* I<11*/
Scanned by Highroller.
Proofed more or lessby Highroller.

Made prettier by use of EBook Design Group Styleshest.

Brother to Shadows by Andre Norton

THE CHILL FINGERS OF THE DAWN WIND CLAWED. Behind the spires of the Listenersthe sky
was the color of awell-honed throwing knife. There was not any answer to time's passing in Ho-Le-Far
Lair.

Brothers stood in the courtyard as they had since twilight, keeping the Face-the-great-storm position with
apurpose that rose above any cramping of limb or protest of body. Only their eyes were gpprenensive
and what they watched wasthat ova set at the crown of the arch which marked the door of the Master's
great hal. What should have showed aglow of light waslifeless, asdull asthe sonein which it was .

Now through that door, which gaped like a skull'sliplessjaws at the top of aflight of stairs, camethe
long awaited figure muffled in robes the hue of dried blood—The Shagga Priest.

He spoke and his voice, though low-pitched, carried asit had been trained to do.
"The Magter hasfulfilled hisisshavow."
No onein those lines below wavered, though thiswas an ending to al the life they had known.

Those two to the fore of the waiting company raised hands in Sky-draw-down gestures. Then they
strode forward with matching steps while the priest descended further to meet them. He stopped, still
abovether levd, so they must look up to meet hiseyes. In the growing light their Shadow garments were
agted to match the lowering sky.

TarrHos, Right Hand to the Magter, crossed his hands at breast level, drawing with action too quick for
the eyeto truly follow, dender daggers.

"It ispermitted?’ he asked of the priet, hisvoice as hard as the wegpons he displayed.

"It is permitted—by the Issha of this Brotherhood it iss0." The priest nodded his shaven head and his
own hands advanced, like predators on the prowl, from the shadows of hiswide deevesto skeich
certain age-old gestures.

TarrHos went to his knees. Three times he bowed, not to the priest but to that lifeless stone above. It
was ablinded eye now; that force which it had contained had fled, no brother or priest could tell why or
how. It had been, it was not, and with it went the life of thisLair.

TarrHoss weapons swept in the ritual gesture. There was no sound from the man who crumpled



forward, only the moaning of the wind. Red spattered upward, not quite reaching the perch of the priest.
LasStir, Left Hand of the Master, took another step forward. He did not ook at his dead fellow.

"It is permitted?' His voice, rendered harsh by an old throat wound, outrode the wind.

"It is permitted—theisshaholds.”

With the same dexterity of wegpons LasStir joined his colieutenant in degth.

The Shagga descended the last two steps, making no effort to draw back the hem of hisrobe from the
gpreading pools of blood coming to join asone.

Ten more made up that assembly |eft below, younger men, some near boys. Their short cloakswere
black, the sign of those who had not made at least ten forays for the honor of the Lair. Oneinthat line
dared to speak to the Shagga.

"It ispermitted?’ Hisvoice was alittle too high, too shrill.

"It isnot permitted!” The priest Slenced him. "A Lair dieswhenits heart isno longer fed by thewill of its
Master. The unblooded and half-sworn do not take up theissha

"Rather you shdl servein other Lairs till asis demanded of you. Ho-Le-Far has ceased to be." He made
the Descent-of-Darkest-Night wave with hisleft hand—so setting an end to al which had existed here,
erasing along and vaiant history. "Here no longer isthere a Post of Shadows.”

For thefirg time there was adight movement in that assembly. Thiswasathing of disaster, dmost of
terror, and it was an evil fate to be caught in it.

The Shaggamoved dong the line dowly, stopping to eye each one, and to address that one alone:

"HasGan and CarFur," he singled out the first two on the left. " Draw supplies and wegpons, go to the
Lair of Tig-Nor-Tu. DisNov and YasWar, you will do likewise, but go over mountain to Ou-Quar-Nin."

So it went until the priest reached the last in that line. He had to ook up to meet eyeto eye with the
waiting novice and now that it wasfully light it was plain to see the sparks of mdicein his sunken eyes,
the vicioustwigt of hislips as he shaped words which he had long savored and held ready for this
moment.

" Outlander—misborn—no-blood— Out with you to where you will—you are not of the Oath and by the
Will of TransGar you never shall be. Y ou are an abomination, astain. No doubt the Master's force death
has come through you. Y ou will take no weapons—for those are of the Brotherhood, and henceforth you
will go your own way!"

The hooded listener refused the Shagga the satisfaction of seeing how deep that thrust went. He had long
known that the priest hated him, looked upon his being there as ablot on the honor of the Lair. Sncethe
force stone had started to fail he had foreseen thisand tried to plan beyond it. But so much of hislifewas
tied here that it was hard to break the bonds of discipline, to think of himself as moving without orders on
awayward path which had no red god.

Within the Lair only the Master had ever shown him any concern. He had been told why only three moon
speds ago. The Brothersto Shadows, trained ns, spies, bodyguards, had been in service on
Asdborgan for centuries. Rulers employed their services knowing well that, once oathed, they were
absolutely loyd to their employer for the agreed-upon length of their bond. However, recently there had



been arumor that their particular talents were in demand off-world aso and that was anew source of
income for the Lairs. To employ one of off-world blood off-world would be setting that Lair to the fore
of the new idea and the Master had been a forward-looking man—uwhich was, Jofre thought, a hidden
point of disagreement between him and the custom-bound Shagga.

Jofre was the Magter's own find, alitera find, for the Master, on one of his scout training missions, had
come upon thewreck of an escape craft, one of those which sometimes could make a perilous rescue
from aspacer in dire trouble. Jofre had been the only living thing in that tiny vessdl, achild so young he
could remember only afew scraps of scenes of hislife before he had been taken into the Lair to be given
the grilling training of the Brothers.

Though in frame he was larger than the rest of the novices, he quickly absorbed al he was taught, proving
more proficient in some of the necessary skillsthan others. At the same time the Master had seen that he
was given lessonsin the off-world trade tongue, passed to him information which seeped from the airport
to the Lair, brought by traders and travel ers. Though both Master and student knew well there were
large and awkward gaps in what he absorbed with awill. His greater reach and strength as he
approached manhood had awakened envy in hisfellows, something he had long known that the Shagga
Priest had fostered. However, he knew that he was competent enough for amission and that the Master
had had plansfor him.

The Master and the force stone... Each Lair was endowed with such a stone and no one knew from
where these came or what was the purpose—save that at long intervastheir glow died. That was taken
asadirect sgn that the force of the Master had gone aso and that he must pay for whatever secret failing
had brought about the death of his power. With the stone died also the Lair as this one had here and
now. But it had been along time since any Lair had cometo an end, and it was a bitter thing which
brought afaint touch of fear to every other Lair when it happened.

Jofre continued to meet the priest eye to eye. The man would see him dead if he could. But he could not,
for Jofre had passed thefirst oathing four seasons ago and Brother could not shed the blood of Brother.
However, the Shagga was sttling hisfate in another way. Thiswas the season of mountain cold. To be
cast out of shelter without weapons or full supplies was a delayed sentence of death—or so the priest
believed.

"l am asshalif not issha." Jofre spoke the words dowly as he might ready hisknivesfor afind thrust.
"Weapons you may take from me, for they are of the Lair. | claim therefore traveler'srights under the
law." On this point custom would bear him out and he would hold to it.

The priest scowled and then flung away after the others, who were aready moving off to make up their
packs ready for the journeying to their newly appointed ations.

Jofre faced the force stone again. Sowly he moved forward. The light which had centered it was
certainly gone— it was now as dull asthe age-worn stone which held it. At least ten Masters had lived
and died initslight—the eleventh had the misfortune to see that light fail.

The young man skirted the bodies of the lieutenants and climbed the steps. He expected some outcry
from the Shagga though what he would do was no profanation. However, that did not come and he
passed into the darkness of the hal above, where the only faint light came from two lamps at the far end.

Between them lay that other body—the Master. For some reason Jofre needed to do this but he could
not explain that reason even to himsdf. He came to stand beside the man who had saved hislife, even
though just perhaps because he saw in Jofre atool to be well employed at afuture date.

Jofre's hands moved Star-Of-Morning—Journey-into-Light. The fingers shaped that messagein the air.



Farewd|-far-journey-triumph-to-the-warrior. As he did thisthere welled into him an inflow of strength,
amost asif some of the will and purpose of the dead Master passed to him as a bequest.

Only atenth night ago he had knelt at this very spot, had spread before him certain maps and papers,
known the carefully hidden excitement of one being prepared for amission.

"It isthus," the Master had spoken as one who shared thought, “these off-worlders change every world
they enter. They cannot help but do so to us. We have lived by a certain pattern for ten centuries now.
The vdley lords have their feuds which have become asformally programmed asthe IDD dances. They
hire us as bodyguards, as Slip-shadows to dispose of those whose power threatens them or whom they
wish to clear from their paths. It has become in amanner agame—ablood game.

"But to dl patterns there comes atime of breaking, for weaving grows thinner with years. So it comesfor
us— though many of the Masterswould say no to that. But we must change or perish.” There had been
forcein those words asif the Master were oath giving.

"The Master of Ros-hing-qua has shown the way. He has oathed two Brother Shadows, one Sister
Shadow off-world to men who seek easement to trouble on their own home globe. Word has come that
they carried out their assgnment in keeping with isshatraditions. Now it isour turn to think of sucha
thing. Thereis newsfrom the port that there has been talk of others coming from the far tarwaysto seek
the arts we have long cultivated. Y ou are not of our blood, Jofre, by birth. But we claimed you and you
have eaten of our bread, drunk brother-toasts, learned what was our own way. Off-world you can use
all you know and yet not be betrayed by the fact you are born of us. Therefore, when the time comes,
this mission shdl be yours—either you will be sent to be the shoulder shield, body armor for somefar
lord, or you will be the hunter with sted."

Jofre had dared then to break the pause which followed:
"Master, you placein me greet trust but there are those within these walls who would spesk againgt that.”

"The Shagga, yes. It isthe manner of most prieststo cling to tradition, to be jeal ous guardians of custom.
He would not take departure from the old ways happily. But here| an Master—"

Y es, here he had been Master—until the issha and the door crystd had failed him. Jofre's lipstightened
againgt histeeth under the half-mask scarf of his headdress. Could the Shagga have, in some way,
brought this ruin here? There were tales upon tales of how they had strange powers but he had never
seen such manifest and besides, were such athing possible, dl the Masters of Lairswould rise and even
the Shagga would face desth.

Jofre knelt now and touched his turbaned head three times to the floor, the proper answer to one given a
misson.

"Magter, hearing, | obey."

Hewas not being sent forth officidly, no. For no Lair would offer him shelter with the Shaggaagainst
him, nor did he want to remain where he was not a true brother. Off-worlder they caled him. But asthe
Magter had pointed out he had certain skillswhich could well be useful on any planet where men envied
other men, or feared for their lives, or sought power. The spaceport would be hisgoal and from there he
would await what fortune hisisshawould offer.

Now heleft the hdl and its dead and went directly to the storehouse, in which there wasabudtle. A line
of burden quir were waiting with pack racks aready on their ridged backs. Hurrying back and forth were
the Brothers, dready in their thick journey clothing, loading on those ugly-tempered beasts dl which must



be transported now to their future homes.

The Shagga priest stood by the door but as Jofre approached he turned with awhirl of hisrobesto face
him.

"Off with you— But firs&— There—" he pointed to the ground at hisfeet aready befouled by the
droppings of the quir, "your weapons, nameessone.”

Under his haf-mask Jofre snarled. Y et, thistoo, was apart of the tradition. Since they declared him not
of any Lair, he could not bear the arms of one.

Hislong knife, histwo throwing deeve knives, hischain-ball throw, his hollow blowtube. One by one he
threw them at the priest'sfeet. At last he held but one knife.

"This," hesad levely, "I keep—by traveler'slaw.”
The priest's mouth worked asif he would both spit and cursein one. But he did not deny that.

Nor did Jofre draw back now. Though the priest and the Brothers with their supplies tended to block the
doorway .

"l clam traveer'sright supplies™” the young man stated firmly.

"Y ou will get them!™ The priest seized upon one of the boysjust returning for another load. "Bring forth
that prepared for this one. Then get you forth, cursed one."

The Brother ducked within and returned in amoment with ashoulder pack, avery smal one, lacking
much, Jofre thought, of what he would really need. Y et the Shagga had obeyed the letter of the law and if
he protested, it would achieve nothing but to render him lessin the eyes of these who had so recently
been his oathed Brothers.

Hetook up the pack which had been tossed contemptuoudy in his direction and, without aword, turned
and went toward the wide open gate in the wall. In that last meeting with the Master he had memorized
from the map the route he must take. Of his destination he knew only what he had learned by study and
by listening to the talk of the traders who now and then visited the Lair.

There was aroad of sorts. However, that followed awinding way and he would lose time. By the heft of
the pack he had littlein the way of supplies. Though the Brotherswere trained to live off theland, this
was the beginning of the cold season and much which could be converted to food would be hard to find.
The herbswere frost burnt and dead; the small animals had mainly retreated to burrows. It was at least
ten daystravel on foot before he would reach farming land and then he must be wary of attempting to
obtain supplies. The Brothers were feared by commoners. A Brother done might well be fair game. No,
it would be better to strike straight over the Pass of the Kymer, if that was not snow choked by an early
storm. In away he would thus be seeking out his own roots, asit was on the dope of the Ta-Kymer that
the escapeboat in which he had been found had made a crash landing.

Jofre did not turn and look back at the only home he could remember. Instead he centered dll his
concentration on what lay before him, marshading dl strengths to face the mountain path.

The Shagga priest stood in the middle of that narrow room which had been his own quarters a the Lair.
There were blanks of lighter strips on the wall where therolls of the WORDS OF SKAG had been hung
only moments earlier. All his belongings were enwrapped in weether-resistant orff skin bagsto wait by
the door.



He plucked at hislower lip aswas his habit in thought, though there was so little skin to be gathered
there.

Outsde the narrow dit of window the pale sun was being cloud hidden. A storm, early in the season, that
might most easily answer his problem. But no man could count on the whims of nature. It was best to
cover al possble pointsin planning an attack.

There was one other object there in theroom. A cagein which ablack blot huddled. The priest went to
haul out that occupant. He held something which was neither bird nor mammal but acombination of both
and faintly repulsive. The thing expanded leathery wings, rleasing more of its disgusting, musty body
odor.

Its head twisted and turned on along neck asif it were trying to escape, not the priest's hold upon its
body, but the glare of hiseyes. Until at last the man'swill overcame that of the Kag, the turning heed was
gill, and it was held eyeto eye with him asif being hypnotized, which it was after amanner.

There was along pause and then the priest stepped quickly to the window and the Kag arose and was
gone, spiraling out over the countryside, but till as much under his control asif he held it on alessh. It
would follow, it would spy. When death struck down that upstart its master would speedily learn.

JOFRE NOTED THOSE SIGNS OF STORM, YET HE DID NOT quicken pace. For thefirst hour
after leaving the Lair he had country comparatively easy to trave. For he could keep for awhileto the
travelers road. He swung dong at the controlled gait for along journey, with adivided mind which had
comefrom histraining.

One-hdf of hisattention wasfor his surroundings and footing, the other probed into the future. He felt so
oddly alone, though the Brothers, for the most part, operated singly, but always on a set task, and hewas
without that guidance. He set to gaining full contral, first visudizing the map he wasto follow, then
examining inturn al the possible points of knowledge which could ad him in the future.

The history of the Brotherswas thickly entangled with the intrigues and conspiracies of many small courts
and kingdoms. All they knew of off-world came largely through hearsay. Many, such asthe Shagga
priest, wanted to keep it that way. Only because the Master had been far looking and ambitiousin anew
fashion did Jofre have those scraps he clung to.

A city had been aready established on the plain where the first spacer exploring starship had set down
on Asborgan. Now there were, in fact, two cities, the old and anew one which had grown up nearer the
port landing and in which there were strange off-world buildings housing beings of different races,
different specieseven.

On the outer fringe of this newer city aong the port side there was athird collection of buildings, seedy
inns, trading martsin which there were few questions asked as to the source of goods offered. Here the
outcasts of both Asborgan's native stock and the scum which followed the star lanes as a blot gathered
and held astrong hold of their own.

Jofre had heard of the Thieves Guild, which spread talons to seize across hdf the star lanes. There was
said to be abranch of that which had gained afoothold here, incorporating into its very diverse assembly



native talent. In addition there were those who had met with such misfortune that they had fallento a
point of no return. He had been told of drugs which drove men wild, giving them great power for ashort
time, but condemning them to miserable desths. All the evil which anintelligent mind could conceive
gathered therein that dismal sink.

Y et that must be hisown first goal. AsaBrother he could not shelter in the old city—for he wore no
lord's badge. Also there would be aneed for coinsto pay hisway. The better portion of the space city
would see him as acuriogity and so suspect. No, he must dive into the dark quarter until he could find his
way about.

In his decison Jofre had no fear of either the law or the lawless. The conception that a Brother could be
taken anywhere, used a any time againgt hisown will, or the will of hisMaster, wasinconceivable. He
had skills of body and will, honed mastery of mind to shield him there. But when hetried to think to
whom he might offer those skills now he found himself at aloss.

Finaly, deciding that sure attempts at foreseeing were only usdless, he shut down that portion of hismind
and concentrated on the journey itsdlf.

It was twilight when he came to where he must take the cutoff for the pass. Long trained to scout work,

he could dip through the bare-branched brush and work hisway up into the heights easily enough. He
sheltered that night in ahaf cave where two greet rockstilted together.

Once he had hisfire, hardly wider than histwo hands held thumb to thumb, and had chewed the tough
traill mix of meat pounded with dried fruit into a strip, he turned to thefitting of himself for what might well
bethetrias of tomorrow.

First he sought out The Center of All Things, concentrating on the mental symbolswhich marked the
exigence of that. Then he visualized the inner workings of his own body, the muscles, the nerves, the
blood and bones, the knitting of the flesh. From histoes he began to use The Flow of Inner Life, drawing
it up through him, into hismid body, hisarms and shoulders, until his hands, wherethey rested on his
knees as he sat cross-legged, grew warm and each finger tingled.

Into histhroat, his head, the flood continued. Therewas afeding of ation but that he was swift to
dampen. He was not summoning battle power. Only the strength needed for travel.

He breathed deeply three times, to lock in that warmth. Then he relaxed, aware that he had prepared
himsdlf as best he could. Now he set his sentinels of larm that he might take afull night'srest. At least
thosewere availableto dl travelers and so the Shagga priest could not refuse him them.

Jofre worked the three large pebbles out of their traveling bag and, with aknowing eye, in spite of the
dark which had now closed in, he positioned them in the gravel about the rock. Such were quick to give
alarm when gpproached by anything warm-blooded to which they had not been bound, as he had bound
these with adrop of his own blood and the warmth of his bared hand.

Having taken his precautions, Jofrerolled in his double blanket and went to deep, rest easily summoned
by hislong training.

There was no show of either moon tonight and clouds were heavy, though they had not yet loosed their
burdens. Through their thickness sped the Kag. The creature lit on aspur of rock and hunched into a
motionless blot of darkness, only to launch itself again and seize awarfin which had ventured out to hunt.
Bearing the bird to its chosen perch, it ripped apart the body and fed ravenoudly, then settled to rest as
had its quarry below.



Jofre awoke at dawn. He chewed another strip of journey rations, adding to that only asingle finger
scoop of yellowish paste from asmdl box. The Brothers did not depend often on stimulants but they had
their own kinds of energy-inducing herbal concoctions. He gathered up his sentries, returned them to their
pouch, and siwvung his pack up on his shoulder. However, when only afew feet from hislast night's camp,
he paused to eye something protruding dantwise from the rubble which must have descended in asmall
didefrom the heights he must now face.

It was certainly not the remains of any bush, or sapling. No, he had seen—and used—its|like before.
Thiswas a pass saff which, in the right hands, could even confront asted swinging opponent. Theflash
of recognition sent his hand out to close firmly about it.

Thedidehddit well in grip and he had to work it loose. When he had it whally free he could see that the
hook at its end had been bent out of shape, but it was still aweagpon of which he could make excellent
use. Hisisshawas assuredly strong—

But whence had it come? He took severa steps backward so he could view the updant of the way
before him more clearly. Then he saw it—a clean angle which was not of nature. There had been—till
was—awadl!

Jofre closed his eyesfor amoment and drew to the fore of hismind the map. No, he was certain that
there had been no hint of any such aong the route he had chosen. How could he have gotten so far off
trace? He turned his attention to the taff he now held. It was old but it had been painstakingly carven of
armor wood—that precious growth which could be worked by a grest deal of effort, but once shaped
would perhapswell outlast its maker.

He pulled off histhick glove and took the shaft into his bare hand, allowing it to dide aong between his
fingersashe held it closer to centered sight. Then that grip tightened. His breath came with the faintest
hiss

Qaw-en-itter!

Dead Lair, long dead Lair! And by al the teaching of asshaasiteto be avoided lest theill fortune of that
place till weave some pattern to entrap. Even as his own home Lair would now be regarded by any
chancing closeto its deserted compound. However—Jofre did the staff back and forth between both
hands as he sfted logic from superdtition.

The Magter he had served had been one to discount much in the way of rumor and legend. His
outlooking for off-world contracts had brought him aweslth of contradictory information which he had
sfted patiently, and for the past half year Jofre had oftentimes served as akind of sounding board—since
the Shagga priest and the Master's Right and Left Hands were dl of a conservative turn of mind. The
Shagga doubtlessly believed, and would tdll it near and far, that the now dead Master's |oss of assha had
come because of that very turning from orthodox ways. But something in Jofre had responded eagerly to
whatever speculation the Master had wished to voice,

Now he could remember that small warning mark on the map. However, there was afar better way to
the Passif onetried the ancient route from Qaw-en-itter. He would save perhaps aday's journey time,
maybe more. A glance a the lowering clouds, at that threat of storm to come, made him think it would be
worth thetry.

Slinging the staff to be fastened to the lashings of his pack took only ashort time. He was moving upward
determinedly, watching for the best footholds, dmost at once.

Over the years there had been a number of dides here. He came to a place where his path was closed by



blocks of masonry, perhaps a portion of the wall above, and he had to wriggle by. Then he came
suddenly on aledge which doped upwards and showed the marks of very old tooling, undoubtedly one
of the waysinto the deserted Lair.

That was not what he wished. He must round what remained of the stronghold to locate the road on the
other sde. And the ledge was soon choked with debris. This was dangerous footing and Jofre walked
with careful tread.

The half-destroyed wall arose on hisright. There was the broken archway of aminor door but what he
sought would lie beyond, and he shifted | eft, pardlding that offshoot of the wall. Something floated down,
touched his deeve— then another and another flake. The snow was beginning and, unless he would have
himself walled from the pass, he must hurry.

Qaw-en-itter had been of moderate size, he concluded. Though so much of it wasin ruin that he could
not, without some waste of time, trace out its origina ways. Hetried to think of its history—there had
been something—like aflicker, ascrap of memory came and went in hismind.

Themaster crysta here had failed, of course, or it would still be inhabited. But there was something
else—thelast Master—Jofre shook his head. For dl his meticulous training he could not degpen that very
faint feding of having heard something.

Theflakes of faling snow thickened, till were not enough to hide the way ahead. He had sight, if limited,
and could keep from blundering off trail. Y et when he reached the point he had been seeking, where that
other old path led upwards into the heights, Jofre hesitated. There was shelter here of a sort. Should the
winds rise past the teasing point which they now held and he be caught in the open on the bareness of the
upper dopes, he would bein aperilous Sate.

Thiswasafirst sorm. Those of the Lair had been trained to be weatherwise; they had to be. Part of him
urged pushing on, another suggested a prudent delay. He could not hope to breast the passiif the snow
became atrue curtain.

On aquick decison heturned towards the end of the wall where the ruins beyond promised shelter.
Edging around atumble of stones, he cameinto what had been the main court of the Lair. Therewasa
tangle of autumn-dried brush where the land had set itsfirst grasp back on the forsaken territory. Brittle
and sparse though that was, it promised better than anything he believed was available at a greater height.

Jofre nearly tripped on the first step which had led to the Magter's hall, so enbowed wasit with dried
grass and drift from storms. He hesitated. To go on into that dark cavern which opened like atoothless
mouth before him would take him out of the sorm. But enough of the Brothers belief remained inhimto
warn him off.

Instead he chose a niche to one side, where there had once been a storehouse, enough remaining of walls
and roofing portion to afford shelter better than he could have hoped for elsewhere. There he set up
camp.

The brush he broke off, or torefrom itsfrail rooting in the pavement chinks, to afford him fud for his
gmall fire. Asheworked to gather that the snow thickened, becoming more and more of aconcealing
curtain, and he knew that hisimpulseto night here had been right.

At last he settled in the small space he had made as stormtight as he could, but he felt no desire for deep.
Instead he knew the aertness of ascout in an enemy territory, his hearing, his sight, every sense he had
reaching out to pick up the small hint of something which was not of wind, or snow, or natura to this
ancient place.



For he could fed it more and more; it was like an itch he could not scratch because he did not know its
source. There was that here which was not— Not what? Jofre chewed upon that question and found no
answe.

He st out his sentries at the entrance to his burrow. The portion of supplies he dlowed himsdf was
halved and he chewed carefully along time before he swalowed each mouthful, asif that would stretch it
to satisfy hishunger.

What clung here? Were there indeed bases to old supergtition and an abandoned Lair still held by the
spirits of thelast Magter and his lieutenants? Without knowing that he did it, Jofre pulled the taff he had
found across his knees as he sat cross-legged, was rubbing hisright hand dong the shaft, hisfingers
tracing the runes set there to identify the armory from which it had come. Suddenly he was aware there
was awarmth in the shaft which did not spread from but rather to his moving hand. And then therewas a
sudden sharp shift in the staff, which had certainly not come by hiswill or from any movement he had
made.

" Ssaghh—" Jofre was o artled from his carefully maintained calm that he hissed that doud. What he
was experiencing—yes, it was certainly that which he had heard tell of—had once seen
demonstrated—and that by the Master on a scouting trip.

The haf-broken weapon he had found on the rocks below was issha pointing! 1ssha? But the fact that
this Lair was abandoned meant that there was no issha here— nor was he aMaster to channd the
power. Y et—this was happening!

In his now loosened grasp that shaft was pointing outward toward the snow. A long-set trap? He had
also heard tales of such. Some of the Masters were rumored to have powers far beyond those of
common men. He had dared to invade the accursed—was he now being drawn to the punishment for his
impudence?

Because, Jofre aso redlized, he could not resist. He must carry through whatever action the weapon now
urged. Loosing hisknifefor hisother hand, he crawled out into the open, remaining there for an instant or
two in the half crouch of Ward-the-attack-in-the-night.

Only the snow. Nothing moved through it or against the driftsit was building around the ruined walls. But
the shaft was swinging in hisgrip with vigor, asif he were being pulled by a determined force on the other
end. Now hewasfacing again the hall door.

"By the blood oath Brothers.

By salt and bread, water and wine,

By steel and rope, hand and foot—mind,

By the ancients and the elders, Masters, and men,
Thusdo | swear."

He repeated the oathing of the assha, even as he would have done had he been sent with therest to
another Lair.

And he followed, even as he would have had the long gone Master of Qaw-en-itter stood on the
rubble-strewn steps gesturing himiin.

But it was not to the dark that the staff led him. As he reached the top step, the staff swung in his hand,



dipping fast to thud butt hard on the worn stone. He looked down.

That butt was near to touching a patch of darkness, a patch of black which seemed to have a— Jofre
went down on one knee and held out his hand, hisfingers cupped over the blotch. There was aspark, as
if he had used hisflint againg sted for firelighting. Almost againgt hiswill those fingers closed.

Warmth—even as had been in the shaft when it had driven him into this action. He raised his hand,
bringing what he had picked up to eyelevd. It was an oval perhaps the size of hispam, smoothed like a
gem for setting. Black, so black that it might have been cut from the darkest of shadows. But as he
cupped it in hisflesh it gave forth—

Asshaglow! But no—it could not be! When a Master's stone died did it leave aghost of itself? No
legend he had heard had told of that. However, had anyone ever lingered in acursed lair to make sure?
He wanted to hurl it from him, his clutch was only the tighter. What he had found was athing of power,
that he knew. Only he was not one who might widld it—

"No!" His voice sounded through the night and the snow. "No!" But there was abonding; he could fed it;
thiswas fast becoming apart of him. He strove to raise his own inner power to repudiate hisfind. There
was no use— he could not hurl it away. Instead hishand, asif under the orders of aMagter, went to his
wide girdle and those busy ringers were working the soneinto safe hiding there.

Jofre wavered as he stood. This—he could not summon any explanation for what had happened—but it
would seem some power had fastened upon him.

He turned to make hisway back to his camping place. Through the snow from above came aflying thing.
He breathed awhiff of musty stench and ducked asit seemed to strike directly at hishead. Anill omen
indeed.

Jofre struck out in turn at the whedling half shadow. It screeched, arose and was gone into the night. Nor
did it gppear again. He settled into his shelter. Twice hetried to reach for the sone that he might examine
it better in thefaintish light of his pocket-sized fire. But hisarm, his hand, would not obey hiswill.
However, hefdt it againg his body, within the windings of the wide girdle its presence even through the
foldsof histhick dothing.

He began determinedly to Draw-to-one, Self-warrior-heart, Mind-of-seeker, so dipped into the
innerways of the one who hunted in a strange and forbidden territory—even though that lay within
himsdf. But for dl his searching he found no trail, and he came out of that half trance stiff with chill, the
pressure of thefind still againgt him, knowing that he had done the best he could to arm himself againgt
the unknown—now he could only face what would come.

The Kag beat wings to which snow clung and was flung forth again. It circled twice the ruins below but it
no longer screeched nor attempted to descend. At length it broke the last circle and headed out through
the night, winging itsway north, away from Qaw-en-itter. Morning broke whileit ill flew, yet it did not
perchto rest. It was nightfall again when it circled another camp—though thisamuch larger one—and
Settled on the top of the empty cage.

A wrinkled hand and scrawny wrist was offered and the creature hopped onto that so that it was borne
up to face eye level again the skull-sharp visage of the Shagga.

"Soo00—" the priest hissed at last. "He daresto meddle!” He considered the Situation, weighing one
thing againgt another. Tradition was strong; in spite of his hatred it bound him in some ways. None of the
Brothers would move againgt one of isshatraining unless he had been denounced openly in agathering of
Lar Masters and the accused allowed speech in hisor her own behalf. There was no knife or rope which



could be dispatched openly against this four times damned off-worlder—not yet. But he must be
watched—assuredly he must be watched.

As he thought he fed the Kag from a handful of wine-soaked herbs and put the now drowsy creature
back inits cage. There was a second cage among the priest's baggage. As he approached that he looked
up at the sky. Mountains would make no difference for his swift messenger and that one would reach the
port city well ahead of that traveler helonged to break now with his bare hands.

He opened the cage and afarflyer pecked at hisfinger once and then came forth asthe priest shrilled a
summons. Again the priest and winged thing met in silent communication and then, with a practiced twist
of thewrigt, the man sent it up and out to completeits mission.

THE MAN CROSSED THE ROOM WITH A CURIOUSLY effortless ease, agait akin, asan
imaginative viewer might think, to the progress of afish through water. Histunic and breecheswere of a
lusterless, sober brown, though discreet front latches showed the glint of red gold, and the buckle of his
purse belt was set with small gems which would betray their perfection only to a knowledgeable eye.

Hewas known in severd sections of both the old city and that quick growth which fringed the spaceport
asone Ras Zarn, amerchant from the far north, of middle rank, agood bargainer, one who paid al
obligations promptly and fully. In two other places he had another identity and one of those placeswas
this narrow windowless closet of aroom, the only light in which came from utilitarian wrought iron
lanterns supported on brackets on either sdewall.

The furnishings were meager, asingle seat cushion and the knee-high table before it, which was bare, but
the surface of which was thickly marked with scraiches and smdl pits asif someone had driven aknife
point into it many times over.

Hisarm was held out from his body as he came and on the fore of it was perched afarflyer, huddled a
little together asit clung so, asif it wereindeed close to the end of itswing strength. As Zarn seated
himsdlf on the cushion he held out hisarm and the creature gave ahop which placed it on the desktop, as
it did so adding anew series of claw scratchesto those of innumerable times before.

It seemed disposed to make no other move until the man's hands went out, clasped firmly about the
feathered body, turning it about so that it faced him. Then the fingers of one hand swept up, jerking high
the head, elevating that so that he could gtare into its unblinking eyes. Time passed.

Once, twice, Zarn nodded as if he were assenting to some speech totdly inaudiblein that cramped
chamber. Then he relaxed afraction and out of his purse pouch he brought a pellet of dull green. He gave
it asharp squeeze between thumb and forefinger and then discarded it before the messenger, whose
released head made a quick peck at the delicacy.

Once that was done and the reward received, Zarn sat very ill, looking at the oppositewall asif he
were searching there for some map or message which was of importance. At length he nodded for the
third time and therewas asmall quirk of the lips, aflash which was gone hardly before it could be
sighted. Once more he offered hiswrist and the bird hopped to that perch. Then he went to the far wall,
pressed the fingers of hisleft hand in acomplicated pattern and a door did back to alow himinto the



very prosaic counting house which he had leased for use during hisexile here.

Warning had been given; he would set into motion the proper answer within the hour and he expected no
ill results from his decided-upon plan. His wegpon he had dready sdlected and it would carry out hiswill
aswdl asif it were his own hand wielding the silent stedl or the choke of scarf-rope.

The storm which had imprisoned Jofre for two daysin the ruins blew away during the second night and
sun for the first time broke through those curtaining clouds. He was on the move at once. At thistime of
year such arespite must be made use of as quickly as possible. And some of the wind had moved drifts
well enough for him to find the pass road.

He climbed steadily. It was not aroad which would have suited a caravan of traders or any lowlander
but to one from the Lairsit was as plain asthat lower highway. Luck favored him in that there had been
no dides here and the way was open, though he used the staff to sound the path ahead through any drift
which did show.

Thewind hit as he entered the pass and he clung to onewall of the cliff which formed it, moving crabwise
at timeslest some particularly forceful blast bowl him down. Hisinner sirength was pushed near to the
limit but the knowledge that once through this dit he would be on the downgrade again kept him moving.

Jofre was out of the cut and well down dope, to thefirgt fringe of the evergreen treeswhich cloaked only
the south side of the mountain range, before he paused long enough to eat. By sun height it was not too
far from night and he must shelter out again in what protection he could find in the land. Also hewas
coming into occupied territory where he must make every effort to pass unseen. There were outlawsin
the mountains, though most of them denned up in more accessible country, but there were also foresters
and trappersin the greenlands he was entering.

Though he did not now wear the full uniform of hiskind, hislate kind, still he was recognizableto any
redly suspicious eye. Thetraveler's clothing he had taken on sufferance at the Lair was amixture which
few would wear. He had the girdle knife, and the haft of the broken pole-hook, and he had dl the
powers of wegponless training which had been drilled into him since childhood, but such were no answer
to alance beam such as the lowlanders had been introduced to since the off-worlders had arrived.

The Master had had studies of such weapons, gathered from accounts and snatches of information
brought back by Brothers who had served in the lowlands and returned once their service was done. But
to obtain and master one of those wegpons was something he had not yet achieved. The off-worlders
were supposed to be forbidden to introduce such to aworld where this craft mastery did not aready
exist. There grew up, therefore, a brisk smuggling trade. Only the lowland lords were as eager asthe
newcomers to keep such from the Brothers. Their long service as assassins and secret fighters had given
them the label of being deadly with any weapon known to Asborgan. No one it would seem, save the
Brothers themsalves, wanted any new edge added to the murderous skill they aready possessed. So
though several of the Masters offered vast rewards for any strange weapon which could be ddlivered, so
far none had come to them—ingtead only testimony concerning their deadliness and power.

Not only need he be on guard against foresters sweeping here for outlaw dens, but any lowlander would
be his enemy on sight. Too many times had the Brothers on oathing been used by warring lords to put
down rebellions or reduce some threat from the commoners. No, hissafety lay in remaining invisible.

That night Jofre sheltered in athicket of tree-tal brush at the lip of anice-rimmed stream. He did not light
afirethissde of the mountains and he alowed himsdlf avery smdl fraction of hisremaining supplies.
Possessing no journey coins, eating and shelter in the lowlands would depend upon hiswits and skill at
thievery. Y et he was sure from what he had heard that there were those in the port city, could he reach



there, who would be only too glad to add him to their following. The Brothers had no need to cry out
their fame; history on Asborgan did it for them.

He had no coins, but he had something else. Not for the first time that day his hand touched hisgirdle and
that lump within itsfolds. What he carried he did not know; but that it was valuable, he did not doubt at
al. And he had heard Trader Dis, who had visited just before the end of the Lair, tell of the high prices
one could get from off-worldersfor any strange things from the old days. Jofre would not dare offer what
he carried to any lord, it was too bound to the Brothers, but an off-worlder would not hold any such
scruples. Yes, hewould find abuyer; he would make sure of that. Having placed his sentind stones, he
set hismenta controlsto awake him at any change and at last dept. It was only alight deep but enough
to restore mogt of the energy he had spent this day.

It took Jofre aten of daysto reach hisgoal. He used every trick of a scout in enemy territory to feed
himself. Clothing had been changed at afarmhouse where the family gppeared to have withdrawn for a
day to the nearest village and he was able to select for his needs. So he left there cloaked and tunicked
over hisfield suit, taking his other clothing with him in a bundle which resembled the jumble of belongings
any tramping the roads might carry. It was difficult to shed the turban and haf mask of hiscaling. Hefelt
strangdly unprotected with hiswhole face bared. And catching sight of himself in awayside pool it
seemed he looked upon a stranger.

He had the height of his off-world race, whatever that might be, which had always set him aside from
those of the native born. But his hair was as dark astheirs. Only his eyes, the color of awell-burnished
blade, were again different from the uniformity of brown known to men of Asborgan. In thisrough
clothing he might well passfor an off-worlder—except that his knowledge of the star lanes was extremely
sketchy and he could well make abetraying error every time he opened his mouth. Regretfully, on the last
day before he reached the port, he broke into bits the remains of the pole. That was too patently aLair
weapon and no lowlander would have ever picked it up. He must venture now onto the open road but
before he did so he found athicket and burrowed hisway in. Once more he sought the Inner Life and
drew upon it. His hands shaped the gestures—rising thought, keen eye, listening ear, ready hand, fleet
foot. He drew deeper and deeper bresths asif he were pulling visble strength into hislungs now with
each gasp of the chill air.

Hiseyesno longer saw the world about him asit was but rather as symbols etched in the air, each having
its meaning and worth. That which grew was rooted, as strength must be rooted within him, thewind
which blew, the declining sun, draw in their spirit, their force—

Now Jofre bared his dagger. Thiswould be no oathing ceremony, for oathing had been closed to
him—except the oathing to himself, hisinner need. He had shed his glove and with the point of the
weapon he touched the tip of each finger in turn with strength enough to raise abead of blood.

A 4iff shake of hiswrist sent those flying. Then he put his hand to his mouth and licked each tiny wound,
willing them closed. He had shed ritual blood and was now prepared for what would lie ahead, even
though he had no mission except the search for such.

Ras Zarn excused himsdlf with polished mannersto the off-worlder. He knew exactly who this stranger
was, that alinkage ran back and tangled through this man to others spaceflights away. Though he knew
also that this Rober Granger had no idea that he knew.

"Y our pardon, Gentlehomo.” Zarn bowed again. "At this strike of the hour | have ameeting | cannot set
aside, much as| would wish it, for indeed what you have to say is of the utmost interest. However, that

which summons me will not be of long duration and | ask of your kindnessthat you wait for me—if you

find that possible. | truly believe, Gentlehomo, that we can well strike abargain.”



He sensed the other'sirritated anger a such an interruption. However, he was aso aware of how much
this one needed what he, Zarn, controlled and he had no doubts he would find the man till therewhen he
returned.

The house in which they had met had once been the town hal of aminor noble. Now it was cut into a
warren of smaller rooms and narrow passages which might have bewildered any visitor who had not
been furnished with aguide. Zarn turned right, left, and came to aroom which had a second door on the
outer world. The occupant there was dready looking for him as he entered.

"Welcome, Lady." The merchant sketched abow towards the cloaked figure. She could have been of
any rank since that covering, though of good glas-wool, was of drab color and without ornamentation.

In answer to his greeting she inclined her hooded head but did not spesk.

"Y ou have had the message; you know what isto be done," he continued. "Remember, this one was
high-rated. That renegade Master made of him atrue Shadow. He must be taken so that which he now
carriesmay be brought to us."

For the second time she nodded. Then spokein turn.
"Honorable One, thereisdready laid on meamisson.”
"Y es, but this can be accomplished before that is advanced. Thisisthe oath-order.”

"It shall be." Her voice was|ow but steady. Without any farewell she went out the other door into the
open street beyond. Zarn rubbed one hand againgt another asif between them he was grinding something
into dust. She would succeed of course; was she not the best he had ever seen in action? Another
mission and perhaps they would have other plansfor her—plansfor the good of dl.

He returned to hisfuming visitor hismind fully at ease. With such wegpons at one's command one was
aready the victor in any game. Now to business with this off-worlder and those behind him, and those
behind them— Zarn speculated for amoment asto how far that line did actualy reach.

There was no wall nor gates to hedge in the sprawl of the new city at the port. Though the merchants and
adminigtrators, the tourists (afew of them were coming now, mainly for thelarox hunting in the west) and
other law-abiding inhabitants were housed in five- and six-story buildings, some even with gardens, but
al contained in barriers manned by private guards very much in evidence.

There was no place here for a penniless man, Jofre understood well; he pushed on at the steady gait of
someone who knew exactly his god toward the fringe where were the hurriedly built buildings put up
after First Contact near a hundred years ago now. These had been "quickies' in the workman's tongue of
that day, shoddily built, and never maintained past the bare necessity of keeping aroof on and not
alowing too many holesin the doors.

Many of these housed traders too, those who sold awedlth of intoxicants from both continents of
Asborgan, plus stray near-poisonous mixtures brought from off-world. To add to the wealth of
drinkables there were the dedlersin flesh, who made their wares visible in half-curtained windows during
the busy hours of the night, and innumerable forbidden drugs. The police of Asborgan, the old city, had
long ago washed their hands of any respongbility for what went on there. Those inhabitants who were
permanent might look after themselves, which most of them were vicioudy ableto do, or disappeared for
good, and those of f-worlders of the better sort kept out of the " Stinkhol€" and maintained their private
protections. A few spacers now and then would wander in, but they camein pairs or trios and with stun
gunsin open holsterswell displayed. Those natives from the lowlands beyond the city were seldom fool



enough to even think of penetrating into that foul morass and anyway, having cometo town, they
automatically hunted shelter and amusement of the kind they had aways known in the old city.

Jofre's hands moved twice. He had set "No see" pattern in his mind before he had started down the
street which ran to the Stinkhole. Though hewas well exercised in that maneuver, he had never employed
it before except as an ordered drill. But al he had heard suggested that it should work. It was not that an
invader could actudly render himsdlf invisible, rather that he projected some type of thought which
shuttered him from casud sight of those he would move among.

The fetid odor gripped at one'sthroat. Coming from the austere cleanliness of the mountains, the order of
theLairs, thiswaslike afoul fog. Almost one could see the vapors of decay and excrement risng from
the broken pavement. The hour was one sirike past sundown and the quarter was coming to life.

Severd paces ahead Jofre saw hisfirst spacers. They were clad in close fitting one-piece suits, a
brownish-grey which amost matched the discolored walls about them, but was relieved on standing
collars and shoulders with colored patches, not all of the same design, symbols he supposed of either
rank or duties. Thistrio were young and they waked with caution, glancing from sideto side. He did not
understand the remarks which floated back to him but somehow he sensed that they considered thisvisit
to be something of achdlenge.

Because he had nothing else in the way of aguide, Jofre kept in their wake. When they halted beforea
wide open door which was hung with abillowing curtain of grease-stained faxweed stuff colored a
sun-brilliant orange, he paused, too, astep or so before him the opening to an aleyway.

There was a clangor of Whine drums from that doorway Ioud enough to drown out what the spacers
were saying— they seemed to be in argument on some point. In fact those wailing notes were loud
enough to drown most of the noises of this portion of the street.

Sound might be so blocked but not instinct. Jofre's head jerked to the left. Trouble—back in that black
pocket of an aley. Not any cry of help to be heard with the ear, rather the reaction of someone fighting
againg odds. And in spite of the nature of the Stinkhole and the fact that its dangers should not be lightly
taken Jofre moved—into the dley.

JOFRE COULD SEE THOSE STRUGGLING SHADOWS ONCE he was within the mouth of that
noxious way. There was dime underfoot and he adjusted to that danger. Backed against one of those
oozing wallswas atdl figure and moving in aconcentrated attack three smaller ones. Jofre shifted the
thong of his pack and went into action.

No sted here, unarmed tactics, he decided in aflash of thought—there was too good a chance of the
victim being brought down in amixed conflict. The side of his hand chopped between neck and shoulder
of the nearest of the rat pack and even above the drums he could hear acry of pain asthefellow reded
away. Something meta dropped from the attacker's hand to ring on the fouled pavement as he clutched
a anarm now swinging usslesdy.

"Y aasasah sannng—" The cry came from Jofre unbidden as he whirled to strike out again, thistime with
alifted knee which sent the second assailant backwards. But their victim took ahand now. There



stabbed out of the dark a spear of light no thicker than Jofre'sthumb. It struck the reeling man, then
snapped to the left and showed for an instant aface rendered grotesque by awide, near toothless mouth.

Both of those the ray had touched dumped. The man Jofre had first tackled was dready careening down
the aleyway, dipping twice and howling as he wernt.

"My thanks, Night wanderer." The words were oddly accented and Jofre stiffened. With al his need for
caution he had betrayed himsdlf with that battle cry. This other was addressing him by the name given by
lowlandersto hiskind.

Now the shadow which was the stranger sood away alittle from thewall, sumbled, and would have
gone down had not Jofre, without thinking, caught at a shoulder to steady him.

"You are hurt?' he demanded.

"I am—bruised—in my sdf-confidence aswell as my flesh, Night wanderer. That therewould comea
day when such asthat could move in on one of the Zoxan clan— alas, oneisindeed led to face shame.”

"If you need shelter—" Jofre began. He was not oathed to this stranger but neither could he walk away
and leave him to be food for another pack of rats.

"Night wanderer, unless you have some mission of your own, | would welcome company—at least into
the outer ways of thisfestering pit," the other replied frankly.

Hisforward move was alurch and Jofre was again quick to steady him. There was something wrong
about the arm the other had half raised to regain his balance; it was short, too short—was this stranger
maimed?

Not only was he seeming short of part of an arm but he was plainly limping as they made their way out
into the crooked street. The spacers were gone and for the moment there seemed to be no one else
nearby.

Jofreturned his head to survey the stranger he was aiding. Only long training kept him from betraying full
astonishment. He had heard that other species not akin to his own were star rovers. However, this
creature was so far from anything he had ever seen or heard tell of— except there was afaint relationship
perhaps to one of the"demons’ of old tales—that he was shaken.

The other more than matched Jofre in height, perhaps being a handsbreadth the taler. His uncovered
head was domed and hairless, but about his neck, rising like agrest frilled collar, was afringe of skin
which pulsated with color—now a dusky scarlet, though that was fading even as Jofre set eyesonit. The
skin of the face and head were scaled, minutely prismatic. In the somewhat fore-pointed face, which was
chinless, awell-marked and toothed lower jaw showed no fullness, the eyeswere very large and by this
garish light appeared to reflect smdl points of flame.

The stranger was wearing a spacer's suit monotone in color and with no badges to be seen. He was busy
now settling one of those fabled off-world wegponsinto aholster at hisbelt. His other arm, that which
Jofre till held onto in support, was but half the size of the right one and completely covered with the
deeve of the uniform which was turned back and fastened over it.

Having holstered hiswegpon, the stranger turned his attention to Jofre.

"Well met, Night wanderer—or do you agree?' Those large eyes seemed to narrow afraction. The voice
had a hissing note which tended to distort the words afraction.



"Who are you?' Jofre was startled enough to demand, bluntly.

Thefrill had logt its color, subsiding now to lie about the stranger's narrow shoulders like asmall cape
collar.

"Y ou mean—what am |? There are no others of my kind on planet now, nonethat | have heard of. We,
too, are wanderers of a sort but circumstances have led me to exceed the reach of my fellow clansmen
for awhile. | am aZacathan—my cal name Zurzd "

Zacathan! The Master had spoken once of that race. Old, far older than Jofre's own kind, their history
stretched back into time mists so dim that no one now could penetrate them. Not awarrior-producing
race, on the contrary they were scholars and students, the keepers of archives, not only of their own kind
but of all those othersthey had contact with throughout their explorations into the pasts of many worlds.
There were Zacathans to be found among the First-In scouts, for their particular senses and minds made
them excellent observers and explorers. And there were fabled repositories of knowledge for which they
were responsible, their long lives (when compared to other races) making them excellent record keepers.

Zacathans occupied a strange niche in the gal actic world—serving at times as diplomats, peacemakers.
Their neutral status was acknowledged and they were made free of any world they wished to vist.

But to find onein the Stinkhole? That Zurzal wore one of the stun weapons was only prudent for anyone
venturing here; but why would he have comein thefirst place?

"l seek aman—"

Jofre tensed. Was mind reading aso one of the artsthislizard man knew? If so, he wanted none of that
art to be exercised upon him. Heloosed his grip on Zurzal's shoulder.

"No, | did not read your mind, Night wanderer, | merely caled upon logic. Y ou, of course, wonder why
| am here." He uttered alow sound which might have been laughter. "It is no place for aman of peace,
that | agree. But sometimes one must overcome a number of obstacles to assure one success.”

There was a sillence between them. If the Zacathan waited for some reply, Jofre did not know what he
should give him. Was the other hinting that he needed help in his search? If s, he had gppealed to the
wrong one.

"Magter of Learning,” Jofre gave him the honorific he would have given to one of the few scribeswho
jedloudy guarded the history of the Shadows. "I am new cometo this place; | know no one herein. You
must seek another guide.”

"Areyou oathed?' That demand came swiftly and with such force of authority that Jofre found himsdlf
replying at once with the truth:

"l am not oathed—the Brothers are no longer mine."

He was aware of the sharpness of those eyeswhich stared at him asif the Zacaehan could indeed pry
open hisskull and sift out some answer.

"Thereisno outlawing of the Brothern that is recorded,” the Zacathan said. "But also none will deny an
oath. But— you are not of Asborgan and never have | heard of the Brotherstaking into their midst aman
of another race.”

"I do not know my race, Magter of Learning. | was found in the wreckage of a space lifeboat and | was
s0 young that | had no memory of what chanced before the Master of the Lair brought me forth and



back to be one of hisfollowers. Hisisshafailed, and the Shagga priest, who long wished none of me,
denied methereafter. But it remains| am isshatrained.” And with that he ended confidently. It was no
boast but a statement of fact.

"Do you wish an oath binding?"

Wasthat not what had drawn him here? Though in truth he had not dared to hope for any lord to offer
him aHousetie.

"Would not any in my position wish such? But | am not backed by any Lair now and the weight of the
Brotherswill not vouch for me."

The Zacathan nodded. "However, there may be an answer to two problemsin this. Will you come and
ligen?"

It was a strange stroke of fate—there was dmost something to be suspicious of in such aquick offer but
at least he could hear the off-worlder out. Perhaps after hislate experience Zurzal saw the need for a
bodyguard. Well, Jofre was trained to that as well as the other uses of the Shadow ones.

"I will come"

He matched step with the Zacathan, walking on the Sde with the maimed arm. Already he had goneinto
bodyguard action, assessing each and every spot from which an attack might come. But though they met
others, they wereleft dlone and Jofre found himsalf beyond the Stinkhole and into that section of the port
Settlement where there were the hotelsto shelter travelers.

They approached the largest of the buildings set aside for visitors from off-world, a tower which reached
some ten stories above the ground to dwarf the highest of the old town's defense. Herewas a clear circle
of light about the wide door, showing in warning detail the guards, mainly, Jofre thought, of off-world
stock and dert astheir training demanded. However, at the Sight of the Zacathan the one to the right
raised his hand in salute. Whether he triggered some unseen mechanism or not, the door did back
without any needful touch to admit them into a place which, for dl histraining to be ready for the
unexpected, dmost brought Jofre to a hdlt.

Before them was alarge hal chamber, one which might have swallowed up haf the Lair. And it was
divided by aseries of tall walsinto transparently sheltered circles, squares, acoves. Some of these were
vacant, others having company within.

The floor was not matted but in some places carpeted, in other sections grounded with what seemed
stretches of sparking sand, in one place with what had al the appearance of thick mud, and in severa
what could have been well-cultivated grass starred with colored blossoms. However, the mgjor roomlets
were more conventiona with afloor of thick carpet into which the boots sank. Here were no seating
cushions and knee tables. Rather what |ooked to offer the same wel coming support of cushionswere
supported by frames raising them some distance from the floor. And in two of these so furnished there
were parties of spacers, plainly of officer rank by the prominence and color of their badges.

Zurza was threading away which wound between window-walled units and Jofre followed, though for
al hisefforts he could not keep his eyes from straying now and then to the occupants of other roomlets

they passed.

In one which was floored with the grass (if it were grass) there were planted two of what looked to be
misshapen trees, wide trunks extending horizontally. Perched on these were two beings of surely avery
alien stock. One was fragile of body, the proudly held head was covered with what seemed to be curled



slver white feathers. The eyesin an ova face were very large and st rather to the side, while the mouth
and nose were united in what could almost be termed a beak. From a wide gemmed collar about the
dender throat floated a series of panels of gauzy stuff, the color shading from pearl-white to rose,
congtantly rippling with every movement of the dender body they were apparently to adorn rather than
cover. Jofre thought this must be afemale, for her companion, plainly of the same strange species, had a
feathered head with an upstanding crest, and feathers extended across his shoulders and down the outer
sde of hisarms. The hands he used in quick gestures were more taloned than fingered. His clothing was
more practica perhaps, what there was of it, asit consisted of breeches of a shiny materia and boots
quite like those of any spacer.

The birdlike couple were neighbored by a stretch of sand wherein severa large rocks had been
assembled. On these squatted things—Jofre could not at that moment accept them as sentient
beings—not emotionally—they were too much like, or rather suggested, carvings the Shagga priests used
to expressthe forces of evil. Y et their shelled, near-insectal bodies were a ease and two of them held
with foreclaws what were plainly large mugsinto which from timeto time they would dip along tube
tongue from between ranged jaws. Their attitude was so much like atrio of eldersdiscoursing on a
forma piece of business that Jofre was shaken.

He grasped the significance of this hdl; its builders had made a conscious effort to suit not only
humanoids but those of aien cultures. And for thefirg timeit struck firmly hometo him how very diverse
life-forms dong the star lanes must be—how utterly different, perhaps even repellent to hiskind, some of
those other worlds might seem, and how narrow his own life had been.

Zurza reached the end of the corridor which ran between the "home world" sections of the lobby.
Overhead this space reached to the top of the tower and was there roofed over with ayellow, partly
trangparent ova covering the whole of the circle through which any light outside would filter down
changed into the likeness of sunshine. The Zacathan beckoned to Jofre and stepped upon a platform,
which, when it held both their weights, arose, passing by two levels of balcony until it locked againgt the
sde of thethird, and the railing there swung back. They were faced by the outlines of adoor in thewall
and Zurzal stepped forward to plant his hand flat againgt thet. The panel moved and did away and once
more the Zacathan waved his companion forward into what was undoubtedly his own private quarters.

The glow of thelamp was very dim, but not enough to disguise the anger on the face of the man who
stood facing avisitor. That he had not expected company was plain, for he wore aloose chamber robe
belted with atwist of cord about him. Behind him was the pile of deegping cushions from which aprivate
adarm had drawn him and in the air was the faint scent of the brewing herbs intended to settle nervesand
drive away the day's cares—so much had the man called Ras Zarn taken to lowland customs.

A loose hanging curtain was pulled to one side and his unexpected and undesired visitor entered.

"Thereisno need—" Zarn near spat the words; a his side his hands twitched asif he wished nothing
more than to make plain his resentment with aphysica blow.

"Thereisevery need," returned the other, low-voiced. Her cloak was dl concealing, but with every
movement itsfoldsloosed a second scent into the air. "I have conveyed to my Master your ingtructions.
Hereturnsthis: None that he oaths undertakes another commission until thefirst oath is blood erased. He
isangry that you have questioned this and tried to lay anew duty on me. Though it does not greetly
matter, asthe path | follow now leads off-world and | will not be here to serve as your hound. | will be
dar borne at sunrise.” She spoke without emotion though the other's growing rage was almost atangible
thing.

"By the Desath of Shagga—"



She had been on the point of turning to leave, now her hooded head was on her shoulder.

"Master's oath—not Shagga—is my bond, and so it has aways been. Apply to the Master for the
wegpon you wish, priest.”

And she was gone. He twisted his hands together asif he had them about her neck. Fools, worse than
fools! Traitorsif what he and others suspected was true! Now—there was nothing he could do this night,
savethink. And think he must.

JOFRE SAT UNEASILY AND TOO COMFORTABLY ON ONE OF those platform-raised cushion
chairs. He was facing the outer wall of the room, which was a curve as trangparent aswere the divisons
inthe lobby below. Therewas afaint sprinkling of watch lights from the old town, reflections of the more
brilliant illumination here. At hisside, on awas-high table, sood adrinking vessdl, seeming so fragilea
too quick grasp might shatter it, the green of verjuice showing through its Sides.

Zurza, having equipped himsef with adrink aso— which as mysterioudy appeared as had the verjuice
inawal space after the Zacathan had pressed some buttons— seated himsalf opposite hisonly partly
willing gues.

"Y ou say you are not oathed.”

"l cannot be—thereis no Master who will coswear with me."

Jofre had dropped his pack by the door. It would be ready to hand when he | eft.
"Y ou are issha—isthere any way that you can retreet from that?"

Jofre gtiffened. What games did the alien want to play? Surely fortune had not been that good to him that
he could find employment so easily, even for ashort time.

"l amissha

"I know something of the Shadow Brothers," the Zacathan continued. "It is part of the nature of my race
to learn dl we can about the ways and customs of others. It istrue that your services are always
contracted for through a Lair Master. How much power has this Shagga priest of yours?”

Jofre consdered. "'In oathing the Masters done control us. The Shagga sometimes serve as specia eyes
and ears, they are advisorsto the Masters—"

"The Magters can overrule them then?"

"Twicein our higtory it has been so. But to those who disputed with the Shagga misfortune came
|ater—they were asshalogt.”

"Aswasyour Magter," Zurzal pointed out. "Could it be that he was atarget then for Shaggaill will?"

Jofre swallowed. "He did not listen to advice he thought was too conservative, too lacking in adesireto
learn new."



"So he therefore became one of the Elder Shadows."
"How do you know what—" Jofre flared.

"I told you, | would learn dl that | can. Thereistak in the old city of the Brothers, perhaps some of it
rumor only; but even in rumor thereisacore of truth. Think, Night wanderer, your Master was not a
second voice for Shaggaand heis now gone. Just as you have been hunted forth from the fellowship.

Y ou are freed by the very one who would condemn you, the Shagga. Y ou have no Master save yourself.
Therefore as a self-master you may be oathed.”

Jofre swalowed. Dimly perhaps he had known alittle of this but some back-looking part of him had not
dlowed himto put it so frankly.

"Y ou want an oathed issha?' he asked now, trying to read the alien's face, which provided no features he
could interpret after any pattern which he knew.

Zurzd took along drink from his glass. "After tonight do you not think that | need a bodyguard? For a
while | am not even awhole man." He set down the drink and his hand went to the sedling of his suit.
With aquick jerk he had it open to the waist and back from hisleft shoulder and arm. For there was an
arm there—or the beginning of one—alength of bone and flesh and a child-size hand.

"One of the attributes of my people,” heinformed Jofre. "We can regrow alost limb but the process
takestimeand it istime| do not have right now. Therefore, | need aid.”

"There are surely off-worlders who are guards—Ilike those bel ow—"

"They are not oathed men. Y ou see, | know your customs, issha-trained. With an oathed man out of the
Shadows | need have no fear of any treachery or carelessness. | lost this," he moved the smdl arm,
"because | could not be ever on guard. | need you, Night wanderer. | offer you oathed status.”

There was a pause and then the Zacathan continued. "What | wish to do here on Asborganisonly a
beginning. Oath with me and it will mean the sars. Y ou or any other in your place must have such a
warning."

The stars—then what the Master had thought was true. On other worlds there were doubtless the same
feuds, the same intrigues, the same covert warsfor power that the lords here played. And this Zacathan
hed dready suffered maiming—which meant—

"Y ou have a blood feud?" Jofre asked—such he could understand and be prepared to undertake.

"Not asthose of Asborgan seeit. But that is not discounting any danger, and such liesahead. You are
out set from your Brothern; in amanner of spesking | am aso. But that | shall discuss only under oath.
What isyour word—?"

Jofre'sright hand closed about his dagger and he drew that one long weapon left him. Holding it now
between both of his pams, he went to one knee before the Zacathan.

The scaled fingers came to meet hisingtantly and the dagger was drawn from the sheeth of fleshinwhich
hehedit.

"By the Great Oath"—s0 this off-worlder DID know enough of the Brothern to follow the form—"1 call
you out of the Shadows and into my service until my purposeisachieved or lifeisended.” Zurza
reversed the dagger awvkwardly with his single hand and managed to press hisforefinger down onits
point. Dark blood welled in athick bead and he smeared it on the dagger and held it out for Jofre to



once more clasp double-handed so that that smear of blood was imprinted on his own flesh.

"l am bound—" he said shortly, making no move to wipe that mark from his hands as he returned his
wegpon to hisgirdle.

"So done. The hour grows late. Have you eaten, sworn man? Drink up, for | have much to talk of now
andtimeitsdf issngpping at my heds™”

"I have not eaten.” Jofréshold left afaint bloodstain on the drinking vessd. "But if timeislimited, that is
of no importance.”

The Zacathan's long jaws opened in what must have been asmile. "'l assureyou | am not so blind to the
needs of any employee. Asit happens, | mysdlf have not eaten.” He crossed back to the opening in the
wall from which he had taken the drinks. A button brought up light in asquare and Jofre saw marksina
series cross that.

Then the Zacathan busied himsdf with the lower line of buttons before that light square was gone. "They
do vespar well here" he said, "it is congdered, of course, in this setting anovelty. And there are some
other things | think you will find to your taste. We are not too unlike in our esting habits, we two

peoples”

Asquickly as he had gone to onewall so now he turned to another and set fingersin aridge to open
another door.

"Thisisthe fresher," he said, "and here," he had found another doorhold and opened that also, light
streaming up even asthe portal went back, "are deeping quarters. Settle in while we wait to be served.”

Jofre merely glanced into the deeping room. There were two bed places which looked to be as
luxurioudy soft asadigtrict lord might aspire to. But the fresher drew him most.

Augtere and barren to city eyesasthe Lar might be, it was dways meticulous clean and cleanlinesswas
part of isshatraining. Thistiled chamber did not resemble the bathing place he had aways known but it
promised ardlief.

The Zacathan had opened another door within that place of easeto display a cubicle and now he
indicated various smd leversjutting fromitsinner wall.

"Hot steam or water as you wish, cold, soap power spray, and air-drying hose. Make yourself free—"

Then he was gone. Jofre rummaged in his bundle and brought out much creased but clean underdrawers,
and shirt. But before he tried the amenities of that strange room he made a careful inspection. Therewas
no entrance save that through which he had come and there was certainly no place where there could be
aplace of concealment. Not that he had any fears of this being atrap—he was oathed and, therefore, as
tied to Zurzal now asif he were one of the Zacathan's scaled kin.

It took him alittle time to master what the fresher had to offer and inwardly he marveled. No Lair Master
could hopefor such luxury asthis and he savored the fedling of cleanliness afterwards, amost he wished
he did not have to rewear histravel-stained outer clothing. But he made very sure that the stone he had
found at Qaw-en-itter was again well secured in the wrapping of hissash girdle.

Zurza waswaiting in the outer room beside alarger table to which were drawn up two of thetall seets,
these not so encushioned as the others. On the table itself were set out covered bowls and platters and
two plates. By the side of each of those there was an array of knives and spoons and some odd-looking
cutlery which ended in aset of points and which Jofre could not identify.



"It was good, lord," he glanced over his shoulder at the now closed door of the fresher, "my thanksfor
your offering—"

The Zacathan had dready seated himself and whipped the cover from the largest of the bowls so that
steam and asmell, which made Jofre suddenly very aware how long it had been since he had | ast eaten,
filled theair.

"l amno lord." Zurza was now busy ladling some of the contents of the bowl onto the plate before Jofre
asthe younger man dipped rather awkwardly onto that elevated seat. "l am Zurzal, | do have a
title—which means nothing on most worlds other than my own. | am called aHistechnic which only
meansthat | have completed a series of studiesto the satisfaction of my elders and betters. | am Zurzal.
Andyou?'

"The Master named me Jofre.”
"Jofre—" repeated the Zacathan, "sky given. Because of your finding, | suppose.”

Jofre was again alittle shaken at Zurza's quick grasp of his name meaning, for that was aword of the
high country and not the lowlands where avisitor might have traveled enough to learn something of the
native tongues.

"Yes—" He eyed his plate now, drawing hisknifeto cut at the generous portion of smoking vespar which
had been served him.

"Y our Master made no attempt to report your finding to the port authorities?'

Jofre shook hishead. "The Lairs have their own ways. He could have sent meto one of thevalley lords
but he did not. He was aman who kept his thoughts much to himself.”

"I have heard that the Brothers are indeed secret in their ways, it is part of the facesthey turn to the
world. At any rate he gave you atrade, this Master of yours."

"Hejudged meissha," Jofre said and remembered hisinner pride, which he had taken precautionsto hide
on the day he had received the Three Wegpons and the Cloak. Not that any of those had come with him
on hisbeing exiled.

Hewas having ahard time curbing his hunger now, making himsdf chew and swalow dowly. The food
was diverse. As he had spoken, Zurzal had heaped on the plate before Jofre large portions from at least
five of thedishes.

"Y ou need my services—" Jofre was perhaps too abrupt in turning from his past to the immediate present
but he had no wish to dwell now on what lay behind him.

"l do."
"What lord has declared blood price against you?'

"Itisno feud, as| have said, like those of your nobles. There are those who are opposing me openly, and
recently | have learned that there is an even greater problem in the nature of some who want what | am
working upon for their own purposes. Those you took me from tonight might well not have been seeking
my life, but rather my person and what | know."

Though earlier he had admitted hunger, Zurzal seemed more intent now on talking. He sipped from his
drinking vessdl, but, though he stabbed at a portion of vespar on his plate with one of the pointed pieces



of cutlery, hedid not yet raiseit to his mouth.

"Y ou must understand those of my stock,” he said. "To us knowledge is everything. And one of the
sources of knowledge which we hope to find are records—records of the Forerunners—"

"Forerunners?' That was one term Jofre had not heard before.

"We did not comefirst into space. There are worlds upon worlds, some very old. It isa pattern with
sentient people that they riseto ahigh point of civilization and then someinner lack or flaw within them
sgps the energy which sent them climbing and they decline, sometimesto actudly disappear and be
forgotten. So we are not the first rovers of the lanes; there were others before us and they |eft their traces
here and there. Thereisagreat reward posted for any mgjor find which is made of such peoples— for
they certainly were not dl of the same stock or even the sametime. Their civilizations may well have been
asvaried asour present ones. Y ou saw in the lobby below life-formswhich did not share acommon
beginning with yours. Y et dl those are now citizens and equal under the galactic laws.

"Thus we have tantalizing hints on thisworld and that of other peoples, some we are sure were not native
to the planets where they left these remains, but space rovers such as oursalves. One of my colleagues
was ableto find an entire planet city, stretching completely round the world which supported it, of a
highly technicd civilization. There are expertsthere now studying it under supervison.

"So many finds come by chance done—but if there were some way that such could be traced—" There
seemed to betiny cores of light in the Zacathan's eyes; his neck frill was rising to frame his head and
shading into agreen-blue.

"And thereisareward for such discoveries?' Jofre thought he understood.
"Y es—Dut greater than any reward isthe knowledge itsdlf!" Now Zurza'sfrill wasavivid fan.

"Y ou are hunting such? But | have never heard of any old things on Asborgan and the Shagga priests
have very ancient records. If there was knowledge, they would have sought it out.”

"No, | am not hunting Forerunners here—rather aman. | wasin trace of him this evening. He may bethe
key to agreat discovery— We have records and aso we have access to special knowledge. | have a
discovery | must try. At present | am not well accepted by my people; they believe that my research for
the past few years has been for avery childish and no-purpose reason. | am young, as my people count
years, and oftentimes the young are dismissed for thinking something can be donein adifferent way.

"There was a discovery made and ill-used on aworld named Korwar. The results were so terrifying at
the time that the man who backed that expedition saw that—or thought he saw that—the instrument used
was destroyed and al the plans from which it had been manufactured were completely wiped from the
records.

"But the idea of what had been done could not be denied and there was an undercover rumor of what
had happened which spread. That there could be an artifact which would summon up an accurate picture
of the past had now to be accepted. But the machine was gone and even mention of it was thoroughly
suppressed.

"Not so well suppressed that it was totally forgotten, however. Two planet years ago those planswere
rediscovered in amass of materia turned over to my home section of the archives by the Petrol after they
had raided a Jack outfit. There was amixture of reports, some log books of old ships taken by
Jacks—and it needed Sfting for anything of value. | was given the task of that sorting—mainly becausel
was the youngest member of our group and considered the least responsible.



"But what | found was a complete plan for aprobe, such a probe as would make any Histechnic give
perhaps all hisfangsfor. | took thisto my superior. He was not interested, pointing out this had been
tried once with dire results and that my people would not tamper with anything of the sort. He
confiscated what | had found and told me to keep quiet.

"l did. But | had those plans here." Zurzal laid aside his egting tool and tapped hisforehead. "And
keeping quiet | went to work until | had that scanner rebuilt. | ran onetrid in aplace | knew of and the
result was agtonishing, but it came and went in aflash and | knew that the remainsonwhich | tried it were
so well-known that | could be accused of falsifying evidence—which among my people, Jofre, isakin to
oath bresking, if you can imagine that. Therefore, | must find someplace unknown where | could hopeto
tap into higtory totally newfound, and | also worked steadily on atrue scanner, hoping to produce away
for it also to make a permanent record of what it draws from the past.”

That the Zacathan believed in what he was saying was very gpparent. That it could be done—well, Jofre
would want to seefor himsalf. Meanwhile it was more important to know who might be the enemy.

"It isyour leader who would hunt you down now?" he asked.

Zurzd shrugged. "If he knew, he would oppose me legdlly, then | would have the Petrol on my hedls. No,
so far | do not believe they suspect what | would do. But the information on which | based my work was
from a Jack hold, and that meansit could have been kept to be sold to the Guild—surely you can guess
what possibilitiestheir Veeps could seein such.”

"Treasure hunting." Jofre could see. However, if the Thieves Guild was to supply his potentid enemies, he
had accepted avery direful oath indeed.

"Treasure hunting," Zurza conceded but the Zacathan did not seem upset at the thought of taking on the
most dangerous starwide organi zation—next to the Patrol—which existed.

HOWEVER," ZURZAL HAD TAKEN TIME TO consume agood portion of what was on hisplate, as
if hemust dlso do alittle arranging of histhoughts, "it is not what the Guild might consider treasure,
adaptablein their consciences asthey are. No, what | want is knowledge—to find a place where there
was a storehouse of records—"

"Does such exist?" Jofre had cleaned his own plate and was watching the Zacathan's neck frill alittle
bedazzled. 1t continued to glow asripples of rich color spread aong the creases.

"I spoke of theworld found by one of my colleagues where avast city covered the mgjor continents.
There were archives there and—maps—"

Zurza swalowed another bite. " Star maps. Though the language of the archivesisyet to be broken down
for trandation, there were certain symbol s which we recognized. That was indeed a Forerunner world, a
planet where atechnica civilization had reached a peak before the end and yet they werein turn
latecomersto the star lanes, for they had museums, they had visud records, of much older civilizations
which had preceded them. There were hints of finds to be made, which some freak of their own time
prevented their making. My peopleimpounded al such records with the blessing of Central Control. And
it was my good fortune to be allowed some access to them.



"No, I do not hunt what the Guild would consider useful—the only market for my hoped-for finds would
be my own people and, therefore, no market at al. | search for archives and perhapsthe only way | can
find them is by reaching into the past with the scanner for long enough to pinpoint the position of what |
seek. Having made such afind, | will have redeemed mysdlf in the eyes of my colleaguesaswell as
added to the sum of our knowledge. None of my race could wish for agreater treasure hunt than that."

"Here on Asborgan—7?"

Zurzal gave an impatient shake of the head. "No, as| said, here | seek aman, if he till lives. Hedid two
band moons ago but heisin the last stages of graz addiction and | can only hope he till exists. He was
the member of aFirst-In expedition to aworld which, on Patrol charts, is named Lochan for the man
who first made landfall there. What itsinhabitants—they are listed as extremely primitive and at least nine
points away from human—name it we do not know.

"Asaprimitive D classworld it isoff-limitsto dl but the smallest of Free Traders, those who nose around
the lanes for the crumbs and are regulated by the Patrol asto what they may carry. There IStrade,
however. A kind of clay which, when ground into sand texture, is highly desired by the potters on Reese,
and there is some exchange for unusua furs and other oddments.

"But thereisaso aruin which was reported by the First-In scout and then partidly explored by thefirst
expedition. They made certain records of the finds, one of which—" The Zacathan |eft his seat and went
to aset of shelveson the other side of the room. He came back holding abox hardly bigger than his
hand, which he put down before Jofre with theinstruction, "L ook!"

There was around of glassy substance not unlike amirror in one end of the box and into that Jofre
obediently looked. The surface of that disc was changing color and now he could see what might have
been apicture of a portion of a strange landscape. The ground was dull, black-sprinkled grey and would
seem to be bare earth with no form of vegetation. From that sea of coarse, dull colored sand projected a
straggle of rocks, so eroded that one could not tell whether they were a showing of the planet bones or
the work of men.

The picture was moving, drawing closer asif he were gpproaching closely one of those rock humps.
Here there had been a clearing, the sand had been dug or pushed away, and then it was as if Jofre stood
at the edge of that pit looking down. The uncovered base of the rock reached deep, until it joined
another & right angles. And on that second there was a flashing marking.

"The F ray brought that out." The Zacathan was beside him. "It must have been set with greet careto
have lasted so long atime.”

"What isit?" Jofre was completely mystified.

"It isasymbol which has been found twice before and each timeit indicated atorehouse," Zurzal
informed him. "Only there was to be no follow-up; the expedition was attacked by desert dwellers. Two
men escaped, one dying before they reached the landing port, the other very badly injured. He managed
only to bring this recording with him but he was unconscious and could not explain its value nor even
where they had been excavating to discover it. His brush with the natives appeared to plunge himinto a
deep trauma—for ayear or more he was plagued by nightmares and had to be kept sedated. He
resigned his position, dropped out of sight, and turned to graz. It was asif he had faced something so
terrible that he dared not live conscious of the past a al—"

"The natives?' Jofre looked away from the small mirrored picture.

"Perhgps—very few of them come to the port and those that do any trading with off-worlders keep much



to themsalves. They seemto trave in fear themselves. There must be some menace which they do not
discusswith outsiders.

"However, this" Zurzd took up the box again, "and the memories of that man are dl the clueswe haveto
what may be the grestest discovery of this generation. That same symbol esewhere led Zammerly to the
cache of star maps on Homeward, and the same sign brought Zage to the lost library of the Woland
Priest Kings. Itisasif some of the Forerunners deliberately marked such sites either for preservation or
for afuture exploration which never cameto be. Thus Lochanisthe god, and the Site of this," he tapped
the box with onefinger, " depends on the memory of one Garsteon z'VVole, who isnow living out what is
left of hislifeinthe Stinkhole.™

"They say graz rots out aman's mind. His memory may be dready gone," Jofre pointed out. To him this
seemed a business in which there were too many loophol es through which failure could thread. But he
was oathed and it was now his business aswell as he could carry it out.

"That can only be determined by meeting the man. Which perhaps we can tomorrow."

To that Jofre was ready to agree. He refused the comfort of the second bed in the Zacathan's inner
chamber, taking his proper place, as abodyguard should, in front of the doorway. The carpeting in the
room was far softer than any deeping pdlet he was used to and he knew that no one could enter without
hisknowing.

That the Guild, having heard of Zurza's boasted scanner, would be interested he could well believe. Even
inthe mountain Lairsthey had heard tales of how the vast crimind network took into its clutches
inventions and discoverieswhich it kept for al time. Jofre could understand that if what Zurzal claimed for
hisfind wastrue, it could well be put to other than archaeologica searches. Asfor himself he would
believe you could see into the past when such a scene was directly before his eyes.

InalLair tower to the north at that same hour, which was near midnight, a Shagga priest bent his shaven
head over abrazier which gave forth atrickle of reddish smoke, drawing that deeply into hislungs. His
eyeswere shut and he rocked his body back and forth in arhythm which matched the words he mouthed
in ahissing whisper. He was going deegper perhaps than was prudent. Hate had set him on thisroad in the
beginning; now there was atouch of fear. The contempt he had earlier felt had diminished; this adversary
was stronger than he had ever conceived he would be.

He collgpsed at last, huddled in upon himsdlf asif he would hide from what was about him. The arts of
the priesthood were very old; those which they transmitted to assha and isshawere only the surface of
what powers they could summon. He had been ateacher all of hisordained life but at times he had dso
been a seeker, probing into some ways which, if not completely forbidden, were warned againg. It was
only hisfear which drove himtotry this.

Jofre awoke from his doze immediately aert and ready as histraining had prepared himto be. For a
moment he did not stir; he looked through only dits, keeping his eyelids near closed to deceive any
watcher; at the same time he readied himself. That he was not done, of that he was so sure that hishand
moved serpent still and quick under the edge of his deep cover until hisfingers could close about the
handle of his dagger.

Still he waited. His ears quested for the sound of breathing. There was afaint light from the upper part of
the wallswhere they joined with the celling, enough to give him full sight. He heard nothing, saw nothing.

Then there was astab of heat, great enough to bring him up to his knees, hishand at the stretch of his
girdle on the right sde of hisbody. Therewas alump there, the stone he had brought out of
Qwarenritter! And through the cloth which hid it he could fed warmth, for the worst of that touching



flame had eased.

At the same time that sense of another presence was gone, asif he had snuffed out aLair lamp. And the
warmth went with it. Shagga—Shaggatricks! Hewas as sure of that asif some priest still stood there
leering a him.

The priest who had expelled him from the Lair company had certainly held no kind thoughts towards him,
but why would he want to carry on any feud now that Jofre was no longer contaminating the
Brotherhood? That pain— he worked the stone out of the girdle folds. There was no light in its depths
now—it was opaquely dead. But there was till warmth init as he handled it, turning it around in his hand.
Whatever it was it answered to Shagga power. Perhapsit would be far better for him were heto discard
it now. Yet he could not. It was asif the artifact had awill of its own and had oathed itsdlf to him.

Jofre shoved it once moreinto hiding. He took the position of far-seeing—the door was made fast and
he must dare thus for caution's sake. Nonethel ess he planted his shoulders against the porta it was his
duty to guard, firmly enough so that he trusted any movement there would dert him, before he began the
Descent-to-the-heart—forcing his breath into the dow, regular pattern, using hiswill towall away al

thought.

He had dways excelled in this since he was issha made— in fact to the point that the Master had used
him severa timeswithout advertising the fact, in his own affairs. Perhaps some quirk of his
off-world-born brain adjusted easily to this kill.

Now having reached the Center, where was the path? He might be standing in acircle of light from which
led radiating raysto form roads. He sent out thought and was again in live memory, in Qwaren-itter, his
hand reaching for that ovoid he till carried. There was aflicker of light, aspark, ashetouchedit. Yes, a
thing of power—very old power. And the Shagga— Jofre tried to find the path which would lead back
to that one who had come spying. But nothing remained on which he could fix to draw himself.

A lash of will took him out of the Center. His hands began to movein theritua patterns which summoned
strength—to both mind and body. He could fed therise of that strength, the way it filled him. The rest of
the issha preparation he could not continue. He had only his dagger—the smal knives, the sword, the
flask of blinding powder, the hooked rope which could be either aladder or aweapon, those he had
been forced to leave behind. Hefelt their loss now; not being able to complete the Readiness worried
him. If the Zacathan truly wanted him as abodyguard, then with the day's coming he must see about
acquiring the familiar weapons he had been deprived of before he would befully at ease, aformidable
trained issha. Wherein thislowland country such weapons could be found, Jofre had no idea, but he
must make plainto Zurza their lack might cripple him in the future.

However, with the morning he had no time to speak of his need to the Zacathan; the other had
anticipated him.

"Y ou must have supplies,” Zurza said briskly, having summoned another of those very satisfying meds
out of thewadll. "I have heard that you or the Brotherhood can accomplish much with bare hands—but
thereisno reason to try and prove that. We shall see about more conventiona ways of defense.”

Seeing about that brought them to awarehouse-shop where Jofre, trailing Zurza into asmaller room,
nearly gaped aswide as any field |aborer as he viewed racks of weapons, cases of them, an armory so
superior to that of the Lair that the latter would seem a play place for children. However, asecond and
more measuring survey showed him that there were few of the conventiond isshaarms here. Those smdl
throwing knives easy to be hidden—he could see none in the case which held mainly daggers and some
blades long enough to be short swords. There were no whirl chains, no hook ropes.



"Over here" Zurzal was beckoning to him. The sdller of these wares was alowlander, though he wore
the formfitting clothing of the spacers. A Tarken, Jofre placed him, one of the hereditary clan of merchant
guardsmen. He had opened another case and was taking out those storied off-world weapons, such as
Zurza himself wore, the sdearms which could either stun for capture or burn to acrigp an enemy.

"Takeyour pick," the Zacathan bade him as Jofre joined the other two by the case.

Jofre looked uneasily to the sdlesman. He had his own needs, but to revea them now would ingtantly
label him for what he wasin front of thislowlander. On the other hand were he to be summarily equipped
with wegpons with which he was unfamiliar, he could well be defeated in an attack before he Sarted.

He stared down at the stunners. Then put out a hand hesitantly and picked up the nearest. It did not have
thefamiliar balance of adagger or sword, did not fit easly into atrained hand. Though as he examined it
more closdly it gppeared to be asmple enough mechanism—one closed the fist thus, then within easy
reach of the forefinger were two buttons. Jofre raised it and squinted along the short barrd at the
wall—yes, just S0 must oneamit. Helaid it back with itsfellows and picked up the next. A man must
fed at home with hisweapons, not just take the first offered, thus he hefted them al before nodding and
making hischoice.

"This—" It wasthe one lying in third place, and somehow in his hand it felt the best. "However—there
must be other things—" Again he looked across Zurzd's shoulder to the sdlesman. How much dared he
reved by his choices?

It was asif the Zacanthan read his thoughts, for Zurza turned to the Tarken and at the same time reached
out and laid his hand on Jofre's shoulder.

"Ras Quan, thisisshais blood oathed to me," he spoke deliberately. "As his New-master-one | must
equip him properly. Let him then choose what he believes will serve him best.”

Tensdly Jofre waited for the Tarken's reaction. But there was not so much as aflutter of theeydid to
suggest that such arequest wasin any way out of the ordinary.

"Seek, Night wanderer.” At least he was giving Jofre the name lowlanders bestowed upon hiskind. "We
have very little cal for the Shadow weapons here; you may find that most are lacking.”

Jofre nodded curtly and swung on his hed, going back to the display of knives and swords, eyeing ashe
went the various arms hanging on the walls. There were two small kniveswhich might do for deave
weapons, though whether they could be easily conceded in any clothing save the wide-deeved coats his
kind favored he was not sure. However, they looked enough like those he had practiced with for many
hoursto be familiar and he indicated them. A sword—if they were bound off-world into placeswhere the
weapons would be those lasers—swords would be usdess. He eyed them wistfully for amoment and
then shrugged.

A dimbing rope he could devise himsdlf but he found with some excitement alarge bowllike container full
of polished hooks, well barbed, and of those he sdlected adozen, running hisfingers acrossthe metal in
search of any flaws. Such he could conced in aturban wrapping if he must.

There was no use, he was sure, to search here for aseeve box of poison dust, nor other subtle weapons
of the Lairs. And he had to be content with what he picked out, the hooks being fastened for transporting
within his deeves, the knives and the tunner joining hisdagger in hisgirdle.

But it seemed they were not yet done with shopping for the Tarken led the way into another room and
within ashort time Jofre found himsdf with atotaly new wardrobe, the suit of a pacer, acloak which



the Zacathan said was meant to shed water, underclothing, new boots which felt curioudy heavy asthey
were soled with the plating for ship-bound travelers. In addition there was a bedroll and some of the aids
to make easier camp life. Though Jofre privately could see no reason for such pampering of one who was
out of theaugtere life of the Lairs.

He wondered now how Zurza wasto pay for this. Asasworn liegeman Jofre was entitled truly to
weapons, the livery clothing of hisemployer's house, just as he would be entitled for, aslong as the oath
held, trangportation, food and lodging. In the natura course of things awage sum would have been
transferred to the coffers of the Lair from which he came—but that would not be necessary in this
transaction.

But no bar pieces passed between Zurza and the Tarken— rather the Zacathan merely showed the other
aband on hiswrist on which glowed anumber of markings. Thenin turn Zurza pressed thisto apad the
Tarken produced.

Asthey went out of the place Zurzal explained and turned hiswrist well out into the daylight to show
Jofre.

"Each world hasits own form of exchange for goods and services. But there are ways of transferring
such credit without having to passit into the form of another planet. Thus—" He flexed his hand and the
wristlet was agleam in the thin sunlight. "I have funds on severa worldsto draw on, and pay from those
funds may be demanded by merchants on other planets. It isasmple system—"

Jofre thought he could seetheflaw init. "If that is stolen and used—"

Zurza shook hishead. "It isblood joined to me done; it will not work for any other. Now, let usgo
ahunting for this spacer.”

Heturned quickly into aside street, threading away he seemed to know well, heading again for the
Stinkhole. Jofre dipped ahand across the new weight of those recently added knives. Last night his
unarmed skill had been put to the test; he wondered if thistime his ability with steel would be caled upon.

THERE WERE NO BURSTS OF EYE-TORMENTING LIGHT from any of the smoldering
doorways, no whine of drums. Today they might be walking through a sink of long-deserted squalor.
One or two muffled figures kept close to the verges of the pavement, since the center of that wasa
riverlet of corruption. Only the thick stench was the same, puffing out a them from the opening of every
dley asif the Stinkholeitsaf had life and nauseous bregth.

Zurza seemed to know where he was going. Jofre was astep behind, every isshaingtinct alert. He did
not like what he could not see but was sure was lurking in the stained walled buildings, in every one of

those aley mouths; he did not like what he heard—which was nothing at al. Certainly there should be

some sound.

As Zurza took asharp turn to the right, amoment's glance around placed Jofre. Thiswas the same place
where he had come to the rescue of the Zacathan the night before. To venture into such atrap was more
than foolhardy.



At least asmdl measure of light had come with the day and Jofre could see the path ahead, choked asit
was with rubbish. The dley was dead-ended by a portion of the building on their right which extended at
asharp angle. There was adoor at floor level and up the narrow dit of thiswing a series of windows, al

covered with boarding.

They passed the site of last night's skirmish. The noisome debris underfoot had been churned and there
were Sgns of some heavy object having been drawn dong through the muck—doubtless one of their
opponents taken away. A sound brought Jofre into action. He was before his patron, apunch of his
shoulder sending the Zacathan back againgt the moisture-running wall while he haf crouched in defense.
Out of the disturbed muck and namel ess mounds ahead poked the nasty white snout of a ku-rat—the
largest Jofre had ever sghted.

His hand went from the hilt of his dagger to the far lessfamiliar grip of the sdearm. He brought the
wegpon up, Sghted and fired. There was a screech, then the twisting body arose from the rubbish in
which it had sheltered to curl into both silence and amotionless ball. Jofre stared at the cresture. A lucky
shot certainly, he had had very little time to practice—save in dumb show—before they made this
expedition and he must not believe that his accuracy with the off-world weapon was more now than rank
fortune.

"The power of thefird part,” Zurza observed from behind him as Jofre till sheltered the Zacathan with
his own body, "is enough if we meet more than rats—to stunisalowable. | think that aburn-off evenin
this place might bring some retribution down on us.”

Jofre made the adjustment before he returned the wegpon to his unfamiliar overbelt. He had changed into
the new clothing before they had started and he regretted deeply the loss of hiswide-deeved overshirt,
though he retained the girdle which had always supported hand weapons. To be reduced to a dagger and
this stunner-blaster meant double caution on his part.

In two more strides the Zacathan reached the door in that wall which blocked their path. It looked as
set-in as the boarded-up windows above, asif it were sealed firmly. Y et the off-worlder did not appear
to be baffled by this. He drew the taloned fingers of his useable right hand down the splintery surface,
scratching into wood spongy with rot.

At waist leve those fingers stopped to circle about asif outlining somelock which did not appear. Then
Zurzd drew his own wegpon, examined the setting critically before he made asmall adjustment, and put
the barrel to the door. There was aflash and a crackle of sparks ran from that point of contact. A
moment later the Zacathan resheathed the weapon, put palm flat against the door to push. Reluctantly the
barrier gave, showing athick gloom within.

"Thisisaback way," Zurza's voice dropped near to a hissng whisper. "What we seek liesthere.” He
jerked his head toward thewall of the building from which this portion angled.

Jofre's hand was quick. Hisfingers closed about the Zacathan's snewy arm.
"l first," he made that an order. "Which way?'

"Right. There should be agtair near. The man we seek haslodging, such asit is, near thetop floor. Heis,
| think, very near the end. The report made to me is that he has not been seen for three days now."

Within the house there was athick effluvium of old filth, the result of beings of more than one species
being crowded in long-uncleansed quarters. The two invaders found the stairs easily enough, for there
was an orb light, near exhausted by the feebleness of its glow, suspended over the well of the steps.



Now there were sounds, grunts, the rumble of speech, and once the throb of ahand drum, a smashing of
what might be glass, and again a scream which held both rage and pain. Zurza continued to climb; Jofre,
eyesdarting fromwall to wall of the stairway, ears and nose dert, edged after him. They reached the
third level of the stair and Zurzal stopped, fronting another door.

Thistime there was awaiting latch and he caught at it, throwing the door open. The room on the other
sde had once been of fair 9ze, but a partition which did not reach clear to the ceiling had turned it into a
pair of acoves. The stench was now overpowering. In the nearer of those alcoves was adeep mat and
on that lay abody wrapped in adiscolored length of bed covering.

Zurza felt in the pouch which was clipped to his bet. He brought out a package which, without opening
it, he squeezed vigoroudy in his one hand. Now another scent joined the ret, acloying onewhich
seemed thick enough to be visible in the room.

The bundle on the mat tirred, shifted, sat up. A bloated-faced head waobbled on aneck seemingly too
thin to hold it, then abony hand came out of hiding and made awide circlethrough the air. The eyesin
that puffed face, which at first had |ooked unfocused, now centered on the Zacathan. A dobbering
tongue crept out from between swollen lips and then avoice which wasthick and hardly to be
understood spoke a single word:

"Give"

Zurzal ripped open one end of the drug bag and that wavering hand strove to flatten and hold steady as
the Zacathan shook onto the palm awad of seeds and leaves. Dropping some of the tuff in his haste, the
man on the pallet crammed it into his mouth and those jaws so hidden by fatty tissue now moved as he
chewed.

The effect came within afew moments. The sagging body on the deep mat sat straighter. Therewasa
certain dim intelligence back in the eyesto be sighted in the congtrained light through a half-masked
window.

"Y ou—" The word was mumbled around that cud which the spacer ill chewed.

"As| promised,” Zurza returned camly. "Enough of thisto take you to theend—" He gave thebag a
little shake and once more the smell of the drug was wafted about.

The bulbous head nodded. "Fair—fair bargain." Then the mouth moved as the spesker spat the pulp of
his chewing onto therotting floor. "1 have—" Now two hands emerged from hiswrappings and he was
tugging at that covering, pulling away from hisbody.

Hewas bare of any clothing Jofre could see. In spite of the bloated face and head, his body was arack
of bones covered with greyish, grimed skin. But he wore around his neck a chain which sparked in the
light—iridium! How could such aderelict possess that? Supported from that chain was around medalion
of the same precious metal. Long broken nails scrabbled at that until it opened and atiny dark roll fell

out. The ex-spacer weighed it in one hand, and for amoment, in spite of the ruin of that face, Jofre
thought he saw aflash of another man who had once been.

"Fair—fair bargain," the spacer stuttered alittle. "But— you may find it not so good. Not so good.” He
shook hisbig head from sideto side. "Givel" he demanded.

Zurza dropped the packet of graz in the seated man'slap and took therall, dipping it into hisbelt
pocket.



The spacer's one hand clamped on that opened bag asif he feared it might be taken from him. But with
the fingers of the other he swung the pendant from which he had freed the roll back and forth.

"Beyond—cdl—duty—" Helooked up at the Zacathan and then he laughed horribly, hishuge facea
mask such as one of the Shaggaimagined demons might wear. "Get out! Y ou have what you want, lizard
man." The more he spoke, the firmer hisvoice, the clearer hiswords became. ™Y ou have everything but
luck, remember that." Greedily he pawed at the bag, brought forth another wad of the drug and crammed
it into hismouth, dropping his head back on the bed place. It was plain that he had nothing more to say.

"What do you have?' Jofre asked as they edged out of that horrible box of aroom.

"The coordinates of the place on Lochan which | must visit. He was a hero once—did you see that medal
? Through everything he held onto that.”

Zurza's voice was somber asthey retraced their way down the aircase. "Heisvery near theend,” the
Zacathan continued. "The supply | took him will surely see him out and he will die in what poor comfort
that has left him. He was a hero—once—" The repetition of that phrase rang in Jofre's head asthey
stepped once more into the alley and headed back into what was a cleaner and brighter kind of life.

Ras Zarn stood again in that smal private chamber of his, and again he held afarflyer. Therewasa
weariness about him these days. Sometimes fortune turns against a man—then to fight hisway through
obstacles becomes twi ce the battle. He was no longer as young as his appearance made him seem to
these townsmen lowlanders. And he had been long away from the north and close touch with that which
demanded hisinborn dlegiance. Just asthose who gave secret orders were far removed and uncaring
about his problems.

They were st in the old ways astightly as a sunken worm in 4ts shell and perhaps al which would ever
get them out was how one dedlt with that worm—smash the shell itsdlf.

Zarn shivered with aquick glance from one of the wallsto another. The bird in his hands raised its head
and quickly he put his other hand over that, cupping it gently, blinding the creature. No one knew, would
ever know, just how farseeing the Elders were, nor what strange powers they could call upon. It needed
only one small misstep, one planting of aseed of sugpicion, and he himsalf could be atarget no matter
how well he had served in the past.

Sighing inwardly, he seated himsdlf at the floor table and set the farflyer on itswell-scratched surface.
Lifting the shielding hand, he looked into the eyes of the north-bred creature.

He gained no comfort from that voiceless communication. Hislipsdrew into abitter grimace. They made
their own rules, disregarding the fact that thiswas a spaceport, that a section of it was not under planet
law, but rather that of the outlanders who policed travelers aslong as they stayed within the confines
outlined for their supposed safety.

An emissary could be sent in but he would be asvisible, in spite of adl the preparations of the Elders, asif
he marched behind a challenge drum. Oh, the watchers were out; Zarn had learned much these past few
days. However, the fighter was now oathed—to an off-worlder. And only this very morning had the
news come that that off-worlder was ready to leave planet, taking the subject with him. If they meant him
to be followed off-world—but why? Such an expenditure was beyond anything Zarn had ever been
authorized to put out.

Toarrange now for an nation was to ask for not only failure of that mission but perhapsthe
uncovering of at least part of the net he had been cautious yearsin weaving. He could only report
facts—those gpart seemed to expect miracles.



Zarn stared at the wall. The feathered messenger uttered a plaintive sound and the man's head jerked.
His hand went quickly to his belt pouch and he brought it out again with the globule the creature gobbled
before settling down on the tabletop, scaled eydids closing over those large eyes.

The merchant arose siffly. They gave him very little choice and part of his present burden was the fact
that they refused to make plain to him why and wherefore. What had this renegade Shadow done which
made him thefoca point of such astir? What wasit he carried? That spark of cupidity which had made
Ras Zarn an excellent merchant flared briefly. If he could learn that and turn it to his advantage! But
how—how?

Zurza checked once more the carry bags. The labels were firmly attached.

"We shdll transship at Wayright," he said. "Luckily that isarefit planet and sooner or |ater atrader bound
for Lochan will planet there. Then we shdl have cramped quartersfor therest of thetrip.” He looked a
Jofre. ™Y ou are not space wise—some cannot adapt to such confinement. On the passenger transport it
isanother matter. But atrader isbuilt first for cargo and only takes passengers on reluctant sufferance.”

Jofre shrugged. "What hasto be, is," he commented. However, inwardly he had begun to wonder. He
had never, before these past few days, even been near one who traveled the star ways. Y esterday they
had gone to the port station and he had seen the waiting ships standing nose skyward— there had been
such adifference in them—from aswift courier of the Patrol, to awide-bellied Company freighter. The
passenger ships ranked somewhere in between and, looking at them, Jofre had felt an odd smdll chill, to
venture into the unknown in one of these— But men had been doing it now for hundreds of seasons.
There were disappearances and wrecks, dark stories of ships devastated with strange plagues, which
wandered with a crew of the dead until they were blasted by a Patrol cruiser or were caught by a sun.
Space was not kind nor crue; it was the fortune of travelerswhich made it one or the other.

Asfor him, there was no choice. He was oathed and if that took him into space, so beit. He would move
into this new world as he would move into an unknown strip of territory, with every sensedert, even
though what he might have to face would not yield to any wesgpon he knew.

He again wondered at the Zacathan's seemingly inexhaustible funds. Jofre's passage had been promptly
paid. Infact Zurzal had opened for him an interplanetary account and showed him how one could draw
upon it. Into that hiswages would be fed automaticaly every quarter. For himself, however, he was
dubious about such apay method. And surely the Zacathan must be wedlthy beyond the means of even a
valey lord to so arrange matters.

He had booked passage for them on a passenger ship due to depart before sunset tonight and they were
on their way now to board. There were small scooter carts belonging to the hotel which loaded both
passengers and their luggage. Having heard so much of Zurza's scanner, Jofre was silently surprised that
no box or container which could contain such was loaded aboard the scooter they chose. But it was not
his place to ask questions.

However, there was afedling of uneasiness which settled on him as they approached the landing stage,
where groups of passengers before them were filing onto the lift, to be hoisted doft into the ship. Did that
come from the shrinking of the planet-born who had never been in space, or wasit acautionary impulse
triggered by something else?

Whichever it might be Jofre was on guard. There were anumber of attendants around but none of them
showed the characterigtic features of the Asborgan-born. These were mainly off-worlders and some
weretruly aien. However, it was one planet-born who centered Jofre's regard. In this very mixed group
he might not have attracted the generd eye, for he was wearing the livery of ahigh lowland house and



accompanying ayoung Highblood.

Hislivery was not in any way suggestive of what might redlly be his duties but to Jofre there was no
mistaking a Shadow—even though he had never seen the man before.

The position he was careful to keep, about two steps behind that of the young Highblood, wasthat of a
guard, even though only the hilt of aceremonia sword showed at hisgirdle. So another of the Brothers
was bound off-world on an oathed mission. Jofre might have given a surreptitious gesture of recognition,
but his own status was too equivoca . The chances were that they would never meet.

These two were well ahead of him now, almost asif the young lord was very eager to get aboard. And
the Asborgans were dready swinging upward on one of the lifts by the time he and Zurzal reached the
takeoff mat.

They stepped onto their own transport, one of the attendants sweeping their baggage up beside them,
and began to swing upward. Jofre fought his sudden, and to him shameful, reaction to that rise. Insteed
he made himself stare determinedly down at the port, and beyond it the old city, and beyond that—the
only world he could remember.

WAYRIGHT WAS A CROSSROADS FOR THE STAR LANES. The many differences between
races, species, sentient beings, which Jofre had been introduced to at the spaceport hotel on Asborgan,
were here set forth even more plainly. He had to keep tight rein on himself not to turn and gape after the
passing of what might be avast lump of dough riding on asmdl antigravity plate and putting forth now
and then eyesta ks to survey something which caught the fancy of that particular traveler. Evenan
imagination honed and trained by isshateaching could not supply an idea.of theworld from which THAT
had come.

Though the humanoid form was the more prevaent, there were a o insectoids, some scuttling dong on
Sx legs, others, taller even than the Zacathan, progressing on powerful hind legs done, using their upper
and middlelimbsin quick gesturesto augment their click-clack talk. He caught aglimpse of one of the
crested maes of the bird people and, next to him, awarty-skinned, broad-bellied creature which
resembled one of the pond dwelling amphibians of Asborgan. What passed here began to be likea
nightmare in which eye refused to accept what was to be seen. Jofre fell back on anisshasrefusa to be
tricked even by hisown senses.

The street was divided down the middie by aboard rail of what gleamed like metal. Down that glided
seated platforms which picked up or dropped passengers along the way. But Zurzal had chosen to walk.
The Zacathan was gpparently absorbed in his own thoughts. He had not spoken since they |eft their
quarters.

Thisthoroughfare was lined on either sde by many-storied buildings of an architecture new to Jofre. The
first floors were square, as were those above; however, each was smaler asthe structure rose floor by
floor. And that larger section so left as a bacony surrounding each floor was occupied by potted and
tubbed vegetation interspersed by seats and tables of different sizes and shapes to accommodate very
dissmilar bodies.



Thiswasaway planet, amesting placefor severd of the mgor star lanes. Its principa industry and the
livelihood of its natives was based dmost entirely on serving the needs and desires of travelers en route to
hundreds of different worlds. Beyond theinner city there were parks, carefully landscaped to catch the
eye and tastes of avery mixed lot of vistors and there were amusementsin plenty to fill any idle waiting
hours.

The building towards which Zurza headed was one of the more imposing ones. There was adeeply set
insgniaover the wide door and the automan that stepped aside when the Zacathan showed hisidentity
disc was, Jofre was certain, armed.

The door opened automatically and they were in awide halway with many doors along each side. Zurza
did not halt his confident advance until he had reached the third of those on theleft side. Again adoor did
at their approach to admit them into aroom thickly carpeted, containing severd easirests and awide
table behind which, haf-crouched, haf-resting its thorax on a high cushion, was one of the insectoids.

AsZurza approached, the dien, with one of its middle limbs, pushed into place between them a square
box crowned by an upstanding, fan shaped attachment. Theinsectoid's claw tip touched a button at the
sametimeit chittered its unintelligible speech.

"Welcome, Histechneer Zurza. Our resources are at your command.” The words clicked mechanicaly
from the direction of that fan, and Jofre redized it was atrandator.

"Rest and refresh yourselves, far travelers,” theinsectoid continued.

Jofre, however, did not follow Zurzal's example as the Zacathan seated himsdlf in one of the eastrests,
rather he stationed himsdlf in a proper guard position by the door, a point from which he could keep the
whole room and its occupants in constant sight.

"Greetingsto you, Fifthborn,” Zurza spoke directly to the fan and was echoed by a series of sharp clicks.
"It iswdl with hive and hatchlings?'

"Well. And with you, Learned One?"'
"Wedl." Zurzd's return was asterse asthe other's. "I would take now that which ismine."

Theinsectoid's middle limb clawed at another of arange of buttons running down one side of the desk.
"There has been an asking—" The fan squawked.

Zurzd shifted in the seat which ingtantly accommodated itself to hisbody. " Ssssssso00007" The hissing
which underlay dl his speech suddenly was more gpparent. "Whet kind of an asking, Fifthborn?’

"From one of power, Learned One. This one aso has dedings with the Hivehold and to no smal profit.
Heisoneto belisened to.”

"Sssss—" again that hiss. "And the name of this powerful one, Fifthborn?"
"Heis—" theinsectoid appeared to hesitate, "well-known enough—the Holder of Tssek."

The metallically sharp words brought silence. Jofre moved a half step forward. Hisissha sense caught
that sllent tengity in Zurza's body, a sudden rigidity of spine. The Zacathan was not pleased by that
answer, rather hefound it disturbing.

"The Holder of Tssek," he answered now, dowly, spacing hiswords asif hewould keep dl emotion
which might underlie them carefully hidden, "isknown. | am not. What does he want with one who has



been discredited even by his off-world peers? Thereis no reason to be interested in me.”

"The hive repests only messages given for the relay, Learned One. There is one named Sopt SQu, whois
ahighly placed follower of the Holder. Thisoneisnow at the Inn of the Three Fountains and wishes
gpeech with you. Heleft the message some five daybreaks ago. There was no other message save that
that one would see you as soon as possible.”

"Well enough." Zurzal had relaxed afraction but till it was apparent to Jofre that he was disturbed. "My
thanksto the hive for the courtesy of message passng.”

The insectoid made agesture of assent and then pushed another button. "That which you left to hive care
we return to you, Histechneer Zurza." The words bore some of the formality of aritua.

"I have been out of touch with many things for aspace,” Zurza remarked. "There have been changes
which aprudent being should know?'

Theinsectoid placed the sharp ebows of its higher pair of arms on the desk and latched that set of claws
together. The feathery antennae on its head inclined towards the Zacathan.

"Changes? Not many and minor ones only, such as occur with the passing of time and can never be
countered against nor truly foreseen. There are rumors of Jacks operating in the Alaban system, and
thereisthe usua unrest on VVors— but there they are never happy unless they are unhappy—amost
strange people. Of course Tssek is about to celebrate its Holder's Fiftieth."”

"An auspicious occason.” Therewasadry notein Zurza's answer to that, asif he personadly disagreed.

Before the insectoid could answer, if he were inclined to do so, asection of the wall at the left opened.
Jofrewas at half crouch at once, hand to belt butt, and then straightened, but did not release hishold on
that weapon hilt asthe small antigrav plate raised to the height of the tabletop and made for alanding on
that. Theinsectoid lifted off its cargo, a black case with ahandhold set in the top but no sign of any hinge
or fastening on its smooth sides.

"Y our hive desposit, Histechneer."

Zurzal was on hisfeet and approached the table, his hand out to close about that handle.
"l accept. My thanks, Fifthborn, for the courtesy and the aid of the hive."

"May you prosper in your going, Histechneer Zurzal."

"May the hive prosper with many hatchings, Fifthborn," Zurzal returned. He half bowed and the insectoid
echoed him alittle awkwardly, its body not made for such action.

Asthey issued forth from the building Jofre would have taken the handled box from the Zacathan but the
other shook hishead. "This | take—then if any harm comesto its contents | am aone responsible. Buit |
do not likewhat | have heard.”

" About the Holder of Tssek?' deduced Jofre.

"Just sssssp00—" again that hiss. "The Holder isbad newsin any ingance. Why he should be interested
inme| have not the least ideabut | am going to keep glancing over my shoulder from now on—"

Jofre shook his head. "The looking ismine, | am your oathed. But a man should know what he can of his
enemies—who isthis Holder and why is he considered aman of power?"



"Itsagory, dl right,” Zurza returned. "Let me get this back to our inn and into their safe room there.
Then I'll tell you what | know. Which is common knowledge to most of stellar space in this quarter. My
people have had no dedlings with Tssek." He seemed to be speaking his thoughts aloud now. "What was
there, suitable for inclusion in the archives, was routed out long ago. It isan old world and mainly
inlooking, being occupied with anumber of bloody eventsin the pagt.”

Jofrewas dert asthey returned to their lodging but there was no sign that he could detect that any of that
mixed multitude thronging the streets had the least interest in them. After Zurzal had turned his burden
over to the security captain the Zacathan led the way onto one of those terraces ringing the building and
took a seet at atable which was screened on three sides by the potted growths and well away from its
nearest neighbor.

Having diaed drinks from the button menu on the table, he settled back in his seat, looking thoughtfully at
Jofre.

"The hive tenders do not mention things they consider of little interest. Therefore, this business of the
Holder isimportant enough to lead them to passit on. They are the conservers and transferrers of credit;
their vaults are entirely safe and have never been raided; they are keepers of agreat many secrets.
Doubtless even anumber of the Holder's!

"Now—we come to the matter of Tssek. Over the centuries since First-1n contact that world has not
been too hedlthy aplace, not only for off-worlders but for its own people. There appears to be some
quirk in character there which leads to constant intrigue and war. For along time there was no stable
government, merely astring of very quarrelsome and warring smal nations.

"A little more than a century ago there was born one of those individuas who appear in dl our histories
from timeto time—a person of charisma and with inborn quaities of leadership to make him supreme.
On Tssek thiswas Fer sSRang. He set about vigoroudy and within twenty years he had united one
continent under agovernment which for the first time appeared stable and likely to last. From there he
went on to bring the eastern continent aso under his control.

"Not only was he aborn leader but he had the happy gift of being able to pick just theright followersfor
each job. And Tssek settled down into peace for thefirgt timein the memory of that world. Things went
very well indeed. Fer sSRang, after he was proclaimed Holder, opened the spaceportsfor trade; he
sponsored manufacturing and raised the standard of living and was generdly what is seldom found, a
genuinely benevolent dictator, and Tssek prospered.

"There was some dissatisfaction, of course; there could not help being, given the past history. But it was
growing lessand less. Then there came the Gresat Ingathering.

"All the clanswhich had been warring were invited to this. War was dready athing of the past and it was
to be a peaceful celebration. In the midst of the fedtivities Fer SRang died. It was aso a peaceful degth,
expected since he had been aling for some time, though it was accepted that the exertion he had been
put to in the last weeks of hislife had told on him. He fell dead while receiving the homage of the last of
the familieswho had caused him trouble.

"His second-in-command at once took over and it seemed for a space that there would be no changein
what Fer sRang had started. However, the government began to tighten here and there, to dominate
quietly, to take over. Now Tssek isatight dictatorship and from al rumors avery unhappy world.

"The present Holder keeps aoof, asfar as| have heard, from any off-world contact. And, asyou know,
only when aworld is one of the Great Council can there be any examination of itsinternal problems.
Tssek has never applied for such an inclusion. The rumor isthat Fer SRang was on the verge of it when



hedied.

"Thereisagood amount of trade with Tssek. They provide anumber of very much needed minerasas
wdl as manufactured goods. But off-worlder contact islimited to the spaceport, asit ison any
non-Council world, even asit was on Asborgan. Thereis good reason to believe that the Holder is
anything but beloved by his present subjects. However, that is not for off-worldersto meddle with."

"But this Holder wants contact with you—" said Jofre dowly.
"Just sssoooo—and why? Not for anything | think | would have aninterest in,” Zurza returned.

Jofre's movement was so sudden that it might have been intended to deceive the eye. The nose of his
sidearm appeared on the surface of the table, pointing past the Zacathan at the screens provided by two
of the potted plants which were large and thick enough to be considered bushes and far too good a
cover. The Shadow was on his feet in one supple movement. Though the eyes of his companion glittered
and hisfrill tirred Zurzal made no move himself. Instead he raised hisvoice afraction.

"Company expecting welcome movesin the open,” he stated, then swung around in turn, though he
produced no weapon of hisown.

Their answer came from another direction: aman advanced into the open with the casualness of one
moving about his proper business. He was fully humanoid— perhaps even Terran stock—but smal. And
he lacked the heavy browning of skin developed by a spacer. Against the high collar of histunic hischin
wasjowly, and hiseyeswere small, set in darkened pouches of unhealthy grayish-appearing skin.

They were half-shadowed by the bill of auniform cap generoudy embroidered with glittering threed, a
matching device worked aso on that high collar, and modifications of it up the deeves of histunic. The
color of that tunic was a dead black, as were histight breeches and the boots beneath. He aso sported a
wide belt from which hung, close to hand, a blaster sheeth.

Jofre's second move had taken him crabwise, so that he was now in aposition to defend the Zacathan
from both this newcomer and that bush screen behind which hisaert sensestold him there was at least
onemore lurker.

Sowly the uniformed man smiled. "Y ou are to be commended, L earned One, on the a ertness of your
guard. Harse"'—the bush in the pots shook a fraction—"come out, man. We have no quarrel with the
Learned One. On the contrary we come with open hands." And he held up both of his, palm out,
demonstrably empty indeed.

From behind the screen of vegetation moved now a second man, much taller than his officer but wearing
the same black clothing, though thiswas plain except for ashoulder patch in the jagged form of ared
lightning bolt. He walked alittle stiffly, holding his hands carefully away from abelt on which therewerea
number of loopsal well occupied by rods of various szes and lengths.

The officer clicked hisfingersand Harseg, if that was the subordinate's name, whedled so that his back
wasto the three of them, forming a barrier between the table and the trio now by it and the outer world.

The Tssekians might be playing the part of being harmlessin the most straightforward formstheir culture
recognized; however, Jofre did not relax. His trained senses could not pick up hints of anyone esein
concedlment. However, he had little idea of what wegpons that festoon of belt equipment might represent
and he was not to be caught off guard. Nor did he retreat from his position of guardianship for his
employer asthe dien officer moved closer to the table.



"l am addressing Sopt SQu?" Zurzal had leaned back in his seat with the gppearance of onefully at ease.
Y et Jofre sensed that the Zacathan in his own way was aswary as hewas.

"Newstravelsfast—" Wasthere or was there not anote of irritation in the other's comment?"Yes, | am
Horde Commander Sopt sQu at your service, Learned One." And he sketched, so neglectedly that it
bordered on an inault, asalute. "Y ou are doubtless one who does not wish to waste time in formalities,
thus | will say plainly that | have busnessto discuss, Learned One, a proposition to benefit us both.”

Zurza, with aflick of hisgood hand, indicated the chair from which Jofre had arisen. His oathed took
two steps back, gtill in aposition to view both the Tssekian officer and the firmly planted back of his
subordinate, now playing screen for thismesting.

Sopt sQu'sthin lips till sketched ahaf smile but he plainly was not pleased with Zurza's greeting. He
was undoubtedly used to amore receptive audience when he spoke of business. But he seated himsalf
and was at adight disadvantage with the greater bulk of the Zacathan looming at the other side of the
amdl| table.

"Since we have set asde formdity,” he continued, "I shall come directly to the matter. My Greet L eader,”
his hand flapped up again asif he were saluting, "was informed that you were to be found here. Hedso
knowsthat you have suffered from the refusal of your peersto beievein your splendid achievement of
past retrieval. Y ou seek now for an occasion—and a site—to demonstrate the value of your discovery.

Y ou are offered such with every facility which you may desire—you need only ask—"

"Mosgt interesting.” Zurzd'sfaint hisswas till to be detected. " And what movesthe Great Oneto such a
generous offer?”

"Belief inyou, Learned One," came the prompt reply, "and in your discovery. Y ou wish to provethat you
can show the past; thisisthefiftieth year of Our Leader'srule, of the sad death of Fer SRang. We can
offer you an opportunity which will bring you fame, not only planetwide, but which will reach the sars,
convince al doubtersyou can do what you claim to do. The Holder invitesyou to Tssek, to instal your
time scanner a Marlik and bring back the death day of Fer sSRang. At the moment of your retrieva of
this great event there shall be ready a planetwide broadcast to carry the sceneto al of our people. Can
you ask for more in the way of making known the value of what you have discovered?’

"Your Illustrious Holder must have heard dso,”" Zurza said, "that this discovery of mineisfar from being
perfected. That the former trias had no more than a very fleeting success. | can promise no better results
and because of that | cannot, of course, accept this offer. Were the Holder to arrange such an impressive
audience and occasion and then there was a failure—it would be more than a disappointment—"

"Y ou are too modest, Learned One. Our Leader has made a close study of your achievementsin the
past. He believes that you are far nearer to compl ete success than your words now warrant. And he will
seethat you are well rewarded—"

"No." Zurza was unusudly curt. "I do not promise what | may not be able to produce. My thanksto the
[llustrious Holder, but until | am sure of the worth of what | haveto offer, | will not risk the
disappointment of any who would seek to back my experiment. He will understand the logic of that
catanly.”

Sopt sQu's features had taken on arigidity. "My Illustrious Leader is not aman to be easily
disappointed.”

Zurza stood up. "No man accepts disappointment easily. But neither does any life flow with continued
smoothness. | am sorry, Horde Commander, but my answer remains no— | am Zacathan and we are



sworn to the gathering and preservation of knowledge. Y es, | wish to use my discovery in that cause. But
until I am sure of success | must keep my actionsto mysdf. If | can find the proper rhythm for the
scanner by experiments, then | shall be only too glad to alow it to be used on any world to recreate such
scenes of planetary history as the inhabitants wish to experience for themselves. That will be aproud day,
but itistill far off. Thank you, Horde Commander, but make this point clear to your Illustrious Holder: |
do not offer that which isnot well perfected.”

The Tssekian arose dso. "'l am sorry, Learned One. Y ou have just thrown away that which would have
brought you greet glory.”

"If sothelossismine" But the Zacathan did not sound in any way disgppointed. He nodded hishead in a
amall salute asthe Tssekian with no other word |eft them, his man falling in behind him as he passed the
sentinel pogt.

"Now," Zurzal said dowly, "I wonder whet lies behind that. | think perhaps | should speak aword or two
in some places. There may be an interest in Tssek | have not heard of formally. Oh, well, we shal not be
upshipping off to the Holder'shold, thet is certain.”

Only, of course, it was not.

THE STRIKE CAME IN THEIR OWN QUARTERS AND JUST at thefirst sign of dawn. Jofre had
been uneasy ever since their meeting with the Tssekians, as he was sure that Sopt SQu was not oneto
consider the argument finished. He thought once of the possible theft of the scanner but at his questioning,
Zurzal had informed him that no one but himsalf understood its use. The various modifications he had
been adding to the discovery originaly made were not ones which existed now anywhere except in his
own scaled head.

Though the Zacathan went to deep early, Jofre continued to prowl their suite, dipping from wall to door
towall asif he expected each time he entered one of the three roomsto find afoe waiting and ready. He
had asked the Zacathan about the various wegpons Harse had apparently carried in plain sight (and if he
had those in sght WHAT might he have in concement?) and Zurza had admitted that it was certainly
true that the very warlike breed on Tssek might have perfected something new—or rediscovered
something old, not yet generaly known in the space lanes.

The outer door was locked on their palm signatures. Aslong as they occupied these rooms and made
sureto set palm to the plate if they wished to be undisturbed, there could be no forcing that—short of
equipment which would dert the wholeinn. The windows were also sedled and locked where they
opened onto the terrace outside. Jofre himsalf had taken the precaution of moving tubbed foliage out of
their carefully symmetrical pattern in order to clear the space to the banistered edge of the balcony offset.
He had in addition dropped two of hiswarn buttons at strategic places on that terrace.

Y et with every precaution taken he could not relax. The issha sense was awake; that which he had been
50 long trained to do was taking over. It was well within reason that the Tssekians might attempt to
capture Zurza . With the Zacathan and his machine both in their hands they could believe they would have
no troublein forcing the action they wanted. But why were they so determined? Zurzal had questioned
that himsdlf several times during the evening. He seemed surethat if they had full knowledge of what he



wished to do, they aso knew how chancy would be the success. To link the experiment to planetwide
broadcast and then fail would discredit the Holder as much as the Zacathan himself.

"They play somegame,”" Zurza had said at last. "But it isnot ours. | wish we had better luck in our
passage. Lochan isafourth place world, the only visitors are Free Traders. | do not have unlimited
funds—for | cannot draw upon the resources of my House since they have disowned what | would do.
Thuswe haveto wait for a Trader dready bound for Lochan to take passage—I cannot just charter the
ship on my own. However, thisisthe port from which such take off, and sooner or later one will appear.”

To the wary Jofre such waiting, especidly now, waslike aslent war. This city was amaze of strange
buildings of which he knew very little, though he made every attempt to study maps and mark out the
principa reference points. The throngs of visitors (many kinds of whom hefound it very difficult to name
as"people’ at dl) added to the generd dissatisfaction the whole port raised in him. The sooner they could
be free of this place the better—it was far too removed from al he knew and he had amost begun to
wonder if al those skillswhich had been assha honed would hold in such diverse surroundings.

For the third time he made the round of the rooms, moving noisdesdy, hisnight Sght enough to take him
inthe circuit. He would pause every few stepsto listen, sniff, call on hiswarn senseto pick up anything
out of the ordinary. Thiswas the second night he had spent so and he could not stand guard thus forever.

It wasthe faint flicker of one of hiswarn stoneswhich brought him along the wall, flattened againgt that,
to peer out on the terrace. His stunner was in hand, but in the other he had one of the throwing knives on
which hewould first depend, sinceit was an old and familiar arm and he knew his skill with that.

There was something moving in adow sweep in towards the edge of the terrace. A grav-raft such ashe
had seen in use for transport through the city. Jofre raised the sunner—

It fell from fingers suddenly rendered limp, agrasp which would not obey hiswill, anymore than hisknees
would continue to hold hisbody upright. He crumpled forward, facedown, and found that he could
hardly breathe, asif the muscles of his chest, the power of hislungswas being crushed out of him.

If assault had been meant to cause his deeth, the attackers did not know the quality of their victim. Jofre's
inner defensesralied ingantly. He went into withdrawal, his only answer to the unknown until he could
learn the nature of the weapon being used.

Though sight, hearing, other senseswere dulled to near unconsciousness, he was still aware enough to
know that there was movement now in the room, confident, assured, asif those invaders had nothing to
fear. Would they take the common sense action and kill him as helay? So far they had moved around
him, heading towards the inner room where Zurzal dept.

The pressure holding him immobile remained steedy. Only issha defense kept him breathing shalowly!
Then— he had been seeking the Inner Heart, the core of strength to hold to. Therewas asudden flash, a
shock asif he had heedlesdy thrust ahand into afire. He was aware of that hand now ingtantly. It was
crumpled under him a an awkward angle, the fingers till curled asif about the stock of hismissing
Sdearm. But he could move those fingers— afraction. And the strength for that came from— Thefind
he had made in the mountains—that he had brought out of Qaw-en-itter—the stone!

His thoughts seemed to dide in and out of a cloaking darkness asif he were bog-trapped. He fought to
hold to them. Then there was a sudden explosion of pain in his Sde as he was struck a sharp blow there.
And very faintly followed an explosion of sound, hardly more than awhispering, which seemed to be an
argument of sorts. The answer came when he was roughly hoisted and dragged out of the room, over the
terrace, to be dumped on a surface which vibrated under him—the lift platform.



A moment later aweight rolled against him and he smelled the musky scent of the Zacathan, who was
plainly aso helplessin the hands of these captors.

The platform gave aquick bound upward and it seemed to Jofre that it was whirling around. His
precarious hold on consciousness grew even less, though he had somehow been able to move hishand
so that the pam lay acrossthe very dight bulge which concedled the mountain talisman.

There was clearly no move he might make now; he must wait until he could work around or bresk
whatever the compulsion was which held him so pinned. But he could hold to the Inner core and so far
had been able to survive. While aman lived there was aways chance— which favored one who was

ready to seize uponit.

How long they were airborne Jofre could not tell. It was much lighter and though he could not turn his
head and dared not even lift those eyelids more than adit high, he surveyed what he could of his
surroundings.

The craft on which he was unwilling cargo was just that, atransport for cargo. And it had at least three
passengers besides him and the limp and silent Zurza. Two of them crossed his very restricted line of
vision. One was Harse, and the other could be histwin. The third member of the party remained at an
angle behind where Jofre lay and he could not see who it might be. But Harse's presence made plain that
this dawn raid was a ploy of the Tssekians.

Thelift gave asudden drop, bringing Harse, who wasin line of sight at that particular moment, to mutter
agutturd sound or two and clutch at therall, waist high, behind him. Another downward fal and they
landed on some surface, with force enough to raise Jofre's body afraction from thelift flooring and let
him dam back again.

That dight change in the angle of his carefully masked sight showed him atal reach of space-scoured
metda. They had made landing close to aship. Having done so, they were now in ahurry to get this
particular cargo on board. Harse and his fellow ducked under therail and then showed again with boxes
which they dumped on the lift. One on the top tottered and fell forward, its weight bringing ared wave of
pain through Jofre'sleg. Once more the lift arose and was maneuvered closer to the Sde of the
sky-towering ship. And into the cargo hatch of that he was dung aong with the Zacathan, though the
latter wasimmediately carried out of Jofre's very limited sght.

Harse appeared again, turned Jofre's body over with akick and proceeded to search him for weapons.
Hisbelt knife and deeve knives were jerked out, and hands felt over him but the Tssekian seemed to be
quickly satisfied that his prey was now totaly unarmed—too satisfied.

Though much of what Jofre could depend upon for offense and defense was gone, no isshawas unarmed
aslong as he had control of hisbody. To regain that was the immediate task in hand. Jofre had not dared
to experiment with even the smallest move while he had been under the eyes of his captors. But his
hearing was dowly sharpening once more and he could detect now the sound of metal-shod space boots
going away. Nor had they apparently left any guard.

He had been able to straighten the fingers of that hand which lay againgt the hidden talisman. Which was
asuggestion he could not overlook. In hismind Jofre built a picture of that ova stone as he had studied it
many times over. The dead, opaque darkness of it did not repd, rather it drew attention, asif therewasa
need withinit—

The stone—dare he cut concentration from his surroundingsto focus fully on that? Y et he felt that such a
reckless move was the only one left for him to make.



Thusit was—hisinner sight shut out the world, concentrated on the mentd picture of the sscone—he
sought thuswith al the intengity of assha strength of mind.

Hishand raised afraction from whereit had falen across his body when they dumped him here. The
fingers moved in one of the Six Signs, those which led to the Great Cdll. Still he held the stonein mind
grasp—thusit looked, thusit was!

The second hand tingled aslife returned. He was dimly aware of that and raised it to join the other, so
that the fingers could interlock in the pattern of " Seeking Strength of Mountain Winds."

He drew each breath alittle degper, moving sore ribs where that kick had struck. Slowly, with infinite
care, he shifted one leg and then the other. Therewasadim light in this cubby, enough for him to see
boxes and containers which might be cargo or supplies. There was air enough to breathe, there was—

Jofre's body tensed and then heforced it to relax. That sound through the walls. This ship was taking off
and, unprotected by any cushioned seet in a passengered cabin, he must face the brutal pressure of
lift-off.

It came asablow delivered by agiant fist and brought with it darkness. All he had so painfully won was
negated in an ingant.

* Kk ok

In one of the upper cabinsawoman lay breathing shalowly, her face drawn into agrimace. Then they
were planet free, but she did not immediately |oose hersalf from those restraining straps which hed
assured her safety. Her strained grimace was now afrown and she had the appearance of one listening.

At length she shook her head, asif denying some disturbing thought, and did arise from her resting place.
Only to reseat hersdlf cross-legged, her hands lying one on each knee. The movements of her body were
now infinitesmal yet they were following a pattern as forma as might have part of aritual dance. Her face
had smoothed into amask, ivory pae, in which blacklashed eyes were closed. The brilliant scarlet lines
of her lips moved, shaping words which carried no sound. She began to sway back and forth at amore
noticeable rate now. Her hands lifted— were held out before her. However, she did not open her closed
eyesto watch the intricate patterns she threaded finger-wise through the air.

Thiswas good—good! She could fed the power rising in her, arming her as these off-world louts could
never dream one might be—

There came a shock, sudden, hard. Her eyes opened wide, her mouth shaped a cry which was not
uttered. NO! Thiswasimpossible—beyond al knowledge—this could not exist—here!

Zarn—amost as swiftly as her thoughts had been interrupted and her weave strength shattered, her mind
tugged at memory. Was—thiswhat Zarn hinted at when he tried to seduce her from her mission and send
her on aquest he merdy hinted at?

Shewas frowning again, cdling on every scrap of that memory. Truly Zarn had been excited to a point
she had never seen. And the Shagga priests—they prided themsalves highly on their imperturbability. But
here—on this ship? The last time she had touched that kind of power had been back in Rama-di-frong
when she had fronted the Lair Master and been given this assignment, proud that she would be a pioneer
in off-world dedling. Thiswas something which was so incredible that it must not be alowed to go
unnoted, direct as her mission was.

Reaching for abox of prismaticaly glittering meta clamped for safety on a shelf behind her, sheloosened
its thumb lock and brought out around hand mirror, raising it to the level of her face, ingpecting her



reflection critically. She had no vanity; that was never apart of isshatraining and was quickly dedt with
whenever it arose. What she did now was view one of her wegpons carefully. She had vaue and she
could raise that value; she had been trained since childhood in the various ways she might use that

particular weapon.

Now, she dlowed the mirror to fal to her knee and gazed sightlesdy at the near wall of the cabin. This
new mystery—it wasintriguing and demanding, yet it must not get in theway of her assgnment—nothing
must defeat that! However, these Tssekians were not particularly clever. Devious, yes, truly clever, no.
There were ways people gave away their secrets though they did not speak them aoud nor inscribe them
in reports. Supposing—just supposing this Sopt sQu had learned something of isshalore, had managed
to obtain for his master that which she had sensed was now on board. That would be adanger. Inthe
right hands it would mean afull control—of her. Her hand tightened into afis.

They had taken off very suddenly. She had kept to her cabin asthe role she would play demanded. But
those others had been working on some plan—she was only aside issue, she had been sure of that—had
meant to make it certain that her worth advanced highly before they reached thisHolder. Thusit might
not be to control her—though she must leave no suspicion unexplored—but for some other purpose.

She must now make very sure of her territory even as ahover spy soared over the land of some
mountain lord. Rising, she began to make certain preparations which required access to several pieces of
baggage, the contents of which had been most carefully sdlected.

There was the taste of blood in hismouth, arunnel of it from lip corner. The practice must have been a
fierce one today. Jofre opened his eyes, but not on mountain sky. He waslooking up at aceiling not too
far above him. Hisbody ached with an ever-growing reach of pain and it wasvery hard to draw a
bresth.

Thiswas certainly not the Lair arms court. Nor were these smooth walls around, as he painfully turned
his head to discover, the rough stone of aLair chamber. Where— where was he?

He dlowed his aching head to drop back the few inches he had been ableto raiseit, stared at the roofing
overhead and tried to remember the immediate past. Then he was aware of the vibration which
thrummed through his body, spreading upward from the floor on which he lay. A—aship—! Sowly it
came, though it was adding to his pain to probe and hunt for that memory.

JOFRE WASNOT GIVEN LONG TO MINE FOR MEMORIES. There was athrust of brighter light
into his prison and he made himsdlf go limp. Better to discover the nature and number of any oppaosition
before he put his own drained powersto the test. Hisamost closed eyes once more limited hisfield of
vision but he knew that at least two had come to stand beside him and there was a guttura exchange

over hisbody.

Hands pawed for ahold in hisarmpits and his feet were gathered up by another. The two of them edged
out of the store cabin with his body and made their way down amuch better lighted corridor. He was
ableto peer surreptitioudy at the one trangporting hislegs—aman nearly as bulky as Harse and wearing
the same uniform. They cameto the foot of aladder and he was dropped unceremonioudy to thefloor.
A ropefdl over hisheed, theloop of it crammed under hisarms, tightened about him. He heard the click



of boot plates on the flooring, saw that one of the men was ascending the ladder while the other dragged
and pulled a him, getting his body into place a the foot of that climb.

Hewasto be hoisted up like some inanimate object but better till to let them bdieve that he was ill
unconscious. Were he indeed aboard a ship, as he was dmost certain now was the case, there would be
little chance of escape anyway. Best to let them believe that they had aredly helpless prey within their
hold.

The sharp jerking of the rope taking his weight from above aggravated the aches which had now grown
beyond his power to count. That captor coming behind steadied his body now and then but certainly not
for Jofre's comfort, rather for the aid of the one hauling him up.

They passed two levels, coming to a hdt on the third. Once more he was dropped flat and thistime they
worked the rope off him. Then he was carried again, down a short corridor, until they entered a cabin of
some size opening off that. Jofre plunked to the floor, only under him now there was a padding of some
type of carpet and the air was not so stde, rather carried an almost fresh scent.

"Asyou see, Learned One, your fears are quite unnecessary—we did not |eave a dead bodyguard
behind us." The voice wasfamiliar; Jofre fought to match it to aface.

"It would hardly have served your purpose to do so—" the hissing notein that voice he did recognize
was exaggerated. "Y ou will release him at oncel”

"Learned One, we are ordered to give you dl possible assistance—as long asyou, in return, agree to
consider yourself our guest— Asaguest you certainly will not need a bodyguard—the Holder's hand
would fal sharply on anyone daring to do you harm.”

"Youwill release him," the Zacathan repeated. "Y ou have given me no proof that your Holder has any
peaceful thoughts toward me either. Y ou have stripped my oathed of . his wegpons, heis harmless. Look
at these bullies of yours, each overtops him by a head—could make two of him. Do you fear aman who
has been held in stass until you have leached the strength out of him?"

"Y ou are aman of peace, Learned One. It iswell-known that your kind do not offer any threet to
sentient beings. Why do you care what happensto this?' The toe of awell-polished boot swung into
Jofre'svery limited view, prodded him.

"Heisthe opposite of al you believein, onewho livesto kill, isthat not so?'

There was amoment of silence. Then Zurzal answered, "Thisman issworn to me, after theway of his
own people; histrugt liesin me, minein him. Y ou would have something of me. Very well: bargain,
Horde Commander—or have you never heard of that?"

"Hmmm—" It was not aword, merely murmur of sound. Then there came a cackle of laughter, harsh,
having nothing of humor init. "So, at last we have touched you, Learned One. Good. Y ou can have this
one—aslong as you conduct yoursdlf asour... guest.”

Jofre's body jerked. No one had touched him but that near rib-crushing weight which he had battled all
these hours until it seemed as much apart of him as his body suddenly lifted.

"We leave you to yoursalves then, Learned One—" There was the clang of boots, then the sound of a
metal door damming into place.

Jofrerolled on hisside. He was dragging deep breaths. Getting one arm under him, he managed to raise
himsdf to ahaf-gtting position. Zurza stood by the bulkhead where the door showed its outline. By the



Zacathan's position he was listening intently. Jofrerolled alittle on hisknee until his shoulder struck
againgt awell-padded seet secured firmly to thefloor. Gritting histeeth and calling on hisreserves, he
somehow got to hisfeet and stood, supported by that.

Now, when his own struggle was somewhat eased, the full force of what had happened struck home at
him, amost hard enough to set him redling again. He had failed in histask of preventing the very thing
which had happened to them, betrayed the issha. There was only one answer to that, but one which he
dared not make, not yet while the Zacathan lived and he was oathed.

Zurzal turned back from the door. His neck frill was extended and he raised ahand to smooth it down. In
two gtrides he reached Jofre, swung the younger man around and pushed him down into the chair which
had been his support.

"No warrior isthelessif he comes up against the surprise of superior weapons.” The Zacathan struck
directly to the heart of the shamed confusion in which his cabinmate writhed. "They used aparayzing
dassray; by thelook you took it full force. Nothing save titanium armor can withstand that and neither of
uswere so equipped.”

"I am your oathed—" Jofre muttered, unable to accept any such excuse. "'l should have kept closer
watch—"

"You are my oathed," Zurza struck back sharply, "and as such you are on duty. And so shdl it be until |
releaseyou. Itisamarve that you are still dive." He eyed Jofre up and down asif expecting to sight
something unusud. "They could not leave your dead body—they brought you aong—to space the
evidence. But on my demand they had to produce you."

The Zacathan had come to stand directly before Jofre and now the long taloned fingers of the lizard man
moved dightly. Jofre tensed and then, with dl hiswill, rdlaxed. He did not know where Zurza had
learned the finger speech of the Brothers and indeed his messages had been somewnhat clumsily
delivered, but they were forceful enough. The two of them were under surveillance, perhaps, Jofre
thought, by both eye and ear.

"We have something of avoyage before us," Zurzal continued speaking, though hisfingerstwitchedina
different pattern. "They are transporting us directly to Tssek. It isthe Holder's desire to use the scanner
to produce aviewing on thefiftieth anniversary of that event, the passing of the leadership long held by
the lllustrious Fer sRang to himself. | am to employ my time en route to making sure that the results will
be just as he wishes"

Watch, wait, listen, look, those fingers spelled out, the orders given to any spy about to be planted inan
enemy lord'sholding.

"l am at command, Learned One," Jofre found his voice which sounded unusually harshin hisown ears.
"Whet aid | can offer isyours.”

"Well enough. Now," Zurza went to the wall and pushed some buttons, "we shall see you fed. The stass
leaves aman weak. Then—well, | have notesto be studied and perhaps afew experimentsto run. Some
will not requiretraining and your aid will be of assstance.”

A tray had comein answer to the Zacathan's order and he carried it, burdened with sealed containers,
over to place on Jofre'slap.

"Eat—ship'srations, of course, but they are pa atable and nourishing.”



Therewas adrift of mist-thin weaving lying across the backed seet in the woman's cabin. She plucked up
afold of it between thumb and forefinger to eye criticaly. Thiswas of fabulous worth, twice-woven
spider silk—the cost more than even aLair Master could raise. The color was strange—or perhaps one
might say unfixed, for, though the basic shade might be avery pae green, asthe foldsrippled there were
rainbow flashes dong each edge, patches which glowed and faded with every move of the length.

Her own persond taste wasfor richer, deeper colors, but training, severe and critical, had taught her to
suit her robing to the demands of her mission. Such stuff asthiswastruly the gift of aworld ruler and
when the time came she must show it off to the very best advantage, both of the gift and of she who had
the wearing of it.

No jewd s—except the moryen fire sonesfor asmple girdie to refrain the fluttering stuff so that it might
outline her body, bracelets of the same to make certain the eye wasled to the delicacy of her wrigts, the
dender beauty of her hands. She would not use the cheek lacquer overlay; rather amoryen fastened
between the near-mesting arch of her brows—she considered her choices and made up her mind. Then,
deftly, she refolded the robe, which seemed to cling to her hands asiif it did not want to be laid aside,
before seating hersdlf and lifting her eyesto the expanse of thewall.

The metd casing of the ship's cabin was not starkly plain here, rather there was a heavy scroll of pattern
which was gem-brilliant in places. Her lip curled alittle. Much as sheinwardly rejoiced in color she found
thisdigplay too ornate, lacking in taste. But it was not the patterning which she was viewing, rather she
searched for a point which days earlier she had discovered, awater stone, into the blue-green depths of
which she could channd her thoughts to outreach—

There was no true reading of the minds about her. To her knowledge barriers had never been pierced to
that extent. Body language she was well versed in and she could pick up emotions, especialy when they
reached a certain intengity. However, that ability had served her well and she applied hersdf to it
whenever she could be sure of privacy and quiet.

They were very satisfied with themselves, these Tssekians. So long had they held power that they had
forgotten the useful curb of alittle salf-doubt. Certainly they were very apt to underestimate what they did
not fully understand—a fault which might be safely used if the necessity arose. This one who named
himself Horde Commander—her dedlings had been with him and he was as clear to her asacup of
springwater from the Neeserdene heights.

There was the ghost of a smile about her lips as she considered the matter of Sopt sQu. Any
isshartrained woman could have controlled him in three meetings, maybe less. She knew him for what he
was, but she was after much bigger game.

There—that was this Sopt sQu; she caught atouch of hisvast conceit, which was like awhiff of smoke
intheair. Yes, hewas very pleased with himsalf, swollen with success—too swollen. She considered that
quickly. Hewas pleased with more than just her presence—the thought that he had in her anew toy for
his master—he had achieved something else.

Her fingers moved. What else had he on board, or knew, or would receive in the future, to move him to
such afatuous bdief in hisown risein theworld?

She could not leave this cabin. It had been made plain to her that her presence on board this ship was not
to be generdly known. And she had accepted that, knowing that privacy would give her timeto build her
inner strengths for what would come. But now she wanted some touch with the ship world, to learn what

was happening outside thewalls of her own luxurioudy furnished cabin. To perform, any isshamust have

al theinformation possble.



The only contact through which she might learn was Sopt SQu. So beit. She concentrated her gaze on
that spot of sea-bright green on the wall and unwound her will to spin it as an intangible noose to summon
the Horde Commander.

And the faint chime of the cabin bell came soon enough. She spoke only one word to loosen theinner
locking:

llEtha.lll

Then as the Horde Commander strutted within, his bright eyes sweeping her up and down, she made a
graceful obeisance, her own eyes|lowered submissively, her attitude one of gentle waiting on hiswill.

"Y ou have dl you wish, Gentlefem?* Almost he spoke alittle uncertainly asif he were not surewhy he
had come.

"Y ou have given me of the best, Horde Commander." She made asmall gesture to encompass the cabin
and dl that wasiniit. "l have specidly to thank you for the tapes.” One dender finger pointed to asmall
pileof discs. "It was most thoughtful to provide me with such information concerning your world—and
your |llustrious Leader.”

"Wheat do you think of Tssek then, Gentlefem?"

"That it has very much to offer in every way," shereturned promptly. "I think fortune smiled on the day
we met, Horde Commander. Y ou have shown me avery bright future.”

Without being asked he settled himsdlf in the second chair near that part of the wall which held the stone
she held in focus. In her therewas a prick of anger. He was making very plain what he thought of her.
And she must make no move to destroy his summetion of her character— the varl toad!

"So you like what you have seen on these." He indicated the discs. "Ah, Gentlefem, how much more will
you likeit in redity! And the Holder will indeed make you free of avery pleasant world. He can be very
generous—when heis pleased.”

She dlowed hersdf adight lift of eyebrows. "And you think that he will be pleased?’

"By you? He would have to be man without aman's body not to admire you, Gentlefem. Also we bring
him not only your peerless self, but dso thelock he can place on hisfuture.

"You spesk inriddies.” She must be very wary, but aso she must learn what she could.

"Riddles of time, Gentlefem. We have on board one who has mastered time—in hisown way. And he
shdl master it for the Holder. Y ou have doubtless heard of the Zacathan race?"

She triggered memory. Her briefing on Asborgan had not been too wide; there had not been time for as
much as she would have wished.

"They are arace who study the past.” Out of some corner she brought that.

"The past dedling with the Forerunners and on many worlds," the Horde Commander amplified. "Now
and then through their delving comes some greet discovery, for they areingenious at following cluesto
ancient mysteries. We have one of their trained Histechneer's on board, who isto do just that for the
Holder."

Sopt sQu looked very pleased with himself. "He will be greatly beholden to our Leader, who isgiving



him something his own people have refused to dlow him: achance to penetrate the mystery of timeitself.
Thiswill be adiscovery which shal make Tssek famous.”

"And how does this Zacathan master time?' She was genuindy interested. All space goers knew of the
Forerunners. And now and then rumors of finds from that ancient past filtered dong the star lanes.

The Horde Commander grinned thinly, hislips seeming to find it difficult to shape such amove. "He
clamshehasaway. Our Leader isinclined to believe him—and the chanceto put it al to thetest lies
now on Tssek. Our Holder approaches thefiftieth year of histaking power. He wishesto show to dl the
planet the event which transferred the rule from Fer sSRang to him.”

She dlowed her eyesto widen in acdculated expression of wonder. "What a happening! How pleased
this Zacathan must be to be a part of such action.”

Sopt sQu lost hissmile. "Heis very modest, this Learned One. He objects that his preparations have not
been successfully tried. But of course those who have knowledge which leads to power have no desireto
share their secret. Once he has talked with the Holder and understands the advantages of the chance
offered him, he will be quite ready."

But, she fastened on the thought, the Zacathan was not a contented party to this experiment, whatever it
might be. She knew so little of his people. How effective could opposition from him be and what might
such opposition do to impinge on her own mission? She wished she had at her command learn
tapes—not like those which the Horde Commander had showered upon her, showing al the best of his
Tssek, but those same which would give her an insght into what might prove to be acomplication.

Then, there was that other—that touch she had made earlier. Surely somewhere on board was an
issha-trained mind. And, since she aone had been assigned to this mission, she feared interference from
that mysterious other. Who was the prey of the stranger? Why sent and by whom, that other lurker in
Shadows? She dare not ask; though, as she eyed Sopt sQu, she longed to be able to enter his round
skull and tunnel it, seek that information which meant so much to her.

The Zacathan was aplayer she had not been prepared for. Was the lurker she had sensed connected
with him, sent to spy on this strange time reader”? Or a stranger from another Lair hired to perhgpsa
amilar misson as her own? She felt anger again. She wasissha, fully able to account for victory by
hersdf done.

But who and where was that other?

JOFRE HAD KEPT SILENT AFTER HE HAD CLEANED UP TO thelast crumb all thefood inthe
container Zurzal had shown him how to unsedl. The Zacathan had produced a small black box which he
tapped on one sde and then stared intently at some curling lines of different colors which writhed, tangled
and wove across the dick upper surface of that artifact.

In spite of what the Zacathan had said Jofre bitterly chewed upon hisown failure. It was plain that much
of what he had learned in the Lair would not apply to weapons which could be used from some distance
with devagtating force. Therefore, he must set himsdlf to assesswhat he had that he could use. Would
these off-worlders a'so be impervious to such dedlings as the Shadow use of practiced invisibility? Might



they be made, as any lowlander, to look at him and not see—see in the sense which would aert their
thoughts? Would they even have a readable body language? He could not be sure until hetried. At the
same time any experimentation on his part must be very carefully done.

Zurza clicked off hissmall screen of patterns and Jofre, out of his desperate need to learn the worst,
broke the silence.

"Learned One, you have traveled the gtar lanes very far, have you not?"

"Not as much as many of my kind. By our sandards | am quite the beginner—anovice with the blade as
your arms ingtructor would put it."

"I know only the ways of oneworld—truly. It might be wdll that | know moreif | am to be of serviceto
you, Learned One."

Zurza nodded and smoothed his neck frill, which continued to show afluttering at the edges, betraying
his uneasiness though he appeared to be lounging relaxed in his segt.

"Y ou dedl in wegpons," the Zacathan began abruptly. "Very well, we shal begin with those." He launched
in the even tone of an ingtructor who expected full attention from his audience and he had it. Ashe
continued Jofre could dmost have been startled into adenial that such things were possible. For Zurzal
went from hand-to-hand combat to the fiery destruction of worlds, and back again, outlining the
innumerable ways of dedling desth among the sars.

Jofresfirst shame became amisery eating a him. He had been so believing that there was nothing the
isshacould not in the end defeat and now he heard of wegpons so outre that they sounded like the
demon myths of the Shagga priests. Most killed at a distance—killed, or—as the ray which had brought
him down—rendered the victim entirely impotent. The stunner he had been so wary and yet proud of
owning now measured by these brutd tales, for the Zacathan spoke plainly of the different desths which
could be met, had no more vaue than arock some land grubber of the plains might pick up inthefutile
desireto defend himself against an osscark on the prowl.

Isshatraining—even the hints of his Assha-trained M aster—was enough to assure him that this must al
be true. Therefore, oathed though he was, he was worth nothing to Zurza off-world. Why then had the
Zacathan taken him on?

"There are the like of the Brothers ong the lanes, are there not?' Jofre wastrying to frame that question
so that if they were overheard it would not reveal too much.

"Y ou have seen the guardians of Tssek—felt their power. Each world hastheir dite guards and fighters.”

"Learned One, what useis such as| on these worlds you have spoken of ?* Jofre forced the point; he had
to.

Zurzd did not answer in words. Theforefinger of his useable hand twirled, tip pointing
down—Spear-seeking— grave-ground—then it flicked in a sudden sidewise movement to suggest the
covering of that hole.

Jofre caught hislower lip between histeeth. Where had the Zacathan learned that? It was a desth order
such as was given among the Shadows to a designated killer. From the hand which had stopped moving
heraised hiseyesto meet Zurzd's.

By dl therules of theisshatrained, he had not only been confirmed in his oathholding but informed that
hewould remain soin full trust even under deeth threat. And Zurza met him full eyed, so that heredized



that the Zacathan meant just what he sgned.

"A man who isweapon trained,” Zurzal spoke again in hislecture voice, "can be taught those weapons
which are new to himif heisopen to thelearning and not so tightly confirmed in hisbeginningsthat he
cannot see the vaue of change when the conditions areright. Thereis something ese—most of these ably
armed and trained men of other worlds do not possessissha. Nor any equivalent to that—therefore, they
arein away maimed when they meet one who possessesit. Consider that well, my young Shadow."

He leaned farther back in hischair and closed his eyes asif he had indeed finished with instruction,
leaving Jofre to take to pieces and consider, near to word, al he had been told.

There were the outside weapons and even among his own kind those were diverse and many. But there
wastheinner srength—isshaand assha cherished. Jofre set himsdlf on that inward journey to assess
what he did have— to build upon any shred he could find, not spend time regretting what he did not. The
Quietness of the Center— that enfolded him and he opened himsdlf fully toit. He " saw"—saw the
muscleswhich lay under skin and knew what each could be called upon to do—saw the steady beet of
heart blood through his veins and knew what must be donein time of injury to sedl off the vital parts. His
body was aweapon and that belief had been pressed upon him with bruta force from the beginning of his
training—the body first—and then other arms—even makeshift objects which could be called upon to
expand the reach, toughen an assault, raise atight defense.

Deliberately hismemory turned to the arms field of the Lair, refought rough battles there, where broken
bones and sometimes even life itself was the payment for amoment'sinattention or folly. These
off-worlders cherished wegpons afa—which meant that one must somehow nullify their range, reduce a
struggle to the body to body—since he lacked throwing knives, poleax, sword.

What he had was himself and, of his bones, blood and flesh, he must make the best possible use. If any
of these strange weapons came within his reach and he could gain mastery of them, so much the better,
but desire was not afact and it was facts he must cling to.

Therewould be, he thought as he came step by step, breath by breath, from the Center and fastened
again on the outer world, little chance to try any ploy while they were aboard ship. Evenif by some
totally unheard of smile of the Assha Gods he might be able to somehow seize control of the ship, he
would il be helplesswithin ameta shell, surrounded by enemies, and unable to command the forces
which would take them planetward.

Therefore—wait—the patience of the isshawas well-known, another of their unseen wegpons. Wait and
learn. He must know more now of this Tssek, of what they might face upon disembarking there.

He shifted hisweight alittle and Zurzal |ooked at him.
"What isthe nature of Tssek, Learned One?"
The Zacathan nodded asif he were answered a question he had not asked.

"Itiswhat istermed aheavy metal world. There are many greet cities wherein factories turn out
machinery for mining—not only the mines of the north mountains which gppear to be bottomlessin their
promise of rich ore—but aso for shipping off-world. Machines work and the people [abor with them. It
isvery different from Asborgan.”

Wéll, he had half suspected that he would not be favored by fortune even in that much. Jofre nodded. He
was being shunted into an entirely different life. But he had one rock to cling to—isshatraining. That was
not of machines, but of men. If men came to depend upon machines so grestly, would they strive to keep



aso in balance with the Quiet of Center?

"It isacontentious world,” the Zacathan was continuing, "or once was. Parts of the land arerichin
minerds, or in soil able to produce bounteous crops. The people are—or perhaps we should say
were—inclined to greed. Generations ago there were anumber of nations which warred, each striving to
take over some advantages they believed their neighbor controlled—agood port, afertile valey, mines
newly discovered in the upper ranges.

"It was then that they forged ahead in the making of weapons. Rumor suggests that some of the
dissatisfied dedt with the Guild, buying up off-world weapons which they might copy in their own way.
Which may not betoo far from the truth, for the Guild is noted for fishing in disturbed waters.

"Then, as has been many times over in the history of numberlessworlds, there arose to power their
leader of genius. In asingle generation Fer SRang, as| have said, united the Tribes, united them asa
whole world. He proved, however, to be unusud in the fact that after he made himself Holder of Tssek
that act indeed meant the saving of hisworld. Peace brought trade and the factories turned out products
which could be sold off-world. The people prospered—except for ahandful of the old noble families
who resented their loss of power and made of themselves anirritation to the Authorities.

"Fifty years ago—these of Tssek are long-lived and their medical science was much advanced by thelr
wars—there was afina meeting arranged between Fer sSRang and the two most important rebels. Fer
sRang died—"

"Assassinated!" Jofre could follow thiskind of politics very well.

But Zurzal was shaking his head. "No. He seemed to have died quite naturadly, though he was till, by the
standards of Tssek, only in middle age. They believed someinner hidden weakness hit. At his deeth he
had made plain that he was to be succeeded by the man who is the present Holder and was then his
trusted second-in-command. It isthat ceremony which the Holder wishesto reenact by the time scanner
for dl of Tssek."

Jofre used finger speech. "Then there is something he must prove.” To follow thisideawas easy.

"He wishes," to Jofre's surprise the Zacathan answered him aloud—did he not care that there might be
those same ears he warned of earlier?"He wishesto recover the past for the glory of Tssek, for the
edification of those born since that historic hour."

Wordswhich held avery clear meaning. It was necessary somehow that this Holder make plain the fact
that the rulership had indeed passed peacefully to him and by thewill of hisown lord. Therefore, there
must be those who did not believe this; there were questions being asked somewhere—and with force
enough so that the Holder must make his answer very plain. Even though Zurzal had warned this
messenger that perhaps the time recal ler would not work—the Zacathan had never claimed that it could,
he only hoped that it might. Which meant—Jofre's lips turned up in the thinnest of smiles—the Holder
had some plan he thought would make the experiment foolproof. That was something to consider. The
Brothers had taken part in subterfuges of one kind or another—played major rolesin some. This was not
agrange and dien form of warfare.

"Learned One," he said in the quiet tone of one gtating afact, "if anyone can show the Holder what he
wishes from the past, then that one must certainly be you."

They were not visited again by the Horde Commander. Twice Harse appeared with messages from his
officer, asking if dl wasto the Zacathan'sliking and if there were anything he wished. The pretense of
honored guest was now being played to the limit.



On the gppearance of the Tssekian guard Jofre made himsdlf asinconspicuous as possible while he
studied every movement of the man's body. At first Harse had kept his back to the door, outside which
Jofre could hear some movement—which suggested he had come with backups. But on the second visit
he was forced to crossthe cabin to give Zurza atape case and explain that this was a mock-up of the
ceremony of which the Zacathan was to be an important part, sent to him to study.

Jofre could have taken the Tssekian during that short meeting, he was sure of it, but it would avail him
nothing. Not on board ship. In the meantime he might seem for periods to be dozing himself, but instead
he was actively exercisng isshafashion.

When the tape was run and Jofre invited to look at the small screen of the reader there gppeared a
building of forma and austere architecture with awide audience hall. Centered in thiswas atwo-step
dais on which were severa chairs alined. Though the tape wasin color the apartment was bare,
grey-white wall and showed no attempt at decoration. There was nothing to view except the static dais
and the chairs.

Then flashed on a second scenein bright color but so atic that those in it might have been caught in the
same pardyzing stass which had held Jofre prisoner. They wore brightly colored clothes with the look of
uniforms and there were a sprinkle of jeweled insggniaeverywhere. A voice, usng trade tongue, came out
of nowherein explanation:

"The historic meeting between the Holder Fer sRang and the Lords of Nin and Vart as shown in the
painting of ResDion."

Five men were seated in those chairs on the dai's; the sixth ssood among them, one hand upheld asif to
underline some point of speech. Two of hislisenerswere leaning forward asif very intent on what he
was saying. The other three did not appear so moved. Now Jofre sighted a seventh man on the lower
gtep of the dais towards the back where the shadow overhung and nearly erased him from sight: the
present Holder in attendance.

Jofre could see very little of the man, his head was turned away so that his face was only adice of cheek.
Y et there was something—Jofre wished there was some way of sharpening the screen or bringing the
scene closer that he might catch more details of that near-hidden man. He could only guess, but it seemed
to him that the position of one hand was odd. It seemed to be raised breast high and flattened horizontaly
asif it supported aweight and yet there was plainly nothing resting there.

From the time the Zacathan had told him the history of this scene Jofre had fastened on the relationship
between Fer sRang and the man who had succeeded him. If this shadow figure was the Holder-to-be,
why was he not in amore important position at this meeting? Certainly he was not on the dai's, where one
expected the second-in-command to stand.

"Learned One," Jofre asked, "after the death of Fer SRang was there any trouble? Any claim that he was
the victim of some attack?"

"Far fromit. His persona physician reveded that he had been suffering from afatd illnessfor severa
months, that he had really made a supreme effort to rise from his deathbed to cement the aliance pictured
here. It was cemented over hisbody by those shocked into fellowship by such aloss.™

Still—Jofre was too well versed in the devious tricks played by the valley lords to completely accept that
story. It was far too convenient for the present Holder— an alliance at the death of his predecessor,
sworn to by men who had doubtless been completely stunned by that desth—too much awhim of
fortune. He had heard tell of other deaths, carefully executed to order by isshatrained to complete
anonymoudy action requiring months of tortuousintrigue. Not that it mattered now what had happened



fifty years ago—unless Zurzal's time scanner could produce a copy of just what they were viewing now.
"Can it be done—that scene brought into being again?' He wriggled one finger at the screened picture.

"Y ou can answer that perhapsaswell as| can." Zurzal's good hand arose to rub across the growing
stump of hismaimed one, asif the renewing flesh and bone itched as might awound in the progress of
heding. "I have had somefleeting successes, itistrue.”

He did not continue but Jofre thought he could pick up what the other was leaving unsaid, that Zurza was
honestly wary of any successin this venture. Which meant that they could have only afleeting vaueto
their captors.

Frustration bit at Jofre but he could do nothing, save prepare as best he could for the first chance he
would have which would promise even the remotest chance of escape.

In the days which followed he had to fight againgt the constant urge for action. He refused to let himsalf
walk the floor as sometimes his body demanded, wanting to be free. All he could do was draw upon the
Center—

There was one smdl thing to which his mind continualy turned—the fact that when he had been, he was
sure, very near death from the stass wespon, contact with the stone from Qaw-en-itter had somehow
given him the strength to hold on. He took to studying the stone and made small discoveries, though he
was cautious about it—it came from a cursed place and some of the darkness which gathered there
couldwel ding.

Hefound that if he held it cupped between his pamswhen he did his Center seeking, he was brought
much more quickly to the state of body awareness he wished. Once, when trying amemory exercise he
pressed it to hisforehead and then nearly dropped it when he was answered with a painful burst of
jangled images which even |eft him partidly blinded for some very frightening moments.

Something kept him from showing hisfind to the Zacathan. He only brought it out when Zurzal was
resting or deeply occupied with the studies which had to do with the scanner. By now Jofre was
convinced that what he held could only have broken off of the Lair ssone whose death had signified lso
the abandonment of Qaw-en-itter. No one—except the Masters and the senior priests—knew the
relationship between men and the Lair stones. Those were assha—of the innermost of the Shadows. Nor
had Jofre ever heard of anyone possessing an artifact such as he had found.

Perhaps a prudent man would have |eft it where he had discovered it—any Brother woul d—but—it
remained that he was not by birth or blood a Brother—he was an off-worlder. And when he thought of
that he knew atrickle of cold within. From what world had he sprung in the beginning? How did that
other breeding limit—or aid—theisshanow ingrained in him?

There would be more than onetria ahead to test both his limits and his successes, and al he was must be
pushed to making certain he faced al squarely and aert.

THEY DID NOT TOUCH FOOT TO TSSEKIAN SOIL ONCE they had earthed. Rather Jofre found
himsalf squeezed in between Harse and one of hislook-aikes on the second seat of aflitter which had



made a precise connection with alanding platform. While Zurzal waswedged in with the Horde
Commander and the pilot on the fore seat. Just as hisfirst glimpse of Tssekian architecture viathe vison
screen had impressed him with stark utility and no concessions to any softening of line, so did theloom of
the buildings between which their present vehicle streaked itsway offer avague threet, asif eechwasa
sentinel on duty and those of the population about were prisoners.

They did not linger in that somber pile of acity but rather sped on into open land beyond. Jofre could not
move enough in his seat to see what lay below them. But the walls were gone and, except for sight of a
distant skeleton-like erection or two, they were now in the clear.

Their craft gpparently had reached maximum speed and was being held so. However, they were not
aoneinthe sky. During therr flight through the city they had passed anumber of smilar craft and, once
they had reached the outer ways beyond that stand of buildings, a second flitter hung close, alittle
behind, but apparently bound for the same god.

Jofre had made no resistance to the somewhat rough handling which had steered him to his present sest.
Neither of the guards broke silence, and their craggy features were set in stolid, dmost stupid, patterns.
However, Jofre was well aware that in no way must he underestimate these followers of the Holder. He
was lucky in that he had not been placed in bonds and would continue to be most biddable while he
noted al he could pick up from his surroundings. Both of these guards were trained, though not, he
believed, in the more outre systems of theissha. Armed or not, and given the smallest of chances, he
could take them both. But that must wait upon atime when such amove could be made profitable. At
least they had not stassed him again and he was given that small freedom.

Theflitter fell into acircling pattern and began to descend near a building some four stories high. 1t was
not the stolid block of the city structure but rather was a different design atogether. There had been some
ornamentation about the windows and one could catch flashes of color through those asif they were
curtained. Then their craft set down on a perch extending from the side of the building just under therise
of the top story. Facing them one of those windows had been expanded into adoorway by which aman
inabrilliant yelow tunic sood waiting.

At the sght of the Zacathan he bowed—apparently the subterfuge that Zurzal was awelcome guest was
to be carried on. Jofrewas given asharp dig in the ribs to send him after hisemployer astheflitter took
off, justin timeto clear alanding spot for that second craft which had followed them from the city.

The ydlow-tunicked man was waving Zurzal in before him and a meaty hand on Jofre's shoulder hurried
him in the same direction. He gathered, by the placing of that goad and a certain tenseness of histwo
guards, that they did not want any passenger which the second craft might have brought to be seen.

She did not have to be seen. The dtrict training of years kept Jofre from any hat in his step. He did not
turn his head as every atom of him wished. Here—! Who was she? What she was he knew from that
faint whiff of scent which had reached him. Only inthe Lairswasthat distilled, to be one of the minor
weapons of the Others—the Sigters, of whom he had seen exactly two in hisfull lifetime, and then only
from adistance. Daughters were few in the Lair and those were born there, not recruited from the land at
large asthe Brothers mainly werein childhood. Their fabled prowessin their own field was the bed from
which legend and rumor both grew mighty tales.

One of theissha—and awoman! He alowed hisarm to swing loosely by hissde, twice brushing the
thigh of the guard who had herded him to the doorway. Hisforefinger and thumb moved. She might
never sght that signal, nor sighting it, have any desireto reved hersdf. Certainly shewashereon a
mission and he could not believe that that had anything to do with him or Zurzal. But the fact that she
would be under the same roof—or so it would seem— was a new factor to be considered.



She certainly was not following them. He caught no trace of sound and that faint touch of scent on the air
was gone as he passed into the room beyond that door. Nor did they linger there, for the Zacathan's
guide had dready reached amatching porta on the other wall of the small chamber and was bowing
Zurzd through. While Harse and his companion, paying no heed to any such formality, propelled Jofre
adong inthar wake.

A twist down two corridors and they entered aroom where the walls were an eye-searing riot of color,
great sweeps of brushwork in vivid shades seeming gpplied with no reason in sometimes crisscrossing
directions. Thefloor wasthickly carpeted in amaterid possessing the texture of some kind of fur—and
therewas furniture gilded, carved, and inlaid, within tawdry splendor which fought vaiantly with thewalls.
It was aroom in which to keep the eyes shut if possible.

"Ask whatever you wish, Illustrious Learned One." The man in the yellow tunic was speaking trade
language in an aily voice which matched his moon-round face and thick-lipped mouth. "All isa your

Jofre's guards had not crossed the threshold; that hand on his shoulder had merely propelled him within.
He stood where hewas and Y elow Tunic had to take aside step to pass him in order to reach the door.
As soon asthat closed Jofre went into action. A single stride brought his ear flat againgt the panelsand
then he nodded. They had been locked in.

Zurza's snout grin was plain to read. He put the box he had refused to let anyone touch on atable which
gtood in the middle of the room.

"We areindeed honored guests,” the hiss underlay that observation.

Jofre had been forcing himself to eye those riotous walls. The Zacathan had been sure on board ship that
they were under observation—how much more certain that must be here in the enemies own home
territory. He had to blink and blink again; staring too intently at any of the swathes of color hurt hiseyes.
Perhaps that was exactly what was intended—to keep any inmate from a prolonged examination of the
wdls.

"For how long?' He thought he dared ask that doud.
"For aslong asis necessary to satisfy the Holder's need of us."
That was an answer which could be trand ated two ways and one of them deedly.

Jofre set himsdlf to ingpect their quarters. They had been favored with asuite, dl lavishly
furnished—including aroom with apool of water which bubbled alittle a one end from which there
arose acloying scent. Zurza stooped and dabbled afinger in that.

"S00000— Y es, we are indeed honored guests—and well prepared for. This might well be my Zoxan
home quarters— even the vantan poal for relaxing.”

Jofre had gone on to another discovery. Although the walls of this building had been pierced by those
windows he had sighted during the descending circle of theflitter, here there were no openings on the
outer world at al. Nor was there any sign of another door such as the one through which they had
entered the apartment. They were seded in asmuch asif they had been escorted into some vdley lord's

deepest dungeon.

There was a sound—Jofre's head twisted so he looked to the wall from which that had come—athin
wailing, shrilling which made him wish to raise hands to cover ears. It did up and down ascae worse



than any Whine drum.

"Y essssss—d| the comforts of home," Zurzal continued. "Now that is the second movement of Zamcd's
Storm Symphony. It isapity | am not alover of Zamca's work— something alittle lighter would be
moreto my taste."

As abruptly asit had begun that wailing ended. Jofre shot a side glance at the Zacathan and saw a
taloned finger move in assent. They were under observation. But he also commented aoud.

"It would seem, Learned One, that your voice is enough to summon or dismiss.”

"Y essss—how very enterprising of those who designed these quarters. We shal doubtlessfind much
here for our benefit. Now, | seethat our luggage, such asit is, has preceded us. Shall we dedl with that?"

Jofre was surprised to discover that his own shoulder pack had indeed appeared along with Zurza's
persona baggage. It had been ruthlessy ransacked and anything which could be classed by the ingpector
as aweapon had been taken. However, as he crouched on the floor, Jofre dipped his hand aong the
edge of the overflap and fdlt that reassuring resistance to hisfingers. So—the Makwire remained to him
and, even though it might be nothing againgt a stass gun, hefdt asurge of satisfaction. Every inch of that
hidden chain was known to him by weight, by fedl, and he knew just what it could do in close quarters.

Zurza was prosaically stacking his clothing and other belongings away in achest but Jofre merely
dragged his pack to one side, alowing his shouldersto sag ashe did so. If hewerein luck, any watcher
would believe that he learned of his weagponless state and was cast down by it.

It had been midaftemoon when they had earthed on Tssek—it must now be close to evening. Where was
that other he was now sure was under this same roof—and what did she prepare—and for whom?

She was making hersdlf felt indeed. One glance a walls, nearly asviolently disfigured asthosein the
Zacathan's suite, had brought an instant and vigorous protest. Screens had been hurriedly found and set
here and there and even lengths of cloth hung to cover those eye-torturing lines. Her own baggage was
extensve and she refused to alow the maidservant they had produced to touch most of the contents,
ingpecting the girl's hands disdainfully and dismissing them as being too rough to be entrusted with her fine

belongings.

All the time she was bending these Tssekians to her will in this enjoyable fashion, another part of her mind
had fastened on one thing. Those other two, plainly prisonerswho had preceded her from the ship to this
place. One was a Zacathan, so of course, the one Sopt SQu had been so vocal about. The other one—
Without thinking her right forefinger touched the thumb besideit. Issha—! She had been right.
And—surdly it would be too much of a coincidence to believe that thiswas other than that outlaw Zarn
had been so intent on eliminating. He was certainly taler than any of the Brothers she had seen—but she
must be wary. To make any move before one knew one's path was the way of afool.

Besdes her own mission must and would comefirst. She would take thefirst step to insure that thisvery
night.

* k ok

The messenger they had expected arrived at last. As the man who had ushered them into these quarters,
he wore ayelow tunic, thisaso garnished by gold lace asif he strove in part to outglitter the walls about.

"Illustrious Learned Ones," heintroduced himself, "I am Dat sLern at your service. Isdl to your liking?*
He addressed the Zacathan only, but his eyes had lingered for a second on Jofre who sat cross-legged
againg thewall, his shouldersalittle hunched, his demeanor very much of one helplessand sulking



because of it.

"Y our hospitdity, Dat sLern, leaves nothing to be desired,” returned Zurza blandly, "except of course
the smal matter of our freedom."

"Freedom? But, Illustrious Learned One, that is, of course, entirely yours—"

"Inreturnfor?' Zurza waslounging in one of the easirests, showing no form of polite return to any
effusvenessthe other might offer.

"In return for your word, Learned One, your word that you will be willing to await a peaceful meeting
with our Leader." The man'sright arm swung up in agtiff sdute. "He wishes nothing but your comfort,
truly, Learned One. Thisis hiscountry placefor rest and relaxation; it has many amenities; please make
yourself free of any you wish to sample. Y our—guard, however—" That stare was turned once morein
Jofre'sdirection.

"Yesssss—" Zurza hissed asthe man paused, "What of my guard? Y ou have left him empty-handed,
disarmed. Do the noted warriors of Tssek fear attack by his bare hands?*

"Learned Oneg, itisonly by specia favor that he shares your quarters. The regulations state that persona
guards are permitted only by the favor of the Holder and he does not give that often. Perhaps—since
your serviceis about to mean so much to him, he may make an exception. However, even if your guard
ismadefree of this place, hewill bear no arms; that is forbidden!

"Now, Learned One," he had stepped back towards the door, "1 am to summon you to ameeting with
the Holder; he has most gracioudy invited you to share his evening medl. The Holder livessmply
here—he does not dine formdly, rather wishesto be able to converse easily with those he has a
particular desireto mest.”

Zurza arosefrom the easirest. "Since | have dso aparticular desire to meet him at the present moment,
thisisvery fortunate. Lead on, House Master."

Asthe Zacathan passed Jofre his hand shaped the message:
"Wetch out!"

Asif he needed such, Jofre thought, with asmal bitterness—though his NOT watching out, being
prepared for al eventudities, had landed them right here. The door closed behind the Zacathan and the
Tssekian, and he was | eft to brood.

Except brooding was awaste of time. Either his eyes had become somewhat accustomed to those
flashing walls or e se some of the strident color had been dimmed. Perhaps the whole effect was meant to
distract newcomersinto these apartments, throw them somewhat off guard. Now he made no moveto
risefrom his position near floor level but he began a squinting survey of the nearest spread of flashed,
crooked lines, and splashes of raw color.

Within a short time he believed he had located at |east two spy holesin that length. Jofre gave hiseyesa
rest by centering outward sight on his two motionless hands and concentrating the inner strength. He was
aert enough not to be startled when the door did open—foresense had given the proper darm.

Harse entered with atray which he dumped unceremonioudy down on the top of the table. He stood,
hands on his hips, fingers brushing in passng sgnificantly againg his festoon of belt wegpons, histhickish
lips snarling as he stared at Jofre. Then he grunted something in the guttural local tongue and went out.



Theisshartrained needed no ear to door to assure himself that he was locked in—perhaps even with a
guard at ready. But—histongue swept across hislips asif he savored the sedom known taste of lar
honey—he could have taken Harse. He knew that as certainly asif the action had been carried out in full.

One studied each tiny movement of the enemy, each flicker of eye, which foreran action. These
Tssekians made so plain their contempt for their opponents, their overwhelming confidencein their
abilities, that they held and handled themsaves as awkwardly and transparently as the youngster new
cometotheLar aamscourt. Y es, he could take Harse—and when the time came he would. But he must
know more of what lay beyond that door.

With the quiet pad tread of a hunting ossack Jofre went to the table and uncovered the dishes. Drugs?
Poisons? He did not think the latter—but the former might just be in the Holder's program for keeping his
unwilling guests under control.

There was arich and mouth-watering savor rising from the larger plate. Jofre touched fingertip into the
thick gravy about the chunks of unidentified mest there, and transferred that taste with alick of his
tongue. Though each world might haveits narcotic drugs—with al those of Asborgan he wasfamiliar, he
could sense nothing of that like here. But—

Jofrethrust fingersinto his girdle and freed the talisman from Qaw-en-itter. It wasthe only touchstone he
had and assha matters were quick to warn of danger. Hiding what he did by cupping the stone within his
pam, he passed it closdly over the dish and then squinted between hisfingers at the one's surface.
Therewas no hint of lifewithin that ovoid though it felt warm to hishand asit dwaysdid. So—well, life
wasfull of chances—he had long ago been rendered immune to the poisons of Asborgan—he could
hope that held here. They had supplied him with no eating knife and his own was gone. He was forced to
use hisfingers as might any land grubber who shared a common pot, but he ate, dowly and chewing each
bit to the limit, aert to any change of taste in any mouthful, though that did not come.

They had supplied him with a square of cloth on which he could wipe his greasy hands, and as he did so
with dow strokes he went back to his study of the walls, through narrowed eyes asif that lethargy which
comes from afull somach was dready cregping over him.

[lustriouslady," that girl actudly stuttered and she had a harsh voiceinto the bargain. If she who now
named herself Taynad Jawebright was to be properly served, she would have something to say about the
selecting of her servants. These off-world lar beetles were going to step smartly to her gripharp sooner or
later.

Taynad was surprised, however, though of course she would not show it, a the summons that pompous
fool of ahouse master had just ddlivered. She had expected afirst interview in private, not to betold to
report to afood table and eat in public—even avaley lord had better manners than to approach the
highest rank of Jewelbright so. But what could be expected from those who had no proper issha
sheping?

The robe she had long ago selected for thisfirst meeting must be the one, though it was not entirely

proper for such an occasion. However, one would not expect this Holder to be aware of the nice
graduations of formal robing as practiced in a Jewe House.



She stood to alow thisinept maid to settle it over her shoulders, but for the rest she pushed the girl away
and clasped her own girdle, plucked the hold collar into just the proper angle, and then leaned forward
towards the wide mirror—at least they had not stinted her there—to place the moryen gem on her
forehead. Moving back alittle she examined her whole reflection with avery critica eye.

Her specialy bleached skin wasfaintly rose under itsfirmivory surface. The hair so carefully cared for
and induced to grow over the yearsto a proper length for atrue Jewe bright beauty was very dark in
contrast to the ever-changing colors of her near transparent garment, but it was not black, rather when
she moved there were glintsin it of deep rich red. Her features were well shaped and had been schooled
into the masklike expression to be worn in open company.

Well enough, she had prepared her weapons—now it was to the arms court to see how well those could
be used. She saw the maid's face reflected over her shoulder in the mirror as she arose fluidly. The stupid
child wasin the proper state of awe—let her hopethat alike effect would fal on the company waiting to

be met.

The maid hurried to open the door and Taynad swept through, the veiling which was her gown swirlingin
ever-changing color about her. At least she was being given a proper entourage. There were four of the
hefty guards statue till at attention, their eyes not daring to follow her, asthey cameto lifeand fell in
about her. While the house master trotted like a ushound back to his master at the fore of their small
procession.

They passed down the hall, passing several open or half-open doorways and Taynad waswell aware
that she was on view. She dso fed upon the emotions which the sight of her awoke. Easy—easy these
Tssekians—it certainly must be that they were totaly unacquainted with the Jewelbright. Were dl their
women as clumsy and heavy bodied as the servant they had inflicted on her? She probably had noriva,
though she must not be overconfident. Sometimes the tastes of off-worldersran in strange patterns.

The house master ushered her into a high-ceilinged room with the same col or-scrawled walls which made
her suppress ashudder. In the exact center of what seemed an overlong room for the purpose was adais
crowned by atable and severd chairs, each one upholstered in avivid color which inclined to war with
the hue of itsneighbors.

One of the occupants of that dais had arisen and now stepped down, his arm swinging across the breast
of hisoverly ornate jacket in what was doubtless meant to be a gesture of greeting. The Horde
Commander—

Taynad inclined her head at just the proper gracious angle, indicating that she acknowledged hisright to
30 meet her. However, it was the man who had not stood, who instead sat, dightly hunched, in the mid
chair at that table, who was the important one. She placed two fingers on the back of the hand Sopt SQu
extended and matched step with him as he turned back to the dais.

Below the first step she dropped the touch and curled gracefully forward in the
Firg-Time-House-Greeting obel sance, bringing her two hands together, fingers pointed upward, under
her chin and lowering her head, but not so far that she did not have full view of the two at the table.

One of them had arisen in proper courtesy and she knew him ingtantly for the Zacathan. The other
continued to Sit, staring at her, though she had not missed that sudden widening of hiseyes. He might put
on the seeming of one encased in boredom, one who must be coaxed and teased into whatever these
Tssekians deemed was the proper height of pleasure, but certainly he had not seen HER like before.

"This Jawd one," she used the trade tongue, though she might have spoken in his own guttura
sounds—only it wasfar better that these believed her lacking in knowledge of their speech—at least for



awhile, "arrives, lllugtrious Lord of Many Lands and High Towers."

He made no move except for one hand and he snapped the fingers of that. From somewhere below the
leve of her sight, hidden by the folds of the golden cloth which enveloped the table, arose afurred
cregture.

It was about the size of atwo-year-old child and humanoid enough that, asit jumped to the arm of its
master's chair, it squatted on its haunches and held its upper limbs and paws as one would use ams and
hands. Its body was covered deekly with atightly curled fur growth of dull grey-blue. The head was
round with the snout seemingly pushed back towards the skull, so that the flesh there was wrinkled. Eyes
which were apparently pupilless, like opaque copper gems, were overlarge and were now regarding
Taynad oddly. She gaveit aquick glance, unableto judge what it might be.

Earslong, shaped like pointed leaves, thetips of them bearing tufts of fur, flanked the skull on either Side,
set well back on the head. Those tufted tips now tilted in her direction.

I ssha knowledge gave a certain rgpport with adl living things. Those of the Lair had contact with and
made use, on occasion, of flyers, cregpers, runners which were native to the mountain heights. But
Taynad sensed here something which was not quite anima. Wasit apotential danger? The Shagga
priests, she knew, had such control over some creatures as to even make of them weapons. Had this
Holder such aprotection in thisthing?

She could not continueto hold her position of forma greeting without losing face—that command of the
Stuation which shemust retain at al costs. Was this thrice-cursed world ruler never going to make her
any welcome?

He wasleaning afraction forward again and thistime she felt alittle more at ease; there was no mistaking
that she had begun to awaken hisinterest. Shoving aside the creature he had summoned a moment
earlier, he got to hisfeet.

As Sopt sQu he was a short man, seeming dmost of a different race than the tall guards—which, of
course, might be true. His skin was very fair and bore no trace of beard, nor did he show any great signs
of age—thelife span on Tssek must be a greatly advanced one. His hair came to asharp peak over
brows which danted alittle upward and was nearly as dark as her own. On one cheek therewas a
digtinct pattern of red lines asif he had been tattooed.

"Our houseishonored." Thetimbre of hisvoice was oddly rich, dmost he spoke as would alegender of
alord'shdl, trained to make the most of every possibleinflection. It held warmth which drew but which
wasin contrast to the man himself. "Will the most Gracious Jeweled One guest with us?!

Shoving back his chair afraction, he moved around the table and took two steps down from the dais.
Beside her Taynad heard the indrawn breath of the Horde Commander—apparently she wasindeed in
the process of being given some extraordinary honor.

Then the Holder held out his own hand as his subordinate had earlier, and with confidence and the air of
oneonly claming what wasrightfully her own, Taynad advanced to touch fingers. Only it was not polite
and formd finger touch which greeted her, rather he actualy grasped her hand in his and she recognized
the gesture of one taking possession. Thefirst encounter—he must believe that it would be whally al his
desire. She meekly dlowed him to steer her up to the daisand ingtal her in the chair next to his.

The furred creature had made no sound but had continued to eye her, and Taynad felt atinge of
unessiness.



"Thisisour good friend," the Holder had gestured toward the Zacathan, who bowed where he stood.
"The Histechneer Zurzal, who will lend the fruit of hisgreet learning to our project. And"—helet hishand
fall sothat hisfingers did from the nape of the furred cresture's neck down its back—"thisisYan." He
gave no other explanation of what purpose the creature served. Instead he reached out and selected a
round blue fruit from adish before him and dropped it into eagerly reaching paw hands.

Servants appeared with food and it would seem that the Holder did not encourage speech while egting,
for hiseyeswere mainly on his plate, severa times sending a portion of some proffered dish to ether the
Zacathan or Taynad by afinger flicking gesture done.

She atedaintily and lightly, sipping very carefully the full-bodied drink poured into the crysta goblet by
her right hand. It was an epicuré's med rightly enough and she would have had ahard time putting names
to the contents of the dishes.

The Zacathan was as much ateasing point of interest asthe Tssekian ruler. 1t would seem that he was
now an honored guest. Did that mean that he had agreed to whatever project the Holder had in mind?
Listen—noat only to words, her thoughts urged, but to the inflection of voicesif and when these about her
began to converse. Very much could be learned from that.

With the passing of time the violent patterns on the wall had dimmed. Jofre moved from room to room of
the suite, each time gpparently on some small errand which he dutifully carried out, searching for other
oy vents, to learn that they would certainly be under observation, for al the chambers that made up their
quarters were so supplied.

During their last days on the ship he had managed to make plain to Zurza that he must learn something of
the Tssekian language. The Zacathan had the ability of his speciesto pick up an dien tongue quickly but
Jofre did not trust himsdlf to do likewise. Asborgan speech and didects he knew in plenty, even ashe
knew finger speech. And the trade tongue had been required study for severa yearsinthe Lair, but
other-world tongues were difficult.

Hewaswell aware that space travelers often encountered peoples whose physical makeup aone kept
them from sharing acommon speech with strangers—then the trandators such ashe had seen in use at
the hive bank were in common use. But he must be able to learn enough on Tssek to operate. Jofre
refused to believe that he would not get the chance to strike for their freedom sooner or later.

Now he ddliberately made use of one of the appointments of the suite that Zurza had pointed out earlier
in passing. There were buttons to be pushed on the rim of abox set into thewall. Then on the screen
above that flashed into life scenes of people, bursts of talking, even of music which was sometimes harsh
and sometimes stirring. He seated himsdlf before this now and brought the screento life. Not only his
ears but his eyeswere trained on what he watched with issha concentration. There were movements of
the mouths which sputtered and spoke, very faint changes of postion, dl which could be studied. Zurza
hed given him ashort briefing in theloca diaect—limited even more to trade tongue which everyone
knew could not contain the real nuances of constant speech.

He began to catch words whose meaning he did recognize and repeated them under his breath. What he
was watching he took to be a sharing of general news. Then that faded and what followed appeared to
be reenactments of some kind, for the Tssekians employed in the action wore clothing unlike any he had
seen S0 far and they moved with a certain formality which amost aped ritual ceremony.

To make any sense of thiswas difficult but Jofre persevered. It was an exercise, just like any other of
training, and only constant usage made any exercise profitable. He was frowning intently at a scene
wherein abound Tssekian had just been deprived of his head, apparently to the dismay of anumber of



females who had been forcibly lined up to watch this disaster, when the screen went black for asecond,
only to cometo life again showing aface so enlarged that it nearly covered the whole area.

"—enemies—die—in honor—unite against—the Great Destroyer—"

A click and the face was gone, but the scenes it had superseded did not return, and, though Jofre
fingered the control buttonsin every possible pattern, he could not gain any change in the dark screen.
But he was very certain that that face had had nothing to do with the program he had been watching and
the few words he had understood were intended to be an arousd for those who heard them.

There had been anger and fear—the anger for the moment overriding fear—in that shouting voice and
isshainginct picked it up easlly.

Jofrewas dtill trying to gain back some life from the machine when the click of the door behind him
brought him to hisfeet. Had hisuse of thisingtalation triggered some trouble with the Tssekianson
guard? His hand went to his girdle where earlier he had carefully wound in the Makwire.

However, it was Zurzal who entered, though the door was shut so quickly behind him that it was closeto
adam, asif hisescort was glad to have him safely back under lock and key again.

"Y ou have had a profitable evening, Learned One?" Jofre asked.

It was plain to see by the yelowish tinge of the Zacathan's neck frill that he was not completely at ease.
What amercy that the isshakind did not have such betraying body part. To learn control of something
such asthat might tax even aLar Master.

"After afashion. We are not the only gueststhe Illustrious Holder has seen fit to gather to him. She must
have shared our ship—even though we knew nothing of it. It ssemsthat Sopt sQu hastruly thought to
please his magter; he hasimported a Jewdbright!™

So—Jofre had hisanswer. Not dl jewels of any establishment were issha—Sisters of Shadows—but it
wasavery useful cover for any assgnment those were given.

"A Jewelbright," he echoed the Zacathan but, at the same time, holding hisright hand where only Zurza
might seeit in spite of al those spy holes. Jofre sketched the thumb to forefinger—, the recognition signa
of hisown kind.

Thereptilian eyes of the other narrowed only afraction. Jofre knew that Zurzal had picked up that
identification and that now they must both wonder what this new player, whose part in the game they
could not guess, was about to do.

"It costs more than four lords ransom,” he said as one commenting on awonder, "to select a Jewelbright
for persona service. This Horde Commander must indeed wish to curry favor—"

Gain favor, Jofre wondered, or had Sopt sQu imported aweapon, the danger of which he himself was
sure no Tssekian could gauge?

JOFRE KNELT ON THE TILESWHICH ENCIRCLED THE large bathing place of their quarters.



Zurza's body was stretched out in gpparent ease, aturgid greenish liquid hiding much of hislength. But
he had one shoulder hunched over the edge of that miniature pool, the one which ended in the very
dowly growing arm replacement, and the small fingers of that undersized hand were moving along the
tiles, trailing through a violet soap smear.

Though the oathsman was gpparently just waiting with aroll of towel across his shoulder, he did not miss
the least movement of those smdll fingers. Zurza was mapping out for him the ways outside these rooms
asfar asthe Zacathan himsdlf had followed them.

But what the Zurza spoke of audibly was something entirely different.
"The Illugtrious Holder," he commented, "iswell served. He also possessesa Jat.”
"Learned One, aJat is—?"

"'Something one would not expect to find thisfar from Varingholm. Thereisaban on their export
therefrom—"

"A Jat is?" Jofre persisted. That the Holder had another possession which was or seemed to be asrare
asaJewe bright of Asborgan meant resources—or power.

"No man redly knows," Zurza continued. He had brought the pam of the baby hand down on the soapy
tile, splashing away any marking. "They are not animals, though they are apparently unable to
communicate except through the vague mental images, they do not livein communities or gpparently
share any of their lives with another of their kind. Nor are they, by most of our standards, yet judged to
be sentinent beings. There was a nasty traffic in them some years ago—their home planet raided by
daving Jacks. And those who could be located and liberated were returned to Varingholm.”

"Of what vaue are they—their hides?' Jofre perssted.

"By the Teeth of Naman, no!" Zurzal appeared to be honestly shocked as he clambered out of the bath
and reached for the towel Jofre held ready. "Even a Jack would be fire-blasted by hisown kind if he
suggested such athing. They are—it isdifficult to put it into words—the brains of Central Control are not
sure how they do what they do— but they are calmers, possessing an odd ability to project to those they
company soothing thoughts, and, in some indefinable way, actudly appear to heighten the mental
processes of their owners aswell aswarn against perilsto come."

"How could they be endaved if they possessed such capabilities?!

"Eadly enough—through stass. They were carefully kept incommunicado until they were purchased and
then and then only were they released. They bond at once with the person who provides them with food
and water when they are again dert. But they are avery vauable warning sgna againgt anything which or
who threstenstheir bond master and they never willingly leave that owner.”

Another shield for the Holder then—this Jat. But it was not the Holder against whom he must now act.
And he was going to make hisfirst movethisvery night. Brother to Shadowsthey called the issha—very
well, he would now appeal to Shadowsfor cover.

He had signed to Zurza what he would do, and, though the Zacathan, it was plain, did not atogether
approve, he did not forbid. Perhaps he thought Jofre did not have a chance to go exploring.

Jofre had sdlected hisfirgt shield with care—alarge cushion. So big it was more abody rest than a
promised patch of comfort. Zurzal was going to bed, leaving the liquid to gurgle out of the pool. Jofre
followed him asfar asthe doorway of that chamber and then flopped down acrossthe portal on his



chosen bed, as any bodyguard must do, were he weaponed or not.

He made afussy busness of settling himself, seemingly finding his choice of bedding difficult to arrange to
his satisfaction. While doing so he dipped the Makwire from his girdie. Then he dropped near the edge
of the cushion, hisleft shoulder against the door itsdlf. The lighted walls had dimmed yet again—perhaps
the Tssekians own clevernessin trying to provide guest comfort was going to work for him.

Sowly, Jofre edged the floppy cushion rollaway from him, subsiding behind it. He had made much of
arranging his pack for apillow and that remained in place. Then, an inch a atime, he began to move
along thewall. It al depended upon the angle of those spy holes. They had been st, asfar as he had
been able to determine, so that those who used them could survey the most of the room— but that meant
they were aimed mainly at those walking or sitting. He shifted over to his ssomach and was digging his
fingersinto the carpeting, keeping to aworm-flat advance dong thewall.

He thrust the thought of time from him, rather drew upon that shadow-sight-hidetrick for aspy. The
corner of thewall faced him. With infinite downess he came into position to head down the next with
which it had right angled. Another corner and he had reached that wall which held the outer door. For a
very long pause he lay facedown, sending out every possible extension of his sensesto reconnoiter for
him.

They could well have fastened on him by now, even watched him, waiting for him to make his big attempt
and then fasten upon him, to deliver adouble blow. That ideahe forced away. His study of Harse and
the other guards had suggested that they were not subtle thinkers, perhaps not skilled in any unusual form
of fighting either, depending only on their chosen wegpons and brute strength.

Once at the door he cameto red danger as he must get to hiskneesto deal with the lock. They did not
use the sophisticated body hesat locks he had seen in the hotel on Wayright, rather he had been aware
every timethey had been visited of afaint click.

Now hisfingers crawled up the surface of the door, the end of the Makwire caught between two. The
forefinger located the small depression and hefelt a surge of satisfaction which heingtantly suppressed.
With the most ddlicate touch he turned the fine end of the wire, to pass back and forth across that
depression until it caught!

Using it as he might the finest of tools, Jofre pressed. To hisjoy it sank afraction and then hit abarrier.
Now—the hair-thin wire he had worked out of the length of Makwire twisted under hisbidding. There
followed aclick, the hair did cleanly in, and, as quickly, he jerked it out and resedled it into the thicker
part of the cail.

Hewas on hisfeet in one movement so swift it might even deceive any watching eye, hispam flat against
the door, the wire a-swing and ready in his other hand.

The door gave no betraying sound under his urging. There was awhiff of odor which he recognized as
that which clung to the clothing of severd of the guards due to their smoking of crumpled native leaves.

That scent done was aguide. Outsde the door the hal waslighter than the room within, giving Jofrea
good sight of the man who was leaning againgt the wall, his shoulder only inches from that doordlit.
Suddenly the Tssekian yawned widely and straightened alittle. Jofre froze but the man did not turn
toward the door he was guarding.

Did not turn, no, but with that smal movement rather ddlivered himself squarely into Jofré's hands. The
issha sent the door open and hisright hand through in ablur of movement. Hisfingers thudded home on
the neck of the Tssekian before the befuddled guard knew what happened and the man folded forward.



That nerve pressure had not been enough to kill, Jofre wanted no bodies to betray him, but it would keep
the fellow unconscious for a space of time, perhaps even leave him unable to account for what had
happened—it sometimes worked that way.

Jofre squeezed through into the halway, pulled the bulk of the guard to a cramped sesting position with
his back to the door which he had drawn closed. He stood assaying the situation. There did not comethe
sound of any darm. Which, of course, did not assure him that such might not have been given.

But he had gained freedom, at least for a space, and he must use that to the best advantage he could.
Also, and that healed afraction the wound to his self-esteem which their kidnapping had dedlt, hewasin
the act of proving that isshatraining had some answers to even off-world technology.

Hedid not riseto hisfull height, rather scooted adong at acrouch, but he was swift and he reached the
end of the corridor whereiit linked to the next in seconds. Thiswas the way to the dining room which
Zurza had outlined in the sogpy rings.

It was deserted, there were no Signs of guards aong it, and all the doors were closed. There could be
someonein wait behind any of those but Jofre had to take that chance.

Thiswas not to be an escape but rather areconnaissance, thus he must take no chances. He did into the
dining hdl. Thelight here was very dim, and only night sight aone was able to assure him there were no
watchers. There were two other doors, wide ones which could be thrown open to accommodate a
whole squad of vistors at atime. He opened each in turn cautioudy. One showed another hall of closed
doors, the light very dull. But not enough to hide that other guard. Jofre pulled back instantly and waited,
Makwire ready. He dare hardly believe he had not been sighted.

However, therewas no alarm and he dipped around the wall to that other doorway. This gave abruptly
onto aterrace and the open night. He could smell the scent of growing things and hear the splash of water
asif from afountain. Severd steps below the terrace lay agarden and into this, with the ease of one
coming hometo the familiar, Jofre quickly faded.

Many of the scents were strange, growing things particular to Tssek, issuing from various forms of
vegetation. He flitted from one welcoming shadow to the next, surveying aswell ashe could his
surroundings. This garden did not give on the open countryside, but rather was set in awell with the four
walls of the building standing to form itslimits. There were doors at intervasin those walls, but for the
moment Jofre did not test those.

He had early sghted the lighted windows afull story above the garden level. Thelight was dim, cut by
drawn curtains, and the three windows from which it issued on aline. Someone was awake there, of that
hewas sure.

Moving inimmediately below that beacon he surveyed the wall. With the proper equipment—now
denied him— hewould have found it an easy climb. At the same time any such action would spotlight him
againg the palewadll a onceto any other intruder in the garden. Regretfully he decided againg that.

It was while he was still fingering the wall's roughish surface, reluctant to leave such a chance to spy, that
he was interrupted by a sound. Instantly he went to cover and from his brush-screened position he saw a
figureflit from the door in thewal below thoseintriguing windows.

Theinvader did not come boldly, rather showed something of the same stedlth Jofre was employing.
And, hiscuriogity fully aroused—for why should any rightful inhabitant of this pile act like arooftop
thief —Jofre moved closer and then took alimited step or two aong the path the other followed. The
newcomer emerged from the thickest shadows when reaching the pavement surrounding the central



fountain.

A woman! The enveloping cape the other wore, even the hood to vell the head, could not disguise the
swing of body and telltale sgns of sex for an issha. For an ingtant he thought of the Jewelbright—if this
were indeed she, he might have his chance to learn more of this unknown Sigter.

But the smdll breeze tirring branch and leaves about brought no whiff of the betraying perfume. Then she
whom he spied upon pushed back her hood a fraction so that he could see features which certainly could
never be assgned to any peerless beaty.

She crouched down beside one of the two benches set to face the fountain and, though the long cloak
masked her movements, Jofre thought she wasin some way hiding or withdrawing from hiding some
object.

He could catch, even through the continued tinkling of the fountain afaint scraping sound, even aclick.
Then shewas on her feet again, hurrying back the way she had come. He watched her disappear before,
like any trail hound, he went to sniff at the place she had been busy.

Hisfingerstouched moist earth, crumbs of it. She had not taken time to sweep entirely away the traces of
her work here. His nails caught under the edge of aflat stone like those which paved the section of earth
between bench and fountain and the rock yielded to his pull. Carefully he used hisfingertips since it was
too dark in this corner to depend upon his eyesto explore the find. What he examined by touch wasa
roll covered with some dick materia, the whole perhaps as big as his hand. Jofre was greatly tempted to
takeit. To hisexploratory pinch the contents within that narrow bag yielded alittle—nothing tiff or hard.
He could, in spite of al hisprodding, discover nothing solid. This might not be a conventional wespon nor
even the fruits of some theft—unless what had been taken was some type of record.

At length he decided to leave it where it was. If he had time to stand spy here, to discover if what he had
uncovered was merely away place for message exchange and not a secure depository, he could
doubtless learn—nbut that time was not his—not this night.

He had dready been away from their gpartment too long. To be sighted by the reviving sentry wasthe
last thing which must happen. Regretfully he replaced the stone and this time he made sure there were no
crumbs of soil about to betray that it had been moved at dll.

Back he prowled through the dining hall, down the corridor. To hisrelief the guard was ill wall
supported and yet as unconscious as he left him and he was able to squeeze within the narrowly open
door and begin the same worm's journey back to his deeping cushion.

Once dretched out there he dlowed himsdlf to relax, loosed the strains he had put upon every sense
during that night'sjourneying. And that relaxation alowed him to dip into the dumber which he had
banished so ruthlesdy earlier. He did not try to relive his exploit, to wonder about what he had
seen—there would be plenty of timefor that |ater.

Though there was no sun beaming through awindow to waken him, the daytime glow of thewalls
appeared to arouse one with the same efficiency. He stretched and became aware that the Zacathan was
ganding near, waiching him.

"Only onewith aquiet mind can deep so well," Zurzal observed. "No dreams, Shadow, to plague you?
That iswell. We need clear minds and ready spirits—"

Jofre sat up. "We need these minds and spiritsto a greater degree than ordinarily, Learned One? | await
orders.”



"The Illustrious Holder has thought that he would like ademondtration—"
"I thought—" Jofre was startled enough to begin when Zurzal interrupted.

"It seemsthat there are those the Holder would like to have see asmall exhibit of what can be expected.
The crew who areto arrange for the broadcast of the Fiftieth time scene believe they can work better if
they are shown what to expect.”

"Thetime scanner inthe hdl—"

"Ah, no. The Holder wishes something alittle lessimpressve. There are some ruins from the old days
within ashort distance. It has been arranged that we visit those with the scanner—and a selected number
of guests—thismorning.”

And if it does not work Jofre wanted to ask but thought better of it. He believed that Zurzal had been
given little or no choice, that the Zacathan was caught earlier than he had expected in atight web of what
must be deception. Oddly enough, however, Jofre detected no sign of disturbance in either the Zurzal's
voice or actions, hisfrill had not risen.

It was midmorning before they were escorted out of their quarters by Harse and his usua squad of
guards, Jofre being ordered at Zurzd's demand to carry abag which the Zacathan inssted held auxiliary
equipment. Once more they entered aflitter waiting on aterrace approach above ground level and took
off, heading out towards arange of hills which gppeared to lead upward, like the beginning of agiant
flight of gairs, into fog-dimmed shapes of mountains.

Jofre saw that other flitter already landed asthey set down and standing by it the Holder and— This
woman was as well robe-wrapped as the one he had spied upon the night before, and yet he was sure of
her identity. The Jewel bright had also been brought to watch this phenomenon of time past.

He was able to pick out the westhered ruins which were their god, so time eroded that there waslittle to
be seen above the drifted earth. Thiswas a country of rocks and what vegetation existed was ameeting
of small drab plants clinging to crevices and the rough parts of the stones.

Jofre had favored the Jewelbright with a single glance. Though there certainly was not much of her to be
seen, even her hands were concealed within the wide, enveloping folds of the cloak, and the hood was
drawn wdll forward to shade her face. That cover-up might have been in protection against the furies of
grit which breezes, funneling down the cut in which they stood, whirled about them.

Sopt sQu was very much to the fore but he was not a happy man, rather one who displayed every sgn
of nervousness. Perhaps even more than Zurzal he feared failure. But he spoke up loudly asthey joined
the other party.

"Thisisaplace of which thereisno mention, even in the First Archives. The Holder wishesto see what
the time scanner will make of this. Perhgps there can be little hope of such far reech—"

Was the Horde Commander trying to provide them with an excuse? If so, Zurza did not fagten onit. In
fact there seemed to be very little uncertainty about the Zacathan— he was al business, beckoning to
Jofre who went down on one knee and unrolled the bundle he had carried, setting together the rods
within as Zurzal had earlier demonstrated, to make a holder for the scanner. In order to steady that on
this rough ground it was necessary for Jofre to hold it in place while the Zacathan worked.

At last Zurza looked over hisshoulder. "I have st it to the farthest extent possible, 111ustrious One, since
thissteissaid to be so old. We can only hopethat it comeswithin range. Now!"



Jofre nearly jumped, for that |ast word had the force of an order as Zurza reached out with hisgood
hand and pressed firmly down on alever.

THERE WAS A SUDDEN UPRISING OF THE GRIT-FILLED wind between them and the
well-eroded stones. Or wasiit that? Jofre blinked and blinked again. That mist appeared to be thickening
in places, thinning patches showing between spots. Color—awarmth of that. But it wasliketrying to see
through abog mist which swirled and eddied, envel oped and reveded.

Figures—yes! At least dim shadows which were not fixed, but appeared to move backward or forward.
He saw with sudden clarity asingle face which held so for no longer than it took him to expel the breath
from hislungs, but he would take full oath to the fact he saw it.

It did not hold long, that mingling of denser shadowsin amist. Then it was gone as Zurza clapped the
edge of hishand down acrossthe lever.

"No—!" That protest had come from the Holder; he done of their company had found avoice.

"Yesssss—" Zurzd hissed. "Would you put such astrain on this," his hand caressed the scanner, "that it
cannot be used without lengthy recharging? Y ou have atime limit set for that which you wish to seethe

"Yes," the Holder nodded, "yes, that is so. But—why do you say this scanner will not work, Learned
One? Havewe not just seenit in action?”

"Have you seen clearly, anything more than unidentifiable shadows?' the Zacathan countered. "Itisa
clear picture, afull onewhich | seek. Now | must rework the setting on this, make very surethat it will
serveaswell asit can the next timeit is called upon.”

What brought Jofre's glance upward to the heights which backed those anonymous ruins he never knew.
But aglimpse of that flash there sent him ingtantly sidewise, to sweep the Zacathan from hisfeet, rocking
the scanner periloudy askew.

There was no sound, but asmell of scorching fabric. He felt the smart of aburn graze dong his shoulder
as he continued to grind Zurzal down against the rock, shielding the other with his own body.

The others were shouting; he heard a crackling and, even though he did not see them clearly, he knew
that blaster beams were cutting back and forth overhead, aiming at a point well above, perhapsthat from
which the first beam had come.

Zurzal was struggling in hishold and for amoment Jofre ressted the Zacathan's fight to free himsalf. Then
he redlized that the other was attempting to move away from that exposure into the lee of one of the
crumbling stands of weathered block. Jofre aided that with astout push. Now they were crouched tightly
together in the smal measure of protection that hollow offered them.

The Holder'sflitter took off, seemingly by astraight upward leap, whirled and turned back towardsthe
outer plain. Their own craft was aso quickly aoft, heading not after thefirst ship, but dong the range of
the heights with now and then the crackle and flash of ablaster beam aimed from it to spatter and dice



rocks. Therewasno sign of any return fire.

Not that that would mean they themsdalves were in the clear. Jofre, surveying as much as he could see of
those rock wals without offering himsalf asagood target, fully expected an attack from above. And he
was not the only oneto so judge trouble. Though theflitter which had transported them was hunting aoft,
the guards who had been so ready to keep him under control were both il at ground level. Againgt the
light grey of these rocks the dark shade of their uniforms made them visible, though they had taken cover
asquickly asheand Zurzal.

Hewatched Harse twist alittle in a crevice between two piles of the ancient masonry and wriggle atube
loose from that fringe of ams hewore at hisbdt. Siding back alittle so that he could gain dl the
protection possible from his cover, the Tssekian fitted that rod to the weapon he had already openly in
hand, making the barrel near twice aslong. Again he plundered his belt arsena and produced something
he cradled in the pam of hishand until he could fit it into the mouth end of that barrel.

Having so prepared, Harse inched forward once more to the very end of his cover and the weapon in his
hand moved dowly, pointed well up towards the heights. At length he apparently had it centered to his
satisfaction. Therewas aclick sharp enough to be heard even over the crackle of those blasters being
fired indiscriminately above.

Wheét he released arose dmost lazily, angled inward toward the cliff face. Then it struck and Jofre flung
up hisarm alittle too late to save his eyes entirdly from atorturing burst of vivid whitelight. A second
later sound beat at his ears. When he could again see through his watering eyes there was a glowing scar
down therock face; agood portion of wall had smply vanished. Harse sat back, his hand dipping dong
hiswegpon dmogt asif rewarding its action by fondling it ashe might aliving thing.

Theflitter had ceased firing and was now coasting dong, quite close to that scarred wall asif those
aboard were ingpecting the results of the attack. Then it spiraled down towards the level space from
which it had earlier arisen.

Could they believe it was dl over, Jofre wondered. He absently brushed down his sde and then snatched
away hisfingers. That beam had come close! Thefabric of histunic was blackened, heripped it alittleto
look at that line of smarting flesh his earlier touch had awakened into protest. However, save for the burn
graze he could see no great harm.

Then hishand was jerked away and Zurza bent over him, pulling the brittle cloth apart.
"Itisnothing," Jofre said quickly. "No more than one would get being cardless at acampfire.”

"Y essssss—" Not only was the hiss very loud in the Zacathan's speech but hisfrill was extended to its
furthest extent, throbbing an ever-deepening shade of crimson. ™Y ou have served, oath bound.” There
was acertain formality in those words and Jofre forced himsdlf not to allow himsdlf any credit. What he
had done was only such actions as he had been pledged to. He drew together his ditted tunic.

"Someone wants you dead,” he said dowly. Zurza had been directly in the line of that first fire.

"Me dead—or that out of commission—" The Zacathan had sense enough not to stand up as atarget to
any who might still linger above, but he was wriggling toward the scanner.

That wastilted on itstripod; Jofre himsaf might have pushed it out of place when he had made that jump
for Zurzal. On the ground there was a blackened line inches away from the machine. No, Jofre was sure,
it was the Zacathan and not his scanner which had been the prime target.



Harse and the other guard were on their feet and walking fredly toward them from theflitter. Of the
Horde Commander there was no sign and it might well be that he had joined with the Holder'sgroup in
thet swift flight.

"Moveit—" Harse approached the two by the scanner. "We go—now!" He jerked athumb at the
scanner and then at Zurzal and Jofre. The latter glanced upward. There was only that new blackened
scar on the dliff sde and it would seem that these believed the battle—if battle it had been— was now
over.

The man with Harse advanced purposefully on the scanner and Zurzal swung out his good arm to ward
him off.

"No hands on that—" His now blood-red frill was il up. "We shdl doit." He beckoned to Jofre.

Together they dismounted the scanner, nor would Zurza pay any attention to the attempts to make him
hurry as he examined it carefully and supervised Jofrée's two-handed disassembling of the stand. Only
when that was packed away to his satisfaction would he pick up the carrying case of the scanner and
gart for theflitter by which most of the squad were obvioudy impatiently waiting.

Jofre was occupied with speculations. The attack, he was sure, was truly meant to take out Zurzal and
perhaps the scanner—but first the Zacathan. He was sure that the Tssekians were well aware that only
Zurza could properly set up the machine—or was he wrong there? Did they believe that, after this
rehearsd, one of them could do aswell? Still he was very sure that that attack from the heights had NOT
been part of any plan made by the Holder. Leaders of nations did not use themselves as bait.

Therefore—who— ?

He was chewing on that asthey packed into the flitter once more. But thistime he had shoved past Harse
and taken his place beside the Zacathan. When the Tssekian tried to shoulder him back the Zacathan
faced around.

"That ismy bodyguard. | am dive right now because of him. No thanksto you and your men here. He
rides with me, he stays with me—from now on or | shdl not be coming out of my quarters. This| shal
make very sure of with your Holder himself!"

Harse scowled but did not seem sure enough to protest and Jofre found himsdlf in the fore of the flitter
with Zurza asthey winged back acrossthe plain.

From this more open seat he could better see the countryside. Up to the foothillsit was level, apparently
much of it covered with athick vegetation which on Asborgan would have made it pastureland. But he
could sight no beasts at graze there and he wondered if thisworld had any speciesthat lived so. They
were about hafway back when they were passed by aflight of six larger flittersflying in formation and
boring steadily towards the place of theruins. If the Tssekians had decided that they were not yet sure of
the fate of the one who had launched the attack, they were going to make very certain now.

Asthey came down to the landing stage on the Holder's headquarters Jofre gained some idea of the size
of that building. It was certainly larger than any on Asborgan and any inn on Wayright. Surrounding the
outer wall were aseries of small domes, ditsin them open toward the sky. Through those dits pointed
what could only be the barrd tips of wegponstoo large for any one man to wield. It was plain that this
was an armed camp, which meant enemies— who—how many—where?

The teachings of the Assha Masters swept to the fore of his memory. Wesaken your enemy from within,
lead him to bdlieve that his own trusted underlingswill turn againgt him, the strongest fortress can fdl to



inner rot. But he needed to know more—much more.

Weasthisahint of a power struggle between two |eaders—the Holder and would-be ruler—Sopt SQu
for example? The importation of a Jewebright as a gift—how much did the Horde Commander know of
the true nature of the woman he had brought? Trained issha she was— even the hair on her head could
become aweapon at her will. The kills of the Sisters were legendary. They never camefor any purpose
but that of secret war—she would not have been oathed except for that and she would not be here were
she not oathed, no matter what amount of treasure an off-worlder offered for her.

Was the Zacathan in some manner an unknowing wegpon in ahidden struggle? It would seem that he
was feared or his death would not have been intended. But one small point of good had come out of
that—he had, as Zurza had certainly been quick to recognize, now the right to demand the constant
attendance of Jofre—might even gain back for the bodyguard some of the weapons of which he had
been shorn at their capture.

They were speedily escorted back to the suite of rooms which had been their prison. Zurzal had spoken
only once, as the door had been opened and they were motioned within:

"My life has been threatened. If | am the guest the Holder proclaims, then | must be told by whom and
why | should be fried by blaster!”

Having ddlivered that, he turned his back on the guards and stalked within, the case of the scanner ill
held carefully in hisarms asif that were something he would do dl he might to protect.

Once the door was closed Jofre ingtantly laid ear againgt it. Y es, they had Stationed aguard outside. At
least the one who had been on duty there last night had never reported any difficulty. When the Tssekian
aroused he probably had been afraid for his own skin; he might well have believed that he nodded off on

duty.

Zurza placed the scanner carefully on the table as Jofre dropped the bundle which contained its supports
on thefloor. Some of the red had faded from the Zacathan's neck frill and now he swept up hishand in
the impatient gesture Jofre had seen him use before, gtriving to settle the fluttering skin to his shoulders.

"The scanner,”" Jofre broke the silence, "it worked. | saw aface—"

"Thetiming," Zurza shook hisheed, "it wastoo inexact. How could it be tuned when one did not know
the genera setting one would need? Y es, it worked. But it has worked even better before when there
was amore definite dating to be calculated. What isimportant now iswho doesn't want it to work at al?!

"Could they believe that with you dead they would have control over it?" Jofre advanced what he
believed could be avery logica argument.

"Thereisaways agood measure of stupidity in thisor any other world," hissed the Zacathan. "However,
they have not pressed meto discussthis," he rested hand on the scanner, "with any of their men of
learning who might be considered able to grasp the principles of its controls. No, | do not think that that
isthe answer. The Holder wants me—he wants me to use this—he does not want a dead man and a
useless piece of hardware to spoil hisplans.”

Heturned away, to face Jofre squarely. "Meanwhile, let us see to you, oathed. Off with that tunic—"

Jofre protested, but to ears not prepared to listen. He found himself speedily divested of tunic and shirt,
seated on the edge of an easirest while the Zacathan squeezed ajelly from atube he produced from

among hisluggege.



"Y ou were very lucky, oathed.” Zurzal's hand had the lightest of touches as he spread the ointment over
the reddened skin and dapped aflesh sed over it. "That was on full or you would not have taken so wide
ascorch asyou did. Therewill be no scarring and there is no reason why it will not heal well. However,
we shall not let them forget that you seem to be the only one who was marked in that action, and
because, wegponless, you fulfilled your oathing. On Asborgan | believe | could demand awound price
fromthem.”

Jofre flushed, ‘it isno real wounding,” he muttered. "I failed you once—when they took us—did you
expect meto fault every time?"

"I cannot see there was any failure. Y ou fronted awegpon you knew nothing about, were caught by
something which could well have caused your degth. Y ou are avery tough fighting man, oathed, to have
survived stass holding aswell asyou did. Theisshaare certainly highly regarded, | know, but | was not
aware they had ribsliketillenium to keep them breething—"

Jofre had pulled on shirt and tunic and was being careful with hisgirdle, holding asit did both the
Makwire and the talisman. But not careful enough, for the ovoid dipped out of hiding, struck on thefloor
and landed near the Zacathan's feet.

JOFRE SWOOPED FORWARD BUT HE WAS A FRACTION late; Zurza had dready haf stooped
to eyethe artifact more closely. Againgt the light shade of the carpet it presented the gppearance of a
giant drop of some unknown liquid frozen in shape.

The Zacathan put out his hand. However, when it hovered over the ovoid, hejerked it aside just as Jofre
made a determined grab for it. From his stooped position Zurzal was staring up at his bodyguard with a
keen measuremen.

It was dmost asif he were questioning the younger man's possession of such an object and Jofre
responded to that sensed demand.

"Minel" Hishand closed about the stone and he felt the familiar flare of warmth in the cup of hispam.

Zurzd straightened. "Y ours," hisword came in agreement. Too quick an agreement? Was the Zacathan
trying to placate him?

Sowly Jofre opened his hand; he had no true explanation for what he held. But if an oathed could not
trust hislord, then he was indeed a man without hope or being.

"l do not know what it is—" he said dowly.

"A thing of power.” Therewas no doubt in Zurza's quick return. "And without a doubt very old." Hewas
shaking his head asif to deny one of his own thoughts. "But thereis no record of any Forerunner remains
on Asborgan—perhapsthat is from off-world—"

It was Jofré's turn to gesture denid. "It is of the assha" At the moment he was surethat al his speculation
concerning hisfind was correct. "I found it in Qaw-en-itter— a L air which died four generations ago.
|—I am sure it was part of the great stone—the Master's assha heart—though | have never heard before



of any such retaining any life after thefail of assha—"
"Thisretainslife?' Zurza's voice came quietly, hardly above amurmur.

At that moment Jofre remembered where they were— that those eyesin the walls might well be turned
upon them. Rather than answer in reveding words, he hunched alittle, bringing the stone up between
their bodies and loosed the tight grip of hisfingers. He could see that point of light at its heart—could the
Zacathan? Or wasiit al some ancient spell set by one of the Shagga?

"Interesting—" was Zurzd's comment. "It isaluck talisman then?"

Jofre'slipstightened. L et this off-worlder dismisshisfind as one of those luck pieces such asthe
lowlanders gave credit to—sometimes wearing them on chains about their necks. Very well, let thisbe
thought a talisman—a superdtition. He did not raise his eyes but—he sensed— thiswas what the
Zacathan wanted—that he be lessened in the sight of any spy, aruse. He dared to give the ovoid atoss,
catchit lightly.

"Well, Learned One, | have agood measure of luck since| found it"—or, histhought added, it found
me— "0 | shdl not deny that." Hetucked it away again in thefolds of hisgirdle. "One of my cdling
needs any help fortune may send.”

"And we need luck that this has not been injured by our recent skirmish.” The Zacathan turned back to
the table where he had parked the scanner. Taking the machine from its case, he set it on the tabletop
and then crouched down so that he could view it at eye level from anumber of angles.

Jofre watched with interest, though he understood little of what was going on as the Zacathan's one good
hand touched here and there, hislarge eyes squinting dong the surface asif he were bringing to bear on
some target one of the large weapons of the Tssekians. At length he settled back on hishedls.

"Asfar as| can say without actual testing, it has not suffered. Asfor testing—" Now he stood up and laid
the scanner on its Side, hooked a clawed finger at the side of asmdll plate there and jerked it up. Within
that cavity weretwo coils of finewire of aparticularly vivid blue-green wound in even patterns around
what would appear to be a core of another substance—that a sullen grey-black.

"Sss000000—" the hiss aswel asthelifting and coloring neck frill of the Zacathan suggested agitation of
some sort. " Power—yperhaps one more viewing and then it must be recharged. We have no chanceto
experiment.”

"When isthis viewing these Tssekians want? Can they provide the power you need?" Jofre wanted to
know.

"The viewing iswithin two days. Asto the other—I shdl find out." He shut that pocket in the Side of the
scanner. "That wasfolly, errant folly," he hissed again, "to waste what | had on that peep show this
mormning!™

"I do not think you could have said 'no,' " Jofre observed. "ThisHolder is not one to have hiswishes
denied. And— it worked! Y ou proved that, did you not?"

"Worked? Raised some shadows and near got itself—and us—fried. | can do without such examples of
its proficiency,” snapped the Zacathan. "What is done is past— thereiswhat lies ahead. At least they can
give usaproper dating thistime and not too far in the past.”

Jofre noted that "us' the Zacathan used so essily. It was asif he had suddenly advanced from amere
oathed to an accepted kin sworn. And that brought a quick touch of warmth within even as the assha



sone had given him in the past.

* ok ok

Taynad turned the thread-dender stem of her wineglass between two fingers. Her lips smiled
provocatively as her thoughts raced. The Holder's performance this morning— the man was afraid for his
precious skin! This—thisweld-worm was what she must court with al her skill, soothe into contentment,
encasein feding that all was right with hisworld and there was no need for fear. She could have spat the
wine she had just taken into her mouth into hisface! No, control, control that contempt, make of it a

wespon.

At least she had had a chance to learn much these past hours. Now as soon as she could get this booby
occupied with al the various acts to make sure of his continued safety she must start piecing together her
scraps of true knowledge.

Thefirst was, of course, that the Holder of Tssek believed himsdf anything but securein his exalted
position. In the past sweeps of the timekeeper since they had returned to thisfortress of his she had
heard orders given, raids planned, lists of suspects made—names marked for desth, for imprisonment,
for quedtionings.

There had been returning reports aso. Of suspected nests of rebelswhich had been found deserted when
the raiders moved in, of the disappearance of anumber of those whose names appeared on those lists. It
was asif thefailure of the attack upon the Zacathan and his machine had been asigna, somehow
broadcast farther than any mirror flicker or flyer message, to take cover.

And with each reported failure that man by the table had tensed the more, spoken fewer words, become
more— dangerous! Y es, perhaps she had indeed misread him— even avomink caught in the trap could
flay the hand of the hunter who did not brain it in time. The ordersfor death were now outweighing those
for imprisonment. And such summary deaths began to belisted afew at atime.

Would this put an end to whatever game the Holder wished to parlay with that machine of the Zacathan?
Shedid not yet believe so. He had spoken twice of the ceremony and of those who must be brought one
way or another to attend it.

It was true that the Zacathan did possess something which could not be explained save aswhat it was, a
recreator of the past. She had goneto view the action at the ruins very much a skeptic, and had been
practically convinced that he could do what they said he could. However, were his scanner to turn up
nothing more than ghost-mist forms such asthey had seen that morning, she did not understand the
Holder's dogged demand that the ceremony of the great Ingathering be so reenacted.

She was suddenly aware that there was alull in the constant flurry of officers reporting and being
digpatched again. The Holder had arisen from his seat and was approaching her. Taynad set the
wineglass down and went immediately into the wel coming obeisance.

"Y our pardon, Jewelbright,” he put out his hand and she straightway set hersinit, dlowing himto so
draw her to her feet, "these matters are harsh; | am sorry that you have been witnessto them. But al is
now arranged, so that we have time for more pleasant things. | have not yet shown you the inner garden.
The langian are in bloom and you who are such a connoisseur of perfumeswill find these to your taste—"

As he spoke he was drawing her on. Therewas ascuttling at his other side. The Jat that had not been
present at the morning's fiasco was there now accompanying the Holder closdly. If dl they said of that
creature was true, and she had heard much from the maid last night, then it was certainly a good wegpon
againg any close attempt at nation. She alowed hersdlf to speculate on whether the creature could



be won away from its dlegiance, though as yet she would not make any movein that direction. Instead
she used the speech of the Jewel House, meant to soothe, to compliment, to enhance the ego of the
patrons—not with bold and open flattery but rather with the most delicate innuendo.

The garden proved to be in the heart of the fortress-paace, the four wallsrising to encompassit. She
could hear the play of afountain, and even the sounds made by insects. A flying thing with huge wings
outspanning abody no larger than her little finger hovered before her. Without thought her hand went out
and it settled, so lightly she could hardly fed itstouch, fanning wings of brilliant green which gppeared
spangled with inset gems of blue and gold. Its beauty was enough to sartle her out of her thoughts for the
moment.

"A lashlu." The Holder was regarding her with something close to benevolence. "Have you any such on
your world, Jewe bright?"

"Not such asthis." She held her finger very ill, hardly daring to breathe. In those few secondsit choseto
remain with her it was asif she had stepped out of time, away from al she was and what had brought her
here, dl that she must never forget.

It was the Jat which broke that moment of otherness. For the first time since she had first seen it the
creature uttered a cry, scuttling ahead and out onto the pavement of flat stoneswhich ringed the place of
the fountain. There it went down on al fours, itswrinkled-in nose close to those stones, clearly on the
trall of something.

The Holder had halted and his hand brought Taynad to astop aso. He was watching the actions of the
off-world creature asit fastened its attention on one of those grey squares. Its forepaws, which were so
like hands, suddenly sprouted claws asif it could extend normal nailsto far greater distance on demand.
Theseit curled about the edge of the stone and heaved, therock turning easily initsgrasp asif very lightly
st inplace.

A fast scoop of paw into the hollow beneath the stone tossed out alump of grey-brown which might bea
bag. With the very tip of its clawsthe Jat urged that find towards the edge of the pavement well awvay
from the two standing watching.

"So—" The Holder dropped histouch on Taynad and took a step or so closer to view that smal round
of what might be plumped-up hide. All expression had been wiped from his never too expressive face.
He reached for hisweapon belt, not as heavily laden asthat of hisfollowers but showing thejewd-inlaid
butt of what could only be ablaster.

Then that wasin his hand with one quick movement.
"Away—" he made that sound amost awhistle and the Jat obeyed instantly, legping backward to them.

The spat of fire caught the bundle cleanly and from that core of flame burst smoke and a strange
scent—Taynad found hersaf coughing, her head shaking from sdeto sde asif she could banish that
odor or escape it 0.

Smoke and flame were gone, there was nothing left but a charred black mark on the stone where the Jat
hed rolled it. The Holder, blaster till in hand, stood over that now, looking down at the charring.

"So00—" he said again. "Here—?" He made a question of that |ast word but Taynad had afedling that it
was not addressed to her. Then he came back to her.

"Fair One, it seemsthat this servant of mine," he snapped hisfingers and the Jat moved closer so that he



could draw hishand caressingly acrossits rounded skull between those two stiffly up-pointed ears, "has

nosed out some contrivance which wasill meant. Thisplace" helifted hishead and stared beyond her a
the rich wesalth of growing, blossoming life, "was meant as a sanctuary—but even here thereis no safety.

| must crave your pardon, for thisis athing which must be carefully examined and | must ask you now to
excueme.”

He escorted her with punctilious ceremony back within the building and then | eft her with the guards and
that maid she could not yet rid hersalf from, dismissing her so in away she found irritating. He was not
going to explain just what menace he had blasted out of their path, that she had to accept. But it did not
please her—there was too much in his attitude now of one who considered her only something to be
thought of in anidle hour, not ared part of hislife. That lack of trueinterest in her she must dedl with,
and by every way she knew. She must become more important to the Holder than the Jat or the
blaster—far more.

Though they had not |eft their quarters (they probably would not have been permitted to do so, Jofre had
thought from thefirst) the two prisoners were aware that much must be going on in the fortress-palace.
Jofre strove to free senses for outer-questing—always an uncertain thing but needed now. He must
assesswhat he could pick up—at least alittle of what wasin progress. Isshatouch caught—asif afog
invisbleto the eye but very gpparent to one's inner consciousness seeped through the walls. Something
which brought with it the same fedling of ever-abiding dangers and evil ashung over the dark dley of the
Stinkhole. Save that there he had been free to defend, and here he could not even be sure of what
weapon the enemy might produce—or whether there was but one magjor enemy or more to be reckoned
with.

Hefirmly dismissed dl conjectures and concentrated on hisinner exercises. The Makwire was dways
therein hisgirdle for seeking fingers, and those very fingers themselves were ready to be wegpons. The
Zacathan for the first time showed signs of worry, prowling back and forth across the room, going now
and then to ingpect every inch of the scanner asif he expected it to be somehow invisibly attacked unless
he kept a careful watch.

They were fed from trays brought by guards, though Harse was not in charge, rather the fetching and
carrying was done under the supervision of an officer who did not address them and whom the Zacathan
made no attempt to question. The food was good and Jofre was amost sure that it could not have been
tampered with. This close to the time when Zurzal's skill with the scanner would be demanded, the
Tssekians certainly would not in any way attempt to drug them.

Threetimes Zurza called again for the tape Sopt SQu had supplied of the scene of the Great Ingathering
and sat for along space of time beforeit in sudy, asif by hiswill aone he could somehow transfer that
picture to the scanner and have it appear when desired. Y et it was dway's the same and the Zacathan
would shut it off with a hiss of exasperation.

His neck frill wasin congtant agitation and the colors, while not bright, ran through avariety of hues.
Zurza was not taking this waiting with the same philasophica adaption to circumstances as he had earlier
shown. Jofre debated concerning a second assay at exploration by night and decided againgt it. The
Zacathan was plainly not ready to settle in and he had no desire to leave the other aone.

In spite of his attemptsto forget her, his own thoughts played with the puzzle of the Jewelbright. That she
was assuredly issha he had not the least doubt, yet she had not responded to his Slip-shadow recognition
signa— if she had seen it and somehow he believed that she had. That she was on an cathed mission
must be the truth—otherwise she would not be here—no isshawould willingly leave Asborgan on some
whim. No, she had been introduced into the Holder's household for a very definite purpose, even as
others of her Sisters had from time to time found themselvesin the hdls of lords they were oathed either



to protect or bring down. And somehow Jofre did not believe that this one was here to protect—no.

Hefdt acertain frustration that he could not share his speculations and doubts. Not only did there remain
the fact that they might be constantly under observation through the loopholes those violently patterned
walls contained but he had no right to interfere or betray another oathed.

They spent arestless night and in the morning Zurzal attempted to view the world through that screening
device Jofre had earlier watched.

"That istheir monument to the past." The Zacathan identified a building which flashed onto the screen
while avoice blared out in the native tongue a stream of words so fast Jofre could identify perhaps only
onein ten.

The screen viewed the structure from dightly above, asif they were seated in aflitter swinging in there for
alanding. Jofre caught sight of something to the far right.

"Spaceport!" He was sure that he had seen, through an opening between that forest of grim buildings, the
rise of aship on pad.

"Y esssss—" the hiss of the Zacathan waslow. "To the south, | think."

They would surely be transported again by flitter Jofre believed. I they made their move, once aboard
that, could they hope to reach the port? But what good would that do—

Zurzal might have picked that question out of hismind. "ThereisaPrime Control base there—otherwise
off-world ships could not land. Reaching that—"

"The Patrol would protect us?' Jofre dlowed his doubt of that to be plainly read in histone. "The port at
Wayright must have been patrolled—yet herewe are.”

Zurza nodded. "Y esssss—that is ssssooo—but we were but hel pless baggage then and they treated us
assuch.”

"And aswe comein with blasters ablaze and demand aid here—" Jofre could not believe that the other
could be so naive asto bdieve that.

"| am Zacathan,” Zurza said. "My race hasimmunity on most worlds. Also, when we raise our voices,
planet lords listen. | think we would have avery good chance to claim sanctuary.”

"But first we have to get out of there—" Jofre jerked his thumb to the scene on the screen. That had
changed somewnhat. They were now looking at the loom of the building from ground leve facing an
impressive flight of stairs. And those were occupied, with rows of statue-straight, well-armed guards, and
behind them amassing of people moving restlessy back and forth as might waves kept out by the
barriers of a portside landing.

"Just ssssoooo—" replied Zurzal, but he was looking now, not towards the screen, but at Jofre. If the
latter had aso been befrilled that appendage might have gone into arisng flgp. He was being chalenged
inaway and he found that there was that within him which was risng with afierce eagernessto mest that

chdlenge.



THE TSSEKIANS, IT WOULD APPEAR, HAD AL SO foreseen that the task of ferrying Zurzal, Jofre,
and the scanner to the place where they wanted them was going to be a problem. Perhaps they could not
reduce the two to the point of becoming baggage to be towed around with impunity, but they mustered
such aguard that each of the off-worlders was wedged in between two towering Tssekians and under
congtant eyes of those matching step with them.

There was no way in this compact and ever vigilant company, Jofre had to admit to himself, that he could
make amove towards freedom. When the flitter landed them in a cleared space which guards held open
with cracks of riot staffs before the steps of the Ingathering hall, he needed only to see that seething sea
of acrowd to redlize that massed bodies aone could wall them from escape.

Through the subdued roar of the voices about them even the commands of their guards did not carry and
they were shoved in the direction of the steps leading upward.

So they cameinto the long hall which had been shown them on the viewer. There wasthe dais, the chairs
which had been midpoint of that older scene, but there was no one on that perch now. Gathered below
and to one sdewas aclot of brightly uniformed men with here and there awoman in rich robes and
bgeweed. Tothefore of that small assembly wasthe Holder with the Jewel bright astep or two behind
him, the Jat reaching up one paw to grasp the edge of his brilliant golden tunic.

Between the newcomers and the chair was a spiderweb of wires, interlocking anumber of ingtalationsall
st at different angles and heights but meant to focus on the dais. These were under the control of men
asoin uniform but intolerant of the guards, giving harsh orders now and then.

"They prepare the broadcast." Zurzal had somehow managed to come near to Jofre.

They certainly must be very sure of the results they wished, the Slip-shadow thought. But how could they
be? There was sometrick in this—there must be. Only he could not ferret out whet it was nor how it
would work.

The guards pushed the two of them on, Zurza ingsting on carrying the scanner asusud. They had to be
careful of those crossing lines on the pavement as they advanced. Zurzal opened the case; Jofre, as
before, unrolled and made ready the supports. The Zacathan lingered on sighting the scanner so that it
was aimed at just the angle he wished. Behind them rang out orders from one of the broadcast experts.

Jofre shot aglanceto the left. The Holder looked at perfect ease, exuding such an air of confidence that
Jofre's own wariness became like ataut string within him. He continued to steady the scanner with his
right hand but hiseft rested on his knee not too far from the end of the Makwirein hisgirdle.

Having made alast finicky adjustment, the Zacathan turned his head toward the Holder and nodded.

Jofre had turned his attention in another direction— in time to see one of those attendants at the nearest
of the broadcaster machines hurriedly dip acone over the forepoint of his machine. Had there been a
mistake in the setup that must be remedied at once? The off-worlder had no idea how those machines
worked but there was something in that hasty action which, to his watchful eyes, presented a suggestion
of trouble.



Their guards were impatiently motioned away by those running the other machines, though there were
protests until one of the officers from that brilliant group marched over and snapped an order which made
them move. Zurzal and Jofre were donewell beyond arm'slength of any of the Tssekiansfor thefirst
time sincethey had |eft their quarters.

The Holder raised his hand at the same time Jofre's fingers closed about the end of the Makwire. With a
suppletwigt of thewrist the isshafreed it, to lie three quarters of itslength among the mass of wiring. The
possibilities he had before him now had doubled. And he was sure that, aided by the last few days of
practice, hiswrigt had lost none of its cunning.

Zurza reached over and pushed the control of the scanner. Three breaths later there was a shimmer on
the dais, which had more life and gathered more quickly into definable shapes than that mist had evoked
a theruins

From the massed group of notablesto the Side arose ahum of astonishment. It was plain to Jofre at least
that they had really not expected this response. What had they then expected? Something to issue from
the unknown machines about them?

The shimmer was gone; they might have been looking at an enlargement of the same scene Jofre and
Zurza had studied on the record given them. But thiswas no frozen picture. These people on the dais
moved, shifted in their seats. The representation of Fer SRang moved, raised his hands, spoke—words
which rang out and even seemed to echo hollowly down from the celling above.

And the picture held, grew bolder!

Jofre shifted weight. Those about him seemed bemused by what they were watching. His chain wespon
was a serpent ready to strike.

* Kk *

Taynad stared at the dais and then quickly looked to the Holder. He had taken ahalf step backward asif
he had been confronted by some sheer surprise which he had not thought to face. Beside him the Jat
jerked at histunic, waved its other paw inthe air, plainly distraught by the emotions broadcast now from
the man it was bonded to.

The Jewel bright sent one swift glance at the other man, the Horde Commander. There had been asmirk
on hisface, but now there was forming another expression atogether, onerooted in fear. Her fingers
moved as she flexed them. Emotion was so thick that it lay about them like amountain fog exiling each
from the other, and it was true fear!

However, dmogt dl eyes were fixed on the dais, on those actors out of time. Jofre looked now for the
onewho had puzzled him in the painting they had been shown, the man who had lingered on the lower
step. His hands—

On impulse Jofre gave asmall shove to the scanner and it seemed, in answer to that, that figure became
not only brighter to the sight but somehow more dominant in the scene. Its hands went to mouth level ina
swift movement as the representation of Fer SRang turned to address one of the other seated lords.

The Great Leader made a sudden movement, raised a hand to the side of histhroat. He took a step
forward, his other hand sawing at the air and then he crashed down. While the man on the step below
was dready in motion upward to raise him, his hand sweeping across the dying man's neck ashe did so.

Therewas arising howl of sound and Jofre saw that those at the machines about were frenziedly busy.
He put his wegpon into use. It twisted among the cords on the floor. He gave ajerk with full shoulder



strength, aware that Zurza's scaled hand had joined hisin that hold.

The nearest of the broadcasting machines crashed down. There were screams and cries and that scene
on the dais abruptly disappeared. Zurza was again back at the scanner.

A blaster bolt of fire skimmed from the mass of officers. There was struggling there and the screaming of
the woman. Guards moved in—two of them towards Jofre and the Zacathan. But Jofre" was ready. He
took aleap, not away, but at the men and the wire flicked to imprison awrist holding ablaster. The
Shadow jerked the one who had held it forward into the line of his own comrades fire. Again Jofre
struck and the other guard dropped his gun, caught at hisface, hands over his eyes, as he screamed
thinly.

Other blaster beams were sweeping back and forth. Jofre grabbed up the weapon one of hisvictims had
dropped and tossed it to Zurzal. Pecifist the Zacathans might be, but they were ready to protect their
own livesand Zurzal fired twice. Jofre was jerking at that mass of wiring across the floor, sweeping it
back and forth until its tangles brought down two more of the guards.

Then he had their weapons, the precise blows he gave both of the entangled men putting them speedily
out of thefight.

He looked back over his shoulder to the Zacathan and gestured with one of those handsin which he
tightly gripped the weapon, expecting every bresthless moment to be either cut down by astassray or
fried by ablaster.

Hostages? Jofre looked to that milling mass of spectators. There were uniformed guards plowing into that
for there were gpparently anumber of smal fightsin progress. He saw bodiesin bright uniformslying
underfoot. And some of the guards had apparently turned against their own officers.

The Holder? The man was gone from his position.

Jofre tensed. It was asif avoice had shouted in his ear, someone at his side had screamed aoud in fear.
Y et it was not sound but raw emotion and he swung towards that. He had reached the edge of the dais,
that man whose fear was being so broadcast. Dragging at him asif to urge faster flight was the Jat and
behind those two by severa stepsthe Jewdbright.

Jofre gave aleap which carried him over the wreckage of the wires and landed behind the Holder. Ina
moment hisarm was over the other's shoulder, bringing pressure to bear on the Tssekian's throat.

"Bequiet,” Jofre hissed in the other's ear, "and move— or you die!"

The Jat was kicking at him, but not with enough strength to shake that hold. Now another moved beside
him.

"These witless waglogs have turned on each other to the death. It isasif the Old Ones have sent them
med!"

He knew her scent. At least she was not oathed as bodyguard or he would have now been dead.

"Movel" He shoved the Holder around the end of the daisto where the Zacathan, blaster in hand, stood
over the scanner. Jofre could see over his prisoner's shoulder now. There was such wildnessin the
strugglein the audience hall that the Jewel bright might indeed have been right. These Tssekians could
have al been struck mad, for they were fighting each other. Now there dropped on ropes from above
other armed fighters, both men and women, wearing no uniforms except aband of green about the upper
arm, and these moved in upon thefighters.



To reach the outside they would have to win through that mess on the floor and Jofre was not sure they
could. Hewastrying to evauate dl possible advantages, if there were any, for thisaction or that, when a
party of those who had come down from above began to draw in upon the four of them in agrim-faced
hlf circle.

"Pass us—or thisone dies!" Jofre shouted in the trade tongue, hoping that he would be understood.

The leader of those confronting him, aman astall and wide-shouldered as Harse, and certainly with al
that guard's grim presence, made no moveto lower his own weapon. Jofre staggered; a sudden and
more vicious attack from the Jat had nearly rocked him from hisfeet. But amoment later the Jewelbright
took ahand in the matter and captured the creature in agrasp strong enough to pull it back.

Zurzal had shouldered the scanner, paying no heed to itstripod stand, using aside strap above the
maimed arm to support it, as he covered the distance between them in two strides.

"Passor thisonedies!" Jofretightened his hold on the Holder's throat. The man was aready gasping for
breath, hishandsflailing out to no purpose as he had no wegpon now and Jofre was positioned out of
reach behind him.

"Thereisaproblem here." The leader of the opposition had again edged closer so that his voice carried
even through the clamor. Hisweapon hand was steady but Jofre, reading the subtle change in the other's
eyes, did not think that he was about to be crisped at once by blaster fire. At least the fellow was
speaking trade tongue. "'Y ou have what we are very anxious to get—yYield your prisoner—"

In Jofre's grip the Holder struggled wildly. It was plain to the isshathat thiswas not afriendly party
seeking to rescue thelr leader.

"Why?" It was not he who asked that question but Zurzal. The Jewel bright said nothing, merely held to
her place beside Jofre, both hands gripping the upper front limbs of the Jat in spite of the creature's
frenzied fight for freedom. That she possessed issha-trained strength was very plain to see.

"Heismore our mesat than yours, Learned One," the green-banded leader returned promptly. "We have
certain plansfor him."

One of his sgquad moved closer and growled a sentence. The melee in the chamber seemed to be dying
down. Here and there aknot of uniforms still fought, but it was apparent that those who had swung down
from doft werefast gaining control of the conflict.

"Plansfor usadso—" Jofre gated. "What are those?"

"Not perhapswhat you might fear,” returned the other. "Learned One," now he spoke directly to Zurzd,
"you have served our cause even inadvertently.” With hisfree hand he pointed to the scanner which now
dangled down the Zacathan's back. "We are alittle in your debt—even more when you turn that one
over to us. | think you will find us grateful .

Two of the squad, one of these awoman, Jofre noted, split off now and came inward, one from either
gdeasif to box in him and his captive.

"These arerebes"” For thefirs time the Jewel bright spoke and flatly.

"Partisans of freedom, lady.” Theleader was smiling now, dmost gallant in his attitude, but there was no
lessening of dert menacein those till edging towards Jofre.

"And our coming—wasit part of aplan which you adso shared?' asked Zurzd. "Wdll," he did not wait for



any answer, "perhapswe can ded after al. Though | think that your party had another end for mein view
two days ago."

The leader shrugged. "We have hotheads, such are the bane of any party, Learned One. Those who
made that decision have been disciplined for it. Now—give us that man—"

Jofre interrupted. " One does not throw away aweapon untried, Commander,” he gave the man the only
rank he could guess. "Y ou admit that your followerstried to burn us down at the ruins. How can it be
that we are now to forget that? Y ou did not take this prisoner; we hold him—"

"S0 you can decide what isto be done with him?' queried the other. "How long can you stand there,
guard, and hold him?'Y ou need both hands to the purpose, are you then able to sprout another pair to
best us off?'

"Hewill kill—" 1t was the woman approaching from the left who spoke then. "We need that one for—"
She stopped abruptly, near in mid word asif she redlized that she might be giving away something of
importance and the commander favored her with aquick frown before his eyes clicked back to center on
Jofre.

"What do you want?" he demanded sharply then, plainly impatient to settle the matter—if he could—as
quickly aspossible.

"What you spoke of earlier, Commander," Zurza had adopted the sametitle, "freedom. We are here
againgt our will—we were kidnapped to order. We want nothing more than to ship out from Tssek and
go our own way."

The commander studied the Zacathan, then his attention turned to Jofre, and last of dl to the Jewelbright.

"This off-world female was not brought here by force but to play another game of her own. She cannot
camothewise"

"Any game shewasto play," Jofre said, "isnow ended. Sheis off-world—she has not meddled with your
ways— can any speak againgt her?'

"Sheiswhat sheis," the scorn in the woman's voice was near as hot as blaster breath. "We want none of
her—Iet her return to her own kind and swimin their dregs.”

"Let usreach the port,” Zurza said swiftly. "I do not know what ship may be thereready to lift. If thereis
none then let us enter Patrol custody—do you not agree that that will keep us away from any meddling
here?'

"We need give you nothing," the man who had earlier spoken in Tssek to the commander, burst in. " Stass

rays—"
Jofre stiffened. It was true, they could be taken again as easily as he and Zurzal had been back on
Wayright. Aslong as he must keep his hold on his prisoner he could do nothing to prevent such an
attack.

"Y ou forget, At sSan, we do have something to thank them for. Did they, not show us the true death of
Fer sRang—though that service was quite unintended.” The commander smiled thinly. "No, we shall give
them what they wish—the female dso since we have no use for her kind—and even that squalling thing,”
he pointed to the Jat who was crying out in athin wailing. " Such are not for our world; let them go.
Escort them to the port and turn them over to the off-worlders who keep the peace for their own kind.
But firs—give us—him!"



Could these orders stand? Could he accept the word of this rebel commander? But Zurzal was nodding
in agreement and Jofre must accept the bargain as became an oathed.

Heloosened his grip on the Holder and at the same time gave the prisoner a push forward. Those two
who had closed in from the sides were on himin an instant, and one pointed with arod straight at the
Holder's head. He stiffened with ajerk which nearly raised him from hisfeet and then toppled forward,
caught in stass and so completely helpless.

Three of the squad bore him away but sx morefdl in around the off-worlders, forming ahollow square,
moving forward at atrot which they were forced to equal. The Jewe bright had swept her shimmering
robes up with one hand. She had tweaked out of her cloak of hair one of those hidden cords the same
color and texture of the tressesin which it had been fastened and thrown that in anoose around the neck
of the Jat, s0 pulling the creature dong as one might a hunt-hound.

Therewas il fighting in progress and twice they had to battle their way past opposition from one of the
stubborn pockets of beleaguered guardsmen. There was no flitter waiting for them, rather aground
trangport into which they were crowded while their guard took position around them, weagpons ready.

They turned abruptly from the main streets where struggles were il in progress, winding aroad through
lesser ways, some nearly alleys. There were bodies to be seen here and there. Once there came ablaze
of blaster fire crisping the Sde of their vehicleinches away from where the Jewelbright crouched. She
winced but made no sound and Jofre was 0 tightly jammed againgt her other side that he could not see
whether she had been burned by that fire's touch.

The transport skidded around a corner and they could now clearly see the space port. The great gates
had been firmly closed and within their perimeter were to be seen the black and silver uniforms of the
Patrol aswell asthe grey worn by the space employees. Also there were weapons very much to the fore.

But there was no warning to stop as they approached. Though neither did anyone move to open the gate.
The nose of their vehicle was nearly touching that when they cameto ahdlt.

The Tssekian guards stepped aside and allowed the three off-worlders and the Jat to face the barrier. A
man wearing Patrol dress and onein space grey, who had theinsigniaof Port officer on hisright
shoulder, moved alittle forward.

Zurza hunched the strap of the scanner higher on his shoulder and raised his good hand in the peace
sute.

"We clam refuge under the Code of Harktapha" Hisfrill was high and adeep crimson and hishissing
near serpent-strong.

The Patrol officer took a stride which brought him to that section of the larger gate which might be
opened separately asasmall door.

"Who arethe hunters?' the officer asked.

Zurzd'sfrill fluttered and the hue darkened. "We are not hunted, First Officer. These have brought us out
with ordersthat we reach here. We are from off-world and thereiswar on Tssek which does not
concern us.”

"You will drop al weagpons and enter singly,” came the command. ™Y ou will abide by the code,
surrendering to judgment concerning that which brought you here.”

Zurza nodded. "Agreed, First Officer." He tossed to one side the blaster he had belted when he had



given the peace sign. Jofre wound the Makwire about his hand into a coil and sent it earthward. The
Jewd bright produced from somewhere about her person, so swiftly he could not sight where it had been
hidden, adender but, as he knew, most deadly knife and added that to the collection on the ground.

Moving one by one, Zurza in the lead, then the Jewel bright with the Jat on leash, and finaly Jofre, edged
through the gate door which was opened only far enough to give them tight passage. Jofre's empty hands
dtirred inasign he did not know he was shaping:

"Out of dark, into light."

THOUGH IT WASWELL PAST THE MID-HOUR OF THE night, therewas till alamp dight inan
upper room of the old town house. A shadow swept acrossthe wall in an even pattern asRas Zarn
paced the room. This night he was ridden by the need for physical effort, to somehow expend the tension
which crippled him during the day, which made it more and more difficult to make decisons swiftly and
correctly.

Might the Night Gnawers of Garn feast upon their lives! He fought to keep control, to not throw back his
head and voice the howl of frustration which seemed near to suffocate him. Could any one of themin his

position have done better? All well for them to issue orders, but the ability to obey was not in their power
to enforce—unless they would decide to make an example of him and set up some other fool who, given

the same Situation, could certainly do no better.

THEY could hunt acrossthe hills as they had in the past to bring down prey. There was no way any one
man could hunt the star lanes. It would require centuriesto even sft through asmal portion of the star
ports. Such a search was madness even to think of!

He had given them one solution but they would not accept it. Secrets—they were not prepared to share
their secrets! But there was no other way. If the Guild accepted that they were to hunt for aman, if the
matter could be presented to them solely as an act of vengeance—a chance. Though for the most part a
Veep of the Guild would not concern himsalf with such aminor matter, under certain circumstances he or
she could be led to give such orders. That was akernel of understanding on which he, Zarn, could
build—though therewould be aprice.

However, there was the problem of the prey—had he yet learned the value of what he had stolen from
the cursed Lair? Supposing during a hunt the Guild would discover what their quarry had in his

possession?

Zan'sfig wasat hislipsand he gnawed on hisknuckles. Thisnight he had sent his strongest message. It
must be acted upon at once, for the Guild contact was not going to wait on the favor of a priesthood they
did not recognize nor consider of any import in their own deliberations.

Timewasfast running out. They must either depend upon these others who had the wide-flung
organi zation which could locate aman off-world, or they must admit defeat. And to do that wasto
perhaps open afuture which would—

Zarn shook his head. He went back to the low table, dropped down to the mat seat behind it, hisfingers
scrabbling among anumber of small stickslittered there. Each was notched in adifferent pattern, one



which could be read by touch, even in the dark. But he had no need to try to sort out again those orders,
threats, demands.

There was amuted sound, hardly louder than his own labored breathing. Zarn's head came up, he was
on hisfeet at once, to pass through a concealed doorway into that narrow room where there was a panel
high in thewall open to the night sky. Through this his awaited messenger had come to perch on the desk
table. It uttered two plaintive squawks as the merchant reached it.

His hands went out to stroke and gentle the flyer. Then met those avian eyes with hisown compelling
gaze. Thiswas one of the best trained of the shrine flyers. At least they had accepted that the task
demanded the very best weapons they could bring to the fidd.

Zarn plucked the message from brain to brain. Histongue tip swept dry lips. Hislife—well, he had
known in the end it would cometo this—hislifein the balance againg victory. But they weregiving in, if
reluctantly; they were agreeing that his suggestion could now be the only way.

So—in hope he had dready made certain moves, now it wastimeto follow those up. He gave the flyer
itsreward and | eft it squatting on the desk top, the opening in the roof unclosed. There would be no
message he could send now—that he wanted to send. What he would do needed no interference from
those at a distance who had never encountered the players he must draw into the game.

Dawn was smoky palein the sky as he began to set into action the plan he had labored on. He sent
another messenger, this one two-legged and from his household, with a very ambiguous report that he
had lately obtained certain wares from the north which might interest that particular buyer.

Downin the larger chamber devoted to business he oversaw the unpacking of two bags, the setting out
of his bait—star stones worked by Hemcreft himsalf. The High Shagga had parted with those aseasily as
if they had been implanted toothwisein his jaws—but they were unique enough to hold this Xantan.

He had time to compose himself fully, to practice the Six Exercises of Quiet and Preparation. So it was
with hisusual composure that he faced the woman who answered his summons.

She was clearly an off-worlder, athin-bodied figure with e ongated arms and overlarge hands. Her dark
skin had ametdlic sheen and looked very smooth, amost asif she were indeed encased in some hard
coating. A greet ded of it was exposed by her scanty clothing which consisted mainly of strips of shaggy
materia which might be the fur of some strange beast and was of aviolently vivid flame color, showing
even brighter against the grey-black of the body it wreathed around. Her head was swathed in alarge
turban that flashed aborder of jewels, the seeing of which gave Zarn ahidden satisfaction. It wasplain
that this envoy of the Guild had aliking for gems, so that what he had to offer should prove tempting.

" Gentlefem"—he bowed and escorted her to apile of seat mats well raised above thefloor to
accommodete her longer limbs—"you honor this house of trade."

Sheraised her firgt set of eyelids and opened the inner ones hafway. Her narrow, amost snoutlike,
mouth was not meant to shape ahumanoid smile but it twisted somewhat in what might just be the
equivadent of such.

"Thewares of Ras Zarn," her trade tongue had arasp as suggestive of metal as her body, "are well
known to produce treasures. It was spoken to me of a specia shipment—"

She had not glanced once at the display on the table. However, Zarn believed that she had not only
surveyed it but at the same ingtant had been ableto vaueit.



"Asyou see, Gentlefem.” He waved a hand toward the gems set out skillfully on adarkened strip of
leather which enhanced their incandescent silver and gold natural coloring.

Now shedid turn alittle on the mat seet, that exercise twisting her long neck (looking far too dender to
support alarge head made even more bulky by the turban). Both her outer and inner eydids werefully
open. She made no moveto lean forward alittle farther to touch the gems, merely regarded them. Zarn
did not doubt in the least that she knew to aquarter star credit their vaue,

"A showing, Merchant Zarn, ashowing. But—"

"A buying—no?' he said quietly. "Ah, well, it was the Gentlefem | considered first when these cameto
me, knowing how grest is her ability to pick the best and make the finest use of such. But if they do not
suit your taste, then | am most sorry to have troubled you.”

Her mouth worked again and those second inner eydids haf closed, surveying him now, rather than the
display of stones.

"We buy and sdll, both of us, merchant. If | buy, what then isthe price?"

Inwardly Zarn relaxed afraction. She waswilling—at least enough to discuss matters. But any ded with
the Guild wastricky, very tricky.

"Thereisadory to betold, Gentlefem.”

She made a sound which might ether have been a sigh of boredom or one of impatience. "There dways
iswhen one of you wishesto ded with us." Shewasfrank enough anyway.

"We seek aman, atraitor, one who has betrayed us blood and bond.”
The woman raised ahand asif to straighten the mound of her turban.

"Y our world iswide, but I do not doubt that you have the meansfor tracking him—Shaggal" She
mouthed that last word dmogt asif it were an accusation, but Zarn was not taken unawares. No one
could deny that the Guild had their own seekers of knowledge, that they kept account and learned al
they could of any they might have future dedingswith.

"Unfortunately heis off-world. Before we could put hand on him he blasphemously used the code which
had been stripped from him and oathed with an off-worlder— a Zacathan."

"Ah, yes." Now the woman did reach out, and, with one of her long equa-length six fingers, tapped the
table below thefirst jewd inline.

"That lizard kinisone| have heard that your own people have an interest in." Zarn ventured the first
push. He must assume more authority or €l se be defeated before he began.

"We have an interes—dight. Not one that moves us particularly at present,” she said.
"We are ready to award interest with payment—" His very dight gesture indicated the array of jewels.

"That could be taken under consderation.” She arose from the pile of mat cushions. "Word will be sent
before nightfal.”

He was forced to be content with that, but he was hopeful. The rumor which had reached his own
wdll-enlisted spieswas that the Zacathan was of particular interest to the Guild. They could aready be
laying aweb for that one. However, any company their prey might have at the time might then be



summarily digposed of unlessaneat profit would change that part of their program.

Had he been able to use his own eyes and ears as well as he wanted to, hisrelief would have been the
greater. The woman made her way directly to the spaceport and there in the lounge where those who
waited for aship to take off she had taken a seat and sat asif only idly interested in what was about her.
She did not wait long before aman in spacer suiting but obvioudy of her own species cameto stand
before her. She greeted him with the dightest of nods and he sat down at the empty seat facing her.

"That mud-based toadling,” the language she spoke was not trade and it was amurmur of words run
together until they seemed to be asingle sound, "offers arespectable amount—the Shagga must have
combed out their private treasure boxes."

"For what?'

"The Zacathan oathed arenegade of their tamed killing order. They want him back—they are highly
primitivein their thought processes. Thistraitor of theirs went off-world with the Zacathan.”

"They want him deed?"
"No, | bdlievethat the death dedling is something they desire to be Strictly their business—they want him.”
"Asan oathed guard he will defend the Zacathan.”

"Y es. However, there are ways and means— The main point remains that the Zacathan be alowed to
proceed as he himself wishes until the proper time. | understand that there has aready been some
difficulty on that point—"

"The Tssekians were not in the picture as we knew it then. We have to sort that out.”

Her mouth moved in that twist of asmile. "Doubtless there has aready been set in motion aplan to ded
with that. But—do we accept this other offer—the renegade to be taken and returned here? The price

they offer istempting.”
"And this Shagga can be depended upon to come through when the ded is properly completed?”

"Heisno fool. Guild bargains are kept, as he and dl the starswell know. Thiscan be donel am
sure—and the extra bit of sweetening heis ready to offer will please the Council. They just must be sure
our merchandiseis not harmed in any future action.”

"Very wdl, make what arrangements may be demanded.” He stood up. "Welift at the fourth moon hour.
Shadl | seeyou aboard?’

"Of acertainty, yes, and with someinteresting baggage. These star stones, Taor, are worth even perhaps
afourth grade organizer's ransom—should some sum as that ever be asked.”

Zarn had made hisfirst move; he did not linger before following through on the second. Once more he
sorted out the rune-inscribed sticks, setting them first in one pattern and then another asif striving to find
one which suited him best. There was no possible other choice. Y es, one of the Shadows had gone
off-world as bodyguard to that young lordling. He was not of top grade, nor experienced, and the
reports on the renegade had been clear.

Outlaw that he was, he was well trained, though he had never been sent on amission. But that
mind-twisted Master of his had given him specid ingructions—some the Shaggaon sationinthat Lair
did not even know; he could only suspect. He was certainly afool aso—the renegade should have been



assigned another Lair and quietly disposed of there. But instead he had been loosed—

Luckily that brain-empty skull of a priest had had him monitored when he crossed the mountains or they
would never have known what happened in the dead Lair. But that Shagga was now busily repenting his
first stupidity and would be for some time to come; no one need worry about HIM.

However, they must accept that their prey had training well past novice grade, perhaps approaching that
of aHand, young as he was. And with what he carried— No, they could not, even if the oath law
permitted it, detach the young lord's guard.

Nor must they depend soldly upon the Guild, even if the latter were willing to sedl abargain. The Guild
wanted the Zacathan—or rather what they hoped to wring out of him. While the renegade was oathed
and would defend his charge to the death. Not even the Shagga who loathed him would deny that he was
truly isshartrained and firmly set in their pattern.

Also— Zarn tapped his fingers on the tabletop inches away from the sticks. What if the renegade began
to understand what he had taken out of Qaw-en-itter? What if he would become—a Magter? Assha
strength might defeat even the Guild entrapment.

Who—"? It must not be left to the Guild. What if they (and he had the greatest respect for their Veeps
and experts) dso did alittle delving and discovered that taken from the dead? They might even strike a
bargain with the renegade— hislifefor hisfind—taking as an excuse for such dealing that the Brothers
had deceived them in not mentioning the prime reason for their hiring.

Zarn shivered. Were that to happen— He would envy for the days of life fill Ieft to him the fate of the
Shaggawho had first loosed this blot upon the Shadows. To dispatch another issha—one of greater
training and experience— off-world? He had no time to wrangle with the Shagga Over Heads for that.
The longer the renegade remained |oose off-world—and only the Foul Three of Trusk knew what he was
doing besides guarding the Zacathan's back— the more chance of his becoming greater than they could
hope to handle. He might even be able to give the Guild a surprise or two.

Which left only one choice and he had aready been denied that. However, under the circumstancesthis
time she would have to agree. Her oath could be dissolved with the permission of the Siter of the Inner
Silences. Such action had been taken severa timesin the past—need must overreach custom when there
was demand.

But how then was he to reach her—off-world? There would be only one organization—outside of, of
course, the ever-present Patrol—which could bear such acommand aong the star lanes after having first
located her to whom it wasto be given. The Guild again—

Zarn sighed. He poked at aroll of leather. Wealth beyond the raising of any one Lair—at least four of the
richest had been stripped to gather that. And the Guild were no unpaid benefactors—they would demand
morefor such atask. Still—deep in him he was certain of only onething: he could not trust the Guild to
the point of blood cath— the Sister who had dready gone starward would carry out any true order to
the desth.

Get her freefrom her present bond—and he had only until the Guild Veep returned to do so. He swept
the sticks together and rolled them into a bag he thrust into aconcedled holder under the low table. This
he must do himsdlf.

Theroll containing the jewel s he took to the wall behind the seat mats and touched severa placesthere
to open asmal cavity. But before he stowed his packet inside he surveyed the present contents of that
hiding place. With asigh heflicked another box into place beside the packet, and then closed the cavity.



For him to gpproach the House of Jewels openly in daylight and be sighted, would cause talk—and not
the kind of talk his position in the old city welcomed. But there was no help for it. He could only depend
on ahooded cloak, such as one of the mountain priests wore, or adisguise— avery flimsy one.

The Midtress of Jawds received him in her own chamber and listened to histerse outline of what had to
be done and why. She frowned.

"Thisyou ask casts astain on honor. We are also issha, and we live by the Five Oaths! Once amission
has been honorably taken and the Shadow oathed, only a successful completion—or desth—releasesthe
Sgter. Y ou ask much— too much!™

"Thisisathreat to usdl." Zarn dared not tell her the truth; only a handful knew it and if he spoke without
permission he would be word-broke—disgraced until he could not even redeem himsdf with hisown life
teking.

"Inwhat way, Shagga?' She was not going to givein easily. He could fed the sweset beads gather at his
hairlinein spite of dl hisinner effort to gppear above emation.

"I cannot be word-broke," he decided that he could be thisfrank with her, "but it is such adanger that
we have not known since the Refusa of Gortor." The mention of that portentous action which had nearly
wiped out al the Shadow breed was never uttered idly. Surely that would impress her!

Her eyes had widened dightly and now her fingers sketched Ward-off-Perils-of-the-Far-Night.
"Y ou swear this?' she asked.

Zamn'sknifewasin plain sght. Deliberately he extended his heart-finger and pressed the tip of that sharp
narrow blade into the flesh, until a bead of red showed. Withdrawing the knife he held out his hand where
the drop of blood welled larger. The woman looked straight into his eyes and then down at that finger.
With her own heart-finger she touched hisand Zarn knew inwardly a grest relief. She had accepted, she
would do it!

"The oathed one has gone off-world, there is no way a Shadow message can reach her—" the woman
continued.

Zarn shook hishead. "Thereisaway, that | dso oath swear."

For amoment she looked dubious. But the promise he had just given her was so binding she had to
accept that he believed he could carry it out.

"Very wdl. Theword is How Cloud."

The word which would trigger oath release—Zarn amost shivered. That was something sacred, by
custom used only by aLair Magter to release one from amission accomplished. To pass such to another
was a perilousthing, but in this he had no choice.

Once again in his own chamber, the packet and box from the cavity prominently ranged before him on
the table, he busied himsdlf with another small twiglet of stick, thisof adull black in color and no longer
than his heart-finger. With avery small tool, such as one who set gemswould use, he made his scratches
on the gtick. First the release word and then the second oathing—one which would bind the Sister to her
second and most important misson. He was barely finished in time, for one of his household cameto
announce the return of the Veep. If she agreed—but she must! He called on that inner way which, it was
sad, onetruly in difficulty could use as an inducement—nholding to it like body armor asthe off-world
woman camein.



YOU UNDERSTAND THAT UNDER THE CODE 1732X you must be held.” Patrol Captain Ilan
Sandor eyed hisligteners coldly. "If the Tssekian government demands that you be turned over to answer
charges of fomenting riot, of plotting, you cannot claim sanctuary here.”

"We are escaped prisoners.” Zurza's return was as evenly voiced. "We were brought to Tssek against
our will and in defiance of interstellar law. | have not yet heard that kidnapping isalega form of obtaining
immigrants.”

"Y ou have one story—"

"Backed by atruth reader,” Zurza interrupted. His neck frill was stirring. "We had no voice in our coming
here; we were kept prisoner by the then recognized government— forced to accede to certain demands
made upon us."

"And you precipitated arevolution!" the captain snapped.

For the firgt time the port officer spoke. "Asyou have seen, Captain"—he motioned to anumber of
reader discslying on the desk between the two parties—"there was preparation for such arising long in
the making beforethe arrival of this Learned One."

"With"—the captain showed no softening—"thisinferna machine of hisl That at least we can take care
0r_ll

Zurzd'sfrill flamed aviolent yellow-red. "It is under the sedl of the Zacathan explorative service, Captain.
| do not think that even your al-powerful organization is going to dispute ownership.”

"You, Learned One," retorted the captain, "are no longer amember in good standing of your
service—and because you meddled with this very scanner of yours! Any protest will have to be entered
through your Clan Elder and, since we are hdf the gdaxy away from your home, that will take quitea
timetoresolve.”

"l am on detached service, Captain. Consult the authoritiesif you wish. Y ou will discover my credentials
inorder. My search. Before my journey was so brazenly interrupted, | was on my way to Lochan. | have
aready shown my authorization for such astudy. That this has occurred on Tssek, is, | assert, no fault of
mine"

"It remainsthat thereisacivil war in progress on the other side of that fence,” the captain waved a the
nearest window opening onto the port, "and that you have had ahand in stirring it up, willing or not
willing. Y ou have transgressed againgt the creed of your own people aswell asthe central law of
noninterference.”

"Captain,” again the port commander spoke, "isit not better to wait and see? Thereis abundant proof
which you yoursdlf have viewed," again he waved toward the discs, "that astrong underground
movement was underway even before this Learned One and his bodyguard were brought here. That the
attack came at thetime it did was dso certain. They had knowledge—my listening serviceisnot a
guestionable one—that the Holder planned to broadcast his carefully edited version of the Gresat
Ingathering. The overturn of his plan was caused because two of the technicians selected to set up the



aready prepared broadcast of his own editing were members of the underground party. They were
prepared to sabotage his efforts. When the Zacathan was brought in it added a new factor they had not
planned on. But in fact, Learned One," now he addressed Zurzd, "you did show what might have been
thetruth fifty yearsin the past. Thiswas a support they had not counted on, but one they speedily turned
to their advantage. For what your scanner showed was broadcast over more than haf of the machines,
picked up by underground installations and passed on. The broadcast had already been arranged as the
sgnd for the uprising, and they moved in."

"Their control isnot yet complete,” the captain stated. "It is difficult to believe that they will prevail over
such fortresses as Smagan or Wer."

"Thanksto our friends here,” the port officer nodded to the three on the other side of the table, "they
have the Holder. Asdo al who riseto power he hasfor years systematically weeded out al below him
who could question his authority, depending on those linked to him so tightly that hisfal would mean
theirsaso. They may hold out in pockets because it meansther lives, and even ras-ratswill turn and fight
if they are cornered, but thereisno longer any leader to rally them and there has long been jealousy and

infighting among them.”

"Y ou have been watching the building of this Situation for long, Commander?* Zurza'sfrill waslightening
in shade.

"Asthe oneresponsible for this port | have had to make observations,” the other agreed. "Every form of
government sooner or later reaches a plateau from which thereisno longer an upward advance. Since
thelives of sentient beings do not remain Satic, there follow changes. Asyour people know so well,
Learned One. So it happened here. But when the rebels win they will have something to thank your
guard for—that they have the Holder."

"Asl havesad!" the captain scowled, "interference with the native government—"
"Y ou would rather, Captain, that we be dead?"

Startled, it was not only the Petrol officer but al the rest of them who turned now to look at the fifth
member of the party. Gone were the floating, seductive garments of the assured Jewel bright. Taynad had
asked for and changed speedily into a spacer's drab garb. The long waves of her hair had been tightly
braided, and were now bound around her head, though the wedlth of that hair made it seem she must be
wearing aturban.

"Yes," the cgptain had amogt ingtantly adjusted to her entrance into this meeting, to theimplied criticism
of her question. "There dso remainsyou, Gentlefem. | believe that you arrived here by the invitation of
the Holder, isthat not 07

"Having done s0," Taynad returned camly, "thereisno reason for my remaining once heisno longer my
host. My very presencein his company would probably have damned me with these rebels. | owe my
continued existence to the Learned One and hisguard. And | am duly grateful. | hardly think, Captain,
that you are going to hand me over to Tssekians—"

Jofre was sengitive to what she was doing, using trained willpower. Even though she had not turned it on
him, he could fed the gathering force of it. And he did not believe that this Patrol officer, disciplined ashe
might be, could stand againgt the issha assurance of the Jewel bright.

"Why did you come?" It was not the officer but the port commander who asked that bluntly, and she
answered asfully:



"The Holder had (I saw him cut down in the hall and so heis no longer my employer) aHorde
Commander who was ambitious. He had gone off-world hunting the Learned One here as an offering to
his master, and on Asborgan he chanced to learn of the Jewels. Aswas custom he bargained for my
sarvices. | wasto be another gift. He had plans—" She shrugged. "I was awegpon; he did not have time
to useme.”

"Now that we have discussed a number of explanations and scraps of news," Zurza cut in, "may we
return to the main point of thismeeting? | have suffered a crude and unnecessary interruption to plansi
have been making for years. It ismy intention that | carry those out and | do not think that anyone,
Captain, isgoing to produce a good reason why | cannot.”

"Y ou will wait until thereis a settlement herel" returned the Patrol officer flatly.

Zurza spoke then, not to him, but to the port commander. " Commander, you have shown that you have
ample reason to believe that my coming here had in redlity nothing to do with the present embroil ment.
Y ou aso know that my appearance on Tssek was entirely against my will. By Stellar Law can we be
held inthisfashion?"

The commander looked neither to the Petrol captain nor to the Zacathan, instead he was studying with
great interest the nails on hisright hand.

"He'sright, you know," he observed. "We have proof of the kidnapping, of the fact that he wasbeing
used againgt hiswill. He has claimed refuge under the Code of Harktapha—that has held since the first
gpacers met with hiskind. We have no quarrel with Zacathans—their knowledge is ever at our
service—their persons are diplomatically sacred—"

"This one presumestoo much!" the Petrol officer interrupted.

"Inyour opinion—" The three words brought a sour silence from the captain. His hands clenched on the
edge of the desk asif he would upend that innocent piece of furniture and send it in the generd direction
of those three across from him.

"So, Learned One," asif he need expect no more interruption the commander turned again to Zurza,
"whet isyour will?'

"I would return to Wayright and carry out those plans of mine," returned the Zacathan. "My guard goes
with meand thisgentlefem o, if it isher will."

"Itis," Taynad agreed. She added nothing to that and Jofre wondered what thoughts clustered now in her
head. Since he who had oathed her was dead by what the i ssha-sworn would consider chance, she was
free from employment. Would she, once more on Wayright, seek to return to Asborgan?

"Also," shewas speaking again, "there isthe matter of the Jat."

"That can be eadly atended to.” The Patrol officer must have been glad he had a clear and definite
answer to that. "1t will be returned to its home planet.”

"In the condition inwhich it now exists?' she queried.
The officer looked to the port commander for an answer.

"Unfortunately, the creature has gone catatonic and cannot be roused,” he reported. "The bond between
it and the Holder was so harshly broken asto send it into a coma. The medic reports that nothing he has
been ableto do will restoreit.”



"It might bewell to let metry." To Jofre's surprise the Jewel bright spoke. "A broken bond might indeed
break amind, but atransferred bond—"

"Can thisbe done?' the commander questioned.

She hesitated for only a second. "My kind have certain powers, Gentlehomos. | have developed aliking
for the creature and | saw more of it when it was with its bond master than any of you. Let metry to
transfer the bond.”

"But it gill must be returned—"

"Let that be decided after we see how thiswill work," said the commander. "Y es, Gentlefem, | shdl give
ordersthat you areto try this—and may you be successful.”

To Jofre's compl ete astonishment she turned her head and surveyed him. "Thisis one of my world," she
indicated him. "The training he has been given grants him a certain rapport with other species. | will need
himtogivemead."

Jofre had no chanceto talk to her aone. She had admitted obliquely that she knew him for what he was.
But that that would congtitute any tie between them was chancy. The commander escorted them over to

the medic quarters and there they looked down upon the small body which had balled itself dmost into a
knot on one of the bunks.

"It il lives," the medic reported, "but it has had no food nor drink, and the heartbesat isvery dow. Itis
closeto degath.”

"Y an searches for he who is gone, that one who became his other half." Taynad seated hersdlf on the
edge of the bunk and leaned over, to gather the Jat into her asams asif it were ahurt child.

"Medic, on our world we have certain training which can unite us with other living creatures beside those
of our own species. It may be that we can reach Y an and bring him back. We can only try."

The medic shook his head. "Gentlefem, | fear it ishopeless. But if thereis anything you can do—"
He went to seat himself on astool at the other sde of the room, watching them intently.

Taynad, the Jat still held againgt her, moved carefully around on the bunk, so that as much of her back
was now presented to Jofre as possible. He could guess the next step. Though he had never been apart
of such linkage, yet he was well aware there were casesin which it would and had worked.

Now he seated himself behind Taynad's back and dropped his hands on her shoulders. The inner
commands he knew and gave one by one, each taking him further to the Center. As yet he was aware of
nothing but his own search for full control.

With one hand Taynad stroked the small body which she cradled so close to her. She began a soft
crooning in which there were no words to be distinguished, only soothing sounds.

Jofre within himself found and fastened upon that strength he sought. Now he drew—launched—as he
might a dart—what he shaped. He could fed the feed of it from his center, dlong hisarms, into her
body— Then—!

Touch, immediate linkage, being borne dong by another's demanding will. A wal against which that will
struck, and then began to beat in aheavy pattern, seeking aweakness, away of entrance—



Swifter grew those blows, steedy and unrelenting the draw upon Jofre. He summoned up more and more
to feed, to strengthen—

The resstance lessened reluctantly, asif abit crumbled, and then another. Before him now was awhirling
chaos of terror, alien and therefore threstening. Jofre braced himsalf and held. What they shaped together
now was not the battering ram which had found them away into this place of rolling terror and loss, but
rather athread to be caught up by the churning of what abode there, twisted, tangled. And they were
content to have it so for now—though the payment was heavy as there was feedback of that terror, those
waves of negative force. They must not only hold their small contact, but protect themsalvesinto the
bargain.

Now! She had not spoken, but the order reached Jofre asif it had been shouted like a battle cry. He sent
forth asurge of power, the thread tightened as she spun. It was well enmeshed now in the chaos, it held.
Y et it formed a path for them. Dark, cold, nothingness dipped aong towards those two who dared to
touch.

The room was gone, Jofre was aware only of a battle which he could not see, only sense. This—this—
Frantically he hunted a shield, aweapon, something to stop that dark counterflow.

Asif it lay heavy in hishand he knew now what he must have. The stone out of Qaw-en-itter. Asshi—if it
were assha—force—if it could bring him that force. Though he continued to hold to the thread the

Jewe bright had spun, yet he groped within him until hein turn touched! Y et this was no chaos—rather
ordered energy. Hisinner salf buckled as he strove to harnessit. Too much—he was like onefilled with
firewhich ae outward until al which he was might be consumed.

Ruthlesdy Jofre fought to turn that wave, that fire, to harnessit to the thread. And so it did—whether by
his efforts, or perhaps because it was attracted in turn to what they were spinning out from issha strength.

The thread had wound and now wasin awhirl which had begun to thicken, to encompass the darkness
asif that had substance. And the darkness drew in farther and farther upon its own core until it waslikea
single nugget of pain and fear. Thisthe thread netted and drew towardsits own source.

Jofre was aware again of the woman beside him, of her body trembling in ahold he had tightened to
keep her erect and steady. Then the last remaining fragments of the break-bond spread into him and his
clap on her shoulderswould have falen avay save that there rang from her to him theissha
touch—enough to steady him.

He accepted the break-bond as he would swallow some bitter potion if such an act was necessary. Then
made one more call, issha—assha—he could not tell which answered but, as the blowing out of alamp,
the flash of ablaster, the darkness was gone.

Into its place there flowed something & se—awarmth which was not of hisown, not issha at
al—dien—yet with no harm—rather lightness of spirit, peace of mind and heart. Jofre redized thet their
linkage still held but what it had done was more than they had thought—the Jat was free of that despair
which would have killed it— but it was—rebonded—uwith them!

He could see over Taynad's shoulder that the creature was no longer ahard ball in her arms. One of its
small forepaws was raised, drawing the blunt finger growths down the Jewe bright's cheek. It chirped
inquiringly and she gave asmall cry and hugged it closer, rocking alittle back and forth as might one who
had feared for a child and now found that fear had gone.

"Friend—" Jofre's head jerked. The Jat had moved in Taynad's hold and was now looking over her
shoulder to him. Again its forepaw advanced, to stroke caressingly hishand which till caught &t the



Jewdbright. From that touch came the warmth and peace which he had earlier felt, but increased, asif
fueled with the same power as one of the starships.

"Y ou have doneit!" The medic was stlanding over both of them, staring down at the Jat, which kept its
hold on Jofre aswell asremaining within the circle of Taynad'sarm.

For thefirgt time Jofre heard the tinkle of the Jewelbright'slaugh.

"Perhaps not as the Patrol captain might wish," shereturned. "1 am afraid that he will be unableto follow
orders even now—Y an has rebonded with—" She glanced at Jofre. Her face had adight softnesswhich
had gentled the masklike beauty she had always turned upon them. ™Y an has bonded with—us!"

"And," Jofre swiftly spoke for himsdf, "I do not think that you can try asecond time." He was surprised
at the warmth of his own fedlings. Isshawere not bond-worthy except by oath, and certainly no oathing
had passed here. Or had one which was deeper and wiser than that of Lair knowledge?

Thewoman a so, he was sure that some of hisfeding at least had been shared by her, known to her now.
Which was amuddle—they had indeed wrought thoughtlesdly, for it would seem that the two of them
were now linked in away unknown to their breed before—by one small, warm, and peace-spreading
cresture. He wondered what complications they had both drawn to them by what they had done.

Heloosed hishold on Taynad, feding alittle awkward, but he reached forward to draw his hand in a half
caress across the bobbling head of the Jat, between those up-pointed ears.

"You are sure?' The medic was demanding. "Thisisgoing to present a problem—"

"Wearesure," the Jewe bright answered calmly. "Though we could have done no other to save thelittle
oneslife. Bond-breaking," she shivered and her arm tightened a fraction about the smdl furry body, "is
deadly."

The medic looked at them both indecigvely. "1 shal haveto report—" And with that he was gone.

Taynad waited until the door closed behind the spacer. Then she squared her body around on the bunk
s0 she wasfacing Jofre aswell as she could.

"Brother." She had freed her one hand from the Jat and gave him finger greeting.
But dare he answer her as Shadow to Shadow? That was deceitful and not isshaway.

"I am no longer of the Brothers" he said, watching her face carefully, waiting for that small softening of
the expresson to vanish. "The story isalong one, Jewelbright. But thusit ssands—" And quickly he
sketched al which had happened to him since the morning when the Master had paid the
Dead-Stone-price and he himsalf had been denied. Though he did not mention his night in Qaw-en-itter
nor hisfind there, for that was something he felt he could not share—there was too great a secret about it
and he mugt have the unlocking of that first himself.

"Y ou areissha—for dl the blathering of the Shagga,”" she returned unexpectedly. "Have you not followed
the proper pattern and oathed yourself—and to alord who is well worth the serving? Do you think we
could havelinked to free thisone,”" she glanced down at the Jat and then to him again, "if you were not a
true Shadow? The Shagga sometimes take too much on themselves."

He was startled by her questioning of authority. Perhapsin some fashion she, too, had had something to
be angry over after some priestly encounter. But that she accepted him—uwith alift of heart he solemnly
made the gesture of welcome and dared to change it so that it was not just to a Shadow met in passing



but to one who shared acommon goal.

ONCE MORE THEY WERE GATHERED IN THE OFFICE OF the Peatrol captain but thistime two
more had been added to their number. These were Tssekians but not in the uniforms the unwilling visitors
had seen everywhere during their travelsin the city and at the keep of the Holder. It seemed to Jofre that
they were trying to make aspecid effort to break with the restraints of their former clothing. For one
wore aone-piece suit of green girded by abrilliant scarlet belt and the other aloose shirt of crimson over
dull purplish breeches. But both were armed, carrying afringe of various wegpons about their waists and
dung across their shoulders, and the speaker for the duo was awoman.

"We have no quarrd with the Learned One," she spoke the trade tongue with an accent asif it was one
shewas not used to using. "He and his guard were brought here againgt their wills and what he would
have used for the purpose of increasing knowledge was not misused—it showed usthefirst great
treachery of that one—" Her lips moved now asif she would spit, though she did not. "That which ishis
and that which belongsto his man, we have brought with us."

Zurzd inclined hishead inasmall forma nod. "My thanksfor your courtesy. | bear noill will to those of
you who now rule here.”

"This other," the woman had only nodded curtly in answer to the Zacathan, asif she had dready
dismissed him from her mind and al dedlings with him were completed. Now she was looking at Taynad.
"This other was a so brought here for a purpose—but one differing from your case, Learned One.
Therefore, sheisnot to be judged as you—"

Jofre gtirred. He had had little time to do more than acquaint Zurza with the news that the Jewelbright
wasissha and that her mission was aborted with the fal of the Holder. Now he saw her head come up
and she met the Tssekian woman eyeto eye, dmost in direct chalenge.

"Why did you come—plaything?' There was scathing contempt in that last word. But Taynad showed no
sgn that any sting of that reached her.

"It seemed that the Horde Commander Sopt sQu had some thought of pleasing his overlord,” she
returned camly. "Thus| wasincluded in this plan.”

The Tssekian scowled. "Sopt SQu isdead,” she said flatly. "The one he served will be held to face the
wrath of the people. What should be done with you?"

Jofre tensed but Taynad spoke before he could make any protest.

"The man with whom | made my bargain is dead; the man for whom that bargain was made will be
otherwise occupied. My reason for visiting Tssek has ceased to exist."

The Tssekian woman continued to measure the Jawd -bright and there was nothing soft in that harsh
dare.

"Y our kind are without value," she dmost spat the words. "We want no taint of you in our lives. Since
you had no time to work any true mischief here, we shall send you off-world with these others.”



"That isyour right,”" conceded Taynad, "nor have | any wish to remain here.”
"Y ou brought with you gauds—"

"To which you are now entitled,” Taynad interrupted. " Since such were of the Horde Commander's gift
and so belong to Tssek. | do not ask for any accounting of them."

"Wl for you!" The woman was determined not to be bettered in their subtle struggle. " So, off-worlder,"
she now |looked to the Patrol captain, "these are now your responsibility. Let them return to their own
places, we need nothing of them. The Council meets tomorrow; we shal be speaking with you again
concerning regulations for off-worlders—some of those will be changed.”

She stood up, adjusted afraction the swing of her weapon dung across her shoulder, and moved
towards the door without another word or look.

"Wadll, it seemsitisal decided,” the port commander said briskly asthe two Tssekians disappeared.
"Thereis no reason, Captain, why these three must be retained to answer questions now—or at least |
cannot imagine any. According to the wishes of this planet's people the sooner they are gone the better.
Thereisthe courier attached to the port service which isdueto lift for Wayright. Quarters may be alittle
cramped,” he spoke now to Zurzal, "but the courier serviceisfast and there is no other ship due for some
time. Infact thelocd disturbances here may be awarn-off for freightersin company service. They will
want to be sure the new regime iswell rooted before they start negotiations again.”

ThePatrol captain was frowning.

"Learned One, | intend to send afull report of thiswhole matter to headquarters. Thisisvery closeto
interference with planetary affairs, and, if proven, that can keep you safely out of space wandering. Y ou,
Gentlefem,” he said more dowly, "were aso undoubtedly intended to interfere with matters as they stood.
That you did not have achance to do so was merdly fortune. | shall recommend that you be returned to
your Asborgan and not permitted off that world again.”

She did not answer him but the Zacathan did. " Send your report, Captain. Y ou will be following the
proper procedure. But know this, | shall aso offer an explanation of what was done against my will; aso
| intend to speak for this gentlefem who was legdly hired by the laws of her own world, brought to Tssek
and then, not only dismissed from service but deprived of the payment promised her. She dealt in good
faith and therefore cannot be held responsible for what another deems she might have done— avery
unsure assumption.

"For the present | consider her as one of my party and ask that she accompany us to Wayright without
prejudice. Y ou cannot condemn anyone for a crime which was not committed and perhaps never would
have been except as you speculate.”

The port commander was nodding in timeto the last words. "He hasthe right of it. Submit your report,
Captain, and | shal adso submit mine. The Tssekiansfind no fault with these people; instead they fredy
admit that the Learned One was kidnapped. That his machine worked in part, even aided what they had
planned to do, for it betrayed the fact that the Holder had been atraitor to his predecessor. | can believe
that such glimpsesinto the pasts of dl of usmight turn up some unpleasant and dangerous decisions and
events. However, it isthe Learned One's desire to use his scanner only in the field of archeology— to
present apast so far removed that its summoning will have no effect on the modern day.”

"Itiswrong—" the captain exploded.

"Asyou seeit. But let usleave such judgmentsto the higher authorities. What happened on Tssek wasa



forced use of what might be avery important thing. Now," he spoke once more to the Zacathan, "you
will leave with the courier and | promise you as quick atrip as possible. | cannot assure you there will be
no questions raised when you reach Wayright—but that will be your concern.”

"We shdl be most pleased—" Zurza said. His neck frill, which had shown some traces of color and a
tendency to flutter at the edges, now lay peacefully at rest.

When they had time to themsd ves the Zacathan spoke to Taynad. " Since they have deprived you of your
wardrobe and other necessities of travel, allow meto make up that loss at least in part.”

"You are very generous, Learned One." Her answer camein acolorlessvoice. The Jat had hunted her
out and now cuddled againgt her. "1 cannot promise any repayment. In the eyes of those | returnto | may
be considered one who hasfailed.”

"Desath cancels an oath!" Jofre broke in. " Sopt sQu is dead. And the Holder will soon be, judging by the
attitude of these Tssekianswe have just seen. Also—were you oathed directly to him or to his
subordinate?’

"To the Horde Commander."
"Whois, | repesat, dead. Y ou cannot serve adead man.”

She could, of course. That, too, was part of isshatraining, but there was no reason for her to use her
knife on hersdf in this stuation—the oath was not afull service one he was sure.

"At any rate," shereturned, "we haveto wait on the fate shadowing us. Much is changed by time."

Their voyage back to Wayright was both swift and smooth. For Jofreit was afar more comfortable one,
even though their quarters were crowded. He had hoped to establish some closer communication with
the Jewel bright. But she spoke only of service things, mainly of the Jat. And it wasthat cresture which
drew the two of them together.

Jofre was gtartled to learn that he could exchange vague thought-speech with Taynad if the Jat was with
them both. Thiswas something new in his experience and in the Sster's dso he believed, though she did
not admit to it. Zurzal was greatly interested and set up sometests, but when he himsdf stroveto try the
same form of transference of ideasit was afailure. Apparently only the shared bonding alowed this.

At ship's night measure before they planeted the Zacathan made a serious suggestion to Taynad.

"Gentlefem, | know of your way of life, and also that you are isshartrained. Perhaps what | have to offer
istoo far removed from that which you know and desire. But | would like to ask you to join with us—not
oathed but as a partner in what isto be done on Lochan. That is a planet about which we know
little—and where we would venture iswilderness. It is, | have been informed, a harsh world and not one
to tempt avist. Thereis danger to be found there. However, danger is not new to the issha-trained and
your successwith thissmal onewhoisdiento al of us, might be afactor for success or failure of what |
would accomplish.

"For if you can bond with a Jat, then binding with other dien wildlife can certainly be hoped for. And
where | would go thewildlifeis said to be one of the greatest perils.”

Shewas smoothing her long fingers down the Jat's furry back, sending the creature squirming and uttering
smal mews of pleasure. Away from her fantastic robes, dressed in the severeness of the spacer garb she
had obtained at the port, she looked like another person.



Taynad studied the Zacathan. What she had seen of the man suggested trust. She was not sure that Jofre
had been right, that death had broken her oath-binding. After all, by his own admission, the guard was no
longer atrue Shadow Brother. If shereturned to Asborgan—if shewould be able to return there—she
had no funds and those possess ons which she might have been able to pawn to secure such had been
taken by the Tssekians—she might find hersdlf in adifficult position. Doubtless on other worldsthere
existed the equivalent of Jewe brights with their own manner of life—but to her that wasamask, a
disguise only, and to think of it as ALL of oneslifewas distasteful. The Zurza's suggestion promised
hardship, but she had come from perilous and sometimes near-vicious schooling; she had no fears that
she could not do aswell as Jofreif it became amaiter of survival. Therewas much in this offer which did
interest her.

The binding with the Jat was something which still made her fed warm and good insde. Suppose she
could indeed develop such ataent with other forms of life? It was truly something to consider serioudly.

"Learned One, | cannot make answer until | know what awaits mein Asborgan. It may bethat | shal be
tied by another'swill. But—Ilet it be as you wish for now!"

"Fair enough,” Zurza returned. "We may have aperiod of waiting at Wayright port, for shipsto Lochan
aefew.”

Taynad continued to gentle the Jat. Good, time she could use, not only to settle her own possible future
but to discover what there was about this disowned Brothe— she shot a glance at him as he stood
checking some list the Zacathan had handed him—which gave her ways the sense of hidden power.

His off-worlder blood showed in his greater height, even though beside Zurza he was made to ook
smdll, dim, boyish—He had ice-grey eyes dso, instead of the brown ones she was used to seeing, able
to warm with fire, when the issha displayed skillsin the arms court. Y et he moved with the unmistakable
ease of any Shadow she had seen.

What had Zarn said concerning him when the disguised Shagga had attempted to get her to forego her
mission and go after him? That he was arenegade, one who wasthefirst in generationsto break the
Code of Vart, that he had stolen something of power— Still Zarn had been very wary in that part of his
explanation of why Sister should turn against Brother.

She knew wdl that what Jofre had told her about his outlawing from Ho-Le-Far was the truth.
Deep-trained could not so deceive deep-trained. He believed that it was Shagga hatred which had
denied him his proper life and certainly it was Shagga hatred which had set Zarn scheming to bring him
down.

They had linked to free the Jat and linkage would have speedily reveded to her any darknessin him.
But—there was something—that power—a strength which she was well aware he possessed. Oddly
enough she was aso sure that he did not realize what he had—it was asif aman carried abit of stone,
perhaps as aluck piece, not realizing that what he grasped in truth was agem of grest price.

What made one Asshi? Oh, there were ceremonies and trids, al manner of testing. She had never been
at such araising hersdlf but she had heard talk of such. Could it be that this off-worlder who was not of
the true blood possessed that necessary extra core of power? Then—yes, it would explain the Shagga
hatred—al| the rest. They would never alow among them a Master who was not born of their own
breed.

Nor would they—her thoughts carried logicaly forward— would they wish onewith isshatraining and
perhaps such dormant power, to really escape them. Better the death the Shagga had planned in the
mountains, they would think. And perhaps most of the Brothers and Sisters would agree. Asshawere



jedlous of their standing; it was the base of their inner powers, something which must not be questioned.

Taynad summoned now her own inner reactionsto this outlaw. There was no hatred—why should there
be? Hatred could be seeded, grown, used judicioudy when it was needed to enhance inner power, but
onedid not nourish it without cause. He had been ready to stand for her before the port authorities, she
had sensed that as completely asif he had | spoken aloud.

He had linked, securely and well. And he had bonded— with the Jat—and perhaps dso—at this new
thought her head jerked afraction—bonded with her? But that was impossible! There had been no
oathing. Nor had this Zurzal offered that either when he had spoken of Lochan. He would take her free
of any loydty tie and this Brother would accept her so—she was sure of that.

The Jat had fallen adeep and she laid the small body on one of the cushions of the bunk. She gave a
sudden shake to her head and loosed the curtain of her hair asit must be before she sought the Center.
The other two in the cabin were very intent upon the tapes the Zacathan had borrowed from the captain
of thisship, data of distant worlds. If they noticed her, Jofre would realize what she did and would not
disturb her.

Deep, dow breaths, control of mind, closing out of al which was about her. In—in to the Center. Her
hands moved in thelong familiar patterns dthough she was no longer aware of them. Inand in and in—
She knew the cam, the waiting force, and encushioned hersdf init. As she would do before any trid of
strength, Taynad fitted herself with that armor, those wegpons, no living being had ever seen.

It was like being free to swim in some pool of pure and fragrant water, turn lazily and circle, feding the
flow of that force about her. Y et there was the prick of warning which came now. Not too long—one
dared not linger heretoo long. Reluctantly she roused once more her will, out, away—it was duggish that
response, then it grew stronger, swept her out into the world once again. She was once more Taynad,
savethat for awhile she would be alittle more than she had been. No Shagga, no Master, no
Mother-sigter, had ever learned how to hold to that force for long, how could alesser issha hopeto do
0?

It remained that she must wait for a period—Ilearn if those who controlled her would reach for her again.
When she entered into this bargain there had been no time limit set on her off-world stay. She had not
been dispatched to deal deeth but rather to subtly bend aman to another'swill, and that she and those
who had selected her were sure she could do. But there had been no promise that this would have been
ashort mission or that when it was finished she would not return to her Lair.

They planeted on Wayright in the late afternoon, using that part of the giant port which was reserved for
couriers and Petrol ships. There was none of the heavy traffic here which engulfed one at the passenger
port some distance away.

Jofre had expected that they would be met by a guard, marched off to another debriefing by the Patrol.
He had his suspicionsthat the officer on Tssek had no intention to forget them and the danger he believed
them to be. However,

they were picked up by an antigrav ground transport and, with their scanty luggage, transferred to the
city, back to the pyramided inn from which they had been snatched— was it weeks—or even months
ago? Space-time and planet time differed in away Jofre found amazing.

Asthe outer door closed behind them they were received with the suave diffidence shown them before
under this same roof, speedily escorted to a suite of rooms on the second rise of the building. Jofre made
for the windows at once and examined the latching, even though he hardly believed that the sametrick
would be played on them twice. Surely there was not a second dictator ready to have his past scanned.



WELCOME, VEEP TETEMPRA, WELCOME INDEED!"

She noted the exact depth of his bow aswell asthe carefully cultivated joy he was so quick to express at
her appearance in the conference chamber where he had had histemporary rule. This Sdanten was
harboring some thoughts he believed unguessed. She would have to take steps sooner or later. Just now
there were more important decisions to be made.

"Glad hour to you dso, Sdanten. There arose no difficulties during my absence then?”

Shefitted her gleaming body, bending her stick-thin limbs easily, into the waiting seet a the head of the
conference board. Her turban flashed two new jewels, her personal selection from that hoard the Shagga
Voice had reluctantly bestowed.

"Nothing of great import, Veep. Routine merely." Hewas of the old Terran stock, and the pride of such
sometimes got out of hand. Though he had come up through the ranks and knew exactly how he stood
and how firm that standing might be considered at present. Now he began to rattle off his report and
Tetempralistened, twice condescending to tap out a note on her own recorder.

There was anew market for Kamp opening up in the northwest sector. And theillegd tradein Varg furs
was showing agenerous profit. So good aoneit might even be well to seethat the Jack ouitfit in charge
of that poaching be replaced by one of the Guild's own flegt. Have Fengdl evauate that. The rest was
petty, planet-bound stuff. He was deliberately smothering her in such details, hoping to bore her so that
she would be adverse to more than very random checkings on such activities as he had managed to
corner under his own control. There were anumber of those—yes, this servant must be bound to the
orders of those over him and not free to meddie on his own.

But she dlowed him to cometo the end of hisdull reporting and did not interrupt. Although twice she
made menta note of matters her own specia eyes and ears were going to check on.

"And you bring us new business, Veegp—7?"

She narrowed the dight dit of her inner eydids. He certainly must be watched. Businessfor "us' indeed!
Did herank himself as one who could speak at any timefor the Guild?

"There will be aconference at the hour of the second moon rise," she made no direct answer to such
effrontery and was even moreirritated that he did not seem to be aware of the snub. "Summon al
department heads—"

"Lan Teison the eastern continent.”

"Send out the summons.” She made no other comment but raised her long hand in agesture he could not
overlook as meaning dismisal.

For severd minutes she sat playing with her persona recorder, dipping it back and forth in her fingersas
she thought, trying to fit one bit of information to another in order to form the whole upon which a
decision must be based.



Then she spoke to the voice box at her right hand.
"Send in the onewho waits—"

The woman who appeared in answer to that abrupt summons wore a shabby spacer uniform, its badges
proclaiming her a communication expert, but those were tarnished. In al she gave the gppearance of one
perhaps bumped from a berth and unable to make a new connection.

Her face was bloated, the cheeks distended and shiversran over her body. The Veep studied her.
"Very, very good, Ho-Sing. An excdllent disguise. And what do you have for me?”

"The Zacathan and his guard were kidnapped and have |eft planet on a Tssekian Force fighter. It seems
that one of the Horde Commanders, Sopt SQu, took him from his quarters at the Auroalnn. They did it
by flitter and loaded the prisoners on board at once—they had been stassed— the guard looked near
death. The ship lifted them as soon aspossible.”

When the woman stopped speaking Tetempra clicked her long nails on the tabletop.
"Weknew that the Tssekians might try this" she said, "they moved fast.”

"They had another passenger a0, Veep."

The nailswere now motionless.

"Who?'

"A woman of Asborgan—one of those trained to give pleasure—and of the highest rank—those called
Jewelbright."

"Ah—" What Zarn had parted with in the way of knowledge, besides the jewels, was now to be added
to the picture. That was the one he had spoken of at their second meeting, the one to whom the Guild, in
the manner of speaking, owed the increase on thelr fee.

"What do they say wasthe purpose of this Jewelbright's visit to Tssek?"

The woman shrugged. "What could her purpose be? She was a gift to the Holder. Doubtless she wasto
whisper into his ear a the proper moments any word her sponsor would wish passed on.”

"Tssek—" Tetempras nails began to tap again. "Four shipments of armsto the far west there—and a
different touchdown, not atrue port for any of them. The rebels made an excellent ded and they must be
very closeto thefruition of their plans. It may go hard with the Zacathan— and his guard, if he survives
the trip—should Arn sDunn win this squabble. What isthe latest news?"

"None asyet, Veep. We have the eyes out, the ears ready. Wayright is covered.”
"When thereisnews, bring it a once."

With no parting salute the woman turned and was gone. That one was to be depended upon, Tetempra
cons dered with satisfaction. She had handpicked her hersalf and the reward which had been dangled
was very great. Nor would it be skimped—this one was well worth her hire.

There was nothing to do now but wait. But she could find plenty otherwiseto ded with. There wasthe
matter of the ship they would need, if and when they could get the Zacathan away from Tssek and once
more on the' move aong the path THEY chose—though the fool thought it was al hisdoing. It showed



that even such as a Zacathan could be subtly managed into obeying the desires of another. All had been
going so well until these mire-eaters of Tssek interfered. Though if Guild calculations were right about
Arn sDunn, the Illustrious Holder and any henchman of hiswould speedily have very little to say about

anything.

She would present at the conference the bargain with Zarn and she had no expectation of anything but
SUCCESS.

It was aten-ten of days later that Tetempra's chamber safe alarm brought her awake. This Farcar Inn
was Guild owned, through a proxy, of course, and had anumber of additionsfor the comfort and
convenience of its occupants. The Veep pressed a button set in the frame of her bed, pulled around her a
length of thick blue-green cloth and stalked over to the wall farthest from the window.

At her touch the concedled door opened, and, dipping into the very dim light of the room, wasthe
woman she had interviewed before.

"What has happened?’

"Opher has reported in—not from the port, Veep. No, there was the landing of a service courier and on
board were all three of those you wish knowledge of—the Zacathan, his guard, and the play woman."

"A sarvice courier! They were under some form of arret?”

"The sgnswere not of that. An antigrav was summoned and they al went to the same inn where the
Zacathan was staying when the Tssekians took them. Also—Opher reportsthat they have a Jat."

"Sigsman gave that to the Holder four seasons ago when we wished certain privileges. But—a Jat does
not leave its bond master. That needs some thinking about also.

"Tssek must have cometo aboil. But why thiswoman with them? Sheisanew complication.”
"What we can learn, Veep, we shdl."

"Y ou continue to do very well, Ho-Sing. | am well pleased.”

"One asks no more than that, Veep. | have dready ordered that a strict watch be kept."

It wasthethird day after their return to Wayright and Zurza had been summoned twiceto service
headquarters. He returned each time with aflaring frill and arefusd to talk for awhile after pacing the
room like acaged orza. The scanner had been carefully returned to the guardianship of the hive asif the
Zacathan feared that it might disappear were heto leave it out of safekeeping.

Jofre had known something of impatience aso. He needed weapons. Even the Makwirewaslost to him
now and hefdt dmost asif he had been stripped of his clothing aswell. On the third morning he ventured
to bresk into Zurzal's preoccupation with amention of this point.

"Of coursal" Zurzal wasimmediately attentive. "A man must ways be supplied with the tools of histrade
if heisto be set to work. But thisis not a place where | have the proper contacts—"

"Thereisone Istarn of Vega." The cool voice of Taynad somewhat startled them both. "It is said that he
offers wegpons from haf ahundred worlds to those who take pleasure in collecting such things."

Though Zurza had urged her to gather anew wardrobe, she had made no effort to return to therich
garments of her supposed trade. She had selected a second spacer suit, lacking any insignia, and



seemed, when wearing it, to be able to take on akind of enwarping drabness. Jofre knew that she was
summoning her own form of the Shadowsinvishility.

Only her hair remained to mark her as different from any woman crew member on leave, for, though she
kept it braided tightly, it still formed a heavy crown for her head. That, Jofre aso knew, she would not
part with willingly, for it was awegpon she might cal upon in need.

"Igtarn," Zurza repeated firg alittle blankly asif he had not heard the name before, and then added with
more force, "'l starn—but of course—it was he who turned up the Balakan mirror dispatcher that Zanquat

hasin hiscollection. | have never met the man but | thought he dedlt mainly in antiques—not the wegpons
of thisday."

"Learned One," Jofre said, "we of the issha have been trained with weapons those of these strange
worlds believe to be primitive, for the use of barbarians only. However, it might be that this Istarn would
put a collector's price on what he has to offer and that would be too grest to pay."

"Istarn himsdlf does not dedl here on Wayright," Taynad continued to impart information the other two
began to wonder how she gathered. "His shop is on the Second Way—where those bored while they
wait for their ships spend time and money on things which seem strange and new to them, but havelittle
red vaue. We have the knowledge to pick from among rubbish that which will serve.”

Zurza gave hishissng laugh. "I do not know how you got thisinformation—"

For thefirst time Jofre saw Taynad's lips curvein atrue smile. "Learned One, | listened—atfter asking a
guestion or two. Yan," she patted the head of the Jat that, as usual, was clutching at the edge of her tunic,
"isvery much an interest to the maidservants. They have come and asked to see our little one. And they
talk freely when doing 0. | have learned of the best shops, those which have quaity merchandise and do
not put up the prices when a passenger ship planets, the eating places and the specidity of each, again
where one may expect to get the best service for the credit outlay. So eventualy | learned of Istarn.”

"To our benefit,” Zurza returned. "Very well, let us off to this establishment and | shall leaveit to thetwo
of you to equip yoursdves with whet you bdieve will be most useful.”

In the arms courts of the Lairs aweapon was judged for efficiency. Thetruth of ablade wasinitsforging
and edging, of al other implementsfor battle in their usability and strength. VValley lords of Asborgan
might prance about with gem-hiked sdearms. A hilt wrapped with well-seasoned lacing to keep it from
dipping in the hand was what the issha-trained judged by—and no one could fault the vadue of any Lair
wrought blade, lance, hand hook or the like, that value rested in the wegpon itself and not in any
ornamentation.

What confronted Jofre in the shop of this so-called weapon merchant were not the tools of his trade but
rather trumped-up bits of glitter misnamed for the blades he knew. He stared at the display of what the
shopkeeper spoke of as"swords of vaue from Vega' and thought privately that one good blow from any
one of those would speedily separate blade from hilt, perhaps even shattering the blade. These caught the
eye most certainly but not the eye of awarrior. What did he careif ahilt was of tri-gold in the form of a
washawk with emerad eyes—or something of the same stupid description when he could see very well
that the blade attached was not nine times forged, or even six times worked!

"Thesearetoys," hesaid in Lair tongue to Taynad. "What does any want with such—unlessto pick out
the jewels, melt down those hilts and use the blades for hide scraping?”

"Those off-worlders who are the buyers here do not intend to USE them," shereplied as softly. "They
arefor show only. But thereis asecond display beyond. Perhaps—"



He wasimpatient enough to move away and lost any other word she might have said.

Y es, there was a second display—or rather it was not an arranged display to show off the offered
wegpons, rather apile, in adarkish corner, of dull metal, long uncared for, with nothing in that massto
catch the untaught eye. Only when he stopped there and looked for himsalf—could he mark possibilities.
This clutter might be what was tossed aside in some smith'sforge, things to be melted down and
reworked—at least that iswhat it looked to be at first Sght.

However—no arms master would have been so quick to devalue—that! His gaze fixed upon the peding
leather sheaths, twins, and the matched blades they sheltered. He plucked oneforth. Dulled, needing a
honing, yes. But the steel—ah—that he knew for what it was. Heartened, Jofre drew the second knife
and found it as sound asitstwin.

Taynad was busied separating a choice of her own from the rusty jumble. Luckily the proprietor had
been detached from them by the entrance of severd off-worlders whose rich robing proclaimed hearty
credit ratings and who were fascinated by the gemmed display.

At the end of some careful choosing, even abit of surreptitious testing of the elasticity of blade, Jofre had
at hishand for bargaining the twin knives, ashort sword, and a collection of wicked-looking hooks
which, when wedded to alength of chain he had loosed from the pile, would make a Makwire far more
suitable even than that which had served him on Tssek. Unfortunately other familiar aidsto aguardsman
were not to be found. Perhaps he was lucky that he had discovered as much as were useful among these
apparent discards as he had.

Taynad had a blade which was near the length of ashort sword encased in a sheath once covered with a
grimy brocade which was now pedling from it in strips. At the top of the scabbard showed aso the hilts
of two small knives and she had worked one out of the damaged sheath to show, unrusted, an amost
needl e-thin weapon perhaps aslong as her hand. Such were perhaps meant for eating purposes but they
were close to those wegpons the Sisters were well-known to hide in hair coils or hanging deeves, and
Jofre had no doubt that she would be able to put them to the best service. She dso had aMakwire
chain, which she was twisting about now inch by inch to test it, for there were stains of rust on her fingers
where she handled it. However, beneath that surface flaking it appeared to be strong enough to satisfy
her.

"Gentlehomo and—Gentlefem—" The salesman looked at Taynad asif she wereindeed an oddity in
such aplace, or ese her air of knowing exactly what she wanted from this dingy heap was asurpriseto
the seller. "Have you made some discovery—? But this—thisis of second rating. Y ou would be better
with the swords from Lanker, or the ruby-headed daggers of Grath. Now those are proud wesgpons.”

"They are," Jofre returned, "but not to our purpose—"

"No," Taynad struck in, "we do not seek weapons of fine show, but rather ones we can useto
demondirate various forms of fighting. We think to display combat for show."

"So? Areyou then from the Arms Court of Assherba ? It isknown that his battle displays are very
lifdike—close to the rel—blood spilled, even.”

"Something likeiswhat we am to do." Jofre picked up her hint quickly. "No, Gentlehomo, what priceis

put on these?' He indicated what they had set aside. The salesman eyed their selectionswith adisdain he
did not attempt to conced. Certainly his attitude had become brusque—that of one dedling with persons

below the socid rating of those he commonly served.

He quoted a price well within the credits Zurza had transferred to Jofre's new account and for the first



time Jofre made use of that ever-present aid to off-world living.

Their sdlectionswere bundled into asack in ahurry asif the sdlesman did not want it seen that such dingy
wareswere going out of his shop, and they returned to the open street.

They were passing by one open-fronted shop where there was a sprouting of tables edging out into the
thoroughfare and for each some stools. The aroma of food was strong enough to combat and defeet the
scents wafting from a place of perfumes acrossthe way.

Jofre nodded towards one of thetables. "It smellsgood,” he said smply. For it did, better somehow than
the exatic dishes which were congtantly offered them at theinn. Taynad gave aheavy sniff and then
showed him again that very flegting amile.

"So it does, and no Shadow food either. Yes, let ustry it to seeif it tastesas good as it smells.”

They seated themselves at one of the tables, Jofre alowing the package of wegponsto lie on the floor
between hisfeet, and consulted the menu printed in trade and displayed as part of the tabletop between
them.

Not too far away awoman in a spacer's uniform chose atable and settled into a seat there. The occupant
who was aready there greeted her with anod. He was humanoid to about the fifth degree, but his heavily
furred body, erect pointed ears, and wide well-toothed mouth, showed he did not share his companion's
Terran breed.

"Those then." He did not look at Jofre and Taynad, and his voice was very soft, nearly agrowl.

"Those. | passthem on to you, Lenoil. She wants them well watched. And do not take them lightly, they
are. of atrained-for-fighting breed—the most feared on their home world.”

"One world among many," her companion replied. "We al have our champions. Sometimes such do not
urvive—"

"No! No interference with them, only watching,”" the woman said swiftly. "Watch and report—you are
staying at the Auroaas are they; therefore, you have better chance to keep an eye on them. Be sure that
eyeisever there”

THE ZACATHAN WALKED IN UPON A SCENE OF concentrated industry. His three companions
were seated on the floor and each was busy. The Jat was drawing back and forth through alength of
oil-stained cloth asupple chain. Beside him Taynad honed the narrow blade of avery smal knife and
opposite them both Jofre wasfitting another chain, thicker, well able to support such aburden, with a
series of wicked-looking hooks, pausing now and then to test hiswork with aswing or two of the metal
line

"Luck, Learned One?' They had dl three looked up at his coming but it was Jofre who asked that.

"Asyet none. AlImost one could believe that there was some pattern we are not able to understand—"
He paused asif not knowing just how to put his thoughts into words.



"A warn off by the Patrol!" Jofre suggested.

"I hardly think so. We seek Free Traders, and they do not take kindly to officia warning unlessthose are
ddivered with force. Two such ships have planeted within the last ten days. Oneisdready chartered by
aparty of engineer-techsto transport them and their equipment to Helga. The other carriesno
passengers and ismainly an asteroid mining ferry.”

"It may be along wait, Learned One." Taynad had not halted work on her knife while she listened. "It
seemsyou ded with the whims of fortune now and that is aways sheer chance.”

"Y et thereis no better place to await any transportation than here," Zurza returned. "I have spread the
word asto what | wish. And thisis on route to Lochan—whichiswhy | choseit asabasein the
beginning. Have you consulted those?' He indicated the three tapes lying on the tabletop beside the
reader.

"It seems a place about which very littleisknown,” Taynad commented, "if that isal which we haveto
consult, Learned One."

"A barren land,” Jofre struck in, not that that was any deterrent as far as he was concerned. The northern
stretches of Asborgan were certainly sere and stripped enough. "It seemsto be mainly desert—"

"Asfar asweknow. Yes, that isdl theinformation on file," Zurza assented. "It does not have too
promising areputation—there is no greet trade to be found there— small suff—some .strange furs, odd
mingas—"'

Taynad fitted the newly sharpened knifeinto asmall shesth of her own devising, one actudly woven from
strands of her hair. "Then why should anyone go there—or isit that this Lochan might have other usesfor
outworlders— ahidden base, perhaps?’

"Guild deglings?' Zurzai shook hishead. "It waswell combed for any off-world activity after the failure of
Desmond's expedition. There is no defense againgt Patrol sensors, unless the establishment would be a
magjor one and L ochan certainly could not support such.”

"Treasure?' Taynad submitted another surmise.

"Not the kind which would draw the average trader. Though it was the matter of some artifactsturning up
in the cargo of such aonewhich firgt directed usto Lochan. What we seek there is another kind of
treasure than would draw Guild interes—knowledge. Thereis good reason to think there may be one of
the Forerunner respositories there.”

"The Guild seeks knowledge, too—" Taynad commented. "Isit not rumored that they discover what they
can which may be put to their own uses?’

"The scanner!" Jofre had fastened hislast hook and was coiling the chain to accommodate those
additions.

"Which will not servethem,” Zurzal answered. "We learned long ago to protect our tools from wrongful
use. Were any other to attempt to use the scanner, it would destruct. That isbuilt into every tool of the
sort which we lift from our ownworld."

"How long await then, Learned One, until such aship asyou wish sets down here?’

"Not too long. Thereis one which made the run to L ochan five planet months ago. It has made two runs
and each time to anear planet. The ship isold, the captain not one, | have been told, who isready to



push into any other territory. We can expect the Haren Hound to bein port soon if al goesto the past
pattern.”

Jofre had moved to the wide window-door! which gave upon the balcony servicing this portion of the
floor.

"We are being watched,” he said flatly. "1 do not think we are off the Patrol's hook yet."
"Thewatcher?' Zurzal demanded quickly.

"Differs. We could dip them if we wish. We would rather learn who they are and why eyesand earsare
set on us. To learn that perhapsit iswell to let them go about this Shadow businessfor a space longer.”

Tetemprawas aready seated at the head of the table in the wide room which could be entered only
through her persona office. There were five of her staff flanking her and at the other end of thetable,
awaiting any orders, Ho-Sing.

"They have rearmed themselves, this guard and the woman, with barbarian wegpons—such as can only
be used in hand-to-hand combat. Doubtless they prepare so for the wastes of Lochan. Our people
cannot penetrate into their suites because of the Jat—it is very quick to sense anyone who is not friendly
to its bond-mates."

"It can be removed—" came the suggestion from an obese and warty-skinned member to her right.

"And give them warning? Nusa, have your brains begun to addle already? | thought your skin-shed
season was yet well off. No, we do not move againgt them. But there isthis other matter—the
message—the order to be given to the Asborgan woman. So far we have not been able to separate her
from her companions. But abargain isabargain and this one must be carried out. Ho-Sing, have you any
new thoughts on reaching the woman long enough to pass a message without the others knowing what
has happened?

"Thismorning the room maid spoke to her of the Fragrance baths—she showed interest. The maid
receives a percentage of what any guest spends at the Tri-lily—she will endeavor to send thiswoman
there. The maid'sin debt to Dabblu; she may be reached through that—though the hotel staff are
supposed to beincorruptible.”

"Excellent. Thisyou will move on, Ho-Sing. When this one goesto the Tri-lily onewill meet with
her—seemingly by accident—to the beholders—but for our purposes. Let it so be arranged.”

"The ship, Veep Tetempra?' Sdanten being officious once again, her eyes ditted to mere threads though
shedid not turn those on him, rather focused her attention on asmall com before her.

"The Learned Oneiswaiting for the Haren Hound. We have prepared the way very wdll in that
direction. Gosd isduein very shortly—the new drive we ingtdled in his bucket of rusted bolts has
delighted him; heisvery willing to be ableto pay for it in service. Which iswell snce any cargo he has
lifted in the past could not pay for awind whed!"

"Do the Patrol have awatch on them?' One of slent others spoke. "The Tssek business could not have
meade the authorities happy.”

"Ho-Sing?" Tetempralooked to the head of her Shadow service.

"None we have picked up and Everad has scanned for them. But—"



"But what?' Tetempra demanded when the other continued to hesitate.

"| think that they—at least the guard—the woman— guessthat they are under observation. We have
been using the utmost care and they have done nothing to throw us off—"

"Still you senseit yoursdf, Ho-Sing?' the Veegp concluded for her. "Very wdl, have one of your force
make some error which will suggest heisPatrol or planet force ingpired. They may well be expecting that
and will go about their businessfredly. | can leave that well to you."

"Why does that priesthood on Asborgan want the guard so much they offered ussuch aprice?' Againit
was Sdanten pushing himsalf forward.

"He has been outlawed by them. All these priesthoods and religious overlords turn viciousif any of their
followers begin to think for themsalves. | gather they wish to make an example of him. He seemsto beon
passable terms with the woman at present but once we pass on Zarn's message we may cause
complicationsfor themadl."

"Itisathing that travelersindulge themsalvesin,” Taynad said asthey shared their med on theterrace. "l
think," she continued, "that the maid is probably paid asmall fee for suggesting that one goes—if one
DOES go theresfter.”

"Wearenot just travelers,” Jofre said sharply. Their few excursionsinto the whirl of the city round them
had been dl for very practica reasons, the obtaining of wegpons, clothing, finding out from information
sources what they could about possible transportation and the planet Zurzal wanted to explore.

"Thismight be achance," the Zacathan said dowly, "to discover more about those shadows you believe
are hovering around your trail. Yes, | know it would mean that Taynad would take off on her own, but |
believe that thereisthat in isshatraining which favorstheindividua over even aduo. By dl means,
Jewdbright, try this new sensation, you may have something to import to Asborgan on your return.”

Hedid not like it. Jofre was opposed to her going out alone even at midday and in acity so well policed
that no casua crime had existed for years. Nothing must disturb the well-being and peace of the travelers
onwhom al Wayright'sindustry was centered. Why did he have thisinner warning? Did he fear some
improbable attack on Taynad? Certainly al histraining would turn him againgt such athought—isshadid
not doubt the skill and ability of issha—she was very well able to teke care of hersdlf.

Then—what was it? The fact which had been nibbling at him now for days, that she seemed to accept the
Zacathan's offer of employment with no thought that her home Lair might see mattersvery differently?
She had not been oathed to this as was he, and without the—oath— Then there was a freedom which
could turn to enmity on the demand of aLair Master. That she could not return to Asborgan without
assstance wastrue. But it would take time for the happenings on Tssek to filter back to that world and
meanwhile she had to live. There was the Jat and the linkage; Jofre kept coming back to that for
assurance. Surely the creature linked so to them both would display uneasiness, perhaps even more, if
Taynad did not mean exactly what she had said to Zurzd. Still—

Therewasno usein following her to this Tri-lily for it was aluxury establishment for femalesonly. He
was also somehow sure that she would know what he was doing if hetried to follow her, a least to the
door. For the moment there was nothing Jofre could do and he resented it.

To escape his own thoughts he started a practice session, concentrating on learning just what could be
done with his new wespons, the Jat squatting on acushion to watch him with very round eyes.
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The establishment of the Tri-lily wasimposing but in an oddly discreet way, as might aJewe bright dide
into amixed company and subtly let her presence there dawn dowly on those about her. Therewasa
living doorguard, not a robot voice box, to bow Taynad into aroom which somehow wrapped one
around with afedling of relaxation and peace. How this effect was accomplished she had no idea, and
indeed her issha suspicion tightened. There would be no wearing away of her own core of control, no
matter what outward signs of enjoyment she might need to summon.

"Gracious and Illustrious One—" A dender femal e shape moved from between two misty blue-green wall
hangings
They were prepared to pileit on; Taynad's professiond interest sifted it al. Greeting suitable to some

highborn, but delivered with gpparently complete sincerity. She gave severa pointsto the manager
here—perhaps even a Jewe House Mistress might be impressed.

"Bright day," she responded pleasantly, but alowed to creep into her voice afaint tone of uneasiness asif
indeed she were alittle daunted by such ceremony. "I have heard— thereisamaid at the Auroawho
spoke highly of the restful vaue of your services. Such are new to me—but—"

"Y ou were interested enough, Illustrious, to come and see what there isto be offered? We have many
services— but sSince you have not visited us before, perhapsit iswell that you begin by making your
season choice—"

"Season choice?'

"Yes, itisknown that beings differ greetly in their reaction to environmenta changes. Perhaps on your
world spring is the season which holds the strongest meaning for you—during which you fed at the best.
Or you may look forward to the ripeness of summer—the soothing warmth— the cloudless skies under
which living thingsriseto ther fruitfulness. There are those dso who find autumn stimulating—the first
crispness of freshening winds, the savor of the land which has been touched faintly by frost. And there
are those, though they are fewer in number, who like the bracing of storms, the clear cold of mornings
when ice begems twigs and branches. We have these, [llustrious, ready for your service."

Taynad wasintrigued. For amoment she held aflash of memory—aof being young—running barefooted
across adew-wet gtrip of tiny mountain meadow to sniff thefirst star flowerets of the year.

"I think | choose spring," she found hersdlf saying.
"If you will comethisway, lllugtrious, you shdl meet spring—"

One of the curtain panels on the wall was |ooped aside and she stepped ahead of the attendant into a
narrow corridor not more than three strides long, and so came into a second room. Or wasit aroom?
She could not actualy see any walls except afraction of the one embracing the door behind her. There
was amass of greenery to the sides, and, centering, a pool into which flowed liquid. She might have
come out into the open of one of those mountain valleys she knew so well, except this had no skin
roughening winds tunneling down it, and the softness of the air was a caress on her flesh. Therewere
fragrances carried by those lightest of breezes, clean, fresh scents of newly awakened growth reaching
for new life and renewdl.

The attendant beckoned her on to the side of the poal. There were places there for sitting, cleverly
hollowed into the seeming stone. Some were so placed they would allow entrance into the pool. The
attendant indicated one larger rock.



"Y ou place thefingers so, Illustrious. Within isthe spring robe for your use, dso there are certain balms
and essences. The spring maid will be with you when you are ready— only touch this," she touched
another spot on therock chest, "and shewill come at once. What isyour pleasure, 1llustrious, asto other
refreshment? We can offer the spring drinks of near a hundred worlds—"

Certainly not the one of the Lairs, Taynad thought, at least not that which was | eft in the spring—the sour
dregswhich survived awinter's supply.

"Something light—kind to the inner parts—" Taynad was sure she could detect any danger from adrink
meant for some other species.

"Lily dew, then. Thisis collected from flower petdsat dawn, Illustrious. It lightens the spirit, cadmsand
soothes—" She produced aflask carved from green stone and poured a portion into acrystal flower
shaped glasswhich she hdf filled before passing it to Taynad, who cradled the fanciful container between
her hands and took a deep sniff of its contents. She could detect nothing save afaint sweethess akin to
the perfume of adowly opening flower.

"Y our thanks." Taynad raised the cup toward the attendant in asmall salute and sipped. It was
good—holding the chill of amountain stream, with afaintest shadowing of flower honey.

"May you enjoy your spring, Illustrious. The maid will come at your call.” The other bowed her head and
then disgppeared behind those curioudy veiling bushes.

Taynad, glassin hand, went to survey the contents of the coffer in therock. Therewasashelf setinits
raised lid which supported a number of locked-in bottles and boxes. And in the coffer itself werethe
folds of agreen robe.

She must follow the custom, she supposed, though she shed her clothing alittle reluctantly. The robe was
asfragile asone of her Jewel bright gowns and as transparent. She made no effort to unbraid her hair.
What she carried within that conceal ment she intended to keep with her.

Having folded her clothing into the coffer, she hesitated about pressing the summonsfor the promised
maid. Instead she sipped dowly at the drink which had been poured for her and took two steps down to
one of the curved seats where she could dip her feet into the pool. The water was flesh warm.

Jawelbrights were accustomed to the highest forms of luxury Asborgan knew—many of the noted ones
could command more service and pampering than lords ladies.

Y et this place somehow offered too much—it was a Jewe House carried to the highest degree but she
had no duty to hold her here.

She il had not summoned the promised maid, wanting to settle hersdlf into the sensations this place
summoned, but there was movement behind her and shelooked around swiftly.

From here, the rise of greenery hid even the door through which she had come. Now out of the hiding of
that stepped atdl, nearly bone-thin figure, certainly by her strange clothing no employee of the Tri-lily, or
at least Taynad did not believe so. That clothing appeared to consst only of long strips of thick furry
materid of abrilliant scarlet, which stood out in eye-aching intensity againgt the smooth green, wound
about her, to Taynad's reckoning, abnormally thin frame. Her long neck seemed too fragile to keep doft
the huge mass of her head where alarge turban covered three-quarters of any skull she might have, its
folds hung with adripping of dazzling gems. Two of which, Taynad noted quickly, were ayzem
stones—from Asborgan—and of the first water—the kind which the Shagga kept jedoudy in their
hidden treasure places.



This newcomer moved giffly, asif her knobby joints did not have the easy play known to most
humanoids, and she came directly to stand before Taynad who had risen to meet her.

Thelong fingers of the one hand lifted lazily from the other's Sde to sketch asign. So—Taynad waited,
cdling on dl her training to show no sign of surprise. That Sgnal she had never expected to see off her
ownworld. It was an identification she could not deny.

THOSE STRANGE EYESWITH THEIR DOUBLE EYELIDS made her secretly uncomfortable. It
was asif thisalien stranger possessed some unnamed sense which could Sift into her mind. Y et Taynad
was not otherwise aware of any such invasion. She had never met any save the Jat and avery few of the
highest trained Asshi Masters who could do more than pick up emotionstheir owners wanted hidden.
Thought reading might be common somewhere aong the star ways, but she had never heard of any who
had encountered it. Which did not mean that it could not exist. Taynad suppressed thought quickly,
closing off the way to the Inner Center.

"Gentlefem"—though it might give the other the advantage at their meeting, Taynad choseto bresk the
slencefird—"you have cometo me. What isyour wish?'

"You are direct—that isan attitude | like," the other returned. "What | comefor isamatter of
business—your business, Jewelbright. | gather that your work on Tssek came to an unfortunately abrupt
end—though, of course, through no fault of yours. Sopt sQu was not noted for complex menta labor at
any time, and he reached well above his ahilitiesin that matter. Since you are now free, | bring you a
message.” One of those long hands burrowed beneath alooping of the body scarvesto seek ahidden
pocket and produce two small sticks, shorter than the fingers that offered them.

Taynad accepted them with a rel uctance she would not alow to be seen. She dipped first one and then
the other between the balls of her thumb and forefinger, the small markings making an impression on her
flesh that she could read.

Zarn again! But thistime he had cdled in formidable backing. She was quick to read the mark of the First
Sger of her own Lair. Thiswas officid, then. They had sdected her for anew mission.

"You areto inform me—" she said dowly. "By Zarn'sword you aready know what iswished for. This
guard who has attached himsdlf to the Zacathan— it seems he has proven traitor to your people, or so
Zan putsit. They wish him returned.”

Taynad twiddled the twigs between her fingers. "And to return him from off-world?' The dien ditted her
inner eyes. "That will be arranged for. However, not at present. Zarn will have hiswishesfulfilled but at
OUR timing. And that is not yet. | have heard of this oathing of your people, that you cannot break such
abond onceit istaken. Have you oathed with the Zacathan as this renegade has done?"

"No, | have merely pledged my help in another matter—"

"Which is suitable. Render him that best of services, he must be made grateful to you. Perhapsthen the
loss of hisguard shall not be too regretted. But you know best your own business, Sister to Shadows.”

"And your part in this?' Taynad refused to be cowed by the other'sair of complete control of the



Studion.

"Nothing to interfere with yours, Shadow. We havein part acommon goal and your people have seen fit
to recognize that. Good hunting—when the time comes."

The stranger turned and vanished behind one of the bush curtains. Taynad was | eft with the feding that
she had just met awielder of power—akinto aLar Master. And who would have such power and yet
be interested in them? There was only one answer she could assume—the Guild. So they weretaking a
hand in some game il not plain to the players?

However, did that one who had just gone have the right to pass along a Shadow order? There were
these message gticks she hersdlf held now—2zZarn and those behind him would never have entrusted such
to thisaien unlessthey considered there had been an oathing—though not directly between Taynad and
any employer. And such a situation she found doubtful.

She had to think this out, and carefully. Tucking thetwo small rune sticks carefully into the hiding places
her braid offered, Taynad sat for avery long moment staring into the pool before her. Then she turned
and pressed the button for the attendant she had been assured was waiting. Aslong as she was here she
might well make use of the amenities spring had to offer before she went back into the world where
decisonswaited.

Jofre sat at the small walk side table. The Jat perched on the second chair beside him. Those passing
back and forth on errands of their own were an ever-changing show of strangers, enough to hold the
interest of any idle spectator. But he was wondering where, in that shifting series of strollers and tourists,
lurked the stalker he was very surewasinterested only in HIM.

"Watch—"

A thread of thought—but Jofre had carefully schooled himsdlf during the past few daysto receive such
without showing that he knew. Taynad was better a communication with the Jat than he, but the creature
could reach him at times. He fished into the depths of the glass before him, speared one of the tart-sweet
wedges of fruit which had been floating on the liquid and brought it out, holding the tidbit to the Jt,
whose paw flashed forth to seizeit.

"Where?" Jofre tightened and strengthened his thought question to hisbest ahility.

"Red—" It wasamost no use. The Jat was obvioudy communicating more, but al Jofre could pick up
was that one exasperating word.

Red—what was red—so much so that the Jat could use mention of the color as a guide—around them?

Red—It was a common enough color—he had caught sight of at least two feminine robes, a short
jacket—even ahead covering of that shade during the past few minutes. But those had been passing.
Since he had settled here, surely histracker would be more or less anchored nearby.

Red—and he could not ook for it obvioudy. The Jat pawed at his arm—wanting another fruit? Perhaps,
but Jofre's senses were aert, perhaps something more. He turned his head afraction that he might ook
more closdly at his small companion and saw one of those earstwitch asif aninsect had dared to aight
there. Red—

At that far table. And it was ared, unusua enough to rivet the attention al right, yet he dared not risk a
direct glance.

Instead he turned the glass which held the dregs of the drink and went to fishing for another fruit bit. The



shiny materia of that container was opague—reflective— he had asmeary sort of mirror which he could
watch with impunity.

The man at the other table was humanoid in proportions and stance asfar as Jofre could judge. But the
generd whole of his gppearance was dien indeed. Instead of the usual clothing, which here planetside
followed a pattern mostly akin to travel suits, thisdiner (for the stranger was consuming with very
goparent gusto smadll, frantically wriggling creaturesit plucked up from aplatter beforeit) had limited
wearing apparel to akiltlike garment reaching to the knee and below that boots which were so tightly
modeled to the legs and feet one could see the play of muscles through the substance of their making.
The areaof displayed skin wasadull black but the head, shoulders and a wedge descending the back in
the form of a manelike growth were covered by long thickish bristles of adeep crimson.

That such an easily noted being could have been sdected as a " shadow" amazed Jofre now that his
attention had been directed to him. The features were decidedly human in character and there were
ruffles of the bristle growth over each eye. Asfar as Jofre could judge the other was paying no attention
to either him or the Jat. Y et Jofre trusted Y an that this was someone to be watched.

If he had even Taynad here to back him, he would have departed with the attitude of one about some
business and so make sure that the maned one did leave his medl to follow. But Taynad was not here and
he wondered how long it would be before she did arrive. The Fragrance place was six shops farther
along the avenue and it seemed to him that she had been there avery long time.

The maned man finished his plate of wrigglers, patted his middle and gave abelch. No matter what race
or species he might be his public mannersleft much to be desired.

Jofre fished the last fruit out of his glass and presented it to Y an, leaving that drinking vessdel placed so he
still had adigtorted glimpse of the other diner. But Y an suddenly gave acry of pleasure, both of hisears
swung forward and he wriggled off the chair to run to meet Taynad.

Fragrance indeed! Jofre picked up amingling of scents as she came aong, moving with that languorous
glide that he had not seen her use since they had left the great hall on Tssek. She had dipped well back
into her Jewelbright armor again.

"It was apleasure?' he asked, rising to greet her as she arrived, the Jat holding to one of her hands.

"It was spring—" she said, and sighed. "Truly there is much to be learned when one travels. So you
missed me, little one?' She amiled down at Yan. "Did not thistal warrior treat you well?"

"We should be getting back." Jofre had taken a step or two closer to her, presenting his back to the
maned one and making aquick signal to dert her.

"Timefleeswhen oneisat ease,” she answered. "Y es, perhapsit iswdl to return. Zurza may & last have
newsfor us"

She had made no sign that she had understood his signa but Jofre was sure she had. Now, for quicker
passage through the crowd that was thickening on the street as the afternoon advanced, he swung the Jat
up to his shoulders and felt the paw hands take agood grip on his turban. Though he had not gone back
to the full head covering of the Lairs he had once-more assumed a style which made him fed more
comfortable.

Taynad let him get a stride or so ahead, stopped asiif to adjust a boot buckle, then she light-footedly
joined them.



Her forefinger moved. The maned one wasfollowing. But for now they had no reason to try and evade
him since they were only returning to their temporary quarters.

"Thisplaceisgtifling," she broke out suddenly. "I find mysdf thinking with a strong desire of the dopes of
Three Claws, or even the Grey Wastes. How can onelive ever in such aturmoil 7

Jofre was surprised. He himsdlf had been suffering from the fedling of one entrapped in some lord's vor
stockyard with the herd turned in to share it with him. There was dways something new to be seen, that
he would agree, but onetires of constant change and variety. Also of thisenforced idleness. Though issha
discipline taught patience and he had thought that he had learned dl the Lair lessonswell. But perhaps
what she had said gave him a chance to discover answers for aquestion or two which had been plaguing
him.

"If there comes word from Asborgan—you are not oathed—"

"No." Her answer was dmost harshly abrupt. "But my mission was meant to be one of some length when
| left Su-ven-ugen. They will not think of me as being free now and the message which the Patrol
promised to deliver will take sometime to reach the First Sister. Perhaps because | am without funds,
since those of Tssek saw fit to confiscate what | had, | am in debt to the Learned One and it may well be
that in the end the Elderswill decide that | must work out what is owed. Anyway, oathed or not, | have
promised the Zacathan that | will return service for service aslong as he needs me.”

"It will be adifferent kind of service than that you trained for—" Jofre was partly convinced that she
meant exactly what she had just said.

"It iswdll to have more than one kind of experience,”" she remarked. "Do you think that the Learned One
will succeed in what he wishes? | know that his scanner showed the past on Tssek, but what of Lochan?
It seems to meto be as much of a gamble as when one tosses kust stones for wager.”

The Zacathan was not in the suite when they entered and Jofre made his meticulous search through the
rooms and across their section of the bal cony terrace as he dways did, the Jat trotting behind him asif it
too could sniff out any hidden danger. Was the red-maned one lounging in the lobby below? And what
did whoever set him on their trail want? Wasit aploy of the Guild? That was a point to be very well
considered. From al he had ever heard Jofre rated the Guild very, very high asapotential enemy.

When the Zacathan returned hisfrill was standing high, not flushed scarlet as from anger or frustration but
the green-blue of satisfaction with the world.

"Fortunefavorsus at last,” he began even before the door had closed behind him. " The trader who has
made the L ochan run twice has planeted. Not only planeted, but the captain isready for areturn, It
seems that he took one of those chances which the Free Traders often do and managed to barter directly
with one of the desert tribes. What he picked up are anew type of gem—good enough value to have one
of the auction houses take on sde.

"One cannot keep such afind asecret; he well knows that there will be others heading in there
now—since the trade rights for Lochan have never been auctioned. The Patrol may take a hand—but
they cannot by law deny the captain areturn trip to realize on his own discovery. He will want to harvest
al he can before the rush begins. Which means heis aready loading supplies—"

"But will he take passengers a so?' Jofre wanted to know. If the Free Trader had an outstanding
discovery to explait, its crew might well be jealoudy on guard against everyone.

"I had aready had contact with him before hislast voyage. He knowswell that what | would accomplish



there will have nothing to do with hisbusiness. | have sent him amessage and | expect aquick answer. If
he wishesto lift soon, we must be able to move—perhaps at amoment's notice. It would be best we
think of packing now."

Zurzd's enthus asm was such he was sweeping them aong with him. Though Jofre took time out to make
avery careful ingpection of the arms he had acquired, together with the stunner which Zurza had
managed to secure for him with a permit near twisted out of the Petrol, the same for himself, and Taynad.

The Jat squatted on awide pillow watching the girl do her packing in her own quarters. A fast
move—her hand went to the braid wreathing her head to touch the ends of the twigsthere. Perhapsthis
was best—if she could gdl alittle until this ship swept them avay— She shook her head at her own
thoughts. Why did she resent and shrink from this order which had been delivered?

Because it was not an oathing such as she had aways been taught was right? Because it had been so
delivered to her by one she knew was Guild? That the Shaggawould turn to the Guild for aid went
againgt her deepest beliefs. Shewas atrained killer, aweapon in the hands of those whom she was
sworn to serve. But the Guild was not the Lairs with their old tradition of acertain rigid honor.
Also—Zarn said that this Jofre was an outlaw, atraitor— the story he had told her was one she had
come fully to believe, having had time to observe this man over days and through sharp demands made
onhimand hisskills

There was nothing about him to make her think that he wasin any way enemy to the Lairs. Rether, it
seemed to her, it was the spite of some priest which lay behind it. Then— why had they not killed him out
of hand? Taynad stood very ill, ahalf-folded undergarment in her hands. The basic oath of them
all—Brother—S ster—do not delight in the blood of their kind. Perhapsthat priest had been afraid to kill
Jofre openly lest he be called to account for that—yperhaps he had hoped that the harsh season in the
mountains would do it for him. Asfor the reason for such astrong hatred—it lay encoiled in what she had
sensed— that in thisisshathere were surely the seeds of Assha. Y es, the Shagga would never dlow a
leader of off-world blood among them; they were too fixed in the ancient ways. So they wanted
him—but they wanted him returned so that he could die now under their hands and only so would they
fed safe.

Now she could understand those orders. She dropped the garment and freed the twigs from their hiding
placein her hair, running them once more to be touch read. Betray him to the Guild, see him safely taken.

An order—but not an oath! Her head went up asif she faced the First Siter in her own Lair. She was
not oathed by the mere words of Zam's sending—there must be the ritual and blood must flow—she
would be one who betrayed.

They would say she was not oathed to the Zacathan, but she was indebted to him. And those of the
Shadows paid debts, blood signed or not. No, she was not going to make any attempt to contact that
woman from the Guild— perhaps time would favor them al and see them aboard this trader before she
could be met again with any more demands.

For amoment Taynad stretched the twigs between her fingers. AlImost she applied enough pressure to
snap them. But she did not follow through—there was enough of custom to hold her from doing that. She
tucked them back into hiding and determined to | et the future arrangeitself into its own patterns.



PASSAGE, YES, THAT YOU MAY BUY. ONCE ON planet you shal be on your own, and Lochan
isnot friendly." The voice was a degp-chested growl, sounding oddly from this undersized man who eyed
them upward from beneath heavy bushy brows asif he was highly suspicious. In contrast to those unduly
thick brows his skull was bare of even afringe of hair, the space-browned flesh of it sprinkled over with
darker patches of skin here and there. Captain Gosal was far from being attractive personaly any more
than his rusted and worn, space-battered ship.

Jofre, his shoulders planted against thewall of the small cabin, was not only unimpressed but wary. If it
were his choice, he would be off the Haren Hound and asfar from its battered length as he could get.
But it would seem that Zurzal had discovered they had no choice. It was either this ship or perhaps no
chance a all, and since the debacle on Tssek the Zacathan was gpparently ridden more and more by the
need to get to the goal he had tried so long to reach.

"You have aflitter—" Hisfrill wasfluttering. Jofre could actudly fed the effort Zurzal was making to keep
his emotions under drict control.

"That will bein use. Y ou have heard my terms.” This captain was favoring the Zacathan with none of the
honorifics which bare courtesy would have suggested he use. Instead he was ddliberatdly trying, Jofre
was certain, to make any contract with him as unpleasant as possible.

"It will be necessary for usto drike inland—near the Shattered Land—" Zurzd's hissng was more
apparent but he still spoke on alevel note asif he did not redlly understand the captain's hodtility.

"Go where you will after we planet. | am not an arranger for travelers—I do not offer tours— There are
plenty here who are eager for such asyou to come to them.”

"For gpproved planetsonly.” Zurzd ill held tightly to hisemotions but the flush of color wasrisngin his
frill. "Thisisameatter of exploration, or discovery. | understand you yourself have recently made alucky
discovery on this same world. Wéll, such asyou are about to exploit | have no interest in. | seek old
places—those of the Forerunners.”

"Y ou are confederation backed—why then do you come to me? Whereisyour Firg-In ship?l ana
trader, not a searcher—"

"Perhaps not a searcher for the samethings,” Zurzal returned. "But, yes, | have cleared this voyage with
the authorities—on the Haren Hound—"

The captain's head snapped up. Under that brush of brows his eyes showed areddish glint.

"Y ou cannot make any Free Trader riseto your will unlessit isunder charter, and | am not—for al your
officia clearancel”

"Thereisthe matter of time," Zurza pointed out. "When isyour rumored auction—tonight! Y ou have
forced that into a rush, which means you need to get planet free very soon. There will be those ready to
sniff dong your trall and see what they can pick up for themselves."

The captain did not answer at once. Hisfull-lipped mouth was closed as atrgp might spring upon avictim



and there was a dusky flush spreading up from the unlatched collar of histunic to color even that bare
dome of skull.

"'So—~Dy the thrice-damned rules you force yoursaves on board—knowing that | must be accountable
for your arrival on Lochan. Very well, you have set up the sarsin this game, but perhaps the cometslie
in other hands. Y ou will pay—"

"| fully intend to," the Zacathan returned. "Full voyage accounts for four."

"Four?' The captain glanced from Zurza to Jofre and back again x.asif trying to separate each of those
fronting him into a second.

"A party of four. You will find it listed with the port authorities. It has been so listed for aten days—"
"Youwerevery sure, lizard lord.”

"I have had news of your voyaging for some two planet years, Captain Gosal. Lochan has long been my
degtination asit has a so attracted you."

The captain spread his hands palm flat on the smdll table dready untidy with adrift of tapesand a
Speaker.

"Very wdl. But you will take us as you find us, without complaint. We are no wallowing passenger liner.
Y our quarterswill betight and you will give vouchersfor your own suppliesto our seward. Also—the
license runs only while you are on board. On Lochan you make your own way, for there the law favors
me. | need not detach from this ship any personnd nor equipment which | need for my own use. And al
of what we haveis S0 needed. So think about that, lizard lord, before you movein.”

"What if itisas he says?' Jofre asked asthey boarded the port flitter to return to the inner city. "He could
dump usin some wilderness and not have any questions asked? Does it work that way?"

"It can. However," Zurzd did not seem in the least upset by such adubious glimpse into the future, "there
are other factors. | have made astudy of Lochan asfar asis possible. Unfortunately, as you know, the
discoveries of the single expedition whose path we would follow werelost in the fate which overtook
them. But the Firgt-In Scout's report was on record in our own archives and with it smilar data gathered
by traders such as Gosdl, but not having this luck that he has gpparently had with the new find of his.

"He may not be willing to provide us with trangportation once on planet, but the landing he headsfor is
known— and thereisa port there. It is not manned by off-worlders but there seemsto have grown up
something of atrading settlement about it. And where there are traders there are those to visit and supply
the trade. We have the Jat—"

"Yan? But what hasit to do with—7?"

"Communication, Jofre. All we must do must be begun by communication. And there have been some
hintsthat certain of the rulers of the roversin thelands we would visit have been intrigued by the sparse
off-world contact which has been. Oh, | believeit truly"—he turned his head to face Jofre squarely and
hisfrill was up, flaring blue-green— "I was meant to do this—and | shal!" There was an auraabout him
which Jofre recognized. Just S0 had it been with an issha-trained when he was oathed for amisson. He
could only trust blindly for now that the Zacathan could carry thisthrough and follow hislead—but in
redlity he had no other choice—he was oathed.

Oddly enough when they had picked up Taynad, Y an, and their baggage and returned to the ship they
found a different reception waiting them. Gosal, who was gpparently hurried, paused to actualy welcome



them aboard with athin veneer of courtesy. They were shown to the two cramped cabinsfar downin the
ship, Taynad and the Jat bunking down in one, Jofre and the Zacathan in the other. The stowing of their
baggage took some time and some of it had to be given room in the cargo hold. Jofre expected trouble
over that but the crewman who aided him in stowing it away so was ready enough, if not talkative.

Jofre was surprised when the captain, with specid invitation, made them free of the other small cabin
which served as agathering place for off-duty members of the crew. He fdlt it necessary to accompany
the Zacathan whenever Zurza took advantage of that hospitality but he found it dmost as claustrophobic
astheir own quarters.

Gosd seemed to have, now hewasin space and as it might be master, changed his opinion of the
Zacathan.

He not only willingly answered the other's questions concerning Lochan to the best of his ability, but
twice summoned his cargo magter and his steward to supply various items which they were the more
conversant with, having dedlt with the natives for supplies and met with thelocd traders.

Once free of Wayright the captain wasin agood humor, even talking fregly about his own good fortune
in discovering the new gems which would make hisfortune and that of the Haren Hound. He had kept
back from the port auction a couple which he displayed. Even in the rough, without any cutting or
polishing, Jofre, as unused to such wedlth as he was, could detect their unusud flash of color.

"Korisstones now," Gosal had said at that display. "They bring ahigh price—'course that ismainly
because they give off scent when one wears them againgt the skin. The Solar Queen—they made such a
killing with them as brought one of the Companies after them—a nasty scrape that was. So far we'rein
luck. Were registered and the auction credit—most of that—goes to the planet bid. Weve got us nearly
two planet years and were going to make the most of 'em!”

"Where were these found?' Zurza asked.

Gosal laughed. "Now that would betdlin', wouldn't it? Not that | think the likes of you, lizard lord, would
be any threat to this deal. But atrader keeps his secrets—they're as good as credit units on the register.”

He and the steward both had stories of the trading parties who came in from the outlands to the port.
Though they both said frankly that they found the diens difficult to ded with—that there wererigid
customs and certain patternsto be followed in any attempt at communication.

While Jofre and the Zacathan listened to traveler's advice in the leisure cabin, Taynad kept closely to her
own gppointed cubby. She felt some of the same claustrophobia as plagued Jofre. The mountain-born of
the Lair were not at home in situations which seemed too much either prisons or traps.

She had been so sure that she would have been gpproached again by some emissary of the Guild acting
for Zarn before she had | eft. But that had not happened. Did such neglect mean that they had taken asa
matter of course she had accepted their mission? But if she were to entice Jofre into sometype of trap,
should that not happen on Wayright, where there were many shipslifting daily and he could be returned
to Asborgan with the least difficulty?

Gosal had made very plain that the only exit from Lochan would be this ship she now traveled by. It was
apuzzle, and puzzles were never to her liking.

She spent much time with the Jat, trying to tighten the mind ties between them. Once or twice the
cresture actudly sent her amind picture which held, if migtily, for afraction of time. Taynad worked
carefully, fighting down her own determination and eagerness to perfect what she could do with Yan.



When the Zacathan was busied with his own caculations for the scanner, which seemed to occupy him
by fits and gtarts, Jofre would come visiting and though she distrusted the wisdom of doing so the Jat
himsalf drew the guard into their experiments. They discovered that reception wasfar clearer when Jofre
and Taynad were linked by touch and both concentrating on Y an at once. So thisthey tried to perfect
and hone as they would their selected weapons.

Jofre wondered at these crewmen, most of whom spent the longer parts of their lives encased in these
metal wombs. He fdlt that aman would go out of hismind facing day after artificia day and night of this
imprisonment. He had his menta exercises, hiswork with Taynad and the Jat, even the necessity of
making mental notesfor anything picked up in the conversation concerning Lochan which could be put to
future use. Also there was the knowledge that sooner or later thiswas going to cometo an end.

It did at last: the orders came to strap down for entrance. And the settling of the ship onitsfinswas as
steady asif it had planeted on arecognized landing port.

Jofre longed to see what lay beyond the shell of the ship, to be able to breathe again more than the stae
ar which seemed to give one dways adull headache. He went through theritua of checking his
wegpons, so much apart of hisdrill that he no longer wastruly conscious of it.

They had their cabin luggage to secure. Jofre hoped that they would spend no more time aboard than
was necessary though he had not the least idea where they would shelter on Lochan.

Asthey came out on the runway which stretched beyond the dice of heated ground where they had
ridden the tail flames down, he was astounded by what lay about. The port on Asborgan was two planet
generations old. There were anumber of off-world buildings which had comeinto existence there for the
convenience of travelers,

Wayright was awhole planet of ports, it existed only because it was atrave center, and dl its resources
were gathered to support and provide for those using the star ways.

What he looked out on, over the Zacathan's shoulder, was dull rock, fairly smooth in the vicinity of the
ship and seared with the burnoffs of other landings. Beyond the edge of that was an undulating stretch of
plain which gppeared to reach to the horizon without any bresk except a huddle of what might be very
rude shdltersagood distance from them. The sun was blazing hot, even though it could not have been
more than mid morning. And hesat, which was more than that just born from the rocket-scorched earth,
reflected back to them. There seemed to be no vegetation which he could identify as such—unlessthe
uniform dull yellow of the ground was some low-growing herbage. The sky overhead was apaish blue
with ahint of green. It wasaforbidding place, doubly so to one mountain bred.

"Thereyou haveit, lizard lord." Gosal swept athick-fingered hand in the direction of that smudge on the
desolate prairie land. "That isthe one and only city on Lochan that | have ever heard tell of. | think you
will find accommodations limited there. Thereisawe coming party coming—"

There was indeed movement away from those blots on the yellow land, heading in the direction of the
ship. Jofre had expected the captain to have out the flitter and ready that to reach the distant settlement
but he seemed perfectly willing to await the arrivad of the native party. Though he did unhook acom from
hisbelt and hold it ready for speaking, thumbing the on button in amoment or two.

What he jabbered into the mike was either code or native tongue, totally incomprehensibleto his
listeners. Jofre had little liking for that action. He did not know what he feared, but he had that dert within
that this unknown was not to be trusted.

They had seen dl the tapes on Lochan that Zurzal had had to offer, but the materid the Zacathan had



been able to locate had not dedlt with this scrub of a port but rather with the planet at large. Jofre knew
that the greater part of the continent on which they had landed was this stretch of plainsland, arid for
most of the year. It supported some nomadic tribes who traveled to find herbage for flocks of weird
creatures upon whose meat and fleece they built their existence.

It was to the northward that Zurzal'sinterest was centered. There, somewhere beyond present sighting,
weretheremains of avery ancient earth turmoil, ragged beds of age-worn lava once vomited forth by a
narrow chain of now eroded mountains. It was aland even more sere than that they could see now. And,
knowing that, Jofre was even more uneasy. Had the obsession of the Zacathan brought them, badly
prepared, into such country wherein no off-worlder could hope to survive? Had they the use of the flitter
they might have had a chance, but he could see none if they attempted to strike into the unknown with
any other form of trangportation.

The cackle of conversation between Gosal and his unknown contact continued at intervals. Zurzal hed
transversed therock of the landing field to the edge of the yellow line, Jofre with him. He wasright, the
guard saw, asthey came to the ragged edge. The ground ahead was thickly grown with a carpet of
vegetation which was more like long and ragged moss than grass. Also it was busy with life astherewere
small puffs of insects which arose at their coming, circled and settled again.

Jofre jerked as one of those winged dots which had dighted on his hand ddlivered what was either asting
or ahbite. He hoped that the immune shotsthey had dl gone through on Wayright would help and that
nothing more than that single sharp pain was going to plague him in consequence.

The caravan from the "port” reached them at last. They had withdrawn into that small shelter the shadow
of the ship offered, for the beat of the sun was strong. Jofre had seen many aiens on Wayright but the
motley party which straggled now from the plain across the rock to the ship seemed to him to unite al the
possible whims nature might have indulged in during afantastic dream.

They were not carried on antigrav plates, nor were the mounts they rode akin to anything Jofre had
imagined might exist. In thefirst place these bearers did not run four-footed, but walked erect using two
trunk-thick back legsfor propulsion. Their skin was bare of any hair or fur he could distinguish and
seemed to be merdly warty and puffy flesh, dark in color, nearly gpproaching the shade of the rock over
which they now padded. Their heads were out of proportion to the rest of them, too small, andyetina
way disgustingly close to human though there was no sign of inteligencein their tiny eyes. Acrossther
shoulders rested wide and heavy yokes which ended in loops of dangling chain that supported flat plates
somewhat like the boards of swings. These they congtantly steadied as they went with their greet balls of
hands. And in those bobbing swings rode the rest of the party.

On the first mount one of the beings transported a passenger who was clearly humanoid, perhaps even of
distant Terran descent, dressed in what was dmost a parody of a port commander's uniform. His
companion who had the other swing of thisfirst bearer startled Jofre. That dull black skin, the bristle of
fire red hair—this might have been the twin of that aien—the man himself who had been watching him
back on Wayright—except there was no possible way that the other could have reached Lochan before
them, nor was there any place in the cramped quarters of the trader where he could have been
concedled.

The human stared at Zurzd.

" am Wok Bi, Commandant of Lochan Port,” he announced in avoice which had ametdlic quality. "This
is aclosed port—there can be no visitors.”

"I havethis." Zurza held out asmall coil of message tape dready snapped into areader hardly larger than



aring.

Wok Bi'sglare did not diminish but he took the tape, gingerly, asif hefeared that it might be an explosive
device of some kind. Zurzal appeared to have no doubts of the efficacy of what he had brought in the
way of introduction.

THE SELF-ANNOUNCED PORT COMMANDER ACTIVATED thetiny reader, though he seemed
uneasy about taking his eyes from the Zacathan and Jofre long enough to absorb the message there,
giving acouple of quick glancesin their direction and losing nothing of the scowl with which he had
welcomed them. Meanwhile Jofre made a study of the commander's force.

There were four of the huge transport creatures. And each had two passengers. Besides the red-maned
one, there were three others of the same generd appearance, save that their manes, instead of being
flaming red, were of the same yellow shade asthe land over which they had traveled. Jofre thought that if
they lay facedown in that moss Stuff, they might even beinvisble. Another of the group from the "city"
was closer to the conventional humanoid and unlike his companions wore an enveloping robe of grey,
like the rock underfoot, over which there sprawled a pattern of meaningless and formlesslines. Hisround
skull was as hairless asthat of Captain Gosal and the skin was yellow as Haperian honey, with adeek
overcadting asif he had been carefully rubbed down with a doubtful grease. Hisfeatures were blunter
than those of the maned men, his mouth so wide and liplessin appearance that it might have been merely
adit cut inthe puffed skin.

His eyeballs protruded until Jofre wondered if he were able to close the wrinkled lids entirely over them.
And the, eyes seemed to be like surface mirrors, giving nothing away as they met Jofre's and swept on.
His dienness was even more gpparent than that of his maned companions, but it would seem that he
occupied some position of authority among them, for two had hurried to aid him from histraveling ding
and fell in a pace or so behind as he waddled towards the commander.

The last two of the party did off their swings but made no moveto advance. Like the greasy one they
wore robes of grey but these lacked any touch of pattern. One swung back an arm asif impatient of that
covering and Jofre saw muscular yellow flesh—but more, awegpons belt from which hung a curved
blade as brightly kept asany of hisown sted.

Though they wore robes, they remained aoof from their fellow in the like garb. However, their faces had
something of the same generd traits—the wide mouths, the protruding eyes. Only these boasted head
decorations of akind, aragged kind of crest running from between the eyes on the forehead back to the
nape of the neck, Jofre could not distinguish whether that was artificid or, as Zurzd'sfrill, anaturd flap of
in.

"Y ou presume much—" The voice of the commander jerked his attention back to the Zacathan and the
man who fronted him.

"| do not presume, Commander. | ask no more than what the Central Control has for centuries of your
time granted my people. We are the Kegpers—"

It was plain that the commander was impressed againgt hiswill, either by the unperturbed attitude of the



Zacathan or by whatever credentials had been a part of the message on the reader.

"Thisisaclosed planet, Learned One. We have no facilities for expeditions, nor would such be alowed if
wedid. Thereislife out there'—he swept a hand towards the horizon—"which consders any stranger
rich prey. You aretruly afoal if you believe that you can reach even the edge of the Shattered Land.”

For thefirst time the oily one took part in the conversation. He gabbled a stream of squeaks, high and
thin, and very strange when proceeding from his massive body. Zurzal made aquick grasp a the array of
tools hanging from his belt he had equipped with carejust before their landing. His taloned hand sept
out of itsloop adisc which he swung up before the speaker. The man gave asqueal and backed off a
step, while those two who had established themselves as his attendants snarled, showing fangs as sharp
asthe knives which had appeared, apparently out of nowhere, in their hands.

"A trandator—my speech to you, yoursto me," Zurza stated calmly, though Jofre was at his shoulder,
ready to move if those two yellow-maned toughs did dare an attack.

There was a squeaking from the disc and the oily one tarted asif afassnake had arisen from the ground
at hisvery feet and was weaving itswar dancein the air. Then those huge eyes blinked. One of the puffy
hands sketched a gesture in the air between them. Jofre thought he needed no trandation for that—this
native of Lochan waswarding off evil.

"Off-world evil!" The squeakings suddenly made sense. "Who are you—serpent skin—to travel our
land? What do you seek? It can be nothing good.”

"| seek knowledge, and that is better than ignorance, Worshipful One. What | may be able to find will be
fredy shared with your learned ones. Are you not one such yourself?'

Again those huge eyes blinked. The hand trembled asif again he would form the ward sign, but he did
not carry that through. Instead the tip of a green tongue appeared between those narrow lips and ran
from 9deto Sdeasif to prepare the way for some important message.

"To share knowledge—" the squeaking became words. "That is awaysto be desired. But what
knowledge can you give us, off-worlder, which will be of useto us? Y our own lawvswill not alow you to
bring thingswhich are of your high knowledge—have we not been told this many times over?' There had
come about achangein the priest, if priest the man was, and Jofre thought he could recognize the type by
now. He did not need any trandator to understand that the other, once past hisfirst repudiation of
another and doubtlessto him inferior sorcery, was now busy caculating what could be accomplished by
ashow of, if not friendship, then neutral acceptance.

"Thereis knowledge and knowledge, Worshipful One. Someit islawful to share, and that | would open
to any who wished to learn.”

"To every bargain there aretwo sdes," the disc trandated. The squed s had an dmost impatient sound as
if the priest felt Zurzal was refusing to cometo the point. "For what you give, what must you receive?

"That we can discuss together—at a better time and place,” the Zacathan said firmly, before turning to the
commander. "We are prepared to follow the regulations, Commander, even asyou. Y ou have seen our
credentias. Do you question them?”

The man who had given hisname asWok Bi glanced from the Zacathan to the priest. He eyed the | atter
with some surprise, Jofre believed, asif he had not expected such aresponse from the native.

"No question,” he said brusgquely. "We have little in the way of accommodation—but thereis part of a



warehouse in which you may camp. Follow the Deves, they will see you back to the port.”
Heturned his shoulder alittle, shutting them out as he approached Gosdl.

The two robed men were back in the swings, their huge carriers aready turning to depart. Jofre shrugged
on his shoulder pack and hel ped the Zacathan adjust his and a ding which held the scanner. Taynad came
down thelast few feet of the ramp, Y an running beside her, her own pack in place. They would have to
depend upon Gosd to seeto the arrival of the rest of their supplies.

Asthey tramped from the rock to the thick moss their heavy space boots crushed well into it and the
insects arose. The Jat whistled and dapped at its arms and legs and Jofre swept the small creature up to
hold onto his pack, settling his own shoulders under that increased burden and trying not to fedl the sharp
sting of the bites as he went.

The bearers made better time than those who trailed behind, but since they knew their goal, the four
off-worlders did not try to stretch their pace any. The congtant attacks of the moss insects wasirritating,
but Zurza's scaled skin apparently protected him againgt the worst of the bites. Only Jofre and Taynad
had to call upon their stoicism to tramp that path. The Jat was apparently now free of such attacks, since
the disturbed life, so busily defending itsterritory, did not rise high above the moss.

Closer to hand the "port" did not make any more of an impressive sight than it had from the ship. The
buildingswere dl low, not more than one story, and apparently constructed of dabs of the same turf over
which they had traveled, molded together, the now disturbed moss mottled in color to brown, and adark
red.

Therewas no pretense a any order, no sign of marked-off streets. Apparently the buildings had been
thrown up where needed and to the builder'sfancy at thetime. At the opposite end of the way they
followed there was awider space in which crouched more of the swing carriers sanstheir yokes. Severd
were chewing as aruminant might on a.cud and others were very apparently napping. The breeze from
that section brought a thick odor which the off-worlders found unpleasant and which hinted that these
were not dtogether cleanly citizens—if citizensthey were and not animals.

Thelr guide into town brought them to adightly larger sod building and, without dismounting, one of the
swing riders motioned to the dark open doorway of that before the carrier shuffled on.

"Shelter,” Zurzal commented and led the way within.

A long room had been divided by partitions which neither reached completely to the low roof nor clear
across the width so that there was a passage running along beside the cubicles which perhaps were
meant to serve as separate rooms.

Most of these werefilled to corridor openings with bales, large earthenware jars, baskets which
gppeared to be woven from some manner of reed. And the mingling of smellswas nearly overpowering.
The Jat set up awailing cry and pulled at Jofré's head asif to try to turn it around and so move his mount
away from thisplace.

Luckily there was avacant cubicle only a short distance from the outer door and Zurza pointed to that.

"Certainly not the most luxurious quarters,”" he commented. "However, | think the best we can count on
for now."

Jofre unlatched the Jat from his hold and handed the small struggling body to Taynad before he made his
safety survey of thisdarkish hole. Therewaslight, certainly far from the brilliancy of any room on



Wayright or even the lamplit quarters of the Lair. These wan beamsfiltered out of bunches of what
looked like the herbage of the plains but of amuch darker shade, stuck haphazardly aong the upper
edges of the partitions and the wall behind.

The floor appeared to be an uneven surface of rock asif surface soil and growth had been rolled back to
clear the space. It was certainly solid enough to ring under the tread of his space boots and he thought it
could concedl no unpleasant surprises. While the walls appeared so thin, he was sure that a determined
assault could bring any one of the three down, but it would seem they had no choice.

"That priest,” Taynad had soothed the panting Jat and shrugged off her pack, "heis one to be watched.”
She knew she stated the obvious and she was sure in her own mind that the Zacathan was well aware of
it.

"That priest,” Zurza countered, "may be our key to what wewish." He divested himsdlf of hisown
burdens but he placed the scanner carefully between hisfeet as he stood,

one hand on hip, looking about him. "That one wants power—knowledge is power—it is sometimes
smple”

"It sounds smple,” Jofre returned, "but the working out is perhgps far more difficult.”

At least Gosal saw to the delivery of the rest of their equipment, sending it in on an antigrav which
belonged to the ship and which he certainly had not offered to them. Jofre, remembering well-bitten legs,
added another mark to his score against the Free Trader.

They saw the inhabitants of the port only in passing. No one came to the warehouse to which they had
been so summarily dismissed nor was there any sign of ether the commander or the priest. It would
appear that their arrival was now amatter for total denial. Though Jofre had sighted at |east one of the
armed robed ones passing aong the stretch of ground outside the warehouse door at rather regular
intervas, asif hewalked abest.

Zurza seemed content to wait. Patience wasinborn in hislong-lived race, but it was avirtue which the
two from Asborgan had learned the hard way to cultivate. Since there was no sign of an eating place,
they reluctantly broke open some of their own supplies and ate avery frugal portion asthe day swept on
toward evening.

More and more of those giants who supplied transportation were returning to the place where
off-worlders had seen their fellows relaxing earlier. Some of them were burden carriers and others had
their smaller swings occupied with the maned diens or, oncein awhile, arobed one.

With the coming of evening and the setting of the sun there was a change in the temperature. The hest
which had grown amogt to agtifling degree began to dissipate and there arose awind sweeping in from
the north which had a decidedly cold edge. Jofre had taken position on guard at the door of the
warehouse itsalf. There had been no intruders during the afternoon to get at any of what was stored there
and they seemed to haveit for themsalves.

"One—come—" He did not redly need the warning of the Jat. It would seem his own battle-honed sense
was keen enough here to pick up that fedling that there was a stranger headed for their quarters.
Certainly there was no lighting of the "streets' in the dusk but there did seem to be ahaze of dim radiance
bobbing along towards the doorway at a pace a person might walk.

Jofre did not step into direct sight himself and now he was aware that Taynad was moving in a an angle
behind him as might any Brother when the dert was given. One of his hands was on the hilt of athrowing



knife. They had set out from Wayright with stunners, only to have theirs put under sedl by the captain as
contraband on Lochan. Only Zurzal, because of his maiming, had not been deprived of hiswegpon. Here
one was back to the bladed weapons Jofre knew best.

The pinch of light brought aglisten from around face. If not the priest from the landing Site, then another
of hiskind. And there came through the dark not only an odor which suggested along-unbathed body
but, in addition, athin whistle.

"Let himin." Zurzal moved out, ready to bid their vistor welcome. Jofre obeyed but fdll in on the heds of
the Lochanian. He knew without being told that Taynad and the Jat shared sentry duty now and that his
place as guard was with the Zacathan.

The light of their cubicle was strong enough to show that thiswas indeed the one Zurzal had spoken to.
In one pudgy hand the felow held aloose bal of stuff from which spun the threed of feeblelight. His
bulbous eyes glistened in that glow, as subdued asit was.

Zurza was ready with the trandator. " Greeting, Worshipful One, you have been awaited—the hour
growslate." Therewas akind of snap in the Zacathan's voice; whether such a nuance was trandated into
the squealing by the disc Jofre could not guess. But he was very sure that Zurzal was prepared to teke a
firm sand with thisvigtor.

Those wide lips puffed forth a bresth which was foul. And then squeaked in answer:

"The Axe of Rou comes or goes not at thewill of off-worlders. Thereislittle patience—what would you
do here, sranger?'

"l seek, as| have said, knowledge. Y our world is old—it has seen many changes—isthat not so?"

"Rou worksasitiswilled. The earth and all which formsitisfor HIM asthe mud of the under lesf isto
the maker of pots, as the knuckle of iron to him who fashions a blade. But what do you know of these
changes you speek of ? Y ou are not one with Rou.”

"Rou exigsin many formsadso," Zurza answered. "Canit not bethat it isby Hiswill we stand herethis
night? Axe of Rou, would it not be to such aclose-held follower as you that revel ations would be made?
Or isit that the Axe merely speaksfor another who is closer to the ear of Rou?”

"I have the ear of Rou." The squedling aroseto ahigh pitch. "Say it to me, off-worlder, and | shall judge
whether this be business of Rou's Own or not."

"Very well." The Zacathan stooped and laid ahand lightly on the scanner case. "This| carry, Axe of Rou,
isborn of long study and the use of very ancient records. It has the power to bring to light matterslost in
the long seasons forgotten by men whose memories cannot hold so much. Thereisaplacein the
Shattered Land which bears a certain mark. That was discovered by some knowledge seekers before
me. But they did not possess such an aid as this one and they were driven away before they could obtain
much which they were sure could be learned. Therefore | have cometo carry on thiswork and seeinto
the ages behind—"

"Only Rou can look behind more than onelifetime!™

"So can | not, without this. But it isthe learning which Rou alows men that has brought thisinto being and
the glory will be HISwhen the greet find is made.”

The priest wiped the pam of hislight-free hand across histriple chin. Hewaslikeal of hiskind, Jofre
believed, seeking what could liein such amatter which would further hisown gain.



"What would you need to do Rou's Will in this matter?' The demand was abrupt. Their needs would also
present abargaining point.

"We need a guide to the Shattered Land, and transportation for ourselves and our gear." Zurzal was as
quick to deliver his needs.

"The Shattered Land—it isaplace of the Long Dead, of the damned Ones who followed Vunt. Y ou will
find no true follower of Rou to enter there. But—" The squeaking voice paused for amoment. Jofre
tensed, sensing that what was coming now was of the first importance asfar as the priest was concerned.

"There once was land where Rou had His place. And— yes, there are very old stories that there was
powerful knowledge to be found there—left behind when the Will of Rou twisted that part of the world
with fire and the shaking of the earth. But why should we alow such knowledge to fall into the hands of
off-worlders? By what right do you claim the knowledge which was once that of Rou's children?

"None," the Zacathan returned promptly. "I freely surrender al claimsto what may be found if those of
Rouwill it s0."

"Then," came back the priest with arush, "what do you gain, off-worlder, if you surrender any
knowledge treasure which may be found? Why do you, and these with you, willingly go into the Dead
Land if you gain no benefit from your |abors?

"I will makewith this," again the Zacathan indicated the scanner, "arecord, one which you will befreeto
see. Itismy wish to provethat | can set aside the mists of the past. With such proof | can visit other
worlds and on each | can add to the store of ancient knowledge. To my people, Axe, such isthe primary
work of our lives. Wefind in any discoveries vaue, whether it is something which can be seen and
handled, or whether it abides only in the minds thereafter.”

"There must be aconddering of this" the Axereplied. "Y ou will be told what the answer will be” So
abruptly he turned and waddled away.

"He hasareason," Jofre ventured. The isshamight not be able to read minds but they were aware when
derted to certain emanations of emotion. He was certain that the Axe was indeed taking time out to think
and that, behind his assent, if assent it would be, there would a so be a scheme set in motion.

"Thereisoneon guard,” Taynad said in alow tone from the door to which they had followed, more
dowly, ther late vigtor.

"We could not expect less," Zurza asserted. "But | think we need fear no more attention until our friend is
ready to move."

ITWASONLY PARTLY IMPATIENCE WHICH RODE JOFRE. He held Zurzd's knowledge to be
far above even that of the Shagga priests—and put to better use. However, he dso knew that the
Zacathan was o fiercely determined to prove the efficiency of the scanner that he might beled to
overlook any hidden threats. Its use on Tssek had confirmed for Zurzal that he could do this, but to be
ableto deliver afind from Lochan would reestablish his credit among his own peers. And that was a
Situation which Jofre could understand very well, even though he himsdlf could have no hope of a



triumphant return to Asborgan and an addition of issha status made by the Shagga.

The sheer mechanics of acrossing of the long tundralike plain to the northern country was awaysto the
fore of hismind. That they could tramp it carrying al their supplieswas out of the question. From the
scanty tape information they had studied so carefully they knew that the Shattered Land would be afar
greater obstacle even than the insect-infested tundra.

"We can make no deal with Gosal?" he asked, though he was sure of the answer. "Even if hewould give
ususe of the one gravity ded—"

"Those carriers,” Taynad added asif she had been following some line of reasoning of her own, "are they
natives or beasts, servants, daves—? The Jat hastried to reach them by mind touch—there is nothing
there”

"They serve both the maned people and those they call Deves," Jofre commented. "But even with such
ad could we reach our god while our supplies till hold out?*

Zurzd'stoothed jaws showed in agrin. "We shal have another visitor,” he sated. " One who will come
by dark."

And Jofre, who had quickly retaken his place as sentry, was startled as there was awarning from the
other end of the warehouse, that where there seemed to be only solid wall. He saw movement and knew
that Taynad was on dert, dipping from their cubicle to the door of the next, the Jat close beside her.

"Itisdl right," Zurzd said, hishissng voice carrying eedly. "Bright evening to you, Commander!"

That port officia who had been so obstructive at their landing passed close enough to one of the moss
torchesto show hisface, pausing in the light a second or two asif to make sure they recognized him,
before he dipped into their quarters and settled himsdlf cross-legged facing the Zacathan.

"You areafool, Learned One," hisvoice had the rasp of exasperation init. "Thereisno way under the
Heavens of Lochan that you can succeed inthis.™ .

"Men have succeeded on thinner chances than the one | have been offered, Wok Bi. And you have your
orders”

"Orderd" The man flung up his handsin a gesture which suggested that thiswasindeed folly. "Y ou head
willfully into country where one expedition cameto avery bloody end. There are what—four of
you—one awomarn—another a Jat—you would need a squad of Patrol to even venture over the border
there. It ismadness and you are forcing meto be apart of it."

"Your ordersareplain,” Zurza returned placidly. "Y es, we are asmal party, but that meanswe have less
to transport. It isthe transport that we must now consider.”

"No Pungd owner will lease out to you and | cannot make them.” Therewas asmall note of satisfaction
inthat. "And on your own feet there is no possible way to reach your goa before Change-season.”

"Therearethe Gar,” Zurzd sad.
"Gar!" Theway Wok Bi said that name made it sound asif the Zacathan had hissed it.

Gar—Jofre remembered. There had been a brief note concerning them on one of the tapes. They were
the nomads of theinner lands and the off-worlders would have to transverse those in order to reach their
owngod.



"Yes. Captain Gosa hasamixed cargo. Therewere Gar dealersto meet us at set down. And those have
caravan trailsinland. With fresh goods some one of them will be moving out.”

"The priestswill not hear of it!" Wok Bi fell back on asecond objection.

"| think that there will be a change of thought there, too. Now—the Gar caravans must have been
trangport other than these Punga—"

Wok Bi shook his head. "No, not thisside of the Var, but they do have carrierswhich are steady

movers. It issaid that sometimesthey keep thetrall for afull day and anight at atime sincethear drivers
have learned to deep a-swing. On the other sde of the Var—there you would have to take your chance
with what the Wild Ones use—they have mounts of a sort—I have seen a couple of specimens of
them—running four-legged, with a sweep of horn—and nasty tempered | am told. Also that you might be
able to make any dealsfor aguide or beasts of burden beyond the Var—that is very problematica.”

"Commander, you have done your duty in stating frankly all the perilswe must face. | shal, of course,
give you atape absolving you of blame which might come from some catastrophe. But go on, we shdl.”

Again the man threw up hishands. "On your head beit. Thereis also this—within the Shattered Land
none of our cornswork. If you are caught in some trouble, you cannot call for any aid—not that we
would have any to send you."

"That isaso understood,” agreed the Zacathan.

"Beit on your own headsthen." The commander got up. "I do not expect to seeyou again. If thereisany
hope of fortune, may it be yours. But | doubt such exigts.”

They settled then for the night, Jofre taking the first watch once again, well advised that the warehouse
door was under surveillance from the outside. He thought of Zurza's stubbornness. To an oathed the
wishes of his patron were law. He might adviseiif called upon, but the central core of any operation
remained the choice of the one to whom he had pledged himself. After al, men of the Lair had served
very threatened causes before, and the triumph of some of them over great odds was the materia for the
Legend singers. No man could see the future and it was best to live but one day, one night & atime. His
fingers sought within his girdle for that small pocket he had fashioned and drew out the stone. Therewas
no heart firein t, but it was warm and that warmth reached within him, fa—bani shing the ghosts of
foreseeing. He held it so until Taynad moved up to take his place as sentry, closing his hand quickly when
he heard those faint stirsin the dark which marked her coming. Thiswas his secret only and he would
hold it so.

However, Taynad had thoughts of her own. She had taken the measure of this Zacathan and she believed
that if anyone could succeed in what sounded like afever-born dream quest, it was he. There was
something e se. She found the twigs of her braids and once more fingering read their message. If not
capture—xkill! But to take the life of a Brother was to break-oath. And not to follow orders was an even
greater break-oath. The Shagga wanted Jofre— they would find the means of contacting her even

here— since they had joined forces with the Guild. Thelatter was as legendary astheissha-trained in
achieving what its members were st to do.

Why did they want him? And why, if they could not take him bodily, did they demand blood? By hisown
tale, which ingtinct told her was the full truth, he had done nothing to provoke al custom and honor. She
must watch, wait, and see what time itsaf would bring in answer. Kill—her fingernail bit into that |ast
ominous notch. Though perhaps— with Shagga wrath so raised againgt him, he might welcome deeth
rather than to fal into the hands of the priests.



Priests—it would seem that there were always prieststo deal with. Her mouth twisted disdainfully as she
thought of the Axe of Rou. But he, she bdieved, from what she had sensed of him was ardatively smple
man—wily inaway, of course, but no match even for the Zacathan. He might well be brought to support
them up to apoint and right now they could use support.

She gtretched. By the Flowers of Moon Valey, how shelonged for adip in one of the Three Poolswith
the comfort of an ail rub thereafter. Before this journeying was done with the Jewe bright might well be
the Jewel dimmed and worth no second look from any man.

The Axe of Rou duly returned, at the first dim light of day, somewhat to the surprise of Jofre and Taynad
though it would seem that Zurzal had been expecting him.

"Y ou have taken council?' he greeted the priest.
"What do you offer?' countered the Axe.

"Let one of your own, one whom you trust, go with us— let him bring guards aso if you will. What we
find—the solid portion will be yours—we shall keep only the record of itsfinding.”

"Thetrader U-Ky leavestoday," the priest said. "It istrue | shall bewith him asit is necessary that |
return to the Walls. And my Deveswill bear me company. If you can bargain for trangport with
U-Ky—then let it be done.”

It seemed that the Zacathan had very little trouble striking the bargain with the red-maned trader whom
Jofre continued to watch narrowly. The fellow was a double for that alien who had been on Wayright
though there was no way he could have made the journey back without their knowing it. It must be that
there was such a strong resembl ance between members of hisrace that it was difficult for outsdersto
differentiate between them. What Zurza offered him was a packet of silver pieces, such an exchange
alowed by Wok Bi, in whose presence the transaction was done—silver being, it appeared, in rare
supply on Lochan.

Their bargaining obtained the use of four of the swing carrying monsters. Zurza, with the scanner across
his knees, occupied theleft swing of thefirgt, Jofre the right. Behind them came Taynad with the Jat,
balanced by a sdection of equal weight of their gear, and the find bearers transported the rest of their

equipment.

The heat asthey set out was intense but at least, perched on swings, they were above the insect swarms.
Though the congtant movement of those seats made the off-world riders alittle giddy and queasy,
inclined to hold on tightly wherever agood anchorage offered.

U-Ky's caravan was afairly impressive command and he rode to its head. There was also the bearer
who balanced the great weight of the Axe againg atal pile of bundles. Swinging aong behind the priest
were the robed Deves. Strung out behind came some of the maned people, only afew of them
red-maned and the rest as yellow-backed as the tundra.

Their rate of progress was no faster than a ponderous walk; apparently the huge bearers kept to what
was asteady pace for them and never displayed any change in gait. Under the climbing and burning sun
thistravel was misery for the off-worlders and Jofre had to fight to hold on to his patience.

The yellow tundra seemed to stretch forever and though the caravan headed confidently forward, there
was no trace of trail or road to be seen, nor any markersrising to guide the unknowing. It must be that
the natives were like animal s or birds on some of the other worlds which possessed ingrown direction
ills



They made no hdt for nooning but as the sun shifted westward there began to show aline of dark
marking the junction of sky and land ahead. It was toward that they continued doggedly even asthe sun
set and the quick dusk of Lochan closed in.

Still the caravan showed no signs of coming to a hat and the off-worlders were decidedly uncomfortable
and tired. Then, out of the northern shadows, there shot abeam of light which flickered, Jofre decided
after amoment'swatching, in adistinct pattern. He was aware of movement on the right-hand swing of
the bearer ahead of him; the rider there, one of the yellow manes, had raised what looked like athick
gtick. From thetip of that flashed in turn an answer to that flare ahead.

So announced they swung on into what was an encampment, nearly aslarge asthe caravan itsdf asto
numbers. There were no sod buildings here, rather stretches of woven reed mats set to form very crude
tentlike enclosures. While awaiting them were not only members of the maned race, and robed Deves,
but anew type of Lochanian native. These were short in Size, hardly larger than the Jat, and armored—or
shelled—with dull green cargpace-like body covering from which awide, dso shielded head and thin
knobby jointed limbs projected. They did not mingle with those who crowded forward to greet the
caravaners, rather held off in aparty to themselves,

Jofre, catching good sight of one standing just beneath one of the massed luminous moss torches of the
camp, recognized this as atribesman concerning which there had been avery short notein their scant
study tapes. Thiswas a Skrem, one of the nomads whose tribes drifted dong the very edge of the
Shattered land.

The off-worlders were glad to be able to dide down from their shaking conveyances and immediately
sought the outer regions of the camp for relief. Even the isshatraining, Jofre decided, had not prepared
him for such ajourney asthis had been. He drew adeep breath as he relatched his belt; even another
fraction of atime mark might have been adisagter.

The small outlander party was |eft done. Their luggage had been cardesdy dumped astheir bearers
trudged mechanically away to the assembly of their own kind. There was no offer of any tent covering,
but the three united in piling their equipment so that it gave ameasure of shelter and they did not try to
gpproach the low-burning fires which marked the fore of those misshapen tents. They had their trall
rations and they sdected small shares of those, knowing from the start they must take good care of the
highly nourishing, if near-tasteless uff, sinceliving off the land might beimpossible.

The caravaners apparently had amore robust meal to suit them. Joints of some unidentifiable meat were
spitted over the fires and then portions sawed off with belt knivesto please the diner. Bulging skins
appeared also and were passed from hand to hand. The Lochanians, Jofre noted, were quite practiced in
the tricky maneuver of throwing back the head and allowing athick curl of liquid to flow from the lower
bag end directly into their mouths.

Thisinforma feasting was il in progresswhen aparty of three gpproached the impromptu campsite of
the off-worlders. Againgt the glow of one of the fires could be made out the unwieldy bulk of onewho
could only be the Axe of Rou, attended by one of the Deves, and scuttling ong at his side one of the
Skrem.

The three from off-world arose, the Jat pushing in behind Taynad, peering around her with timid curiosity.
"Wl journeyed," Zurzal had the trandator at ready. "What doesthe Axe desire of this company?*

For amoment or so after he came to ahdt the priest merdly puffed asif he had made the trip across
camp at some labor.



"Strangers, Rou frowns upon your travels.”
"How 07"

"The season islate, we move too dowly, thereis no entering the Shattered Land after the Wild Winds
nse"

"Our paceisone set by you and your people, Axe of Rou. Can it be that Rou now requires that we
prove ourselves by finding afaster way to satisfy His bidding in this metter?”

"Thereisone." The priest paused asif he were undecided about this, asif he were being forced against
hiswill to cometo adecison he distrusted. " The Skrem know ancther path. ThisisI'On." Heindicated
the strange native. Therewaslittle to be seen in the way of features on that one'sface. The helmet (or the
outgrowth of natural skull) reached forward in avisor shape which fully shadowed the eyes. Below those
half-hidden pits the face narrowed to a sharp point of chin, the nose joined to that in abesklike
extenson.

I'On made no move nor sound to acknowledge the introduction. Instead he stepped ahead of the priest
to stand directly before the Zacathan, his head moving dowly up and then down, asif he measured the
much taler lizard man from head to foot and back again.

Zurza could not speak any greeting since the other's speech had not been picked up to be read by the
trandator.

From the Zacathan, the Skrem turned to Jofre, favored him with the same scrutiny, passed on to Taynad,
and last of all shot hishead alittle forward asif to get a better ook at the Jat, which had squeaked and
withdrawn nearly behind the girl.

Having submitted them al to some form of his own measurement, the Skrem returned to the Zacathan.

What issued from the beak mouth was a chittering sound not unlike that Jofre had heard the hive man
give back on Wayright.

"Why hunt you ghosts?" sputtered the trandator.

"Tolearn," Zurza returned briefly.

"Tolearn what?'

"The ways of the pagt.”

"Those of the sllences are eaters of men. Would you fill their potsjoyfully?’
"l would learn of them—"

"There are dwaysfoolsin theworld." The contempt of that pushed even through the trandator. "Well,
what have you to offer, fool, to be taken to meet the results of your folly?!

"What do you ask, I'On?"

The Skrem did not answer at once. Rather he turned hishead dowly asif to ingpect dl the pile of their
bel ongings. Then of a sudden, so suddenly, that it brought Jofre to a crouch and ready to defend himself,
he turned to the guard.

"Thisonegoesasn?'



"Hegoes," Zurza assured him.
"Hewill have aserviceto offe—when thetimeisready. Let him be dso ready.”
"What service?!

"It shall reved itsdlf. So beit. The Shattered Land shall be a gate opened to you, fools. We shall claim
our pricewhenitisright. Beready to move out & first light."

He turned and | eft them, brushing past the Deves and leaving the priest to stare after him before the Axe
looked, hisbig eyes alittle narrowed, at the Zacathan, and on to Jofre.

"What does he mean? What service can such asyou offer the drifting ones?'

"Y ou heard, Axe, what we heard. It would seem that we have now an open-ended bargain. But it will
haveto suffice

For amoment it seemed asif the priest was going to protest further and then he turned away, but not
before he shot another look at Jofre which was both speculative and unpleasant.

"Why me?' Jofre actudly voiced that question when they were done again.

He heard Taynad laugh. "Did he not speak of ghosts who want man flesh for their pots? Perhaps he
would herd a particularly toothsome dishin their direction. But | think—L earned One,” she said dowly,
"that Skrem— he has a strong inner sense—he sought. Us he could not touch—but the little one," she
stooped and gathered up the trembling Jat, holding its body close, "it knew and feared. | think that we
had best be doubly on guard.”

"Asif we can be anything ese," Zurza returned. "Thisisindeed perhapsfally, yet | cannot—I cannot
stray fromwhat | would do here!™

WHAT I'ON HAD TO OFFER ON HISPART THEY LEARNED the next morning. Though the
caravan moved on its way, the off-worlders remained with the Skrem. Two of the Devesaso
relinquished their traveling swings, though the Axe had gone with the others. It was gpparent that the
priest fully intended to have his own sources of information—or control—accompanying the Zacathan's

party.

The stamping march of the bearers waswell away from the overnight campsite when the Skrem went to
work. He scrabbled in the mosscarpet some distance away from the trampled ground and came up with
three rods which he fitted together—much like the tripod on which the scanner rested. But what wasthen
affixed on top was around of what appeared to be crystal, backed with an interweaving of the same
materia astherods,

Asthe off-worlders remained by the pile of their gear, the Skrem affixed the platter to the tripod and
wriggled it back and forth. Jofre recognized something from the Lair days—their mountain sentries had
used burnished mirrorsfor the flashing of messages overland. Thismust be asmilar form of
communication.



Swiftly the Skrem tilted hissigna back and forth. Then from the northeast there came aflicker of light in
return.

Methodicaly the Skrem set about dismantling the gpparatus and then reburied it, pulling the maoss back
over it.

How long must they wait? Taynad |leaned back against abox of supplies. It seemed to her now that her
wits certainly must have been astray when she had joined up with this muddle-headed Zacathan. Jofre
was oathed to him, she was not—save by word aone. The mission to Tssek had been her first big one
and it had falen gpart through no fault of her own. She had been given those orders—why did she
continue to question them thisway? She could only return in thought to those moments when she, Jofre,
and Y an had been one—asif at that time there had been forged something as strong as a blood oath. It
was amogt asif her own will had been weakened, that she had been drawn along as one sometimeswas
inill dreamswhen one struggled againg an invisble threatening power.

"Power—strong—hig—" She had amind vison of afireraging up into the sky, heat which was not from
any sun, even one as hot asthisone. Y an crouched againgt her. The Jar's paw hand rested over her hand
and itslarge eyes were turned up to view her face. "Power—" Y es, that had sprung from Y an's thinking,

not her own. She shot aglancein Jofres direction.

He was watching the actions of the Skrem with complete absorption asif he expected some trouble to
burst from a gesture or action on the part of the alien. No, Jofre must not have been touched by that
half-message.

Taynad closed her hand gently about the Jat's. "Power?" She struggled to give dl the strength she could
to make that word aquestion.

What she received in return did not atogether surprise her. A wavering, oddly danted face flashed into
her mind— Jofre—as Y an must see him.

"Power?' she asked again in thought.

Fames—shooting flames bursting outward asif a dozen laserswerefiring at asingletarget. She
inginctively cringed. Yan wasvery sure.

Theflameswere, of course, merely apicturing of punishing force, of that she was certain. The guard
could have not smuggled in any weapon that would reved itsdlf so. In fact shewas very surethat she
knew exactly the number and style of every piece of armament he had hidden about his person.

There were tales that the Shagga could produce strange effects—bemuse minds—make one see what
was not there— even astheissha could protect themsalves for short periods of time. But Jofre was not
Shagga—to them he was the enemy who must be erased—one way or another.

Why did they want him prisoner, that was asmal puzzle— better dead—off-world dead where he
would be no problem. Why prisoner—and only dead at the last resort as the instructions passed to her?
Or—her thought took another small legp—were those twigs and their messages counterfeit? The Guild
was supposed to possess infinite knowledge. She knew that Zarn had been charged with certain ddlicate
negotiations with the Guild. Suppose it was the Guild who wanted Jofre—alive—or dead by her hand?

Her eyeslowered to that hand curved to comfort the Jat. Shadow did not day Shadow. She must have
better reason— Which came back to—

The Jat squirmed closer to her. Another mind picture—blurred—so distorted she could make nothing of



it. Except that she was certain that it was an object—something which Jofre owned, or controlled, or—

"They arecoming!" Zurzal was on hisfeet, looking out over the tundrain the direction which that flash
had marked. There was certainly movement there and at a speed far transcending the plod of the
bearers. Asthey plowed on through the moss the new party revealed themsalves, however, as
grotesquely aien to the off-worlders as U-Ky and his caravaners had been.

There were four mounted figures, each leading aline of four-footed creatures but apparently by no lines
or reins, the mounts being followed without urging by six of their own kind, in aline behind each of the
riders.

They were of the same musty yellow asthetundra, their legslong and thin, their bodies gpparently
hairless and also nearly skeleton-dender. They held their heads on astraight line with their bodies asthey
came, and the muzzles ended in sharp points. Those heads were small in proportion to a spread of horns,
bending sharply backward, which were flat and shovellike in gppearance.

Asthe runners came pounding up to the deserted campsite Jofre saw that their feet were long and
narrow, the fore ones sprouting claws which apparently were not retractable. The Skrem who brought
them rode well forward on those dim backs, their hands gripping the edges of the shovel horns.

In height they were close to the size of asmall horse such as Jofre had seen used for pleasureriding on
Wayright, and on the backs of those without riders there were weavings of odd-looking harness. But
there were no saddles; apparently one was to perch like the Skrem, hold on to the horns, and hope for
the best.

The Skrem made no moveto aid in the loading of the extramounts, gathering in aknot around 1'On and
chittering loudly. Fortunately the animals they had brought did not seem to resent the actions of the three
individing up their gear and stowing it into the baggage nets. Jofre wondered if what they had to haul
would not be too heavy aload but the creatures, except for agrunt or two, made no complaint.

At length it wastime for they themselvesto scramble up, finding that their seats on those ridge-boned
backs were not comfortable—but, as with the swings, had to be endured. The riders were back in place,
and I'On mounted behind one of those. At some signal the off-worlders did not catch the party wheeled
in parade order and headed out, northeast, in the same style as they had arrived, lining up behind the four
leaders.

It was arough jolting, and the hold on the creatures horns did little to steady one. But at |east they went
at agood speed and the animals, ridden or laden, apparently were ready to keep to that pace. Within a
short time there loomed before them arisein theland like awall. The grey stones of it pierced the moss.
The Deves, who had done nothing to hel p with the luggage, and both bestrode one of the animals, uttered
acal which blended both of their voices. Thiswasthe Var, anatura walling asfar asthe Lochanians
knew, separating the plains from the highlands. It was also a cut across which abridge had been strung—
an exceedingly fragile-looking bridge—by the approaches to which there were both maned men and
Deves stationed. However, at the sight of the two Deves with the Skrem party these fell back and the
first of theriderswas out on the bridge.

At least here their mounts dowed to awak and ventured out on the swinging support at well separated
intervas, so therewasawait on thefar sdefor their party to again assemble. Also herether path led
through gullies and there were rising hills. The vegetation changed to asharp degree. The yellow moss of
the tundrawas gone. Here were skeleton-thin, branched shrubs, around the roots of which clustered
patches of indigo blue, an eye-aching green, and abloody red growth which put forth bristles, not unlike
thorns, and attracted agreat many flying things.



Back and forth they wove through these gullies, sometimes seeming even to turn completely around.
Ahead, againg the ky, therewas arise of taler hills, mountains. As on the tundra Jofre could distinguish
no path or road, or even markings, yet their leader did not fater and those who followed showed no lack
of confidencein him.

Oncein such aland, Jofre thought, how did one win free again? And from what little they had been able
to gather the Shattered Land was even more chaotic.

They cameto ahdt at |as, the off-worlders bone-shaken. Zurzal, because of his grester height, must
have found it even atougher ordedl, though he made no complaint. Here was a spring where water
rippled through a crevice in the rocks and threaded down into apool, which in turn fed a stream. There
were gauzy winged things dancing over the water, prismatic colors glinting off their wings asif those were
formed of finelace set with tiny jewels.

That rider who had shared his perch with I'On did not dismount as al the rest swung down. Once the
other mounts were free they clustered around that leader which ambled at amuch dower pace down the
stream, leaving the rest of the party behind. The Skrem paid no attention to the off-worlders, rather
gathered in agroup about 1'On, producing bagsin which they rummaged to bring forth what looked like
handfuls of dried grass. Two of their number went on hands and knees to the stream side and busied
themselves flipping over the water-moistened rocks, now and then scooping up what looked like apalid
wriggling grub which they tossed over their shoulders, their finds eagerly pounced upon by their fellows.
It would seem that thiswas atimeto est.

Jofre had had enough training in living off the countryside on Asborgan to have tasted—uwithout any
pleasure but most stoically—insects and rough gathered herbs. But he was glad that for now they had
their own trail rations.

The mounts were being watered downstream and then turned to foraging on the most purplish of the
brigtle growth, chewing it vigoroudy until dark, dimy juice dribbled from their jaws. With acompressed
mest biscuit in one hand Zurzal produced with the foreshortened other a square of nearly transparent stuff
which had been folded into very tight compress but shook out into awide strip which Jofreidentified as
that mapping of the ways on which the Zacathan had worked many hours from timeto time ever snce he
had obtained from the dying spacer the coordinates the other had brought back from his ordeal on
Lochan. But that Zurzal could make any sense of what was marked there was awonder to the guard.
This up-and-down land might present landmarks by the thousands to the educated eye, but those would
exist for anative, and he doubted whether the spacer had been in a position to sight many.

The Zacathan's head came up and he was staring now at the north line of heights, which were like broken
teeth gnawing at the sky. They seemed to be paralleling thet line rather than heading directly towardsit.
But wasit the boundary of the Shattered Land? Jofre was sure that even Zurzal could not tell.

He got to hisfeet and walked up and down, to stretch muscles, battling the various aches and painsther
riding had produced. Hisinner thighsfelt raw, chafed by the constant pressure he had had to keep to
hold his place. But if it were so for him, what had it been for Taynad?

The girl sat with her back to alichen-crusted stone. Her eyeswere closed and there was that masklike
quietudein her face which he could understand. One hand, holding abarely nibbled journey square, lay
laxly across her knee and the other rested on Y an's head.

"Eat!" Jofre moved to stand so that his shadow fell across her and hid her from the rest of their company.
"Without food, Strength goes." Even in his own ears his voice sounded rough and he must rouse her into
seeking inner strength, for there could be no faling behind. He did not believe that the Skrem would in



any way suit their form of travel to those in their company. While any Sister to Shadows had to be
issha-tough, her own training had differed in places from his—and he did not know, could not judge how
much. Why had she agreed to Zurzdl's offer? So far her communication skills had not been put to any
testing. He stood in hesitation—there was a wish to somehow lend her strength now as he had when she
had brought the Jat out of its catatonic seizure, yet hewas at alosshow to do that. He knew very little of
women—that was a subject on which none of the Masters ever dwelt, and before aboy gained puberty
he was drilled and disciplined into control over the body's desires.

Anisshawho had well served on the missions, proved himsdf worthy to have his bloodline carried on,
could be assigned to amating by selection. Then he passed into another category of fighter, becamea
trainer, or an advisor. But otherwise women played no part in hislife.

It had been growing on him that there was indeed a difference between them, issha-trained though they
were. She would have been as disciplined to meet him as a battle comrade only had they been ona
double oathing. Asajeweibright she wasawarrior of an entirely different breed. He felt rough-handed,
asunskilled asaboy at hisfirs mustering in the arms court.

However, he dipped down beside her now. The Jat stirred and looked at him. Reaching acrossthe girl,
who had not moved, Y an caught at Jofre's hand, keeping its own grip also on Taynad.

Heat, first awarmth and then aflame againgt hisribs. The stone from Qaw-en-itter—he knew it too well
now to doubt that it was so making known its presence. Power? Jofre's free hand dipped inside his
girdle, hisfingers closed on that source of warmth.

Power—strength—his thought fastened on that. Flow of strength—he fought to draw upon it even ashe
had in the battle to win the Jat. And it was coming—up his arm— across his body—into that other
hand—the paw which held him in such a grip. And beyond—though he could not trace it any further than
Y an, hewas sure that the Jat was channeling it into Taynad.

Her eyes opened and focused on him. There was the faintest trace of afrown troubling the mask of her
face.

"Drawv—" He spoke that single word as an order.

The flow was continuing, not as heavy asit had been before, but steady. Then her hand jerked away
from the Jat, bresking the chain.

"Who—what are you?' She demanded that sharply, straightening her shoulders, pulling herself away from
the rock support.

"|sshafeedsisshawhen thereisneed,” he returned, drawing his hand away from hisgirdle. Why would
he not share the secret of hisfind with her? He could not tell except there seemed to be aguard on his
tongue, ashutter in his mind when he thought of it.

"It iswell." Once more she showed him the mask. "It seems| amtoo far, too long fromthe Lair." He
thought he could detect ameasure of resentment in her speech and she was using the language of the Lair
which had many inflections and subtle shadings. Y es, she could well resent the fact that she had displayed
ggnsof fatigue.

"Itisalwayswell to give" He used theforma speech of an ingtructor. "Isit not written so in the Laws of
Kak?'

What answer she might have made to that he was not to know, for Zurzal roused from the studying of his



flimsy map and there was the clatter of feet on gravel astheir mounts headed back upstream in their
direction.

Remounted, their leader siwvung them on aong the stream for a space and then there was ascramble up a
dopeand for thefirst time the dim marks of atrue trail—which turned and twisted up into the heights
beyond. Thiswasfar harder riding than even the gully wandering had been and the holds they must keep
on the horns of their mountsin order not to dip from their seats crooked their fingers with aching cramps.
Jofre concentrated on looking only at those horns and making sure that his hold was the best he could
grip. Tolook out into the empty air, down, or even at the length of the dope ahead was disheartening.

They hit at last what seemed to be a pass and on either side the rock wallstowered. Therewasa
searching wind, as chill asthetundraplain had been hot. Y et there wasllife of asort clinging here, for
both walls were festooned with weblike binding and Jofre, daring for the moment to look beyond his
hands, saw ashaking of those lines. Climbing down was a bal-like body, hardly to be distinguished from
the rocksin color, legs asthin and gpparently as supple as the webbing sprouting from under the round of

its body.

Jofre caught the sudden action of the Skrem bestriding the lead mount. Both he and 1'On, seated behind,
meade throwing gestures. The ball thing gave a.convulsve legp which left it dangling from the webbing by
only two of itslegs, the rest jerking frenziedly in the air. Protruding from the round back Jofre sighted two
amall shafts. Thenthe bal logt itslast hold, fell squashily and was sent farther on by akick from hisown
mount which nearly unsested him.

There appeared to be no further danger as they won through the pass to the northern end. Theretheir line
of mounts hated, only those bearing riders gathering closer to the downward grade asif they conscioudy
wished those they carried to see what lay ahead.

What did was such afrozen convulsion of nature that Jofre, though he had somewhat been prepared for
such asight by the tapes, thought could hardly exist on any world.

They called thisthe Shattered Land and they were very right in that description. It was dl sharp ridges of
rock, looking knife-sharp from above, with dark drops between. Asif one of the Storm Gods of the old
days had taken asword haf aswide as the sky and ddliberately cut and recut the earth, turning soil
where that weapon touched into the traps of blade-edged lava

How could any man find away through such a country? The expedition which had cometo grief here had
been borne by flitter—though Jofre wondered about the downdrafts and wind changes over such a
territory. But on foot? This was one of those impossible tasks given to the Older Heroesin order for
them to achieveimmortality. One could perhaps achieve ameasure of that, to be sure, in another way, by
smply dying here, Jofre thought.

The mount bearing 1'On as onerider had edged up beside the Zacathan.
"Hereisthe country you seek, stranger. Now what do you seek in it?"

Zurzal was busy with one of the belongings taken from hisbelt, asmall ova into which he now most
carefully inserted apellet. He held it out towards that riven world.

A moment later, to be heard even above the strange echoing cries of the wind through those broken vales
below, came asmall sharp sound. The Zacathan turned his hand dowly, with infinite care, and the Sgna
strengthened.

"What we seek liesthere." He pointed to the north.



Though they could not see the Skrem's eyes, Jofre thought that the dien might be staring at Zurzd's
ingtrument with surprise. He chittered and was answered by hisfellow rider. Then he turned to Zurza
with another question.

"How far?'
"That we must learn for oursalves," the Zacathan replied, "but the sgnd is strong. We cannot be too far.”

One of the Devesjoined them now, having dismounted. The wind whipped his cloak about, fluttering his
head comb.

"No one entersthis." He spoke the trade tongue but so heavily accented that it was difficult to
understand.

The Skrem shifted around on his mount. 1t seemed that the heavy head covering kept him from turning his
head easily.

He chittered and Zurzal's com picked up his speech even though that was not directed to the
off-worlders.

"The Skrem ride where they will. We would see what this one seeks. If it is of value—so shdl it be
vaued."

And without another word the rider seated before 1'On pressed down on the horns of his beast and the
cresture took the first step down the line of broken ledges leading into the Shattered Land.

WHAT MIGHT BE THE NATURE OF ZURZAL'S GUIDE Jofre could not guess but certainly the
attitude of the Zacathan would lead anyone to believe that he trusted in it implicitly. The guard thought
back to that meeting with the dying man on Asborgan. Had what he had passed to Zurzal then cometo
lead them now?

However, thiswas no country into which to venture as that night was drawing in. The broken,
knife-edged lavaremains formed a constant threat. From what Jofre could see bubbles must have formed
in the molten rock, to burst, leaving jagged teeth to threaten any unwary step.

Apparently the Skrem were well aware of this danger. Once they had reached the end of the downdope,
they clustered on a semileve space, making no move to enter the broken maze even though the sgnal
Zurzal carried sent forth its constant assertion that what was to be sought did lie ahead.

It was a cramped and uncomfortable camp they set up. The rugged lavaflow provided some smdll

shelter and once again the party separated naturdly into three. While the off-worlders worked at getting
their gear free from the baggage beasts they were |eft alone, each animd asit was unloaded moving away
tojoinitsfelows. The Skrem hunkered down without looking to their mounts, gathering in aknot about a
spot of fire the Zacathan could have covered with histwo hands.

Between the Skrem and the off-worlders the two Deves found aresting place. They made no move
toward any fire, only bundled their robes more tightly about them, and Jofre noted that they drew hoods



from the folds of those robes over their heads as they settled back-to-back, one facing the Skrem
gathering, one Zurzd's party, asif they fully intended to keep full watch on dl those they companied with.

Zurza himsdf moved around restlessly for agpace, the ingrument in his hand not only clickingina
broken rhythm as he turned thisway and that, but giving forth aglow which grew the brighter asthe
daylight falled.

At last he dropped down between Jofre and Taynad. "We must be closer than | reckoned.” Hewas
hissing as he did when excited and the stir of hisneck frill was congtant, asif being ruffled by somewind.

"Thisisbad land to cross." Jofre had made his' own close ingpection of the edge of the way in which that
guide would send them. To transverse those glasdike splinters would take time and very careful study of
any path ahead.

"But—there are flowerd!" Taynad pointed.

Indeed there was life here. That bristly growth which had covered the ground on the other sde of the
pass had changed to another kind of vegetation, closer in some waysto the tundramoss, yet with a
characteristic very much itsown. Thisdid sprout thread-thin ssems, hardly aslong asafinger, solifting
high small white stars of flowers which seemed to lose no color in the closing dusk but rather to glow.

Beyond aclump of these there appeared to emerge from rock itself tiny lacy fringed leaves of afaintly
reddish hue. While above this display there winged minute flutterers that moved from one star flower to
another, as might the night spirits of the oldest legends.

Y an was entranced, moving away from Taynad and squatting down, now and then tentatively advancing
apaw hand but never quite touching the display. Jofre picked up the faint touch of wonder which the Jat
emitted. Then to the guard's surprise Y an reached up and caught a his own dangling hand, while the
tall-eared head moved up and right asif that pushed-in, wrinkled nose was picking up some scent. Yan
scrambled up, not losing touch with Jofre, and pattered on dong the rock. They cameto a place where
the lavawall wastdler and there Y an halted and pointed with the free paw.

Whatever attracted its attention must be above. Jofre moved closer to the surface of thewall, intent on a
search for any such disastrous surprises as awebbing inhabited by the round ball bodies. But there was
none to be seen.

Heloosed hishand from Y an's grip and pulled himsalf up, to discover that he was now on the edge of a
cup ringed about with the star flowersin thick profusion, so thick that he was aware of adelicate scent.
And they were clustered about a bowl-sized pool of what appeared to be water though there was no
sgn of agpring, nor could there bein thisland, he thought.

They had filled their water canteens at the pring over the mountain, and he would not disturb this small
pocket— nor could they be sure it might not be tainted by some minera. But to look down upon it was
likelooking into aminiature garden, to hiseyes nearly as beautiful asthat exotic lounging place the Holder
had kept.

"Come," he called softly but he need not have done so, for Y an's summons must have reached her before
hisand Taynad was dready at the base of thewall finding away to join him.

A moment later her shoulder brushed againgt his. "lt—islike the Moon Garden!" she exclaimed.
"Perfect—as only the things made by the true spirit can be perfect. A thing to be fixed in memory
forever!"



Jofre had reached down and pulled up Y an, settling the small furred body againgt his asthe Jat leaned
forward in his hold and made a soft crooning sound which blended with what they looked upon and
became a perfect part of it.

"Food, explorers—" Zurza's hiss from below brought them back into the world of here and now and
they returned to the rough base camp.

They were careful with their supplies, rationing themselves gtrictly, being doubly saving of the water. The
Skrem had not stirred far from their own chosen places and the two Deves still sat back-to-back. If they
had esten, it was in the shadow of their cloaks, a secret business.

The off-worlders followed their now set pattern of dividing the night into thirds, one to keep watch during
each. Zurzal took the first watch since he said he wished to check on both the scanner (which he would
have to do by touch in this lack of light) and keep an eye on the guide.

Jofrerolled in his covering, watching the shadowy movements of the Zacathan until deep hit and hewas
caught in an ever-thickening darkness.

However, there was no mindless rest awaiting him. There was a stirring—first of memorieswhich
became oddly distorted dreams and then suddenly cleared into aredl pattern. Once more he lay among
mountain rocks and there crept upon him an unseen enemy. He fought to gill his body, to seem the
soundly deeping one until that skulker came within hand's reach— There came afumbling at hisgirdle—
knife—

Jofre was awake with the speed of athreatened isshain enemy territory. Hisleft hand had shot out to
tighten on the one who had come like athief, tightened with a crushing force, and in instant reply there
was ascream of pain which sounded not only in hisears but in his head.

Sharp teeth scored hisflesh. He had just time to deflect the knife blow delivered by his own hand so that
that blade was not buried in the smal body now squirming haf acrosshismiddle. Yan! But why—?

"What are you doing?' Taynad was at him now, and her long nails cut skin below hiseye.

"What isthis one doing?' Jofre spat in return. He was reaching his knees now and had warded off a
second attack from Taynad with force enough to send her back againgt the astounded Zacathan.

Jofre loosed hishold on Y an with alightning-fast move, transferring it from the Jat'swrist to the nape of
its neck so that he was able to hold it away from him. But what caught his attention first was the paw he
had just released, for the whole of it was now aglow—so lit that one could see bones within the skin and
flesh. And that paw was fast gripped about—

The stone! The Jat had somehow attempted to steal his secret! Why? There was one ansver—Jofre
glanced for only a second toward Taynad. There was more light now—he had dept past the twin moon
rise and even the lava appeared to reflect some of that downward glow.

Jofre'slips flattened across his set teeth. The Jat—s0 in tune with this issha-trained—she must have set
Yanonhim.

"Give." Hishand closed over that of Yan.

The Jat whimpered, shivered asif whipped around by abitter wind, but it obeyed, releasing the stone
into Jofre's grip. Some of the radiance died during that exchange, but enough was|eft to makeit certain
that what the guard now held was nothing ordinary.



"So you would have the creature thieve?" Jofre said dowly, trying to make his contempt edge each word.
"What e se have the Shagga ordered to be done? Am | now fair gamefor any Shadow?"

She brushed her hand across her mouth. Above that her eyes seemed very large and empty asif she had
raised astrong barrier. He might well know that he would have no truth out of her—unless such was
pertinent to the game she had been set to play. He had thought from the first that what he had found a
the ancient Lair was indeed powerful, but he had not suspected that he would be hunted off-world for it.

"What isit?' The hissing of the Zacathan's voice was pronounced. He had put out an arm and steadied
the giri againgt his body. Now he added, in alower tone, "There are other eyes and ears here.”

Jofre swalowed, called on control for the stifling of rage and, yes, the odd sense of betrayd. In al hislife
he had trusted very few, and the last to have hisfull alegiance was the dead Magter. Y an whimpered
again and tried to pull away and Jofre freed him but did not yet hide the stone. Why should he? They had
seenit. Taynad must know very well what he carried and had been given her orders. But why had she
waited so long? On Wayright she must have had countless chances for the Jat to despoil him and then
she could have disappeared out of their lives, or else passed her |oot on so that she would not be

suspected.

"Power—warm—" The thought kindled apicture of flamesin hismind; it must have done the sameto
Taynad. But it wasto the Jat that he aimed and steadied his answering thought.

"Why—take—" He wanted to scream that demand; he had to school himsdlf to shapeit in mind, to
throttle himsdf into set control so that the Jat's fear would lessen enough to alow him contact. He
certainly had no desire to send the small one back into the locking nonlife which had gripped it on Tssek.

"Power—" It seemed that the creature found it impossible to advance beyond that thought. Zurza took a
hand now.

"What do you have?'

Jofre tensed but the Zacathan had every right to ask that. With the issha oath-bound to him there could
be no concealment. But what did he have? He could not honestly say. Now hetried to sort out his
thoughtsin some form. There might well be the chance that Taynad knew more about this than he
did—what would happen if it fel into her hands and she did know how to put it to use? It heightened
issha powers—it had kept him aive during his early captivity on the Tssekian ship. Hefet warm, good,
confident when he held it. But what wasit?

"I do not know," he responded with the exact truth. "It isafinding, brought to me by chance, as| once
told you. | only know that it sharpensissha powers—it is perhaps a protection of sorts.”

"Wheredid it comefrom?"

"Out of Qaw-en-itter—adead Lair—just as| said." Again Jofre gave him the truth. "I nighted there
through amountain sscorm—and found it by chance—"

He had heard the sharp inhale of breath from Taynad. The names of dl the dead Lairs were commonly
known and he had doubly damned himsdlf by admitting he had sheltered within such disaster-darkened
wdls.

Now the Zacathan looked toward the girl. "What isit?"

Jofre awaited her answer eagerly. He believed he could separate false from trueif shetried to evade a
flat answer.



"lt—it s;emsaLar ssone—or apart of one," she answered in astrange voice, asif sheinwardly did
doubt the truth of her own words. "lt—is Assha—"

Jofre's hand jerked, dmost the glowing stone dipped between hisfingers. If she spoke the truth, and
surely she did as she saw it, then—then what was he? All knew that Assha power was afortune-gift and
that it came after long searching. When aLar Master died and the stone of that till lived it was the stone
itself that selected the next Master—the one it warmed to would beitsvoice. But that wasaso a
dangerous trial—woul d-be Assha had been known to be blasted, fire-seared, when they assayed that
chance.

This Could only be afraction of the Lair stone that had been. Perhapsits power was lessened by the lack
of size, thefact it was not properly set in place. Y et he could not truthfully deny to himsalf now that what
he felt when he held it was awe coming, not condemnation of some reckless and overambitious action.

"May I?' Zurza held out his one hand.

For amoment Jofre hesitated. It was asif the thing clung to him. But he dlowed it to dip from hishold
into the Zacathan's. The glow which it had shown faded as might fire sinking into ash. Zurzal held it closer
to hiseyes. Hisfrill lifted and his dark tongue flickered out dmost asif he wished to taste what he held.

"Radiation, yes." He turned it around dowly. "Of what kind—who can tel? Part of aLair sone—"

"Part of aLar stone," Jofre repeated firmly and glanced again at Taynad. "Did they lay oath on
you—against me— to bring that back? The Shagga are jeal ous of the stones— they cannot use
them—only the Masters can—and no Shagga can be assha—they wak another road. | do not clam to
be a Master—nor Assha. But, seeyou!" He plucked the stone away from Zurzal and it glowed again.
"Would you?'

Now he ddliberately held it out to Taynad. She shook her head. "It isathing of ill fortune out of aplace
accursed. | do not know why it should answer to any true issha—"

"Ah, but if you have listened to the Shagga, to the story | mysdlf told you, Shadow Sigter, you would
know that | am not deemed true issha—my rights have been stripped from me—"

He had spread his palm, the soneresting flat upon it. It was asif the heart of itsdull red there held a
sturdy core of fire—not blazing asit had when the Jat laid paw on it, but adlive asit had not beenin the
Zacathan's hold.

"What task have they laid on you?" Jofre swept swiftly back to hisorigind demand. "My desth—the
taking of this? And thislittle one—Y anisyour tool ?'

"No!" She shook her head and that tightly braided hair loosened somewhat. "1 did not set Y an on you
thisnight! It tried to tell me that you have some power; | think it wished to proveit to me. Yes, the
Shaggawould hunt you down. They have out their nets." She raised one hand and pulled at the fore of
her braid loop, freeing thetwigs. "They have given orders—"

Jofre stepped back a pace. He crooked hisfinger and Y an obeyed. Into the Jat's forepaws he dropped
the stone.

"| take no advantage,” he said. "What would you? Knives by choice?"

It had come so suddenly—though, yes, he had had his suspicions of her. But somehow he had never
guessed that it would end in blade against blade. They were probably evenly matched enough—since
they must keep to the single weapon agreed upon—and she wasissha-trained. Also the knife wasthe



first weapon for the Sisters, even asthe sword or spear might be for the Brothers.

"Stop!" Zurza was between them. "Y ou are oathed to me," he added sharply to Jofre. "While that oath
holds you are not alowed to seek a private quarrel. Isthat not part of the oathing?”

"For issha—yes," Jofre returned dowly. "But now itissaid | am not issha—otherwise the Sister would
not take misson agangt me."

"| refuseto accept such aquibble” Zurza hissed. Hisfrill, flushing darkly, was afan behind his head.
"You are my oathed. And you," helooked now to Taynad, "I did not oath you but you accepted a
bargain—were you aready then playing another game? Had you taken oath to bring down this man?"

Slowly the girl shook her head. "No, Learned One, when | said | would come with you they had not sent
any message to me. It was only afterward—"

"I have heard much of isshahonor on Asborgan,” Zurza continued. "No, | did not formaly oath you to
my service, Taynad. But you accepted my offer freely. Does one need aritud to keep full faith?"

Jofre saw her tongue tip show between her st lips. The heavy lids nearly veiled her eyesand for a
moment she was silent as one who weighs one matter againgt another.

"Learned One, what | accepted | shall keep to for aslong asthis venture lasts—"

Jofre's hand moved away from the hilt of hisknife. So until another day thiswould go unsettled. But he
aso knew well that isshaword was unbending; she would hold only to atruce and that for the timethe
Zacathan would set.

"We had better settle down,” Zurza said, "before some of our companions grow interested and cometo
seewhat we are doing. | think none of uswould want them to know about that." And he pointed to what
blazed brightly in the Jat's hold. Swiftly Jofre recovered histreasure and tucked it away into hiding.

"| take the watch," he said, knowing that he could not degp now, not until he had thought, weighed, and
decided dl he could about the days ahead.

HOWEVER, MORNING LIGHT FOUND HIM WITH NO TRUE decision. What he could foresee
was only what concerned his own actions; he could not know what Taynad might think or do. Redlizing
this, Jofre forced the whole matter to the back of hismind. What lay before them now was another kind
of action. He had mistrusted this ragged land from the start and to work their way acrossit might well be
beyond what any living thing—without wings—could do.

The Skrem broke their own camp and herded their beasts down to be packed by the off-worlders, the
Deves gill holding themsalves apart, though keeping a close eye, Jofre noted, on both parties. Therewas
asuggestion in thisthat they were not atogether ready to play trail comrades with the Skrem.

Though Zurzal's guide pointed out into those knife-edged ridges, he did not lead in that direction, rather
paced alittle south, pausing often to check on the com he held. Perhaps with other knowledge he had not
shared with them he had some ideathere was away into this stark country which could be taken on foot.



Though Jofre remembered that the party whose directions they now depended upon had come by flitter
and so0 had not had to face that impossible terrain.

The ranges of massed lava about them took on color as the sun arose. Those patches of small growth on
them werein vivid contragt, but the small flowers which had greeted the night seemed now to betightly
closed. It wasindeed aweird country, for the rock in places seemed to have "been worked into faces
which grinned, or grimaced, or gaped widely at passersoy.

Out of their whole company the Jat seemed the most at ease for some reason. Its usud timidity had
vanished and from whereit rode perched before Taynad it made eager gestures and murmurswhich
sometimes sounded like small muted cries. Jofre began to wonder about the world from which Yan had
been stolen—had it borne some resemblance to this riven countryside so that the Jat felt it had come
home?

Suddenly the Zacathan brought his mount to ahalt with ajerk on its horns, swung it around to face into
the lava stretch. The com was giving forth asharp series of notes, so close together they amost formed a
kind of scream.

"Here—we dtrike cross-country here.”

He said that asif he were suggesting no more than they cross one of the thoroughfares of Wayright. But
there was certainly no road ahead—only around wall which rose well above their heads. Zurza swung
off the beast, which snorted asif registering a strong protest to what it now faced.

"A foot march—over there? We cannot push the beagtsinto it!" Jofre moved up beside him.

"No other way. Let'stake alook.” He dipped the cord attached to one end of the com over his head and
started to climb. Jofre was prompt to follow. Taynad had moved in at their backs, and, for now, he
believed he could depend upon her to see that none of the natives would interfere without warning.

The porous materiad over which they scrambled had hand and foothol ds enough, but they had to be very
wary of the cutting edges of broken-off pieces. Luckily it was not along ordeal and when Jofre pulled up
beside the dready standing Zacathan he stared out on something he had not expected.

Through some ancient level of theland here the flow of the lava had narrowed into ariver. Beyond that
was another kind of rock, darker in color, not showing the threat of the broken edges. The distance
between them and that idand was not too wide to be spanned, though they would have to take gresat care
intheir going, perhaps somehow fashioning extra coversfor hands and feet, or provide an advance guard
to chop out the worst of the edges. It could be done, and for the first time Jofre saw that Zurzal was not
totaly brain-twisted by his desire to reach that god.

On returning to the edge of the flow below they reported to Skrem and Deves what they had discovered.
"Thisyou search for—it liesthere?' I'On demanded.

In answer Zurzal had smply held forward the com, so that they could al catch its chatter, which was now
Steady.

"The ochs cannot go." The Skrem indicated their mounts.

"That iss0. We must go on foot, carrying with uswhat is needful. But what we would find is not in the
fidds of broken rock, it ison firm and older land." The Zacathan spoke with the authority of onewho
might well have seen exactly what he was describing.



"Wethink—" I'On made a gesture and withdrew, the rest of the Skrem close with him. They squatted in
acircle some distance away, and Jofre could hear no sound from them. However, he did not doubt they
werein debate over Zurza's plan for the venture on foot.

It was one of the robed Deves who came up to the Zacathan now.

"Only the mad walk the Shattered Land.” His shrill voice formed words viathe trandator. “Why do you
urge death on us—takeit upon yourself?"

Zurzal waved his hand toward the wall of the flow. "Climb and see. Thereareidandsin theflow—itis
not al asyou seeit before you here.”

For amoment it looked asif the Deve would do just that—climb to see for himsdlf. But then he whedled
quickly and swung up on the mount his fellow, aready on his own beast, had herded toward him.

Without any other answer the two started away. The knot of Skrem broke gpart and scrambled toward
their own beadts, asif fearing the creatures might follow the two which the Deves bestrode. Their
chittering reached the height of screams asthey siwung up to follow the runaways.

"That," commented Zurza after amoment, "seemsto bethat. At least we il have the supplies.”

Jofre wondered what good the small amount they had brought with them would do if they were |eft
without transportation. On the other hand it might well be that I'On and hisfellowswould caich the
Deves and return. There was no way they, the three of them, could aid or hinder that chase at present.
And hefél to checking over the woven containers which held al the equipment they had been ableto
assemble.

They made up three packs of the main essentids. Zurzal had used aknife and cut from his suit the
haf-empty deeve covering hisregrowing left arm. It wasin length now alittle past the elbow of hisright
one and the fingers of the hand on that side, when he flexed them, seemed to be asready for work as
those of hisright. It wasthat miniature |left hand which steadied the scanner initsweb carrier.

Jofre had taken as much of the foodstuff and concentrates as he could crowd in his pack and knew he
could shoulder. And Taynad worked with him putting together a burden of her own. Hislast addition was
aroll of deep coveringswhich he knotted into arope, the other end of which he could tie to hisweapons
belt and carry up with him.

The Jat jumped to the Side of the Zacathan asthey began their climb—there had been no sign nor sound
of thereturn of their fellow travelers. And it was Y an who had aready paw to steedy the scanner and aid
the heavily laden Zurza to make the top.

Oncethere Jofre jerked up the bundle of coverings and they dl three set to work ditting them into strips
and binding them thickly, not only around their own feet but around those of the Jat also, for with their
other burdensthey could not hopeto carry Y an across that strip of lavaflow ready and waiting to saw to
pieces any flesh unaware enough to trust foot to it.

It was taking them along time; the sun waswell aong towards setting. Jofre wanted to make that rock
point which offered dl the safety they could hope for before darkness closed in. Moonlight—under the
two moons of Lochan, which whirled in orbit around each other asthey passed— would not be enough
tolighten dl the pitfals

They selected what they believed was the narrowest of that anciently frozen flow and started their
wavering path, for they could not keep to astraight line acrossit. Asit was, the extra covering shredded



from their feet, and they had to keep their paceto acrawl.

But there comes an end to every tria, Jofre thought thankfully, when at last he could put out ahand and
touch the rock of the spur the flow had not engulfed. Again they must climb, first squatting to loose the
tattered coverings from their feet and making sure that their packs were roped well together to belifted
once they had reached the top.

The Jat took the lead, again flapping itslarge ears and uttering cries asif it recognized the place,
something of its exuberance urging them on. Then they were safely aoft and looking out into asiretch of
country where the Shattered Land was not what it had been called.

They had reached a height and that widened out into avast plateau where the fury of the mountain fire
had not left any such scarsasit had below. To the north, alittle adant of what might be the center of this
open stretch of rock, gravelly sand, and afew stubborn patches of the yellow tundragrass, was ahill, the
crown of which had been flattened off except for some humps here and there. It had adifferent look to it
than the other heights around—asif it had not come directly from the shaping of nature by wind and time.

The sound of the Zacathan'strail guide was now a steady drone and he headed out towards that hillock
with the certain stride of someone knowing exactly where he was going. Nor had they been led astray,
for, asthey neared the truncated cone, they saw that the tundra grass had withered patches, that there
were smal heaps of the turf which had been peeled back so that the ground below could be trenched
and trenched it had been, in narrow ditches. These no longer stood out clearly, for it was plain that they
had been exposed to the weather for some time, but Jofre recognized the site asit had appeared on one
dim tape. Thiswas the doomed camp of the expedition which had made the first discovery.

It was only seconds later that they were fully shown what had happened. There were a series of rocks
placed in ahalf circle about the edges of those ditches and mounted on each rough base formed by one
of thosewas askull. And they seemed to grin with aghastly promise as the off-worlders drew near.

There were no other Sgns of any visitors—no remains of any camp structure if there had been such. Nor,
as Jofre discovered as he circled the eerie Site, any other signs of other bones. But not far beyond the
ditches with their ghostly guardians there was asinking of the plain which occurred abruptly and could
not be sighted until onewasamost oniit.

Wheretherest of the plateau stretching so far about them suggested a desert country, thisdashin the
rock alowed them to gaze down into anarrow file as different from the land above as one planet might
differ from another.

Therewas athick growth of fleshy-leaved plants, large near their first rooting at the foot of therise,
dwindling in size asthey climbed. The leaves each grew in arosette which was centered by athick red
sem—the leaves being asickly yellow-green. And on the stem was a trumpet-shaped growth which
might be abloom yet certainly gave no pleasureto the eye.

What was more important was that these plant beds bordered a stream of dark water—at least it
seemed to flow like water, if alittle duggishly. Though, Jofre decided, they would hold off testing it as
long as possible. There was something about this dank seam in the earth which repelled.

Dusk would soon be upon them and they must establish some type of camp. Thethresat of the skullswas
ominous enough to make them sure they should select a site which they could defend—against what—or
whom—they could not be sure.

They found the best cover the countryside had to offer farther on towards the cone hill where there were
small bumpsin the ground and Jofre, with a scout's trained eye, picked out three such which could form a



rough triangle, their pack gear and stones dragged up to give some seeming of walls, low asthose had to
be.

Even Yan helped with the dragging of stones, and pawed up sods of the tundra grassto plaster between
the loose rocks. They worked asfast asthey could, though they tried to make certain they did not scant
any loophole. A smdll fire, set in ahollow scooped in their rude fortress, could not be sighted acrossthe
plain top—though it would be visble from the hillock but to that he had no answer.

However, the night winds were chill enough that they must have ameasure of heet. To keep that cup of
flame dlive during the night would be one of the duties of the sentry. And they carried to pile againgt one
of their shelter rocks dried vines which crisscrossed the tundra growth and were thick enough to be
broken into respectable sticks.

Once morethey atetheir limited rations dowly. Zurza sat with the scanner between his outstretched legs,
his good hand more occupied with examining that than by conveying the ration stripsto his mouth. Jofre
chewed as he squatted by another of their chosen boulders, staring out across that ill-omened stretch of
trenches and the guardian skulls, back across the country they had come.

If the Skrem and the Deves, he thought with aresigned logic, really wanted to berid of them, al they
need do was to |leave them marooned here. There was no way he could see that they would ever be able
to make areturn journey. Twice he was nearly moved to say that aloud but then decided that his own
dire predictions must indeed be shared by al of them since they possessed the intelligence of sentinent
beings—even the Jat must fed that they must have indeed come to the end of thetrall.

Still you had the perkiness of one a home with the surroundings. Earlier it had surveyed the skulls
round-eyed and Jofre had been able to pick up aglimmer of disgust from the creature's mind. But there
was no shadow of fear.

"Tomorrow"—Zurza gave the scanner afind pat asif it were apet anima ready to offer good
service—"we need wait no longer. Tomorrow!" There was exultation in hisvoice and hisfrill waved and
dtiffened, dark color flooding up through its ribbing.

Neither Jofre nor Taynad made answer. They were concerned with more than just tomorrow—thetime
which stretched beyond that. It might serve Zurzal completdly that he provefor al time his contention
was right—the ancient and unknown past might be made clear, recorded for the reading of others—but
they were still engaged in living and preparing to continue that state.

Jofre took first watch. The Zacathan did not seem prepared to elther settle down to rest or put himself to
camp routine. He had edged out into the night as Jofre crouched tensdly trying to follow his movements,
aswdl as pick up any threat which might lie hid. Back and forth along those trenches Zurza had strode,
the com in his hand, until at last he seemed to find some point he had been hunting and stood there for
sometime,

There was something about that hillock which was now abackdrop for their own camp which kept
nudging at Jofre. He had absorbed enough of the time scanted ingtructions the Zacathan had given on
Wayright and during their flight to Lochan to believe that that rise might indeed hide ruins,

part of acity or asinglefortress. Y et those who had come here had not delved there but rather dug their
trenches at itsfoot.

It was a place which could be defended—against anything but an air attack. Between quick glances at
the Zacathan to make sure that he was safe, the guard began to set himsdlf the problem of how that rise
might be made to serve them best should those who collected skulls come to see what stirred here now.



Zurza had returned when Jofre reached over to touch Taynad's shoulder, signd her for second guard
duty. The double moons gave strange light to this barren country— it was wholly dien and moreto be
mistrusted for that.

"Thereisawatcher," shewhispered. "Y an knows. See."

Her gritty fingers touched the back of the hand Jofre had reached to awaken her. And he did understand.
The sending was very dim, but it was there. They were indeed under observation.

"Yanwill know," shesad. "Rest whileyou can."

Mistrust rippled in hismind and he repelled it. With her promise to the Zacathan she meant noiill, nor
would she deliver any attack until she formally ended that courtesy tie. He could rely that she and the Jat
would do just as he had been doing—stand guard.

So they won through to day again. Taynad reported that the watcher had withdrawn sometimein the
early predawn and that the Jat had shown no fear concerning it.

They had to insist that Zurzal eat—he was as a child before afeast day—so eager to be at what he
would do that nothing €l se mattered. With Jofre's hel p the scanner was once more mounted and then
there was atedious space of waiting as the Zacathan applied measurements and adjustments, making
sure that the instrument aimed directly down, not acrossthe central one of those ditches.

THEY WERE NOT PREPARED FOR WHAT CAME WITH lesswarning than amountain slorm. The
sound tore through the brazen sky, something totally foreign to this place which had so been forgotten by
time

A shadow swept over the plateaus like agiant Kag preparing to dive on prey—though that airborne craft
did not indeed skim as close to them as the sound suggested.

Jofre had thrown himself flat, taking Zurzal down with him, haf covering the Zacathan's body with his
own. He was prepared in oneinstant of recognition to fedl the sear of |aser fire catching them both.

But the flitter's occupants had not taken their advantage and the aircraft swept on, over the hump of the
cone— northward. They had been such easy prey that Jofre could not believe for an instant or two that
they seemed to have been ignored.

It was a screaming cry from the Jat which brought him up to his knees, half-dewed around. Y an was
pulling a Taynad, striving to drag her from where she had prudently gone prone at the passing of the
flitter, toward them. Why became understandable dmost immediately.

The edge of that cut which bisected the plateau suddenly had developed a series of humps along itsedge,
moving thingswhich flowed up and over asif they were part of some giant flood imprisoned below and
determined now to befree.

Sword-knifein one hand, the barbed length of chainin the other, Jofre tried to settle hisweight evenly, be
prepared to meet that dash. The Zacathan had drawn his stunner but against thiswave that would be little



good. Taynad moved in, the Jat leaping up and down at her side and screaming. It stooped to scrabble
up an armload of stones, nursing those againgt its small body as potentia weapons.

The creatures from the chasm resembled Skrem—but of a different kind than those who had companied
with them earlier. These were larger; they did not ride but scuttled at a peed which hardly seemed
possible toward the beleaguered off-worlders.

The Zacathan's weapon hissed and thefirgt line of the charge twisted and went down, frozen in the cords
of stass. However, that was only a portion of those arranged against them.

Jofre's eyes narrowed, he measured distances, the footing before him, and then with the ear-splitting,
heart-stopping cry of theissha, he went into action, meeting the first three of those who had tramped over
their kind with the whirling hooked chain. One of those hooks caught under the edge of the helmetlike
head covering of the foremogt, and the force of the swing whirled the native off hisfeet, smashing himinto
his closest fellow.

Jofrewas back in acrouch. Thetip of hisknife had caught the third at the point where a human would
have had achin and sent it down as cleanly asthe chain had taken the others.

A rock flew past Jofre to strike another Skrem flat on the head so it staggered and fell. Then another and
another such projectile flew with skillful aim. It was not only Y an who was the marksman. Taynad had
joined him, proving herself an expert with even such crude weapons. Still they came.

Zurza had had time to thumb another charge into his hand weapon and this he now discharged, adding to
the line of motionless bodies.

The Skrem had made no sound when they attacked; only Jofre's cry had broken the silence. Now they
could hear again the begt of theflitter engine. Jofre's shoulders stiffened. They had them at their mercy,
those in theflitter, for he was very sure that the crew of that was not coming to their rescue.

Y et, it would seem that he had been wrong. The Skrem milled around on the edge of the cut, now
forming another attack line. Y an was screaming again, jumping up, trying to catch at the Zacathan's
maimed arm, draw his attention. Zurzal attempted to fend off the Jat and till keep hisweapon poised.

Once more the flitter banked, withdrew towards the hillock, and the wild Skrem gathered. How many
chargesthey could hold off Jofre dared not try to guess. He believed he did know what those in the flitter
had in mind—the wearing down, even the death of him and his companions, whereupon they could move
in and take what they wanted. Y et surely those aloft must have superior arms on board—why this
cat-and-mouse play with them and the wild Skrem? Except perhaps that they needed Zurzal to operate
the machine and so were willing to keep their attackers at bay for now lest they destroy the scanner.

The Jat turned away from Zurza and threw itsdlf at the scanner while Zacathan, with ahissng cry, his
neck frill an engorged crimson, clutched vainly after him. But the maneuver of the Jat brought the
Zacathan's hand down on the controls.

There was a sound which drowned out theflitter. Jofre saw that machine tremblein the air, dip Sdewise,
asif itsequilibrium was disturbed. Color, sound burst from behind. Jofre, by the very weight of that blow
on hisears, was pushed against one of the rocks which had been part of their shelter for the night. It took
some seconds for his eyesto adjust to the flow of images, so merged one with the other that it was
difficult to see any one clearly. There gppeared to be beings mounted and riding. Someone dressed not
unlike the Axe was haranguing amaob of people into which the mounted warriors flowed and
comingled—then the whole scene began to flicker at the edges—



Jofre was haf knocked from his place by the thud of asmall body against him. He threw out an arm to
fend the Jat off, still so bemused by that swirl of pictures before him that he did not defend himself fully
againg that scrabbling paw.

Y an was gone, swallowed up by the play of picturesin theair fanning out farther and farther from the
center point of the cone hill which was no longer that, but a gresat, towered keep more imposing than the
largest of the Lairs.

The—the stone—the stone was gone! Jofre stumbled away from the rock support. Y an had taken his
stone. Then—

There was no more change, weaving, misting about what he was watching. Instead it steadied into a clear
sretch of adifferent world. The mounted warriors charged the crowd gathered around the priest. People
who resembled the maned natives of the present produced weapons from beneath their robes, cut at the
mounts, dragged riders like the Skrem from their beasts.

It was s redl! Jofre edged closer to the rock and felt abody beside him. Taynad's breath came fast
againg his cheek. Forgotten was the attack from the chasm beasts. There was certainly no flitter inthe air
over this battle which they watched rage back and forth across a city so long lost that there was not even
adim memory of it eft.

From the towered citaddl issued more troops—these on foot. They werered, three-dimensiond. Jofre
could seethem aswdll asif he had been there on the day when al this had happened.

Footmen fought footmen; those who were the priest's followers showed such ferocity one could only
believe that they had good reason to hate the fortress guard. There were leaders standing out among
them now. The priest was swept from his command position by ared-maned warrior who was awoman!
Jofre could hear ancient screams, echoing from so far down the corridors of time that they were but

whispers.

On and on it went. Then there was the seeming of a curtain which dropped between them and that wild
scene. Figures moved within that mist but not so violently, and it seemed to Jofre that they did not
war—that the struggle was perhaps now ended or else time had jumped and it had not yet begun.

There were clearings of that curtain now and then but only for very short periods of time, just enough to
give hintsof acity falen into decay. Afterwards strangers unlike any Jofre had seen on Lochan moved
through those crumbling ruins. Until a last therewas afina flicker and once morethey werein theruins
under the heavy sun.

Zurza knelt by the scanner, hishand out to the machine, not quite touching it. Hisfrill seemed made of
iridescent color, asif one emotion mingled with another to set it so agleam. His eyes were on the stretch
of country before him asif they gtill saw al which had swirled there.

" Sesssssseee, sssseee—" hisvoice was ajubilant hiss.

However, Jofre had pulled Taynad around so that they both faced, not the country across which that
picture had brought life, but the edge of the chasm. Those Skrem who had been brought down, either by
Zurza's wegpon or their own efforts, still lay there. One or two not locked into stass were crawling
towardsthetip of the cut. For the rest—they were gone even asif they had aso been swept away by the
winds of the past.

"It—it wasthe Lair sone—" Taynad's voice was uneven, she breathed as one who had been running.
"Did you not see—Y an, the Lair ssone—the Jat took it—put it in the scanner for power. How did it



know what to do? Why the Lair stone?’
She looked to Jofre as might a child who needed some answer to an important question.

Y an squatted il by the scanner. Asthe Zacathan, the Jat was staring out to the dregs of the past. Jofre
had no answer for her. Y an had been fascinated by the stone, he had sensed it in Jofre's possession
before he had ever tried to takeit in the night. But why had the creature known that it must befitted into
the scanner? How much had Y an ever understood about their quest and what they wanted to do here?

"Y an knows more than we can tdll. He has his own reasons—yperhaps sometime he will share those with
LB_II

She had gotten only so far when they heard again the sound of theflitter best—coming out of the north.
To bring on them again the horde from the chasm?

Certainly thosein theflitter had done nothing to help them ward off the attack from the chasm; therefore,
they were not to be depended upon now.

"Down—take cover—" Jofre had just time to shout that warning when the Jat streaked at a speed they
had never seen it produce before, Sraight for the guard. Y an legped, aiming for his head and shoulders.
Thiswas an attack for which the man had in no way been prepared. At the same time he staggered
backward, trying to claw with one hand to free himself from the furry body pressed close enough to blind
him, the forepaws which enwrapped his neck, there came another blow.

Jofre whirled around, fighting to keep hisfeet, but his bones might have softened in an instant. He
crumpled to the ground, half bouncing off arock. But even that encounter failed to scrape the Jat away
and its body was now alump-load on his chest. The guard found it sheer agony to get a breath, and he
redlized that, for the second time, he had taken abolt from a stass stunner, leaving him easy prey for any
attack.

He did not lose consciousness, though, for aperiod of time he could not measure, he strove somehow to
shift the body of Y an, hoping that would let him breathe eesier. The fact that he did have some small
movement in his neck was afaint promise that he could do this. Had the Jat taken to itsdlf part of the
charge of that wegpon, thus giving Jofre the dimmest of chances? But again, how did the creature—?

"Be gtill—not move—" the thought struck into hismind. Y an's head was squeezed alittle down so that
the Jat's forehead pressed against Jofre's. The contact—could it be what aided their transfer of thought?

He had managed to edge his head around afraction, something he certainly could not have done had he
taken the full force of the ray. Now he could breathe—and hear—

But he could not see, save for ahair-fringed, tiny dit of what was beyond. The Zacathan's boots were

within that very limited range of vison and that was al. Now—he must fight in his own way, as he had

aboard the Tssekian ship, call upon hisinner strength. And thistime helacked the Lair stoneto amplify
what powers he could summon.

The drone of theflitter was very loud; the craft must be setting down somewhere near. They had not
stassed Zurza for some reason. Taynad—? Apparently the Jat was not unconscious. It might well be as
locked as he into helplessness of body but its mind was dert. Could he somehow reach Taynad through
that furry head resting againgt hisown?

"Learned One," it was astrange voice, speaking trade tongue, "you are to be congratulated on amost
impressive digplay from your invention—or discovery—or whatever you claim it to be. We were duly



made aware of just what this discovery has to offe—for our purposes, of course.”
Zurzd's boots had not moved in that narrow dit of sight allowed Jofre.

"One success does not make for a continued series of them—" the hissing note in the Zacathan's answer
had the fury of areptilian arousd. "Y ou play games, let us cometo the point. | takeit you are Guild."

"But of course,”" the smooth voice returned. "We tried to discuss matters with you some time back but it
appears that you are avery stubborn lizard, Learned One. It was then decided that, until we had redl
proof of what you were able to do, we would just wait and see. We even helped you adong the
way—Gosd's ship was ready when you needed transportation, and if you had not won out of Tssek
through your own efforts, we had plansto assist you there also. Y es, we have anumber of work hours
tied up in you and your affairs, Learned One. Now it istimeto collect payment.”

"Take the scanner if you wish," Zurza returned. Jofre could see adight movement asif he shifted weight
from one foot to the other. "1t will do you no good. That summoning of the past you saw burned out the
charge"

"Oh, but surely that can be easily corrected. Y ou yourself, Learned One, will be only too glad to lend
your full assgance.”

"I hardly think s0," Zurza returned.

"You are amaster of knowledge—or so you Zacathans claim. But do not underrate others. We have our
sources dso. | think you will be most eager to give usany aid within your power. Opgor, let ushavea
demongtration of your marksmanship.”

Jofre could not mistake the crackle of ablaster. He saw those two firmly planted feet tremble, totter out
of hisline of aght. And there was a smell—the smell of cooked mest.

A hissing likethat of a snake about to strike,

"Excdlent beam control, Opgor. Now, Learned One, you may not have the use of that right hand of
yours, and your other is not much good. But you can direct othersin providing the agile fingers needed.
Also—understand this, we know very well that if you cannot be provided with the proper regeneration
treetment in time you are NOT going to regrow that one. So your cooperation is necessary. It redly is
very smple, isnt it? We shall see that you have proper accommodations and tending just aslong asyou
give usin exchange some of the vaunted knowledge of yours.

"And it will not belimited to just the use of your scanner. Oh, no, a chance such asthis comes perhaps
oncein abeing'slifetime. Y ou will provide our information experts with the Sites of suitable delvingsfor
thefuture. Y ou seg, inthe end, the gameisours.”

"Isit?" Taynad—what was she doing using that voice, addressing this Guild leader as shewould alesser
servant?

"We have not indeed forgotten you, my dear. Guild bargains hold. Y ou have been dispatched to ensnare
one of your own kind—though atraitor. Heisfregly yours and in such condition that you will not haveto
worry about any guards. Y ou will be lifted from here, returned to the port with your catch. Gosal shal
again obey orders and see that you and this lump of mesat will be returned to Wayright. What happens
beyond that, | leave to your own people. We have done as we were paid to do.”

"It would seem, Veep," the Taynad Jofre could not see answered, "that you have taken into consideration
every point except one. Y our knowledge may run deep but | do not think that it encompasses the oaths



of theisshabreed. | gave the Learned One my promise to be one with him until this adventure was
finished—"

"It isfinished." Therewas anote of impatience in that. "Thelizard has done what he desred—yproved
the usefulness of thistime reader of his. Therefore, you are now freed. We will proceed as planned—"

"Thelizard—Lord Rang—heisdying!"

Those words were like ajolt—as sharp ajolt of fear and energy as any the Asshastone had ever
ddlivered. Jofre reached for strength from the Center, and that responded. He knew he could move
again, but how grestly would the stass hinder that movement? He could only test it by the swiftest action
he could summon.

Hisarm swept under the Jat's flaccid body.

"No watch now—" Those three words fed Jofre's energy another, if shorter, jolt. They believed him
entirdly out of the picture. Well, they would discover what an issha could do to revenge his oath!

There was ababble of voicesto which he closed hisears. That rock he had did down againgt at the first
attack gave him asolid base againgt which he shifted now. Then heflung aside the Jat and was up, his
back to the stone. And he had been right! Their attackers were gathered some distance away about a
body on the ground and one of them knelt beside it, an open medicdl kit to hand.

Taynad? She wasin the midst of them, Zurzal'sfrilled head on her knee. But her eyes sought farther
afield—found Jofre. He tensed—she would cry out—

He had dready picked his man. By the clothing and the way orders sprouted from him, thiswasthe
leader. His back wasto Jofre, whom they had totally dismissed from their minds.

The guard inched forward. Had he been able to throw off dl the effects of the stass, he might well have
goneinto action. However, hisarms and legs did not respond to the orders hisraging mind gave.
Rage—anger—it wasfudl, it could burn away doubts, increase energy if it were so used. Jofre dlowed,
in asudden snap of control, hisrageto flare.

Hewas behind that Guild leader, the clawed chain out, about the man's throat, its hooks biting into the
other'sthick flesh.

"Now," Jofresaid in aset, quiet voice, "thereisanew payment, lifefor life. Y ou die, brother of dl evil.”

"BLOOD PRICE—"

They had frozen asif astass had taken them dl, though they did not collapse. Jofre tightened hold with
hisleft hand on the chain, though he was not yet ready to supply the find twist. Hisright flashed around
and gripped the blaster in his captive's holster, flicking it out into the open.

One of that group of four about the prone Zacathan rolled and was on hisfeet, running towards the flitter.
Jofrefired. A scream which tore the air was his answer. That woul d-be escape ended with a sobbing,
screeching body rolling on the earth, beeting a smoldering clothing.



The man Jofre held jerked, and then uttered a cry of his own as one of the hookstoreinto hisflesh. He
who had tried for theflitter now lay quit.

"Blood price—" Jofre repeated and his voice seemed battle shrill in the heavy slence.

Taynad moved, setting Zurzd's head gently aside. As she pulled up to her feet her hand skimmed aong
the side of the man beside her, neetly disarming him. Jofre waited. He could kill now with onetwist of his
wrist and burn down those others in awide-armed sweep, but such would take in Taynad.

She held her own weapon steady but did not try to aim at Jofre. Perhaps she did not dare, for, even as
she crisped him, she would be destroying aso the leader he held.

"Drop your weapons!" It was she who said that and the blaster was on the other three.

Perhaps the precarious position of their leader might not have brought such instant obedience, but the fact
that they, too, were now within range of ablast which could not miss made them indeed draw thelr
weapons and drop them to the ground.

"Kick them—" Jofre took aquick hand in the game, though he was not yet sure by which rules Taynad
was playing—"out!"

That man who had continued to kned by the Zacathan with the medica kit picked his sdearm up by the
barrdl and hurled it in Jofre's direction. The other kicked as ordered, sending his weaponsin the same
direction.

Taynad turned again to the man she had dready disarmed. Still holding the blaster at ready, her other
hand grabbed at his dangling arm, ran down the deeve there and now held aknife by the blade. Thisshe
tossed after the blasters.

"Thereisno blood priceyet." For thefirst time she addressed Jofre directly. "The Learned One il
lives—if that one can keep lifein hisbody." She nodded toward the one with the medic's bag.

"Do s0," Jofre snapped. At the same time he brought the barrel of the blaster around behind the ear of
the man he held in the chain noose. That one crumpled so suddenly that he nearly took Jofre down with
him before the guard could loosen his grasp.

He stood over that unconscious prisoner for amoment, eyeing Taynad. But she was no longer looking in
his direction; her attention was al for the two men she covered with her blaster.

Jofre dared believe that, at least for now, they were on the same side. He used the chain for another
purpose, in spite of the crudty of the embedded hooks, and fastened the wrists of his captive securdly
behind him before dragging them down so that the hooks on the other end could be caught firmly in the
boots, leaving the other's body arched as abow.

With that one as secure as he could make him, the guard rounded one of the rocks to the side of the man
from whose deeve Taynad had didodged the hidden knife. A blow ddlivered with the edge of hishand
sent that one sprawling and his own belt was used to truss him up.

That left the medic, but Taynad was standing over him now as he worked on the Zacathan. Jofre saw
that charred stump and his breath hissed between histeeth asif he shared some of Zurzal'sreptilian
blood.

"l guard,” hetold thegirl. "Thereis Y an—"



"Yes" sheagreed but shedid not put away the blaster. With that still swinging in one hand she hurried to
that smdl brown form curled at the foot of the rock.

"You!" Jofre demanded attention from the medic who had been keeping his head down, working quickly
and, Jofre thought, with practiced skill at the Zacathan's burn. Perhaps, seeing who he companioned
with, he had plenty of skill in such matters.

"Tell me," the guard demanded, "what can you do to bring the Jat out of stass?"

"For humanoidsthereisaninjection,” the man answered, though he did not ook up. "Whether that will
work for a Jat—who knows?' He shrugged.

"Y ou for one had better," Jofre said. He watched the last of the eastic casing applied to Zurzal'swound
and then he gestured to the Jat. "Be about your business there now."

Zurza dowly opened hislarge eyes. They did not seem to focus on Jofre, but before him, straight up into
the ky. "Thelegionsrode—" he said and hisfrill fluttered, save for where the weight of hishead pinned it
to the ground. "The legions of the lost rode—we saw them.”

Jofre went down on one knee. "We did, Learned One. No man can now say that you are afool—for we
have seen the past dlive because of you." He did not know why he chose those words, only they seemed
to come without summoning as what must be said now.

"Wha—I am—" Hisright arm trembled, raised, and he turned his head that he might ook down the
length of hisbody to survey that wound of horror.

"You aredive, Learned One. And they are prisoners.”
"But—you werein stass—"

"The Jat—it put itself between—now—" Jofre looked beyond Zurzal to where Taynad held Y an within
the crook of one arm while the medic readied an infusion punch against the furred upper limb now
dropping so limply over Taynad's knee. "Now, that medic of theirstriesreviva."

"Little one—" Not words of voice, words of mind— Taynad's mind.

Jofre moved again to the girl's side. He no longer had the Asshastone; did that mean that he could give
no more aid?He could only try. But he laid the blaster well within reach as he took Taynad into hishold
much as she had the Jat.

"Little one—" She was mind calling, and he added to that call as best he could. There was a passage of
power between them, he could fed theflow of it. "Little one, come back to us—"

Jofre's lips shaped the same words as blazed now in his mind. His rage had been expended in the attack,
30 hedid not have that fuel for theinner fire. But there were other emotions besidesrage. Y an had
offered himsdf for alife shield—that was the act not of any animd Jofre knew, but the action of aman.
Therefore al the emotion which could pass between battle comrades could—must come—NOW!

"Y an—dark—Y an—lost—" A trall of thought so tenuous he might amost believe it awisp of hisown
imagination. But he felt Taynad seize ingtantly upon it as one might seize upon aropeto pull to safety
some climber who had lost footing on atreacherous dope.

"Yan! Come—come—!"



At first no answer and then—yes, that line was holding. Jofre poured what power he could into their
linkage, and Taynad, Taynad was avery anchor of strength!

Therewasalittle moaning cry and Y an's head turned againgt the girl's shoul der.

Jofre gently withdrew his support. Hefdt asif he had spent long hoursin the arms court, tired to
weakness, near dizzy when hetried to turn hisfull Sght on anyone. Y et— there was much to be done.

Somehow he got on hisfeet and went back to Zurzal. The Zacathan had managed to use his growing left
arm and hand to lever himsdf to agtting position and now he stretched that smadl fist of immature fingers
toward the scanner.

Jofre looked beyond. The man he had burned down lay in apatch of charred tundra grass—the flitter
near him. They had three captives on their hands—perhaps it might be well to put the medic in bonds
too—and they had theflitter.

But suppose they wereto load their prisoners and themselves on that? He was no flitter pilot, he doubted
very much that Taynad had such training—and certainly Zurzd, even if he knew how to manage the
controls, could not do so now. Also, supposing that fortune wasto favor them very wildly, and they
managed to make the flight back to the port—that might well mean they would smply bewaking into a
trgp. On Lochan he could not help but believe that they were without any friends.

Something dangerous and fool hardy might be done using at least the leader of this expedition asa
bargaining point but at present Jofre could not see hisway into such amaze. He would have to know the
vaue of his captive and whom he was going to have to bargain with. Certainly none of the prisoners
would voluntarily supply him with thet information.

It was now the time to reckon up just what their resources were. He looked to Taynad still cradling the
Jat, though he noted that she kept one hand near her blaster and one eye on the medic, who appeared
very busy fitting various things into the bag on the ground between them.

So sweeping was Jofre's gaze that he caught sght again of that wave of Skrem out of the chasm. Their
bodies were dill inert. But how they could handle the stass he could not tell. Perhaps, being of another
species, they were dead when exposed to even the low wave Zurzal's weapon used.

Also he saw but four in the Guild squad. Certainly no one ese had issued from the flitter to counter his
attack, nor had aweapon set within the craft been used to burn him down. But that did not mean that
there could not be some nasty surprise waiting there.

Jofre spoketo the girl. "Those Skrem—if they rise again—"
She nodded briskly. "I shdl watch, Shadow. Thereisaso the flitter—"

"Which | shall seeto now." Jofre glanced to the Zacathan, who now sat with his back against one of the
rocky mounds. It was plain Zurza had reached that position with an effort which left him panting, but his
eyes were open and aware.

Thetwo in bonds gill lay quiet. Now Jofre moved in on the medic. Best make sure.
"Hands behind," he ordered.

"Y ou haven't achance—" The other set his bag aside and did place his hands behind hisback. "They are
going to come looking for us. Praspar"—he jerked a nod towards the chained man—"isto broadcast in a
measured time. If they don't hear from him—" He shrugged.



Jofre did not answer. He had sacrificed most of hisgirdle to be torn into strips and he made use of those
well. No onewas going to dip out of those.

Hisfirst assay must beto theflitter. Taynad could watch the chasm and the fringe of bodies at the edge of
that. Were there any stirring she would sound the darm.

He approached the landed craft with al the expertise of ascout exploring enemy territory, fully expecting
at any moment to have some surprise confront him. The door of the cabin had been left did well open
when the squad had disembarked. He could hear no sound from within. Nor, when he reached out with
that other carefully honed sense, could he pick up any suggestion that there was someone in conced ment
there.

Blaster in hand he made afind short dash from an angle which exposed aslittle of hisbody ashe could
hope and then was within, hisback againg the cabin wall, quick to survey al which lay abot.

The accommodations were of more generous size than one would gauge from the exterior of the craft.
There were six seats and behind those a space | eft free—perhaps meant to transport gear, though there
was nothing there now.

Aimed through asmall port on theright side of thefirst pair of seatswas a piece of armament which
might be either alarger form of blaster or astunner—he haf guessed the latter—and it was thiswhich
must have brought him down when the flitter camein for alanding. He had seen enough of such wegpons
of asmaler sizethat he knew the procedure for disarming the thing, and with two swift movements he did
just that, rolling between hisfingers the cylinder which madeit workable.

There was a chatter of noise which sent him again into afighting half-crouch, blaster ready. The sound
came from abox mounted before the same sest that the gunner must have occupied. The com—if he
could only give the answer! But that was beyond him and he knew that he could not trust the medic. This
was like Tssek, like much of Wayright—the machines were highly evolved— this one might even be able
to report back on its own that there were difficulties. He would take no risks, no matter how dight.

Jofre brought the butt of the blaster down on the box which returned ascreeching cry, asif it had indeed
alifeof itsown, and then puffed out choking smoke which drove him to the door of theflitter.

His problem was no closer to solution. He stood now in aform of transportation which could save them
al—but he could not put it to use. And to retrace by foot the way they had come, Zurza suffering from
that maiming, three prisoners—the Ja—

Theisshaweretaught to act asindividuds; their whole way of life made them first and foremost
dependent upon themsalves and wary of losing any of that independence. He shook his head asif to
scatter out thoughts he could not arrange in the proper pattern.

At least he could see one thing—set againgt the wall of theflitter was arack holding water flasks. Sighting
those histhirst awoke. He worked free the nearest and forced himsdlf to take only three sips, not enough
to wash the gravelly dryness from histongue and mouth. But with that and two others swinging on their
dingsfrom his shoulder he returned to the party by the rocks.

"The Skrem are dead,” Taynad greeted him. "Y an says so—" The Jat was till snuggled against her but
now it squeaked with some vigor.

"Well enough.” But a the moment that was far down the list of Jofre'simmediate concerns. He handed
one of the water flasksto the girl and took another to where the Zacathan haf sat, half lay.



Somehow Zurzal had managed to wriggle around to get a hold on the time scanner with his small hand.
Hewas fumbling now at that part of the mechanism which held the power coil and, as Jofre came up, that
yielded to hisstruggle. A wisp of smoke answered.

"Gone—burnt out—"

The Assha stone, Jofre thought. Power—it had given the power to hold that vivid return of life. But it was
shattered into—he ran hisfinger into the small chamber of the coil— heat and dust—only dust—

"It needed only greater power!" The Zacathan was leaning away from hisrock support. "Now we
know!"

"And, Learned One, what good will that do us?' Jofre was going to make no pretense of covering the
gloom of his own speculations concerning their future. "1 am no pilot, you cannot handle theflitter. If |
loose any one of these," he nodded towards the captives, "we cannot trust them to deliver us anywhere
save the place they wish. And overland—" He gazed out over the plateau toward the breakage of the
lavariver, "we have no chance."

"Y ou have no chance anyway, Slip-shadow," the leader of the squad rasped. "They will come when we
do not report in. If you think to make aded with me—with that lamebrain,” he glanced toward the man
Taynad had disarmed, "or Y ager here—forget it. The Guild doesn't ded—they'll smply fly over and
gassusall and then pick up what they want and leave the—"

"Jofrel" Taynad was on her feet, looking north, "they come—in the air—"

He caught it, too, the hum of another flitter. He could try—it was so small a chance but the only one he
had— Jofre called upon hisfull energy and made for the cone hill. Fear aswell asrage fed him now. He
pulled and threw himsdlf from hold to hold. Somehow he reached the crest and crouched, panting heavily
behind one of those smaller mounds. But he was not too exhausted to steedy the barrdl of the blaster on
the top of that mound, ready himself for the angle smal chance he might have for abeam a theflitter asit
borein to stass them as the squad leader had promised. He was not even surethat if the beam hit it
would cause enough damage to bring the craft down; he could only hope.

The craft did not swoop in, but made acircle well above where he waited. Then it dipped sidewise and
hisfingerstightened until hewilled them fiercdly to relax. He had asingle second to see that emblazoned
sign on the side of theflitter, to depress the barrel of hisweapon. Theflare of fire shot across the cone
crest, it did not touch that machine.

There was no return—either of stass beam or weapon fire. Theflitter dipped where the others were, and
then lifted for a space to set down near the other flitter. Jofre drew aragged breath as he watched the
uniformed passengers emerge, take evasive action.

Thefirg of those slvered helms reached the Guild flitter. Then they were dl past it. One hated briefly
beside the body, but only for amoment. Jofre turned and started down the hill, hisbody still shaking from
the stress of that charge to reach the heights. He found it far more difficult going. No one appeared to
notice him until he made the fina drop to the level where the Patrol troopers had the three from the Guild
in tangle cords and their officer wasfronting Zurzal.

"—agood catch," the officer was saying.

The Zacathan'sfrill darkened, his eyeswere coldly reptilian. "Bait, Captain? Then we were bait dl the
time? Well, that explains someincidents | wondered at."



"Bait?"' returned the officer coolly. "Y ou greetly desired this expedition, Learned One. Y ou wished to
prove something, | believe. We merely alowed you to fulfill what you desired. Y ou did get the results
you wanted, did you not? We have some video-casts which are certainly amazing. And | do not think
that you need fear any more attentions from the Guild. They have lost agreat ded—including an in-port
that they were very eager to establish in secret. On the whole, amost successful operation, do you not
agrec?'

Zurzadl lifted hismaimed arm. "Onewd | paid for," he returned.

The Patrol officer logt alittle of his confident cam. "We have regenerative facilities, Learned One. Our
command ship carries amedic with the techniques. Y ou shdl be given every atention. We are most
indebted to you—"

Jofrefelt drained. There was no longer any need for an oathed man. He had completed his serviceand in
avery checkered fashion. It seemed to him now, and painfully, that he certainly had not shown well asan

isshi—in many ways.

|ssha—Taynad. At that moment he remembered what the Guild leader had said. Taynad had been sent
to take him captive and ddiver him to the Shagga. Well, enough of theisshawasleft in him that he would
not be so easily disposed of.

"Friend—friend—"

Something tugged a his deeve and helooked down to seethat Y an had him fast. But the Jat was Hill in
Taynad's arms, she had moved that close to him. He tensed.

"Friend—" It wasimperative—it was ademand for understanding.
Jofrelooked to the girl. "But you are oathed—"

She stooped and alowed Y an to dide out of her hold. Her hands went to her braids and she pulled out
the notched twigs, showing them clearly to him.

"They sent me these on Wayright. | was ordered—but | gave no oath before the High Altar.”
"They will hold you to it anyway. | know the Shagga.”
She looked at him proudly. "The Shaggamay order; they do not oath."”

"They will oath againgt you then, unless—" He started away from the rock against which he had been
leaning, anew energy building in him. "Y our deave knife, Sster— giveit!" He held out his hand.

She gtared at him, not understanding. Y an pulled at her other hand and looked up into her face, uttering
one of those smdl coaxing mews.

Sowly Taynad drew that most precious, most intimate wegpon and held it alittle away from her. Jofre
put out his hand and closed it about the bared blade.

"Pull!" he ordered and amost ingtinctively she answered. He felt that smart asits keen edge met hisflesh
and cut. Then she was holding abloodstained knife, looking from it to him in wonder, as he brought his
own hand up to lick the blood welling in that cut.

"Y ou have done as ordered,” he said, "my blood dims your blade. So can you swear and no one, Lair
Master or Shagga, can hold you wrong!”



The mask which she ever wore cracked. For thefirst time he ssw more of the one who woreit than he
ever thought he might.

"It isso—Shadow Brother," she said in ahaf whisper.
"Itisso!" hetold her firmly. "Shadow Sigter."

"Jofre, Taynad!"

They awoke to the present and answered Zurza's call.

"My coworkers. Captain,” the Zacathan said. "It isthanks to them that the Guild did not put an end to
these games you dl have been playing before your somewhat late arriva. Now, | think, we should be
shown some of this gratitude which you mentioned is owed to us."

They were off Lochan, aboard the Patrol cruiser and in the sickbed where the Zacathan lay with his
maimed arm under aroofing bubble which kept in the fine soray bathing the charred wrigt, before they
weretogether againin private.

"Y ou were oathed to mefor this venture now ended,” Zurza spokefirst to Jofre. "I declare you have
fulfilled your oath. Unless—"

"Unless?" Jofre asked.
"Unlessyou wish to makeit alife burden?'

"Never aburden!" Since he had knelt to say farewell to the Lair Master in Ho-Le-Far he had not felt
exactly likethis. There was no question in him but what the Zacathan offered him now was dl he could
wigh.

"Taynad Jewdbright," Zurzal seemed to need no more words from Jofre but looked past him to her.
"Not Jewd bright." She shook her head. "I think there are other roads.”

"Thereis one we may take together," Zurzd said. "What we did on Lochan is only the beginning—there
aretreasures out of time beyond al reckoning—it isup to usto find our share of them!”

Jofre's bandaged hand arose—his fingers shaped " Gresting to Shadow Comrade,” which seldom, if ever,
in hislifetime, an oathed issha could pattern.

Taynad's hand reached into hisfull sght—"So let it be." Her fingers gave assent.

"We ded then no more with the shadows of others,”" he spoke doud, "only those which shal be our
own."

And into hiswounded hand dipped a paw—a paw for Taynad dso. Thelast link closed tight.



