattening her body so that she had the appearance of
a hunter on stalk. She stared into the corridor, her head raised a little, her ears spread to their widest. Charis
guessed that every sense the curl-cat had was analyzing, scouting, for them. Tsstu glanced back at the girl,
summoned—

This way led to the assembly rooms, to other private chambers such as hers, prepared for dreamers.
Whether or not the corridor would eventually take them outside Charis did not know; she could only hope
and rely upon Tsstu.

Even without the disk she strove to pick up any mind touch, any intimation that the Wyverns were about.
Twice Charis was sure she had brushed beamed thoughts, not enough to read, just enough to be certain that
they did exist. Otherwise, as in the trading post, she might be walking through a deserted dwelling.

Tsstu seemed confident of her path, trotting noiselessly along, choosing without hesitation whenever the
corridor branched or was crossed by another passage. Charis was already out of the small portion of the
maze that she knew. And she was conscious of the fact that the curl-cat had guided her into a section where
the light from the walls was dimmer, the walls themselves rougher, narrower. She gained a feeling of age.
Then the light was gone from the whole wall surface, lingering only in some places. Charis had to study
closely before she saw the purpose of those remaining patches. They made out a design not unlike the
whorls and circling on the disks. Here on the walls were some of the same symbols of power which the
Wyverns had harnessed to their bidding.

But these patterns were not finished nor as crisp and cleanly cut as those on the disks. Larger, cruder, could
they still open doorways for the initiated?

Tsstu continued with confidence. The even temperature of the other corridors failed. Charis put fingers to
the nearest spiral and jerked them away as her flesh shrank from the heat there. She coughed, her throat
dry. Where or what was this place?

In spite of an inner warning, she could not help but follow some of the designs with her eyes, looking
ahead to pick them up, keeping them in sight until they were behind her. They blanketed her general field

of vision until all she could see were the designs, and she halted with a cry of fear.

“Tsstu!”



Soft fur against her ankles, a reassurance in her mind. The curl-cat must not be affected by the same
illusions as now imprisoned the girl. But to walk through this blackness where only the whorls, circles,
lines had any existence for her was more than Charis could bring herself to do. Fear—overwhelming,
panic-raising fear—

“Meeeerreee!”

Charis could feel Tsstu, she could hear her, but she could not see the curl-cat. She could see nothing but the
patterns.

“Back!” Her word was a hoarse whisper. Only now Charis was not sure where back was. To take a step
could plunge her into unknown chaos.

There was one design out of that mass of patterns—somehow she was able to fasten on that. Larger,
sprawled out in crude length where she was used to it in a compact, clearly defined circle—this was her
own disk pattern. She was certain of that.

“Tsstu!” She caught up the curl-cat by touch. Only those lines of dull silver glowed in the darkness.
Concentrate on this design as she had on the disk and so—escape?

Charis hesitated. Escape to where? Return to the raided post? To the moss meadow? She must have a
strong visual picture of her goal or the transport would not occur. Post? Meadow? Neither was where she
wanted to go now. It was not just escape she wanted, it was knowledge of what was happening and why.
But one could not gain that so . . .

Then—she was there. Lines of Wyverns, all seated cross-legged on mats, all intent upon two in the center.
Lines of Wyverns, circles of them, for the chamber was a bowl-shaped place made up of climbing ledges,
circling a space.

In that space Gysmay and her shadow-patterned companion stood alone. They faced each other, those two,
and between them on the dark of the floor were splinters, needlelike pieces of all colors of the rainbow.
The two were intent upon those splinters as were all others in that chamber.

Charis’s hair stirred with electricity, her skin prickled. There was such power here, loosed, flowing, that
she reacted to it physically. None of those about her had noted her coming; they stared at the splinters,
concentrating their power.

The splinters rose upon their points, whirled, danced, spun into the air to form a small cloud which first
encircled Gysmay. Three times about her body, beginning at waist height, then at her throat, lastly about
her head. Then they spun away to the open between the two Wyverns, came apart in a tinkling rain to form
a design on the floor. And from those that watched there came to Charis a ripple of emotion, some decision
or demand or bargaining point, she was not sure which, had been stated.

Again the needles rose in their point-dance, leaped into the air to form a cloud which now wreathed the
shadowed Wyvern. And Charis thought that they spun more slowly this time and that the cloud did not
glint with bright colors but was more subdued. It broke and tinkled down to deliver the answer,
counterargument, disagreement—three in one.

And again there was to be sensed a wave of approbation from some of the watchers, but a weaker one. The
company was divided upon some issue and their discussion conducted so Charis watched, supposing that
Gysmay was about to answer, for the needles were rising again.

But this time their dance was less prolonged and the cloud they formed swayed neither to one of the
Wyverns nor to the other. It was a tight saucer-shape rising higher and higher, straight up until it was level
with the fourth and top tier of the ledges.



The company watched in shocked surprise. This they had not expected. Gysmay and her companions held
their disks. But if they strove to call the needles, those were now out of their control. The cloud swayed
back and forth as if it clung to some unseen pendulum. And each swing brought it closer to where Charis
stood.

Suddenly it broke from that measured swing to dart at her. She cried out as it whirled about her head,
swiftly, almost menacingly. The two nearest Wyverns were on their feet, while all below focused on the
girl.

Twice, three times, the cloud wreathed her and then it was gone, out over the open, descending. But Charis
could not move; the restraint of the power held her prisoner. The cloud broke, rained its substance down to
the floor, but she could see no design, only a meaningless jumble.

At the same time she moved, not of her own volition, but under the will of those about her, descending
from tier to tier until she stood in the open, equidistant from the two witches.

“What is read is read. To each dreamer, a dream as is the will of Those Who Have Dreamed Before. It
would seem, Dreamer of Other World Dreams, that you, also, have a word in this matter—"

“In what matter?” Charis asked aloud.
“In the matter of life and death, of your blood and our blood, of past and future,” was the evasive answer.

Where she found the words and the courage to say them in an even voice, Charis did not know as she
replied: “If that is the answer, I have been granted—" she nodded at the fallen needles “—then you needs
must read it for me, O One of All Wisdom.”

It was the shadow-laced Wyvern who answered: “But this is beyond our reading, though it has meaning
since the Power moved its fashioning. We can only believe that its time is not yet. But time itself is an
enemy in this matter. When one weaves a dream there must be no breaking of the thread of warp and woof.
In our dreams, you and yours are unwelcome—"

“Those of my blood have died on the shore,” Charis retorted. “Yet I cannot believe that it was by your
hands and will—"

“No—by their own. For they began an ill dream and twisted the pattern. They have done a thing which is
beyond straightening now.” Gysmay was all anger, though that emotion was controlled and perhaps the
more deadly because of that control. “They have given those who cannot dream another kind of power to
break the long-laid design. Thus they must be hunted! They would overturn all reason and custom, and to
that the end is slaying—and the slaying has already begun. We want no more of you. It shall be so.” She
clapped her hands and the needles jumped, collecting into a heap.

“Perhaps—" the shadowed Wyvern spoke.

“Perhaps?”” echoed Charis. “Speak plainly to me now, Holder of Old Wisdom. I have seen a dead man of
my race lying by a broken dwelling, and with him was a weapon which was not his. Yet among you I have
seen no arms save the disks of Power. What evil walks this world? It is not of my making nor of the man
Lantee’s.” She did not know why she added that, save that Lantee had had friendly contact with the
witches.

“You are of one breed with the makers of this trouble!” Gysmay’s thought was like a sharp hiss.

“The spear,” Charis persisted, “this is of your kind, not mine! And a man died of it.”



“Those who dream not—they hunt, they kill with such. And now they have broken the ancient law and run
to do evil in the service of strangers. Those strangers have given them a protection against the Power so
that they may not be brought back into order again. Perhaps this was not of your doing, for among us you
have dreamed true and know the power in its proper use. And the man Lantee, together with the one other
who was with him from the earlier time, he, too, has dreamed—though that was out of all custom. But now
come those who do not dream, to uphold the evil of not-dreaming. And our world will fall apart unless we
hasten to the mending.”

“But still,” the shadowed Wyvern’s quieter message came, “there is the pattern we cannot read and which
we may not push away unheeded, for it was born of what we evoked here to answer us in our need.
Therefore, there is a use for you, though we know not yet what it may be, nor do you. This you must learn
for yourself and bring to aid the greater design—"

There was no mistaking the warning lying in that. Charis could only guess at the meaning behind the
circumlocution of speech. An off-world party—probably the Jacks who had raided the post—had freed
some of the males from the control of the Wyvern matriarchs. And these were now fighting for or with the
strangers. In return, the Wyverns seemed about to organize some counterblow against all off-worlders.

“This great design—it is being readied against those of my blood?” Charis asked.

“It must be carefully woven, then aimed and dreamed.” Again only half an answer. “But it will break your
pattern as you have broken ours.”

“And I have a part in this?”

“You have received an answer which we could not read. Discover its meaning and maybe it will be for us
also.”

“She breaks our pattern here,” Gysmay interrupted. “Send her into the Place Without Dreams that she may
not continue to disrupt what we do here!”

“Not so! She was answered; she has a right to learn the meaning of that answer. Send her forth from this
place, yes—that we shall do. But into the Darkness Which Is Naught? No—that is against her rights. Time
grows short, Dreamer. Dream true if you would save the breaking of your pattern. Now—get you hence!”

The tiered chamber, the watching Wyverns, vanished. Night was dark about Charis, but she could hear the
murmur of sea waves not too far away. She breathed fresh air and above her were stars. Was she back on
shore?

No. As her eyes adjusted to the very dim light, she was able to see that she stood on a high point of rock;
around her on all sides was the wash of waves. She must be marooned on a rocky spear in what might be
the middle of the ocean.

Afraid to take a step in any direction, Charis dropped down to her knees, hardly believing this could be
true. Tsstu stirred, made a small questioning sound, and Charis’s breath caught in a half-sob of incredulous
protest.

X

“The dream is yours. Dream true.”

Rock, an islet of bare rock, high above the sea with no path down its steep walls against which waves
thundered. Overhead the cries of birds disturbed from their nesting holes by her coming. In the half-light of



early morning Charis surveyed her perch. The first bewilderment of her arrival was gone, but her
uneasiness now had a base of fear.

There was a series of sharp, shallow ledges leading down from the point of rock where she crouched to a
wider open space sheltered on one side by a ridge. Some vegetation, pallid and sickly looking, straggled in
that pocket of earth. She rose to look out over the sea, having no idea where she was now in relation to the
Citadel or the main continent.

Some distance away there was another blot which must mark a second rock island, but it was too far to
make out clearly. The finality which had been in her dismissal from the Wyvern assemblage clung. They
had sent her here, and she could only believe that they would do nothing to get her back. Her escape must
be of her own devising.

“Meeerrreee?” Tsstu squatted on the rock, her whole stance expressing her dislike of these surroundings.
“Where do we go?” Charis asked. “You know as much as 1.”

The curl-cat looked at her through eyes slitted against the force of the rising wind. Charis shivered. There
was a promise of rain in the feel of that breeze, she thought. To be caught on this barren rock in a storm . . .

Only that half-pocket below offered any shelter at all; best get into it now. Tsstu was prudently already on
the way, though with caution as she clawed along the ledges.

Rain sure enough, great drops slapping down. But rain meant water to drink. Charis welcomed those
runnels which spattered into the pockets of rock. With the gift of rain water, this storm could be a blessing
for them both.

The birds which had cried overhead were now gone. Tsstu, prowling their scrap of ground, went to work at
a matted tangle against the ridge wall. She looked up with a trickle of white coursing over her chin, which
she swept away with a swift swipe of tongue.

“—ree—" She pushed her head back into the tangle and then backed out, coming to Charis carrying
something in her mouth with delicate care. When the girl put out her hand, Tsstu dropped into it a ball
which could only be an egg.

Hunger fought with distaste and won. Charis broke a small hole in the top of that sphere and sucked its
contents, trying not to notice the taste. Eggs and rain water— How long would they last? How long would
the two of them last perched up here, especially if the wind grew strong enough to lick them off?

“The dream is yours. Dream true.” Could this be only one of those very real dreams which the Wyverns
were able to evoke? Charis could not remember that in any of those visions she had felt the need to eat or
drink. Dream or real? Charis had no evidence either way.

But there had to be some way of escape!

The ridge at her back kept a measure of the rain from them, but the water gathering on the higher level
drained down into this slight basin, pooling up about the roots of the few small plants. The earth about
them grew slick.

If she only had the disk! But she had not had that back in that passage where the patterns had glowed on
the walls. Yet her concentration upon those designs had taken her into the Wyvern assembly.

Suppose she had the same means of leaving here—where would she go? Not back to the Citadel; that was
enemy territory now. To the raided post? No, unless she was only seeking a hiding place. But that was not
what she wanted.



Wyvern witches against off-worlders. If the natives moved only against the Jacks and their own renegade
males, that was none of her battle. But they were seeing all off-worlders as enemies now. If this rock exile
was merely a device to keep her out of battle, it was a well-planned one. But she was of one stock; the
Wyverns, no matter how much they had been in accord, were alien. And when it came to drawing battle
lines, she was on the other side, whether her original sympathies lay there or not.

No, Charis did not care what happened to the scum which had turned Jack here; the quicker they were dealt
with the better. But they should be disciplined by their own kind.

Lantee and this Ragnar Thorvald who represented off-world law on Warlock and who now were
apparently lumped with those to be finished off, Wyvern-fashion—they must have a say. If they could be
warned, then there might still be time to summon the Patrol to handle the Jacks and prove to the Wyverns
that all off-worlders were not alike.

A warning. But even with the disk Charis could not reach the government base. You had to have a previous
memory of any point, be able to picture it in your mind, in order to use the Power to reach it. And Lantee—
what had happened to him at the post? Was he even still alive after that mind blast from the Wyverns?

Could—just possibly—could you use a person as a journey goal? Not to summon him to you as she had so
disastrously done with Gytha at the post, but to go to him? It was action she had never tried. But it was a
thought.

Only first—the means. With a disk, one focused on the pattern until one’s eyes were set, and one’s
concentration reached the necessary pitch to use one’s will as a springboard into Otherwhere, or through it
into another place.

Back in the passage, she had involuntarily used the glowing design on the wall to project her into the
Wyvern council, though then she had not controlled her place of arrival.

What was important then was not the disk itself but the design it bore. Suppose she could reproduce that
pattern here, concentrate upon it. Escape? It might be her one chance. Manifestly she had no means of
leaving here otherwise. So why not try the illogical?

Then—go where? The post? The moss meadow? Any point on which she could fix an entrance would
bring her no closer to the base of the Survey men. But if she could join Lantee—him she could visualize
strongly enough to use. The only other possibility was Jagan and she could not obtain any aid from the
trader, even if he were still alive.

To join Lantee who, by his own account, had some experience with Wyvern dreaming and Power—might
that not make him more receptive as a focal point? There was so much she had to guess about this, but it
was the best chance she could see now. If she could set up the liberating pattern at all.

What were her means? The rock was too rough to serve as a surface on which to scratch lines. The slick
clay at the edge of the growing pool caught Charis’s attention. It was a relatively flat stretch and one could
make an impression on it with a sharp stone or a branch from one of the bushes. But she had to do it right.

Charis closed her eyes and tried to build within her mind the all-important memory. There was a wavy line
which curled back upon its length—so. Then the break which came—thus. Something else—something
missing. Her agitation grew as she strove to fit in the part she could not remember. Maybe if she drew it
out she would . . .

But the expanse of the clay was now too well covered by the pool water. And the wind was rising. With
Tsstu curled close against her, Charis hugged the protecting ridge rock. There was nothing to do until the
storm died.



Within a very short time Charis began to fear that they would not survive the fury of the wind, the choking
drive of the rain. Only the fact that the ridge wall was there and they were tight against it gave them
anchorage. The downpour continued to raise the pool until the water lapped Charis’s cold feet and legs, but
then it reached new runnels to feed it to the sea below.

Tsstu was a source of warmth in her arms and the curl-cat’s vague communication was a reassurance, too.
A confidence flowed from the animal to the girl, not steadily, but when she needed it most. Charis
wondered just how much of what had happened to them Tsstu understood. Their band of mind-touch was
so narrow the girl could not judge the intelligence of the Warlockian animal by the forms of comparison
she knew. Tsstu might be far more than she seemed or be assessed as less because of the lack of full
communication.

There came a time when the wind no longer lashed at their refuge or poked in finger-gusts to try to loosen
their hold. The sky lightened and the rain, from a blustering wall of driven water, slackened into a drizzle.
Still Charis was not sure of the design. But she watched the shore of the pool avidly, wondering whether
she could bare the clay by cupping out water with her hands.

The sky was streaked with gold when she edged forward and twisted a length of water-soaked frond from
one of the bushes. To strip away leaves and give herself a writing point was no problem. Impatience
possessed her now—she must try this slender hope.

She cupped out some of the pool water by hand, clearing a stretch of smooth blue clay. Now! Charis found
her fingers shaking a little; she set her will and muscle power to control that trembling as she put the point
of her writing tool in the sticky surface.

Thus—the wavy line which was the base of the design to her thinking. Yes! Now for the sharp
counterstroke to bisect it at just the proper angle. There—correct. But the missing part . . .

Charis shut her eyes tightly. Wave, line— What was the other? Useless. She could not remember.

Bleakly she looked down at the almost complete pattern. But “almost” would not serve; it had to be
perfect. Tsstu sat beside her, staring with feline intensity at the marks in the clay. Suddenly she shot out a
paw, planted it flat before Charis could interfere. At the girl’s cry, the curl-cat’s ears folded and she
growled softly, but she withdrew her forefoot, leaving the impress of three pads set boldly in the mud.

Three indentations! No—two! Charis laughed. Tsstu’s memory was the better. She rubbed the mud clear,
began to draw again—this time far more swiftly—with self-confidence. Wavy line, cut, two ovals—not
quite where Tsstu had placed them, but here and here.

“Meeerrreee!”
“Yes!” Charis echoed that cry of triumph. “Will it work, little one? Will it work? And where do we go?”

But she knew she had already made up her mind as to that. Not a place but a man was her goal—at least at
first try. If she could not join Lantee, they would try for the moss meadow and the chance of working their
way south to the base from there. But that meant a waste of time they might not have to spend. No—for
what might be the safety of all their kind on this world, Lantee was her first goal.

First she began to build her mental picture of the Survey officer, fitting in every small detail that memory
supplied, and she found there were more of those to summon than she had believed. His hair, black, crisply
curling like Tsstu’s; his brown face sober and masked until he smiled but then softening about his mouth
and eyes; his spare, wiry body in the green-brown uniform, his companion Taggi. Erase the wolverine, a
second living thing might confuse the Power.



Charis found that she could not divide the two in her mind-picture. Man and animal, they clung together
despite her efforts to forget Taggi and see only Lantee. Once more she built up the picture of Shann Lantee
as she had seen him at the post before she had summoned Gytha. Just so he had stood, looked, been. Now!

Tsstu had come back into her arms, her claws caught in Charis’s already slitted tunic. Charis regarded the
curl-cat with a smile.

“We had better finish this flitting about soon or you will have me reduced to rags. Shall we try it?”

“—reee—" Agreement by mind-touch, eager anticipation. Tsstu appeared to have no doubts that they
would go somewhere.

Charis stared down at the pattern.

Cold—no light at all—a terrible emptiness. Life was not. She wanted to scream under a torture which was
not of body but of mind. Lantee—where was Lantee? Dead? Was this death into which she had followed
him?

Cold again—but another kind of cold. Light—Ilight which carried the promise of life she knew and
understood. Charis fought down the churning sickness which had come from that terror of the place where
life did not exist.

A rank smell, a growling answered by Tsstu’s “rrruuugh” or warning. Charis saw the rocky waste about
them and—the brown Taggi. The wolverine lumbered back and forth, pausing now and then to snarl. And
Charis caught the feeling of fear and bewilderment which moved him. Always his pacing brought him back
to the figure which squatted in a small fissure, huddling there, facing outward.

“Lantee!” Charis’s cry of recognition was almost a paean of thanksgiving. Her gamble had paid off; they
had reached the Survey man.

But if he heard her, saw her, he made no response. Only Taggi turned and came to her at an awkward run,
his round head up, his harsh cry sounding not in warning-off anger but as a petition for aid. Lantee must be
hurt. Charis ran.

“Lantee?” she called again as she went to her knees before the crevice into which he had crawled. Then she
saw his face clearly.

At their first meeting his expression had been guarded, remote, but it had been—alive. This man breathed;
she could see the rise and fall of his chest. His skin—she reached out her hand, rested finger tips briefly on
his wrist, then raised them to his cheek—his skin was neither burning with fever nor unduly chill. Only
what had made him truly a man and not a living husk was gone, sucked or driven out of him. By that bolt
of the Wyvern’s wrath?

Charis sat back on her heels and looked about. This was not the clearing before the post, so he had not
remained where she had seen him fall. She could hear the sea. They were somewhere in the wilds along the
coast. How and why he had come here did not matter now.

“Lantee—Shann—" She made a coaxing sound of his name as one might to attract the attention of a child.
There was no flicker of response in his dead eyes, on the husk of a face.

The wolverine pushed against her, his rank odor strong. Taggi’s head moved, his jaws opened and closed
on her hand, not in anger but as a bid for attention. Seeing that he had that, Taggi released his hold, swung
around facing inland, his growl a plain warning of danger in that direction.



Tsstu’s ears, which had flattened at first sight of the Terran animal, spread again. She clawed at Charis.
Something was coming; her own warning was piercingly sharp—they must go.

Charis reached again for Lantee’s wrist, her fingers closed firmly as she pulled him forward. Whether she
could get him moving she did not know.

“Come—come, we must go.” Perhaps her words had no meaning, but he was responding to her tug,
crawling out of the crevice, rising to his feet as she stood up and drew him with her. He would keep
moving as long as she kept hold of his arm, Charis discovered, but if she broke contact, he stopped.

So propelling him, the girl turned south, Tsstu prowling ahead, Taggi forming a rear guard. Who or what
could be behind them she did not know; her worst suspicions said Jack. Lantee wore no weapon, not even
a stunner. And thrown stones were no protection against blasters. To find a refuge in which to hole up was
perhaps their only hope if they were trailed.

Luckily, the terrain before them was not too rough. She could not have hauled Lantee, even docile as he
was, up or down climbs. Not too far ahead were signs of broken country, an uneven line of outcrops sharp
against the sky. And somewhere among those they might find a temporary sanctuary. Taggi had
disappeared. Twice Charis had turned to watch for the wolverine, not daring to call. She remembered the
whistle she had heard back in the moss meadow when she had first sighted the Survey officer and his four-
footed companion. That summons she could not duplicate.

Now she hurried on. Under her urging, Lantee lengthened his stride, but there was no sign that he was
responding to anything but her pull on his arm. He might have been a robot. Any warning she had would
mean nothing to him in his present condition, and whether that had been caused only by temporary shock
from the encounter with the blast of Wyvern power or something more lasting, she could not tell.

It would not be long until sunset, Charis knew. To reach the broken land before the failing of the light was
her purpose. And she made it. Tsstu scouted out what they needed, a ledge forming a good overhang which
was half cave. Charis pushed Lantee ahead of her into the growing pool of shadow and pulled him down.
He sat there, staring unseeingly out into the twilight.

Emergency rations? His uniform belt had a series of pockets in its broad length and Charis set about
searching them. A message or record tape in the first, then a packet of small tools for which she could not
imagine any use apart from complicated installation repairs, three credit tokens, a case for identity and
permit cards containing four she did not pause to read, another packet of simple first-aid materials—
perhaps more to the purpose now than the rest. She worked from right to left, emptying each pocket and
then restoring its contents, while Lantee paid no heed to her search. Now—this was what she had hoped
for. She had seen just such tubes carried by the ranger on Demeter. Sustain tablets. Not only would they
allay hunger, but they added a booster which restored and nourished nervous energy.

Four of them. Two Charis dropped back into the tube which she placed in her own belt pouch. One she
mouthed and chewed with vigor. There was no taste at all, but she got it down. The other she held
uncertainly. How could she get it into Lantee? She doubted if he would eat in his present condition. She
would have to see if a certain amount of absorption would come by the only way left. She gathered two
pebbles from the ground and brushed them back and forth on her ragged tunic to clean them from dust as
well as she could, next, that identity card case, also dusted for surface dirt. With the rubbing of the tablet
between the two pebbles, Charis obtained a powder, caught on the slick surface of the case.

Then, forcing his mouth open, the girl was able to brush that powder into Lantee’s mouth. It was the best

she could do. And just maybe the reviving powers of the highly concentrated Sustain might cut down the
effects of the shock—or whatever affected him now.

XI



While she still had light, Charis set about making their half-cave into more of a fortress, pushing and
carrying loose stones to build up a low wall across its front. If they kept well down behind that, the green
of her tunic and the green-brown of Lantee’s uniform would not be too noticeable. She bit at a ragged nail
as she crawled back under cover.

The pocket of shadow had deepened and Charis put out a questioning hand to guide her. She touched
Lantee’s shoulder and moved, to huddle down close beside him. Tsstu flitted in, “meeerreeed” once, and
then left on a hunt of her own. Of Taggi, there had been no sign since they had come into the broken land.
Perhaps the wolverine, too, had gone in quest of food.

Charis let her head fall forward to rest on her knees. In this cramped space it was necessary to ball one’s
body into the smallest possible compass. She was not really tired; the Sustain tablet was working. But she
needed to think. The Wyverns had warned her that time was against her. She had won free from the sea-
rock to which they had exiled her, but perhaps she had made the wrong choice of escape. In his present
condition, Lantee was no ally but a responsibility. With the coming of light she could redraw the pattern,
get as far south as the moss meadow. How much farther beyond that lay the government base she had no
idea. But if she kept on following the shore she would eventually reach it.

But—Lantee? She could not take him with her, she was sure of that. And to leave him here in his
condition—Charis shied from that solution every time the brutal necessity for action presented it. He was
no friend; they had no acquaintance past that one meeting by the post. He had no claim on her at all and the
need for action was urgent.

There were times when one human life was expendable for the whole. But, well as she knew the bitter
logic of that reasoning, Charis found a barrier in her against her following it as high and firm as the barriers
which the Wyverns had used to control her. Well, she could do nothing during the hours of dark. Maybe
before morning Lantee would come out of it, out of this state of non-being. It was childish to cling to such
hope but she did. Now she tried to will herself to sleep, a sleep past the entry of any dream.

“—ah—ahhhhhhh—"
The plaint was that of pain. Charis strove to deafen herself against it.
“—ah—ahhhhhhh!”

The girl’s head came up. There was a stirring beside her. She could not see Lantee save as a dim bulk in
the gloom, but her hand went out to feel the convulsive shudders which tore him. And always came that
small thread of a moan which must mark some unendurable agony.

“Lantee!” She shook his arm and he fell over against her, his head now resting on her knee, so that the
shivering which rocked him became partly hers. His moaning had stopped, but his breath came and went in
great sucking gasps, as if he could not get oxygen enough to satisfy the needs of his trembling body.

“Shann—what is it?”” Charis longed for light enough to see his face. When she had nursed those struck
down by the white plague on Demeter, she had known this same sick fear, this same courage sapping
frustration. What could she do, what could anyone do? She drew him toward her so that his head rested in
her lap, tried to hold him still. But just as he had been apathetic and robot-like before, so now he was
restless. His head turned back and forth as that horrible gasping racked him.

“Rrrruuuu.” Out of nowhere Tsstu came, a shadow. The curl-cat was on Lantee’s chest, crouched low,
clinging with claws when Charis tried to push her away. Then a growl and Taggi burst around the stones
Charis had set up, came to nuzzle against Lantee’s twisted body as if, with Tsstu, he strove to hold the
sufferer still. Need—it was a cloud about the four of them—the blind call for help which Lantee did not



have to put into words for Charis to feel, the concern of the animals, her own helplessness. This was a
crisis point, she realized that. The Survey man was fighting a battle, and if he lost—?

“What can I do?” she cried aloud. This was not an affair of the body—she had delved deeply enough into
the Wyvern Power to know that—but of mind, of—of identity.

Will—that was the springboard of Wyvern power. They willed what they wished, and it was! She was
willing now—willing Lantee to . . .

Dark and cold and that which was nothing once again, this was the space into which her desire to help was
drawing her, a space which was utterly alien to her kind. Dark—cold. But now— Two small lights,
flickering, then growing stronger, though the dark and cold fought to extinguish them; two lights which
drew closer to her and grew and grew. She did not reach out her hands to take up those lights, but they
came as if she had called. And then Charis was aware that there was a third light, and she furnished the
energy on which it fed.

Three lights joined to speed through that dark in search. No thought, no speech among them; just the
compulsion to answer a calling need. For the dark and cold were all-encompassing, a sea of black having
no shore, no islands.

Island? Faint, so faint, a glimmer showed on the sea. They spun together, those three lights, and struck
down to the small spark gleaming in that encroaching and swallowing dark. Now there was a fourth light
like an ash-encrusted coal in a near-dead fire. Together the three aimed at that fire, but there was no
touching it: They had not the power to strike through, and the fire was near extinction.

Then the light which was fed by Charis’s energy and will soared, drawing also that which was the
animals’. She reached out, not with a physical arm or hand but with an extension of her inner force, and
touched one of her companion lights.

It snapped toward her. She was rent, to writhe in pain as emotions which were alien warred against that
which was Charis alone—wild, raw emotions which boiled and frothed, which dashed her in and about.
But she fought back, strove to master and won to an uneasy stability. And then she reached out again and
drew to her the second spark.

Once again she was in tumult, and even greater was the fight she had to wage for supremacy. But the
urgency which had drawn all three, the need to go to the dying fire, laid upon them now the need for acting
as one. And when Charis called upon that need, they obeyed.

Down to that glimmer which was now far spent sped a bolt of flaming force raised to the highest possible
pitch. That broke through, pierced to the heart of the fire.

Turmoil for a space. Then it was as if Charis raced wildly down a corridor into which emptied many doors.
From behind each of these came people and things she did not know, who grasped at her, tried to shout
messages in her ears, impress upon her their importance, until Charis was deafened, driven close to the
edge of sanity. To that corridor she could see no end.

The voices screamed, but through them came other sounds—a growling, a squalling—equal to the voices,
demanding attention in their turn. Charis could not run much farther . . .

Silence, abrupt, complete—and in its way terrifying, too. Then—Ilight. And she had a body again. Aware
first of that, Charis ran a hand down that body in wonder and thankfulness. She looked about her. Under
her sandaled feet was sand, silver sand. But this was not the shore of the sea. In fact, vision in any direction
was not clear, for there was a mist which moved in spirals and billows, a mist of green, the same green as
the tunic she wore.



The mist curled, writhed, held a darker core. She saw movement in that core, as if an arm had drawn aside
a curtain.

“Lantee!”

He stood there, facing her. But it was no longer the shell of a man she saw. There was life and awareness
back in his body and mind. He held out his hand to her.

“Dream...?”

Was it all a dream? She had known such clarity of vision before in the dream Otherwhere of the Wyverns.
“I don’t know,” she answered his half-question.

“You came—you!” There was a kind of wondering recognition in his voice which she understood. They
had been together in that place where their kind was not. The four fires, joined together, had now broken

the bonds which had held him in a place their species should never know.

“Yes.” Lantee nodded even though Charis had put none of that into words. “You and Taggi and Tsstu.
Together you came, and together we broke out.”

“But this?” Charis gazed about at the green mist. “Where is this?”

“The Cavern of the Veil—of illusions. But this I believe is a dream. Still they strive to keep us that much in
bonds.”

“For dreams there are answers.” Charis went down on her knees and smoothed the sand. With one finger
tip she traced her design. It was not clear in the powdery stuff, but there was enough, she hoped, to serve

her purpose. Then she looked at Lantee.

“Come.” Charis held out her hand. “Think of a half-cave—" swiftly she described the place they had been
in at night “—and keep hold. We must try to return.”

She felt his grip tense and harden, his stronger fingers cramping hers until her flesh numbed. And then she
centered all of her mind on the picture of the ledge cave and the pattern . . .

Charis was stiff and cold, her arm ached, her hand was numb. Behind her was a rock wall, over her head an
extension of it, and from before her a breath of sun heat. There was a sigh and she glanced down.

Lantee lay there, curled up awkwardly, his head in her lap, his hand clutching hers in that numbing grip.
His face was drawn and haggard, as if he had aged planet years since she had seen him last. But the slack
blankness which had been so terrifying was gone. He stirred and opened his eyes, first bewildered, but then
knowing, recognizing her.

He raised his head.

“Dream!”

“Maybe. But we are back—here.” Charis freed her hand from his hold and spread her cramped fingers.
With her other hand she patted the nearest stone in her improvised wall to assure herself of its reality.

Lantee sat up and rubbed his hand across his eyes. But Charis remembered.

“Tsstu! Taggi!”



There was no sign of either animal. A small nagging fear began to nibble at her mind. They—they were
those other lights. And she had lost them; they had not been in the place of green mist. Were they lost
forever?

Lantee stirred. “They were with you—there?” It was not a question but a statement. He crawled out from
under the ledge, whistled a clear rising note or two. Then he stooped and held out his hand again to draw
her up beside him.

“Tsstu!” aloud she called the curl-cat.
Faint—very faint—an answer! Tsstu had not been abandoned in that place. But where was she?

“Taggi is alive!” Lantee’s smile was real. “And he answered me. It was different, that answer, from what it
has ever been before, more as if we spoke.”

“To have been there—might not that bring a change in us all?”

For a moment he was silent and then he nodded. “’You mean because we were all one for a space? Yes,
perhaps that cannot be ever put aside.”

She had a spinning vision of that race down the endless corridor with its opening doors and the shouting
figures emerging from them. Had those represented Lantee’s memories, Lantee’s thoughts? Not again did
she want to face that!

“No,” he agreed without need of speech from her, “not again. But there was then the need—"

“More than one kind of need.” Charis shied away from any more mention of that mingling. “There’s more
trouble than Wyvern dreaming for us to consider now.” She told him of what she had learned.

Lantee’s mouth thinned into a straight line, his jaw thrust forward a little. “Thorvald was with them or at
least at the Citadel when we found that spear. They may have put him away as they did me. Now they can
move against all off-worlders without interference. We have a com-tech at the base, and a Patrol scout may
have set down since I left—one was almost due. If that ship had not come in, Thorvald would have recalled
me when he left. Two, maybe three, men were there and none of them armored against Wyvern control.
We’ve been very cautious about trying to expand the base because we did want to maintain good relations.
These Jacks have blown the whole plan! You say they have some Wyvern warriors helping them? I wonder
how they worked that. From all we’ve been able to learn, and that’s very little, the witches have a firm
control over their males. That has always been one of the problems; makes it almost impossible for them to
conceive of cooperation with us.”

“The Jacks must have something to nullify the Power,” Charis commented.

“That’s all we need,” he said bitterly. “But if they can nullify the Power, then how can the witches go up
against them?”

“The Wyverns seem very sure of themselves.” Charis had her own first doubts. With the assembly arrayed
against her back at the Citadel, she had accepted their warning; her respect for their Power had not been
shaken until this moment. But Lantee was right. If the invaders were able to nullify the Power to the extent
of releasing the males who had always been under domination, then could the witches hope to battle the
strangers themselves?

“No,” Lantee continued, “they’re very sure of themselves because they’ve never before come up against
anything which threatened their hold on their people and their way of life. Perhaps they can’t even
conceive of the Power’s being broken. We had hoped to make them understand eventually that there were



other kinds of power, but we have not had time. To them this is a threat, right enough, but not the supreme
threat [ believe it is.”

“Their power has been broken,” Charis said quietly.
“With a nullifier, yes. How soon do you suppose the truth of that will get through to them?”
“But we did not need this machine or whatever the Jacks have. We broke it—the four of us!”

Lantee stared at her. Then he threw back his head and laughed, not loudly but with the ring of real
amusement.

“You are right. And what will our witches say to this, I wonder? Or do they already know? Yes, you freed
me from whatever prison they consigned me to. And it was a prison!” His smile vanished, the drawn lines
in his face sharpened. “So—their power can be broken or circumvented in more ways than one. But I do
not think that even that information will deter them from making the first move. And they must be
stopped.” He hesitated and then added in a rush of words, “I am not arguing that they should take the
interference of the Jacks and not fight back. By their way of thinking their way of life is threatened. But if
these witches go ahead as they plan and try to wipe us all off Warlock, supposing they are able to fight the
Jack weapon or weapons, then they will have written the end to their own story themselves.

“For if this band of Jacks has come up with a nullifier to defeat the Power, others can, too. It will just be a
matter of time until the Wyverns are under off-world control. And that mustn’t happen!”

“You say that?” Charis asked curiously. “You?”

“Does that surprise you? Yes, they have worked on me and this was not the first time. But I, too, have
shared their dreaming. And because I did and Thorvald did, we were that much closer to bridging the gap
between us. We must be changed in part when we are touched by the Power. But though they may have to
bend to weather a new wind—which will be very hard for them—they must not be swept away. Now—"
he looked about him as if he could summon a copter out of the air “—we have to be on the move.”

“I don’t think they will allow us to return to the Citadel,” Charis demurred.

“No, if they are working up to some stroke against off-worlders, they will have all the screens up about
their prime base. Our own headquarters is the only place. From there we can signal for help. And if time is
good to us, we can handle the Jacks before they do. But where we are now and how far from the base—"
Lantee shook his head.

“Do you have your disk?” he added a moment later.

“No. But I don’t need it.” Just how true that was, Charis could not be sure. She had won off the rock island
and out of the place of green mist without it, however. “But I’ve never seen your base.”

“If I described it, as you did this rock hole for me, would that serve?”
“I don’t know. The cavern was a dream, I think.”

“And our bodies remained here as anchors to draw us back? That could well be. But there’s no harm in
trying.”

The hour must have been close to midday; the sun was burning hot on the baked section of rock. And, as
Lantee had pointed out, they were lost as far as landmarks were concerned. His suggestion was as good as
any. Charis looked about for a patch of earth and a stone or stick to scratch with. But there was neither.



“I must have something which will make a mark.”

“A mark?” Lantee echoed as he, too, surveyed their general surroundings. Then he gave an exclamation
and snapped open a belt pocket to bring out the small aid kit. From its contents he selected a slender pencil
which Charis recognized as sterile paint, made to cleanse and heal small wounds. It was of a greasy
consistency. She tried it on the rock. The mark was faint but she could see it.

“Now,” Lantee sat on his heels beside her, “we’ll aim for a place I know about a half mile from the base.”

“Why not the base itself?”

“Because there may be a reception waiting there that we wouldn’t care to meet. I want to do some scouting
before I walk into what might be real trouble.”

He was right, of course. Either the Wyverns might already have made their move—for how could Charis
guess how much time had actually passed since she had been wafted from the assembly to the island—or
the Jacks, learning the undermanned status of the only legal hold on Warlock, had taken it over to save
themselves from off-world interference.

“Right here—there’s a lake shaped so.” Lantee had taken the sterile stick from her and was drawing. “Then
trees, a line of them standing this way. The rest is meadow land. We should be at this end of the lake.”

It was hard to translate those marks into a real picture and Charis began to shake her head. Suddenly her
companion leaned forward and laid his palms flat against her forehead just above her eyes.

XII

What Charis saw was indistinct and fuzzy, not as clean-cut as a picture she recalled from her own memory,
but perhaps enough for concentration. Only, with that fogged picture came other things; that corridor with
the doors was beginning to take form behind the wood and lake. Charis struck Lantee’s hand away and
stared at him, breathing hard, trying to read an answering awareness in his eyes.

“We’ll have to remember the dangers of that.” Lantee spoke first.

“Not again! Never again!” Charis heard her voice grow shrill.

But already he was nodding in reply. “No, not again. But did you see enough of the other?”

“I hope so.” She took the stick from him and chose a flat rock surface on which to sketch the Power design.
It was when she was putting in the ovals Tsstu had remembered for her that Charis paused.

“Tsstu! I cannot leave her behind. And Taggi—"
She closed her eyes and sent out that silent call. “Tsstu, come! Come now!”

Touch! There came an overlapping of thought waves as fuzzy as the picture Lantee had beamed to her.
And—refusal! Decided refusal—an abrupt breaking of contact. Why?

“There is no use,” she heard Lantee say as she opened her eyes again.
“You reached Taggi.” It was not a question.

“I reached him in a different way than I ever have before. He would not listen. He was occupied—"



“Occupied?” Charis wondered at his word choice. “Hunting?”

“I don’t think so. He was exploring, trying something new which interested him so greatly he would not
come.”

“But they are here, back with us, not in Otherwhere?” Her relief was threatened by that recurring fear.
“I don’t know where they are. But Taggi has no fear; he is only curious, very curious. And Tsstu?”
“She broke contact. But—yes—I think she had no fear either.”

“We shall have to leave now!” Lantee continued.

If they could, Charis amended silently. She took his hand once more. “Think of your lake,” she ordered
and concentrated on the faint pattern on the rock.

Cool breeze—the murmur of it through leaves. The direct baking of the sun had been modified by a
weaving of branches, and just before her was the shimmer of lake surface.

“We made it!” The tight grasp on her hand was gone. Lantee surveyed the site with a wary measuring, his
nostrils slightly dilated as if, like Taggi, he could pick up and classify some alien scent.

There was a path along the lake shore, defined well enough to be clearly visible. Otherwise the place was
as deserted as if no off-worlder had ever been there before.

“This way!” Lantee motioned her south, away from the thread of path. His voice was close to a whisper, as
if he suspected they were scouting enemy-held territory.

“There’s a hill in this direction and from it we can get a good look at the base.”
“But why—?” Charis began and was favored with an impatient frown from her companion.

“If there’s any move being made, either by the Jacks or the witches, the first strike will be at the base. With
Thorvald and me out of the way, the witches may be able to put Hantin, or any other off-worlder, right
under control. And the Jacks could overrun the whole place easily, make a surprise attack and write off the
base just as they wrote off the trading post.”

She followed him with no more questions. On Demeter Charis had gone exploring with the ranger; she
thought she knew a measure of woodcraft. But Lantee was as much at home in this business as Taggi could
be. He slipped soundlessly from one piece of cover to another. However, she noted with some surprise, he
did not display any outward signs of impatience when her clumsiness slowed them. And she was even a
little resentful of what she came to believe was his forbearance.

Hot and very thirsty, Charis wriggled up a slope Lantee had led them to. She had a swelling bite delivered
by the rightful inhabitant of an earthen run she had inadvertently crushed, and her throat ached with desert
dryness before they lay side by side behind a screen of brush at the top of that rise.

A cluster of four bubble domes lay below and, farther away, a landing field. There was a light copter
standing to one side of that, and on the rocket-blasted middle section stood a small spacer—a Patrol scout,
Charis believed.

It was very peaceful there below. No one moved about the buildings, but pale flowers native to Warlock
grew in the open space. And some brighter spots in those beds suggested that perhaps some off-world
plants had been imported as an experiment.



“It looks all right—" she began.
“It looks all wrong!” His whisper carried something of the hiss of Wyvern anger.

There were no blast holes in the fabric of the domes as there had been at the raided post, nothing in sight
which suggested trouble. But Lantee’s concern was plain to read, and she returned to a second and more
searching survey of the scene.

It must be midafternoon and there was a quality of drowsy peace down there. The inhabitants could all be
dozing out the hours at their ease. Charis made up her mind not to ask for enlightenment but wait for her
companion to volunteer the cause for his suspicion.

He began to talk softly, perhaps more as a listing of his own causes for suspicion aloud rather than as a
sharing of information with Charis.

“Com mast down. Hantin’s not out in the garden working on that new crossing bed of his. And Togi—Togi
and the cubs—”

“Togi?” Charis dared to ask.

“Taggi’s mate. She has two cubs and they spend every afternoon that’s sunny down among those rocks.
They’re very fond of earth-wasp grubs and there’s several colonies of them to be found there. Togi’s been
teaching the cubs how to dig them out.”

But how could he be sure that just because a wolverine and her cubs were not at a certain place there was
trouble below? Then Charis added that to the two other facts he had noted—the com mast down and that he
had not seen one of the base personnel outside. But both of those were such little things—

“Put those three together”—Lantee was either able to read her thoughts in part or was following her own
line or reasoning with surprising accuracy—"and you have a wrong answer. On a base you come to follow
habit. We have the com mast up always. That’s orders and you don’t change regulations unless there’s an
emergency. Hantin is experimenting with the crossing of some of the native plants with off-world varieties.
He’s hybrid-mad and he spends all his free time in the garden. And Togi is earth-wasp minded; only caging
would keep her away from those rocks. And since we’ve yet to find any cage she can’t break out of—" He
looked glum.

“So—what do we do now?”

“We wait until dark. If the base is deserted and the com not wrecked—both of which are slim chances—
there may be an opportunity to get a call off planet. But there’s no use in trying to get down there now.
Any approach would have to be made across the open.”

He was right in that. The usual clearing about buildings ordered by custom in a frontier world was not as
open here as it had been about Jagan’s post. But there was no brush or trees or other cover growth left
within a good distance of any of the four domes or the landing field. To approach those meant advancing in
the open.

Lantee rolled over on his back and lay staring up into the bush they were using as a screen with an
intentness which suggested that he hoped to read the answer for their problem somewhere within the maze
of its drooping branches.

“Togi—" Charis broke the silence “—is she like Taggi? Could you call her?” What aid the wolverine
might be Charis did not know, but to try and reach her was action of some sort, and just now she found
inaction more frustrating than she could bear.



Exasperation sharpened Lantee’s reply. “What do you think I’m trying to do? But since she has had cubs
she is less receptive to orders. We have let her go her own way while they are small. Whether she will ever
obey spoken commands again, I am not sure.”

He closed his eyes, a frown line sharp between his well-marked brows. Charis propped her chin on her
hand. As far as she could determine, the base continued to drowse in the sun. Was it really deserted?
Through Wyvern Power sending its inhabitants into that strange darkness? Or left so by a Jack raid?

Unlike the rugged setting Jagan had chosen for his post, this more open country was lighter, gave no
feeling of somberness darkening into possible menace. Or was she becoming so accustomed to the general
Warlockian scenery that it no longer looked the same to her as it had when Jagan had brought her out of
the spacer? How long ago? weeks? months? Charis had never been able to reckon how much time she had
spent with the Wyverns.

Yes, here Warlock was fair under the amber sky, the golden sun. The amethyst hues of the foliage were
sheer splendor. Purple and gold—the ancient colors of royalty in the days when Terra had hailed kings and
queens, emperors and empresses. And now Terran blood had spread from star to star, mutated, adapted,
even allegiances had changed from world to world as the tides of migration had continued generation after
generation. Ander Nordholm had been born on Scandia, but she herself had never seen that planet. Her
mother had been from Bran, and she herself could claim Minos for her native soil. Three widely separated
and different worlds. And she could not remember Minos at all. Lantee—where had Shann Lantee been
born?

Charis turned her head to study him, trying to select some race or planet to fit his name and his general
physical appearance. But to her eyes he was not distinctive enough a type to recognize. Survey drew from
almost every settled planet of the Confederation. He could even be a native Terran. That he was Survey
meant that he had certain basic traits of character, certain very useful skills. And that he was also wearing
the gold key of an embassy above his cadet bar meant even more—that he had extra-special attributes into
the bargain.

“It’s no use.” He raised his hand to shade his now open eyes. “If she is still down there, I can’t touch her—
not mentally anyway.”

“What did you think she might do to help us now?” Charis asked, curious.
“Maybe nothing.” But that seemed an evasive answer to the girl.
“Are you a Beast Master?” she asked.

“No, Survey doesn’t use animals that way—as fighters or sabotage teams. Taggi and Togi are both fighters
when they have to be, but they act more as scouts. In lots of ways their senses are more acute than ours;
they can learn more in a shorter time about a new stretch of country than any human. But Taggi and Togi
were sent here originally as an experiment. We learned after the Throg attack just how much they could
help—"

“Listen!” Charis’s hand clamped onto his shoulder. She straightened out, flat to the ground, her head to one
side. No, she had not been mistaken. The sound was growing louder.

“Atmosphere flyer!” Lantee’s identification confirmed her own guess. “Back!” He rolled farther under the
drooping branches of the bush and tugged at Charis as she wormed in after him.

The flyer was approaching from the north, not coming in over their present perch. As the plane set down
on the landing strip, Charis saw that it was larger than the copter already there—probably a six-passenger
ship motored for transcontinental service, not for the shorter flights of the copters.



“That’s none of ours!” Lantee whispered.

It came to a halt and two men dropped from it to stride purposefully toward the domes. They went so
confidently that the watchers knew they must expect welcome or at least believe that no difficulty awaited
them. They were too far from the spy post for their features to be distinguished, but while they wore
uniforms of a similar cut to those at the post, Charis had never seen these before. The black and silver of
Patrol, the green-brown of Survey, the gray and red of the medical service, the blue of Administration, the
plain green of the Rangers, the maroon of Education—she could identify those at a glance. But these were
a light yellow.

“Who?” she wondered. When she heard a small grunt from Lantee, she added, “Do you know?”

“Something—somewhere—" Then he shook his head. “I’ve seen something like that color, but I can’t
remember now.”

“Would Jacks wear uniforms? The one I saw with the blaster—he was dressed just like any other Free
Trader.”

“No.” Lantee’s frown grew deeper. “It means something—if I only could remember!”
“No government service? Perhaps some planetary organization operating off-world,” Charis suggested.
“I don’t know how that could be. Look!”

A third man had come out of one of the domes. Like the two from the flyer he wore yellow, but sunlight
struck glinting sparks from his collar and belt; that could only mark insignia of some type. A uniformed
invasion of a government base— A wild idea suddenly struck Charis.

“Shann—could—could a war have broken out?”

For a moment he did not answer her and, when he did, it was almost as if he were trying to deny that idea
to himself as much as to her.

“The only war we’ve waged in centuries has been against the Throgs—and those aren’t Throgs down
there! I was here just five days ago, and the messages we were receiving from off-world were all only
routine. We had no warning of any trouble.”

“Five days ago?” she challenged him. “How can we be sure of how much time passed while the Wyverns
controlled us? It may have been weeks or longer since you were here.”

“I know—I know. But I don’t think war is the answer. I just don’t believe it. But a Company action— If
they thought they could get away with a grab— If the gain was big enough—"

Charis considered that. Yes, the Companies—they were regulated, curbed, investigated, as well as the
Confederation and the Patrol could manage. But they had their own police, their extra-legal methods when
they dared flaunt control. Only what would bring any one of the Companies to send a private army to
Warlock? What treasure could be scooped up here before a routine Patrol visit would reveal such lawless
activity?

“What could they find here to make it worth their while?” she asked. “Rare metals? What?”
“One thing—" Lantee continued to watch the men below. The two from the flyer were discussing

something with the man from the dome. One of them broke away and headed back for the aircraft. “One
thing might just be worth it if they could seize it.”



“What?” Charis’s guesses roved wildly. Surely Jagan would have known and mentioned any outstanding
native product during his instruction on trading.

12

“The Power itself! Think what that secret would mean to men who could use it on other worlds

He was right. The Power was a treasure great enough to tempt even one of the companies into piracy of a
kind. If they mastered its use they could defy even the Patrol. And Lantee’s idea fitted very neatly into
place, especially now that she remembered Jagan’s mention of the same quest.

“The nullifier.” She thought aloud. “That’s their answer to the use of the Power against them. But how did
they develop something of the sort without knowing more about the Power? Maybe they believe they can
use it to control the Wyverns and make them yield their secrets.”

“The nullifier, whatever it is, can be an adaptation of something already well known. As to the rest—yes—
they could believe they have the witches finished.”

“But the Jacks? Why?”

Lantee scowled. “Not the first time a Company has shoved some of its hard-fisted boys into plain clothes
and tried a Jack cover-screen for a quick steal. If they’re caught, then they’re just Jacks and nothing else. If
they succeed, the Company comes in behind their screen and they all fade out as soon as the grab is over. If
they believe now that they’ve either wiped out all opposition or have it under wraps, then they’re in the
open with another force to consolidate their position and protect any experts and techs they send in for a
real study of the Power. It all fits. Don’t you see how it fits?”

“But—if this is a Company at work—" Charis’s voice trailed off as the full force of what might be arrayed
against them struck home.

“You’re beginning to see? Jacks on their own are one thing; a Company pulling a grab is something else.”
Lantee’s tone was bleak. “They will have resources to draw on to back their every move. Right now I

wouldn’t wager star against comet that they’re not in complete control here.”

“Maybe,” Charis chose to use his gambling symbols, “they may believe that they have every comet on the
board blocked, but there are a few wild stars left.”

There was a faint suggestion of a smile about his lips.
“Two wild stars, perhaps?”’
“Four. Do not underestimate Tsstu and Taggi.” And she meant that, strange as it sounded.

“Four—you, me, a wolverine, and a curl-cat—against the might of a Company. You fancy high odds, don’t
you, Gentle Fem?”

“I fancy any odds we can get while the game is still in play. The counters have not been swept from the
board yet.”

“No, nor the game called. And we might just run those odds to a more even balance. I do not think that our
friends below have yet met the witches of Warlock. Even we do not know their full resources.”

“I hope they have some good ones left,” was her comment.
Only a short time ago the Wyverns had come out in the open as enemies. Now Charis wished with all her

heart for their success. In the lines of battle, if what she and Lantee had come to believe was true, they
would be on the side of the witches.



“What can we do?” She was again afire for action.

“We wait and still we wait. When it is dark, I want to see a little more of what is going on down there.
Make sure, if we can, just what we are up against.”

He was entirely right, but waiting now was so very hard.

XIII

They lay side by side, watching the base. The flyer had taken off, leaving behind one of its passengers;
with the officer, he had returned to the domes. Again the site was seemingly deserted.

“That is a Patrol scout ship down there,” Charis said. “Would any Company dare move outwardly against
the Patrol?”

“With a good cover story they could risk it,” Lantee replied. “A scout isn’t on a tight report schedule,
remember. They could say that they found this base deserted and blame any trouble on the Wyverns if it
became necessary to provide an explanation. What I'd like to know is—if this is a Company grab—how
they came to learn of the Power. Jagan ever say anything about it?”

“Yes, he mentioned it once. But he spoke mostly about things such as this cloth.” Charis plucked at the
stuff of her tunic which was standing the hard usage better than Lantee’s uniform. “He was gambling to

make a high stake, but I thought trade material was mostly fishing on his part.”

“He got in here over Thorvald’s protest,” Lantee commented. “We couldn’t see how he rated a permit in
the first place, he was so close to the fringe.”

“Could he have been used as a Company cover? Maybe without his even knowing it?”

Lantee nodded. “Could well be. Send him in as an opening wedge and have his reports to add to their
general knowledge since our files are closed—if any files are ever closed when the grab is big enough!” he
ended cynically. “Somebody passed over a bag of credits in this deal. I’d swear blood-oath on that.”

“Just what can you do down there?”” Charis asked.

“If the com isn’t out and if I can reach it, just one signal set on repeat will bring in such help as’ll make
these blaster merchants think someone’s put a couple of earth-wasps under their tunic collars!”

“Several ifs in that.”

Lantee smiled his humorless, lip-stretching smile. “Life is full of ifs, Gentle Fem. I’ve carried a pack of
them for years.”

“Where are you from, Shann?”
“Tyr.” The answer was short, bitten off as if meant to be final.

“Tyr,” Charis repeated. The name meant nothing to her, but who could ever catalogue the thousands of
worlds where Terran blood had rooted, flowered, branched, and broken free to roam inward.

“Mining world. Right—right about there!”” He had lifted his head and now he pointed northward into the
sky which was displaying the more brilliant shades of sunset.



“I was born on Minos. But that doesn’t mean much since my father was an Education officer. I’ve lived
on—five—six—Demeter was the seventh world.”

“Education officer?” Lantee echoed. “Then how did you get with Jagan? You beamed in a tape asking for
aid. What was that all about anyway?”

She cut the story of Demeter and the labor contract to its bare bones as she told it.

“I don’t know whether Jagan could have held you to that contract here on Warlock. On some worlds it’d be
legal, but anyway you could have fought him with Thorvald’s backing,” he observed when she was done.

“Doesn’t matter much now. You know—I didn’t like Warlock at first. [t—it was almost frightening. But
now, even with all this, I want to stay here.” Charis was surprised at her own words. She had said them
impulsively but she knew they were true.

“By ordinary standards, this will never be a settlement world under the code.”

“I know—intelligent native life over the fifth degree—so we stay out. How many Wyverns are there
anyway?”

He shrugged. “Who knows? They must have more than one settlement among the off-shore islands, but we
do not go except to their prime base and then only on permission. You perhaps know more about them than
we do.”

“This dreaming,” Charis mused. “Who can be sure of anything with them? But can the Power really be
used by males? They are so certain that it can’t. And if they're right about that, what can the Company do?”

“Follow Jagan’s lead and bring in women,” he retorted. “But we’re not sure that they are right. Maybe their
males can’t ‘dream true,” as they express it, but I dreamed, and Thorvald did, when they put us through
their test at first contact. Whether I could use a disk or pattern as you have I don’t know. Their whole setup
is so one-sided that contact with another way of life could push it entirely off base. Maybe if they were
willing to try—"

“Listen!” Charis caught at his sleeve. Speculation about the future was interesting, but action was needed
now. “What if you can use a pattern? You know the whole base; you could get down there and out again if
you have to. It would be the perfect way to scout!”

Lantee stared at her. “If it did work—!"* She watched him catch some of her enthusiasm. “If it just would
work!”

He studied the base. The shadows cast by the domes were far more pronounced, though the sky was still
bright over their heads. “I could try for my own quarters. But how would I get out again? There’s no
disk—"

“We’ll have to make one or its equivalent. Let’s see.” Charis wriggled about under their brush cover. The
initial pattern to get in by—she could draw that on the ground as she had before. But the other one—to

bring Lantee out again—he’d have to carry that with him. How?

“Could you use this?”” The Survey man pulled free a wide, dark leaf. Its purple surface was smooth save for
a center rib and it was as big as her two hands.

“Try this to mark with.” He had out his case of small tools and handed her a sharply pointed rod.

Carefully Charis traced the design which had unlocked so many strange places since she had first used it.
Luckily the marks showed up well. When she had done, she handed the leaf to Lantee.



“It works so. First, you picture in your mind as clearly as you can the place you want to go. Then you
concentrate on following this design with your eyes, from right to left—"

He glanced from the leaf to the base. “They can’t be everywhere,” he muttered.

Charis bit back a warning. Lantee knew the terrain better than she. Perhaps he, too, was chafing at
inactivity. And, if the leaf pattern worked, he could be in and out of any danger before those who
discovered him could move. It would be, or should be, sufficiently disconcerting to have a man materialize
out of thin air before one, to give the materializer some seconds of advantage in any surprise confrontation.

Lantee’s expression changed. He had made up his mind. “Now!”

Charis could not bring herself to agree in this final moment. As he had said earlier, there were so many ifs.
But neither had she the right to persuade him not to make the try.

He slid down the slope behind them, putting the hill between him and the base before getting to his feet,
the leaf in his hands. His jaw set, his whole face became a mask of concentration. Nothing happened.
When he looked up at her, his expression was bleak and pinched.

“The witches are right. It won’t work for me!”

“Perhaps—" Charis had another thought.

“They must be right! It didn’t work.”

“Maybe for another reason. That’s my pattern, the one they gave me in the beginning.”

“You mean the patterns are individual—separate codes?”

“It’s reasonable to believe that. You know how they wear those decorative skin patterns, made up partially
of their ancestors’ private designs, in order to increase their own Power. But each of them has her disk with
her own design on it. It could be that only that works really.”

“Then I do it the hard way,” he replied. “Go in after dark.”

“Or I could go, if you’d give me a reference point as you did when we came here.”

“No!” There was no arguing against that; she read an adamant refusal in his whole stance.

“Together—as we came here?”

He balanced the leaf in his hand. Charis knew that he longed to be as decisive with another “no,” but there
were advantages in her second suggestion which he had to recognize. She pushed that indecision quickly;
not that she had any desire to penetrate into the enemy’s camp, but neither did she want to remain here
alone and perhaps witness Lantee’s capture. To her mind, with the Power the two of them would have a
better chance working together than the Survey man had as a lone scout.

“We can get in—and out—in a hurry. You’ve already agreed that’s true.”

“I don’t like it.”

She laughed. “What can one like about this? It is something we have agreed must be done. Or shall we just

take to the countryside and wait out whatever they are planning to do?” Such prodding was not fair of her,
but her impatience was rising to a point where it threatened her control.



“All right!” He was angry. “The room is like this.” Down on one knee, he sketched out a plan, explaining
curtly. Then, before she could move, those same brown fingers were against her forehead, giving her once
more that fuzzy picture. Charis jerked away from that contact.

“I told you—not that! Not again!” The girl had no desire to recall any of the earlier dizzy, frightening time
when they joined minds after a fashion, when the strange thoughts strove to storm her own mental
passages.

Lantee flushed and drew his hand back. Her uneasiness and faint disgust were at once overlaid by a feeling
of guilt. After all, he was doing the best he could to insure the success of their action.

“I have the picture now as clearly as I had this place, and we came here safely,” she said hurriedly. “Let’s
go!” For a moment his hand resisted her grasp as she caught it, then his hold tightened on hers.

First the room—then the pattern. It was becoming a familiar exercise, one she had full confidence in. But
now—nothing happened.

It was as if she had thrown herself against some immovable and impenetrable wall! The barrier the
Wyverns had reared to control her movements earlier? It was not that. She would have known it for what it
was. This was different—a new sensation altogether.

She opened her eyes. “Did you feel it?” Lantee might not be able to work the transference on his own; but,
linked, they had done it successfully once, so perhaps some part of the present failure had reached him.

“Yes. You know what it means? They do have a nullifier to protect them!”
“And it works!” Charis shivered, her hand creasing the leaf into a pulp.
“We were already sure that it did,” he reminded her. “Now—I shall go by myself.”

She did not want to admit that he was right, but she had to. Lantee knew every inch of the base; she was a
stranger there. The invaders might have other safeguards besides the nullifier.

”

“You don’t even have a stunner . ..

“If I can get in down there, that little matter can be corrected. More than a stunner is needed now. This you
can do—work your way around to the landing strip. If I succeed, we’ll make use of the copter. You can fly
one?”

“Of course! But where will we go?”

“To the Wyverns. They’ll have to be made to understand what they are up against here. I ought to find
evidence of one kind or another as to whether this is a Company grab. The witches may be able to blanket
you out of their own mode of travel, but I’ll swear they have no way of preventing the copter from
reaching their prime base. Let us just get to them and they can pick the truth out of our minds whether they
want to or not.”

It sounded simple and as if it might work, Charis had to admit. But there was that tall hedge of ifs in
between.

“All right. When do we move?”



Lantee crawled up to their former vantage point and she trailed him. After he surveyed the landscape he
spoke, but he did not answer her question.

“You circle around in that direction, giving me a hundred-count start. We haven’t spotted any guards about
the strip, but that doesn’t mean that they haven’t plugged it with sniffers, and those may even be paired
with anti-persona bombs into the bargain.”

Was he deliberately trying to make her regret any part in this?
“We could certainly use the wolverines now. No sniffer could baffle them,” he continued.
“We could use a detachment of the Patrol, too,” Charis retorted tartly.

Lantee did not rise to that. “I’ll come in from that direction.” He pointed south. “Let’s hope our wild stars
have the value we hope they do on this board. Luck!”

Before she could more than blink he had gone, vanished into the brush as if one of the disks had whirled
him into Otherwhere. Charis strove to fight down her excitement and began a slow count. For some
seconds she heard a subdued rustling which she was sure marked his retreat—then nothing.

No movement about the domes. Lantee was right; they could have used the wolverines and Tsstu to
advantage now. Animal senses, so much keener than human, could have scouted for them both. She
thought of an anti-persona bomb twinned to a sniffer detector, and her own part in the action had less and
less appeal. The copter was far too tempting a bait; those below must have some watch on it! Unless they
believed that they had effectively disposed of all resistance.

“—ninety-five—ninety-six—" Charis counted, hoping she was not speeding up. It was always far easier to
be on the move than to lie and wait.

“—ninety-nine—one hundred!” She crept down slope to the east on the first lap of her own journey. The
light held enough so that she kept to cover, pausing within each shadowed shelter to study the next few feet
or yards of advance. And, to keep in concealment, she pulled her circle arc into a segment of oval. When
she knew that she must head in again to meet the landing strip, Charis’s mouth was dry in contrast to her
damp palms, while her heart thudded in a heavy beat.

She found a tree limb, old and brittle—dry but long enough for her purpose. A sniffer activated to catch a
prowler would be set about so high—knee-high for a walking man—or less. Would they expect someone
to crawl in? All right, then, to be on the safe side—calf-high Charis set about stripping small branches for
handfuls of leaves. Several tough ground-vines gave her cords to lash the mass of vegetation to the stick.

As a device for triggering a trap, it was very crude, but it lessened the odds against her somewhat. Now her
wriggling advance was even slower as she worked the bundle before her, testing each foot of the way.

The pole was hard to hold in her sweating hands, her shoulders ached with the effort necessary to keep it at
what she believed to be the right height. And her goal could have been half the continent away since she
appeared to draw no closer to it in spite of her continued struggles.

But so far—no sniffer. And there had to be an end sometime. Charis paused for a breather. No sound came
from the domes, no indication there were any guards, either human or machine. Were the invaders under
the impression they had nothing to fear, no reason to post sentries?

Must not let growing confidence make her careless, Charis told herself. She did not have one hand on the
copter door yet. And—why!—that might be it! The machine itself could be rigged as a trap. And if that
were so, could she discover and disarm it?



One thing at a time—just one thing at a time . . .

She had raised her bundle probe, was on the creep again when the twilight breeze brought her a faint scent.
Wolverine! When aroused in fear or anger, Charis knew, the animals emitted a rank odor. Was this a mark
of the passing of Togi and her cubs?

Could Charis contact the female wolverine who had no knowledge of her as friendly? Lantee had said that
afternoon that Togi was less amenable to human contact or control since she had become a mother; the
wolverines were noted hunters, accustomed to living off the land. Was Togi now hunting?

Charis sniffed, hoping for some clue as to direction. But the scent was faint, perhaps only a lingering
reminder of some earlier passage of an angry wolverine clinging to grass or bush. And there stood the
beacon of the Patrol scout not too far to her left. She was close to the fringe of the landing strip. Charis
thrust her bundle detector before her and crept on.

A screech—a snarling—a thrashing in the brush to her left. A second cry cut into a horrible bubbling noise.

Charis bit her tongue, painfully muffling a cry of her own. Wide-eyed she watched that wildly waving
bush. Another cry—this time not unlike a thin, pulsating whistle. Then suddenly there were figures out in
the open, running toward the commotion. As they neared, Charis could see them better.

Not the off-worlders she and Lantee had watched from the hill. Wyverns? No.

For the second time, Charis choked back a cry. For these running figures carried spears, the same type of
spear she and Lantee had found at the post. And they were taller than the Wyverns Charis knew, their spiky
head and shoulder growths smaller so that they resembled ragged and ugly spines rather than small wings:
the Wyvern males Charis had never seen in all her days among the witches!

They cried out shrilly in a way which rasped Charis’s nerves and hurt her ears. Two of them hurled spears
into the now quiet bush.

A shout from behind, from the domes; this surely had issued from a human throat. No words Charis could
distinguish but it brought confusion to the Wyverns. The two at the rear stopped, looked over their
shoulders; then, at a second shout, they turned and ran swiftly in the direction of that call. The foremost
attackers had reached the bushes, spears thrust ahead. One of them cried out. Again no words, but Charis
judged the tone to be one of disappointment and rage.

They milled around out of her sight and then came back into the open, two of them carrying a limp body
between them. One of their own kind killed by some means. Togi’s doing?

But Charis had little time to wonder about that for there was more shouting from the domes, and all but the
two Wyverns carrying the body began to run in that direction.

Lantee—had they found Lantee?

XIv

The Wyvern males had left the landing strip. Charis could follow their path through the brush to the open
and the waiting copter. Lantee’s plan of heading out to sea in the copter, aiming at the witch Citadel, was
practical. Lantee?



Charis rubbed her hands together and tried to think clearly. Something had happened back there at the
domes; it was only logical to associate the clamor with Lantee’s attempt to scout the enemy. He could now
be a prisoner—or worse.

But if she took the copter now when the attention of any sentries was fixed elsewhere, she had her best
chance of escape, though she might well be deserting a man who had aroused the invaders but managed to
evade them. To go—to get to the Citadel and warn the witches of the possible danger, leaving Lantee, his
fate unknown? Or to stay in hopes of his coming?

There was no real choice; there never had been, Charis knew that deep within her. But now, at the final
test, she felt as bruised and beaten as if those spear carriers had taken her in an unequal struggle. Somehow
she got to her feet and ran for the copter.

As she wrenched open the cockpit door, Charis paused for any trap to explode in her face. Then she
scrambled in behind the controls. So far, all right. Now—where?

The Citadel was to the west, that was her only clue. Only, the sea was wide and she had never made the
journey by air, as Lantee had. Maybe her guide could be a negative one, and she tracked her goal by the
barrier against the Power or rather her use of it. Such a thin chance—but still a chance.

Charis set the control on full, braced herself for the force of a lift-leap, and pushed the proper button. She
was slammed back in the cushioned pilot’s chair. Copters were not designed for such violent maneuvering.
But a lift-leap would take her off the strip with speed enough to startle any guard she had not seen.

She gulped and fought the effects of the spurt upon her body, forcing her fingers to modify the climb. The
domes were now small silvery circles just visible in the growing dark. She set a course northward, and put
the flyer temporarily on auto-pilot while she tried to think out just how she could track that barrier with any
accuracy.

How did you track nothingness? Just try to pierce here and there until you found the wall between you and
your goal? Her vague direction was that island home of the Wyverns which stood northwest of the
government base, southwest from Jagan’s post, and she had not even a com sweep to give her a more
definite position.

Below, just visible in the night, was the shore, an irregular division between land and sea. The pattern—she
must have the pattern. Charis looked about her a little wildly. There was no leaf to scratch, no earth or rock
to draw upon. That wall storage pocket at her left hand? Charis plunged fingers into it and spilled out what

it contained.

A packet of Sustain tablets—swiftly she scooped that into her own belt pouch and another first-aid kit,
bigger and better fitted than the small one Lantee had carried. Joyfully Charis scrabbled in it for the sterile
pencil. It was not here, but there was a large tube of the same substance. Last of all, a flat sheet of plasta-
board such as could be used for sketch maps, its surface slighted roughened as if it had been marked and
erased many times.

This would serve if she could find something with which to mark. Again Charis pawed into the pocket, and
her fingers, scraping the bottom of the holder, closed about a thin cylinder. She brought out a fire tube. No
use—or was it?

Frantically she twisted its dial to the smallest ray, and pressed the tip tight to the plasta-board. It was such a
chance—the whole thing might go up in a burst of flame. But a map sheet should have been proofed
against heat as well as moisture. Only this one had been used in the past, perhaps too often. She drew
swiftly, fearful of any mistake. The brown heat-lines bit deeply into the surface and spread a little, but not
enough to spoil the design.



Charis clicked off the heat unit and studied what she now held. Blurred, yes, but to her distinctive enough
in its familiarity. She had a good substitute for the disk which she had lost.

Now—to put it to use. She closed her eyes. The room in the Citadel—concentrate!—the barrier! But in
which direction? All she knew was that the barrier still existed. Her one idea of a direction-finder seemed a
failure. No one gave up at a first try, though.

Room—design—barrier. Charis opened her eyes. Her head was turned slightly to the left. Was that a clue?
Could she test it? She snapped the copter off auto-pilot and altered course inland away from the shore.
When she had ceased to see the sea with only the dark mass of land now under her, she brought the flyer
about and cruised back.

Room—design— Her head to the left again, but not so much. She had to take that as her lead, slender as it
was. Altering the degree of course to that imagined point, she sent the copter on out to sea.

Design—try— She was looking straight ahead when she met what she could not penetrate. Oh, let this be
right. Let it be right.

Charis had no idea how far offshore the Wyvern-held islands were. Any copter had a good ranging
allowance, but her goal might still lie hours ahead. She clicked up the speed to full and sat with her hands
on the map sheet, waiting.

The stars were low on the horizon. No! Not stars—they were far too low. Lights! Lights at nearly sea
level—the Citadel! On impulse Charis tried the Power and it was as if she had thrown her body at full force
against an unyielding slab of tri-steel. She gasped at what was translated into physical pain upon that
encounter.

But the copter had met with no barrier. It continued on, unerringly bound for the lights ahead.

Charis had no idea what she would do when she reached the Citadel. Only she had her warning, and with
the Power the Wyverns would know that she spoke the truth. Even with the warning—what could the
witches do in their turn, except avoid outright and quick disaster by delaying whatever attack they had
already organized.

The lights picked out the windows in the massive block of the Citadel, some of them almost on a level with
the copter. Charis resumed control and circled the buildings in search of a level site on which to land. She
had rounded the highest of the blocks when she sighted ground lights marking an open space, almost as if
they had prepared for her coming.

As the flyer touched the pavement, she saw a second copter at one side. So—the other Survey man,
Thorvald, had not left. An ally for her? Or was he now a prisoner, tucked away in such a pocket of non-
being as Lantee had been? Lantee— Charis tried to push out of her mind any thought of Lantee.

She held the plasta-board. In this well-like space between walls there were no breaks, no doors, and the
windows were at least a story above her. The lights which had directed her landing burned in portable
standards. So the Wyverns had expected her. Yet no one waited here; she might be standing in a trap.

Charis nodded. This was all a part of what the shadow-patterned Wyvern had promised. She must do it all
by her own efforts; the answer had to be hers.

The shadow Wyvern had said it, so to her it must be proven. Charis held the plasta-board in her two hands
where she could see its design in the flickering half-light of the lamps. Spike-wing crest, pallid skin with
only the faint tracings of faded designs—Charis pulled the Wyvern out of memory and built with care the
picture to center upon, until she was sure no detail she could recall was missing. Then—



“So you can dream to a purpose after all.” No amazement, only recognition as a greeting.

The room was dusky. Although two lamps stood on either side of a table, their radiance made only a small
pool, and Charis sensed larger space stretching far beyond where she stood. That other—the Wyvern—sat
in a chair with a high back, its white substance glowing with runnels of color, which in themselves
appeared to crawl with life.

She leaned back at her ease, the alien witch, her hands resting on the arms of her chair as she surveyed
Charis appraisingly. Now the off-worlder found words to answer.

“I had dreamed to this much purpose, Wise One, that I stand here now.”
“Agreed. And to what future purpose do you stand here, Dreamer?”’
“That a warning may be delivered.”

The vertical pupils in those large yellow eyes narrowed, the snouted head raised a fraction of an inch, and
the sense of affront reached Charis clearly.

“You have that which will arm you against us, Dreamer? Then you have made a gain since last we were
thus, face to face. What great new power have you discovered to be able to say ‘I warn you’ to us?”

“You mistake my words, Wise One. I do not warn you against myself, but against others.”

“And again you take upon yourself more than you have the right to do, Dreamer. Have you then read your
answer from Those Gone Before?”

Charis shook her head. “Not so. But still you mistake me, Reader of Patterns. In what is to come, we dream
one dream, not dream against dream.”

Those eyes searched into her, seemed to pick at her mind.

“It is true that you have done more than we believed you could, Dreamer. Yet you are not one with us in
any power save that which we have granted you. Why do you presume to say that we are now to dream the
same dream?”

“Because if we do not, then may all dreams be broken.”

“And that you truly believe.” Not a question but a statement. However, Charis made a quick answer.

“That I truly believe.”

“Then you have learned more than how to break a restraint dream since last we have stood together. What
have you learned?”

“That those from off-world are more powerful than we thought, that they have with them that which
renders all dreams as nothing and protects them, that their desire here may be to gather to them the Power
that they may use it for their own purposes in other places.”

Again that faint pick, pick to uncover the truth behind her words. Then, “But of these facts you are not
wholly sure.”

“Not wholly,” Charis agreed. “Every pattern is made of lines. So, when you have long known a design and
see only a portion of it, you can still envision the whole.”



“And this is a pattern you have known before?”
“It is one I have heard of, one Lantee has heard of.”

Had she made a mistake in mentioning the Survey man’s name? That chill which reached from mind to
mind suggested that she had.

“What has any man-thing to do with this?”” A hissing question hot with rising ire.

Charis’s anger woke in turn. “This much, Wise One. He may be dead now, striving to carry war to the
enemy—your enemy!”

“How can that be when he is—" The thought chain between them broke in mid-sentence. Lids dropped
above the yellow eyes. The feeling of withdrawal was so sharp that Charis almost expected the Wyvern to
vanish from her chair. Yet her body was still there although her mind was elsewhere.

The minutes were endless, then Charis knew the Wyvern had returned. Fingers had clenched about the
chair arms, the yellow eyes were open, fixed upon the girl, though there was no touch of mind.

Charis took a chance. “You did not find him, Wise One, where you had sent him?”
No answer, but Charis was sure the Wyvern understood.

“He is not there,” the girl continued, “nor has he been for some time. As I told you in truth, he has been
about your business elsewhere. And perhaps to his hurt.”

“He did not free himself.” The frantic grip of the Wyvern’s hands relaxed. Charis thought that the witch
was annoyed because she had betrayed her agitation so much. “He could not. He is a man-thing—”

“But also a dreamer after his own fashion,” Charis struck in. “And though you strove to remove him from
this struggle, yet he returned—not to war against you but against those who threaten all dreaming.”

“What dream have you that you can do this thing?”

“Not my dream alone,” Charis retorted. “But his dream also, and other dreams together, as a key to unlock
this prison.”

“I must believe that this is so. Yet such an act is beyond all reason.”

“All reason known to you and your sharers of dreams. Look, you.” Charis moved to the table, stretched out
hand and arm into the full path of the light. “Am I like unto you in the sight of all? Do I wear any dream
patterns set upon my skin? Yet I dream. However, need my dreams be any more like unto yours than my
body covering resembles that you wear? Perhaps even the Power when I bend it to my will is not the
same.”

“Words—"

“Words with proving action behind them. You sent me hence and bade me dream myself out of your net if
I could, and so I did. Then with Shann Lantee I dreamed a way free from a deeper prison. Did you believe I
could do these things?”’

“Believe? No,” the Wyvern replied. “But there is always a chance of difference, a variable within the
Power. And the Talking Rods had an answer for you when we called upon Those Who Once Were. Very
well, these are truths accepted. Now say again what you believe to be a truth that had no full proving.”



Charis retold her discoveries at the base, Lantee’s deductions.
“A machine which nullifies the Power.” The Wyvern led her back to that. “Such you believe can exist?”

“Yes. Also—what if such a thing be brought to use against you even in this very stronghold? With your
dreams broken, how may you fight against slaying weapons in the hands of those who come?”

“We knew—" the Wyvern was musing “—that we could not send dreams to trouble these strangers. Or
bring back—" she spoke in anger “—to their proper places those who have broken the law. But that all this
is being done so that they may take the Power from us—that we had not thought upon.”

Charis knew a small spark of relief. That last admission had changed her own status. It was as if she were
now admitted in a small way into the Wyvern ranks.

“However, they must be ignorant to believe that man-things can use the Power.”
“Lantee does,” Charis reminded her. “And what of the other you have known as a friend here—Thorvald?”

Hesitation, then an unwilling answer. “He, too, in a small way. An ability, you believe, that these others
may share because they are not blood, bone, and skin with us?”

“Is that so hard to understand?”

“And what have you to suggest, Dreamer? You speak of battles and warfare. Our only weapons have been
our dreams, and now you say they will avail nothing. So—what is your answer?”” Hostility again.

And Charis had little with which to meet that. “What these invaders do here is against the law of our kind
as much as it is a threat against your people. There are those who will speedily come to our aid.”

“From where? Winging down from other stars? And how will you call them? How long will it take them to
arrive?”

“I do not know. But you have the man Thorvald, and he would have answers to these questions.”

“It would seem, Dreamer, that you believe I, Gidaya, can give all orders here, do as I wish. But that is not
so. We sit in council. And there are those among us who would not listen to any truth if you spoke it. We
have been divided upon this matter from the first, and to talk against attacking now will require much
persuasion. Should you stand openly with me, that persuasion would fail.”

“I understand. But also, as you have said to me, Wise One, there is such a thing as a threat by time. Let me
speak to Thorvald if you have him here, and learn from him what may be done to gain help from off-
world.” Had she gone too far with that plea?

Gidaya did not answer at once. “Thorvald is in safe keeping—" she paused and then added “—though I
wonder now about the safety of any keeping. Very well, you may go to him. It may be that I shall say to

those who will object that you are joining him in custody.”

“If you wish.” Charis suspected that Gidaya would offer that as a sop to the anti-off-world party. But she
greatly doubted that the Wyvern believed any longer Charis herself could be controlled by the Power.

“GO‘”

At least Thorvald had not been consigned to that place of nothingness which had been Lantee’s prison.
Charis stood in a very ordinary sleeping room of the Citadel, its only difference from the one she had



called her own being that it had no window. On the pile of sleep-mats lay a man, breathing heavily. His
head turned and he muttered, but she could not make out his words.

“Thorvald! Ragnar Thorvald!”
The bronze-yellow head did not lift from the mats nor his eyes open. Charis crossed to kneel beside him.
“Thorvald!”

He was muttering again. And his hand balled into a fist and shot out to thud home painfully on her forearm.
Dreaming! Naturally? Or in some fantasy induced by the Wyverns? But she must wake him now.

“Thorvald!” Charis called louder and took hold of his shoulder, shaking him vigorously.

He struck out again, sending her rolling back against the wall, then sat up, his eyes open at last, looking
about wildly. But as he sighted her he tensed.

“You’re real—I think!” His emphatic assertion slid into a less confident conclusion.

“I’m Charis Nordholm.” She crouched against the wall, rubbing her arm. “And I’'m real all right. This is no
dream.”

No, no dream but the worst of trouble. And did Thorvald have any of the answers after all? She only hoped
that he did.

XV

He was very tall, this officer of Survey, towering over Charis where she sat cross-legged on his mat bed as

he strode impatiently back and forth across the chamber, now and then shooting a question at her or
making her retell some part of the story again.

“It does look very much like a Company grab.” He gave judgment at last. “Which means they must be very
sure of themselves, that they think they have all angles covered.” Now he might be talking to himself rather
than to her. “A deal—somehow they’ve made a deal!”

Charis guessed at the meaning of that. “You think they’ve arranged for closed eyes somewhere?”

Thorvald glanced at her sharply, almost in dislike, Charis decided. But he nodded curtly. “Not in our
service!” he rapped out.

“But they woul