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The thick plunme of the greasy-Ilooking black snoke rising frombeyond the ridge
was war ni ng enough. Sander slipped off Rhin, crept up-slope, his nount padding
behind himwi th the sanme caution. They had seen no canpsite for days, and the
provi sion bag, still knotted to the pad strapped about Rhin, was enpty. Hunger
was a disconfort within Sander. This |and had been singularly enpty of gane for
the past twenty-four hours. And a handful or two of grain, pulled, barely ripe,
out of a straggle of stalks, was far fromfilling.

Fi ve days ago Sander had passed the boundaries of the territory known to Jak’s
Mob. When he had ridden out of the ring of tents, blackly bitter at his
treatnment, he had swung due east, heading for the | egendary sea. Then it had
seened possi ble that he could achieve his purpose—+to find the ancient secrets
whereby he could better forge the netal brought by Traders, so that, upon his
return, he could confront |bbets and the others and force fromthem an

acknow edgnent that he was not an apprentice of little worth, but a smth of the
A d Learning. This long trek through a wilderness he did not know had taught him
caution, though it had not yet danpened the inner core of his rebellion against

I bbet’s belittling decision

Now he wedged his shoul ders between two rocks, pulling his hood well down over
his face so that its gray color would blend well with the stones about. Though
he was no hunter by training, each menber of the Mdb was | essoned from chil dhood
in the el ements of hiding-out when confronted by the unusual, until he could
make very sure there was no danger ahead.

Bel ow lay a wi de valley down which a river angled. And where that opened into a
much | arger bow of water (of which he could see only one shoreline, the one
into which the river cut), there stood a collection of buildings, a snmall

vill age. Those | og-walled shelters appeared to be permanent, not |ike the hide
tents of the Mob that were easily noved fromone place to another. However,

smal | sullen tongues of fire now showed here and there, threatening conplete
destruction of the buil dings.

Sander sighted even fromthis distance what could only be a huddl e of bodies
lying along the riverbank. There had been a raid, he deduced. Maybe the dreaded
Sea Sharks of the south had struck. He doubted if there was any life left in
that collection of huts.

The fire burned slowy, mainly along the riverbank and the shoreline of the

| arge body of water beyond. There were a few buil dings seemingly stil

unt ouched. They woul d have been | ooted, of course. Still, there was a chance
that not all of the provisions collected by those settled here had been carried
away. And this was harvest season. H s own people (or those whom he had believed
to be his close kin—he grimced at that thought) had been engaged in | ate season
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hunts and the drying of meat when he had ridden out.

Though the nomadi ¢ Mobs roaned the wi de inner |ands, Sander had heard enough
tales fromthe Traders to know that el sewhere nen lived differently. In sone

pl aces clans had settled pernanently upon the |and, planting and tendi ng food
which they grew. Here, in this near-destroyed settlenent, they nust al so have
fished. H's stomach growl ed and he shifted a little, surveying the scene of the
raid carefully to make sure that if he did go down he was not running into
active trouble.

Rhi n whi ned deep in his throat, nudged Sander with his nmuzzle. H's yell ow brown
coat was already thickening with new winter growth. Now his jaws opened a
little, his pointed tongue showed. His ears pricked as he watched the burning
buildings with the sanme intense stare as Sander. But he betrayed no nore than
the common caution with which he approached all new situations.

Hi s green eyes did not blink, nor did his brush of tail nove. Instead he sat on
his haunches as if it did not matter that his head rose well above the sky line,
to be sighted fromthe town. Sander accepted Rhin's verdict of no inm nent
danger—for the sly intelligence of his kind supplied information no man, with
his blunter senses, could hope to gain.

Though he got to his feet, Sander did not renount. Instead he slipped down the
ridge, using every bit of cover, Rhin |like a red-yell ow ghost a step or two
behi nd. Ready to hand, Sander carried his dart thrower, a missile notched ready
against its taut string. In addition he | oosened his long knife in its |eather
scabbar d.

As they drew closer to the looted town, Sander’s nose winkled at the stench of
burning and of other snells far worse. Rhin growed, sniffing. He liked that
scent no better than Sander. But at |east, by his attitude, he had picked up no
hi nt of enem es.

Sander circled away fromthe riverbank where |lay those bl ood-stai ned bundl es,
headi ng toward the seem ngly unharnmed buildings farther inland fromthe shore.
He coul d hear the pound of waves and snell a new odor, swept toward himby a
rising wind—a strange, fresh scent. Was this indeed the sea, not just sone

| arger | ake?

As he approached the furthernost of the buildings, he hesitated, sonething in
himwi lling against this intrusion. Only need for food forced himinto an

all eyway so narrow that Rhin crowded himwith a furry shoul der as they padded on
t oget her.

The wal I s of |ogs Sander saw were thick and there were only openings set very
hi gh, nearly nasked by the overhangi ng eaves, part of the sharply-pitched roofs.
He reached the end of the alley and turned right before he saw any entrance
door.

It had been fashioned of heavy planking. Now it hung crazily froma single

hi nge, plainly having been forced open. Rhin snarled, his tongue sweeping out
over his lips. There was a body just within that broken door; between the

shoul ders was a splotch of clotted bl ood. The villager lay face dowward and
Sander had no desire to turn himover. The stranger was not wearing the | eather
and furs of a Mobsnman, rather a coarsely woven overtunic dyed a nut brown. And
his | egs were encased in baggy trousers of the sane naterial, |aced hide boots
on his feet. For a |ong nonent Sander hesitated before he stepped gingerly
around the dead man into an interior that showed both search and wanton
destruction.

There was anot her huddl e of twi sted body and stained clothing in the corner
Sander, after a single glance, kept his eyes resolutely fromit. Smashed and
near destroyed as the contents of this roomwere, he could still see that the
town dwel |l ers had possessed nore worldly goods than any Mobsman. That was only
sensible in their way of Iife. One could not cart chairs, tables, and chests
about the | and when one was ever traveling to follow the herds. He stopped to
pick up a broken bow, intrigued by the design across its side. It was only a
few dark |ines against the clear brown of the pottery, but, as he studied them
he coul d envision birds in flight.

He made his way quickly to the food bins, wanting no nore of this chanber of the
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dead. Rhin whined fromw thout. Sander caught the uneasi ness of his conpanion,
the need to be gone. But he made hinself exam ne what was | eft There was a
measure of grain flour mxed with chopped and powdered nut neats. Using the
broken bowl for a scoop he packed it into his provision bag. He found two dried
fish wedged in another over-turned bin. But the rest had been deliberately
wast ed or wantonly befoul ed. He was sickened by the signs of relentless hatred
he coul d sense in the roomas he hurried out to join Rhin.

Yet Sander made hinsel f approach the next building al so. Here again was a forced
door but with no body nearly blocking it. However, one glance at what |ay inside
made himgag and turn hastily away. He could not go any nearer to that. It
seened that the raiders, whoever they night have been, had not been content to
kill, but had also taken tinme to amuse thenselves in a beastly fashion. Sander
kept on swallowing to control his nausea as he backed out into the way that
fronted the unfired buil dings.

There was one other place he nmust search for—n spite of his growing terror of
this ravaged village. There nust have been a snmith’'s forge sonewhere. He sl apped
hi s hands agai nst the bag of tools that was | ashed to the back of Rhin's riding
pad. What he carried there was all he had fromhis father. |bbets would have
liked to have clainmed those, as he clained the office of smth with the Mb, but
custom had supported Sander to that extent.

[01]

The maj or hamrers and chi sel s had been buried with his father, Dullan, of

course. Aman’'s main tools of trade were filled with his own powers and nust so
be laid away in the earth when he no | onger could use them But there were sone
smal l er things that a son could rightfully claim and no one could deny him

t hose. However, Sander needed nmore, nuch nore, if he were to realize his
dreamto find the place wherein those nasses of congeal ed netal, which the
traders brought to the Mbs, were concealed, to learn the secret of the alloys
whi ch now baffled the sniths.

Resol utely he started on, dodging a charred wall that had fallen outward,
closing his nind to everything but his search, holding his nose against the
stink. Rhin continued to whine and growl. Sander knew well that his conpanion
want ed none of this place of death and foll owed hi munder protest. Yet because
there was the brotherhood between them Rhin would conti nue.

Rhin’s people and those of the Mob were entwined in nutual service. That

conpani onshi p began during the Dark Tine. Legends Sander had heard recited by
the Renenberers said that Rhin's people had once been nuch smaller, yet always
clever and quick to adapt to change. Koyots they were called in the old tongue.
There had been many animals, and nore nen than one could count, who had perished
when the Earth danced and the Dark Tine had begun. Mountains of fire had burst
through the skin of the world, belching flanme, snoke, and nmolten rock. The sea
had rolled inward with waves near as high as those same nountains, hamrering the
| and i nto nothingness in sonme places, in others deserting the beds over which it
had lain for untold ages. Cold foll owed and great choking clouds of evil air
that had kill ed.

Here and there a handful of nen or animals survived. But when the skies cleared
once again, there were changes. Sone aninals grew | arger generation by
generation, just as distant species of nmen were runored to be now twi ce the size
of Sander’s own people. That information came from Traders’ tales, however, and
it was well known that Traders like to spread such stories to keep other nen
away fromany rich finds. They would invent all nanner of nonsters to be faced
were a man to try to track themback to their own places

Sander stopped, picked up a spear, gruesonely stained, and prodded with that
into the ashes of a small building. He swiftly uncovered what could only be an
anvi | —a good one fashioned fromiron, but far too heavy to be transported.
Finding that, a sure sign he had found the smthy, he scratched with nore vigor
H s del ving uncovered a fine stone hamerhead, the haft near burned away, but
the best part renmining, then another of a |l esser weight. That was all that

remai ned, though there were sone traces of netal —eopper he was sure—puddl ed from
t he heat.

He raised his hand and recited the secret smith words. If the owner, who m ght
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lie farther back under the debris at the rear, was still spirit-tied, as nen who
died quickly and violently soneti mes were, he woul d know by those words that one
of his own craft was present. He woul d not, Sander was sure, begrudge that his
possessi ons be used again, carefully, and to a purpose that mght in the end
benefit all men.

Sander fitted the two hammerheads in anong the tools he carried. He woul d hunt
no farther. Let the dead smth keep all else as grave-hold. But such hammers he
did not have and he needed them

He wanted no nore of this naneless village wherein death stank and spirits m ght
be tied to their destroyed hones. Rhin sensed that decision, greeting it with a
yel p of approval. However, Sander was not mnded to | eave the shore of the
sea—+f sea this was. Rather he passed as quickly as he could anong the

snol dering buildings, refusing to | ook at the bodi es he passed, to cone out upon
the slippery sand of the shore.

To prove that he night have reached one of his objectives, he advanced to where
the smal|l waves ended in foam upon the sand. There he dipped a finger into the
water and |icked the noisture. Salt! Yes, he had found the sea.

However it was not the sea alone that he sought, but rather the heart of the old
| egends around it. It was along the shore of the sea that there once had stood
many great cities of old. And in those cities lay the secrets concerni ng which
Sander’s father had often specul at ed.

It was certain that nen before the Dark Time had possessed such know edge t hat
they had lived as might spirits of the upper air, with unseen servants and al
manner of | abor-saving tools. Yet that |earning had been |ost. Sander did not
know t he nunber of years that |lay between himand that tine, but the sum was
nore, his father had said, than the lifetines of many, nmany nen, each a
generati on behind the other.

When, at the death of his father fromthe coughi ng sickness, |bbets, his
father’s younger brother, had deni ed Sander the smith-right, saying he was only
an untried boy and unfit to serve the Mob, then it was that Sander knew he nust
prove hinself, not only to the people whom he had believed kin-blood, but to

hi nsel f. He nmust becone such a worker of netal that his own nunber of years or

| ack of them would nmean nothing, only the fact that many things could be wought
by his design and his skill. So it was that, when |bbets would have bound himto
a new apprenticeship, he had instead clainmed go-forth rights, and the Mdb had
been forced to grant himthat choice of exile.

Now he was kinless by his own hard decision. And there burned fiercely in him
the need to know that he was a better snmith, or would be, than |bbets clained.
To do that he nust |earn. And he was sure that such know edge | ay somewhere near
the original source of the |unps of congeal ed netal that the traders brought.
Sone of the netal could be worked by strength of arm and hamer al one. O her

ki nds must be heated, run into nolds, or struck when hot to formthe needed too
or weapon. But there were sonme netals that defied all attenpts to work them And
it was the secret of those that, from chil dhood, had fascinated Sander

He had found the sea; now he could go north or south along its shore. There had
been great changes in the | and, he knew. Perhaps such cities as he sought were

| ong since buried under the wash of the waves, or else so overturned by
earth-shaking that little remained. Yet somewhere the Traders found their netal,
so somewhere such sources exi sted—and those he coul d seek

It was close to nightfall, and he did not wish to canp close to the

hal f - destroyed town. He pushed on northward. Above, sea birds wheel ed and
screaned hoarsely, and the steady roll of the waves nade a | ow acconpani nent to
their cries.

Rhin's head swuing around twi ce toward their back trail. He grow ed, and his
uneasi ness gripped Sander in turn. Though it seenmed the town was wholly given
over to the dead, it was true that Sander had not delved too deeply in the
ruins. What if sone survivor, perhaps shaken out of his wits by the terror of
the raid, lurked there, had seen Sander and Rhin cone and go? They m ght now be
hunt ed by such.

Clinbing on the top of a dune, along the sides of which grew tough sea-bl eached
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grass, Sander studied the still-snoking buildings. Nothing noved save the birds.
However, he did not discount Rhin's uneasiness, knowi ng he coul d depend upon the
acute senses of the koyot to give himfair warning if they were foll owed.

He woul d have liked to have ridden, but the slippery sand gave such uncertain
footing that he kept on as they were. He angled away fromthe wave |line now, for
there lay drifts of wood which | ooked ready to entrap the unwary. Now and then a
shell lay exposed in the danmp sand. Sander could not turn away fromthem eyeing
with amazenment the fantastic patterns on these jewels fromthe sea. He dropped
sonme into his belt pouch. Like a bright bird s feather or a tunbl ed-snpoth
stone, they delighted him He dreaned nonentarily of setting themin bands of
copper, that nmetal which so easily answered to the skill he had | earned, to nake
such articles of adornnent as the Mob had never seen

The sand becane covered with coarse grass, which in turn changed to nmeadow and
But Sander disliked this too-open country. He could see, fornmng a dark line
across the horizon, the begi nning of wooded |and. Wile his people were of the
open plains to the west, they also knew northern woods, and he could see the

val ue of finding cover. However, he was enough a judge of travelers’ distances
to be sure he could not reach that forest before nightfall. What he wanted now
was a canp site which mght offer his sone neasure of defense, if Rhin's
instinct was proven correct and they were to face sone danger out of the dark

He woul d not dare a fire tonight, wanting no beacon that m ght draw anyone—er
anyt hi ng—that prow ed this country. So at |ast he settled on a stand of rocks,
huddl ed together as if the stones thensel ves had drawn close for confort in an
hour of need.

Jerking up handfuls of the grass, he pulled and patted that into a nest. Then he
brought out the dried fish and shared with Rhin. Odinarily, the koyot woul d
have gone off hunting on his own. But it would seemthat this night he was not
about to | eave Sander.

As the young man watched the twilight drawin, felt the chill of the night w nds
whi ch swept fromthe sea bringing the strange scents of that water world, his
weari ness grew. He coul d hear nothing save the wash of the waves, the sounds of
birds. And Rhin, though he held his ears aprick, also manifestly listening with
all his might, did not yet show any signs of real alarm

Tired as he was fromthe day's journeying, Sander could not sleep. Over him
arched the sky in which sparked eyes of the night. The Renenberers said those
were ot her suns, very far away, and around them perhaps noved worl ds such as
their own. But to Sander they had al ways seened nore |ike the eyes of strange,
ever-al oof creatures, who watched the short lives of nen with nore indifference
than interest. He tried to think about the star eyes, but his mnd kept
returning to the horrors of the raided village. Wiat would it be |ike, he
wondered with a shiver, to be suddenly set upon by men out of the sea who wanted
to slay, to destroy, to dip their hands in bl ood?

[02]

The Mob had fought for their lives, but only once, in Sander’s nenory, against
their kind. That had been when a terrifying people of light skin and wild pale
eyes had come down to raid their herd. Mainly their struggle was against cold
and fam ne and sickness for thenselves or their aninmals, warring against a hard
| and rather than mankind. Their smiths forged the weapons and the tools for that
struggle, not nmany of the kind nmeant to drink man-bl ood.

Sander had heard tales of the sea slavers. Sonetinmes he had thought that those,
too, were inventions of the Traders, who created fearsonme horrors to fill the
land they did not want others to explore. For the Traders were notoriously
tight-fisted when it canme to their own profits. But after this day he could
believe that man was nore ruthless than even a full winter storm Now he
shivered a little, not fromthe touch of the sea breeze, but because of what his
i magi nati on suggested might exist in this wlderness so unknown to him

Sander put out a hand for the reassuring touch of Rhin's hairy hide. At the sane
moment the koyot |eaped to his feet. Sander heard a warning grow. Rhin faced
not the sea, but inland. It was plain that the aninal had decided that there was
i ndeed a nmenace slinking through the night.

Wth so little visibility, the dart thrower was no good. Sander drew his |ong
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belt knife, which was in reality a short sword. He crouched upon one knee, the
rocks a firmwall at his back, and listened. There seened to be a slight
shuffling ahead. Rhin growl ed agai n. Now Sander caught a trace of nusky odor. He
t hought he had seen a shadow, noving so swiftly that there was but a suggestion
of a shape, out there.

A hissing out of the dark became a loud snarl. Rhin advanced a step,
stiff-legged, plainly alert against attack. Sander desperately regretted the
fire he had not |it. To face such an unknown nenace ki ndl ed one of the age-old
fears of his own race

Yet the thing did not attack as Sander expected it to do. He heard that
chal l enging hiss, and he gathered fromRhin’s reaction that the koyot thought
this unknown to be a form dabl e opponent. Still, whatever it was stayed beyond
the boundaries where Sander might sight it against the |ighter rocks. There cane
a shrill whistle out of the night, followed by a flash of |ight, which shone
straight into Sander’s eyes, dazzling him though he flung up his armin an
involuntary gesture to ward off the blinding glare.

Under the shadow of his hand he watched an animal glide forward, a sinuous body
seeming to himnore that of a snake than of a furred species. It arose upon its
haunches, still hissing, until its head was nearly level with his own. Behind it
a smaller edition of itself, much darker in color, hugged the ground. It was
neither of that pair who carried the light.

“Stand—= The command from behind the source of the Iight was an enphatic order
and it was followed by another. “Drop your knife!”

Sander m ght be very close to death, for he was sure only the will of the
speaker held the animals in check, but now he shook his head.

“l do not obey the orders of unknowns who skulk in the dark,” he returned. “lI am
not a hunter or harner of nen.”

“Bl ood cries for blood, stranger,” snapped the voice. “Behind you streans

bl ood—ki n-blood. If there is an accounting, then it is mne, seeing that no one
el se lives in Padford now>

“l came to a town of the dead,” Sander returned. “If you seek blood for blood,

| ook el sewhere, stranger. When | rode fromthe south, there were only the dead
within hal f-burned walls.”

The light held steady on himand no answer cane forth. But that the stranger had
been willing to speak without inmedi ate attack was, Sander believed, in his
favor.

“It is true that you are no Sea Shark,” the voice observed slowy.

Sander coul d understand the words. But the accent with which they were spoken
differed both fromthat of the Mob and that of the Traders.

“Who are you?” Now the voice sharpened in a new denmand

“l am Sander, once of Jak Mb, and | ama snmth.”

“S0000?” The voice drawled that as if not quite believing. “And where tents your
Mob this night, smth?”

“Westward.”

“Yet you travel east. Smiths are not wanderers, stranger. O is there bl ood
guilt and kin-death lying in your back trail?”

“No. My father, who was snmith, died, and they would have it that | was not apt
enough to take his place. Thus | took out-rights—= He was growing irritated.
That he nmust patiently answer this quizzing out of the dark awoke a snall stir
of anger in him Now he boldly asked in return:

“Who are you?”

“One not to neddle with, stranger!” snapped that other. “But it seens you speak
the truth and so are not neat for us this night.”

The |ight snapped out instantly. He could hear a stirring in the dark. Rhin
whined in relief. Though the koyot could be a form dable fighter when he wi shed,
it was plain he preferred the absence of those aninmals and whoever controlled
themto their presence

Sander hinself felt tension seep away. The voice was gone, taking with it the
strange hounds of its hunting. He settled back, and after a while he slept.
Sander’s slunmber was full of dreans in which dead nen arose to face himw th
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broken weapons in their slack hands. He roused now and again, sweating, hardly
sure of what was dream and what reality. He could then hear sonetines a soft
grow deep in Rhin's throat, as if the koyot scented sonething threatening. Yet
the voice and the light were surely gone.

By the conming of the first gray predawn Sander was ready to nove on. This seened
to hima haunted | and. Perhaps the unburied dead of the town brought the
oppression to his spirit. The sooner he was well away from such an ill-onened

pl ace, the better. However, he made a quick survey of the ground where the night
before that hal f-seen beast had reared up in the |ight.

That truly had been no dream for there were paw nmarks deep-set in the soil

pads and claws in clear inpression. Beyond, he discovered a single other print,
smal | and distinct, unm stakably human. Rhin sniffed at the tracks and again
growmed. It was plain fromthe swing of the koyot's head that he little Iiked
what his own special senses reported. Another reason to be on their way.

Sander did not even wait to eat. He swung up on the riding pad, and Rhin trotted
off at a pace that soon carried themwell into the tough grass of the | ow ands,
parallel with the sea. The passing of the koyot stirred into life sonme birds,
and Sander uncoiled his sling, nade ready a pebble, brought down two of those
fugitives. Once away, where he could light a fire, there would be food.

He headed directly for the distant line of forest, disliking the feeling of
nakedness that he had in the open, a sensation that, being plains bred, he had
never experienced before. As he rode, he tried to see traces of the path the

voi ce had taken. But, save for the tracks near his inprovised canp, Sander found
not hing that would lead himto believe he and Rhin were not al one.

Resol utely, he kept from glancing back at the nowdistant village. Perhaps his
visitor had returned there, since it was plain fromthe words they had exchanged
that the unknown had been in search of those who had despoiled the town. Wat
had the stranger named it? Padford. Sander repeated the word aloud. It was as
strange as the accent of the other’s speech

Sander knew so little of the |Iand beyond the Mb’s own range. That such vill ages
exi sted he had picked up fromthe Traders’ guarded accounts. But the herdspeopl e
of the wide lands in the west had no personal know edge of them He w shed now
that he had nade a cl oser exam nation of the dead. It seenmed to him trying to
recall those glinpses of the bodies, that they had been unusually dark of skin,
even darker than he was hinself, and that their hair had been of a uniform

bl ack. Anmong his own people, who were an even brown in skin color, hair color
varied fromlight reddish gold to dark brown.

The Renenberers often recited queer things, that all nen were not, before the
Dark Time, of the sane kind. Their tales carried other unbelievable statements
al so—that nen could fly like birds and traveled in boats that went under the
surface of the water and not over it. So one could not believe every remant of
supposed ol d know edge they cheri shed.

Rhin abruptly halted, startling Sander out of his thoughts. The koyot gave a
sudden shake of body, which was his warning of danger, that he nust be free of
his rider to confront something. Sander slid off as Rhin whirled about, facing
their back trail, his lips winkled to show his fornidable fangs, the growl in
his throat rising to a snarl

Sander thrust his sling into his belt, whipped free his thrower, making sure
there was a dart set within the firing groove. There were no stones to back them
here. They had been caught in the open

[03]

Plain to see were two shapes hunping along with a curious up and down novenent,
at a speed Rhin could only equal by short bursts of determined flight. Athird
figure on two legs ran behind, like a hunter urging on hounds, though the two
forerunners bore no likeness to any of the small dogs the Mob knew. Sander
dropped to one knee, steadying the dart thrower. H's heart beat faster. Those
ani mal s, whatever they might be, were agile of novenent, continually tw sting
and turning, yet always advancing. To sight a dart on one was al nbst inpossible.
“ Aeeeeheee!”

The cry canme as sharp as the screamof a seabird, while the running figure
behind the first two flung up both arnms as if urging on its furred conpani ons.
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It was that runner who nust be his target, Sander deci ded.

“ Aeeeeheee!”

The forenost of the animals halted and rose on its haunches to stare at the
smth. A nonent later its mate froze |likew se. But Sander did not relax his grip
of the dart thrower. The distance, he judged, was still a fraction over what he
must have for a telling shot. Rhin's snarl was continual. The koyot was already
on the defensive, ready for attack. It would seemthat Rhin judged these to be
form dabl e opponents.

The human conpani on of the pair drew level with them so the three noved
together toward Sander and the koyot. But they no |longer ran. Sander rose to his
feet, his weapon at the ready. He stared at what seened to himone of the
strangest sights he had ever seen, for the newconer was plainly a wonman. Her
scant body covering revealed that. Like the villagers, she had very dark skin,
and her only clothing was a piece of scarlet cloth wound fromarnpit to knee.
Around her neck rested a massive chain of soft, handworked gold, which held
pendant a disc set with gemstones in an intricate pattern. Her dark hair had
been conbed and sonehow stiffened, to stand out about her face |like a hal o of

bl ack. On her forehead was a tattooed design, much the same as the one Sander
hinsel f wore. But while his was the proud badge of a smth's hamrer, hers was a
whirl he could not read.

She wore boots that reached nearly to her knees, not as well-fashioned as the

| eat herwork of his own people, and a belt twisted of gold and silver wire from
whi ch hung, on hooks, a nunber of small bags of different colored cloth. Now she
wal ked proudly, as if she were one to whomothers paid deference, |like a

cl an-not her, each hand resting on the head of one of the aninals.

These were of the same breed, Sander believed, but they varied greatly in
coloring and size. One, creamfawn in shade, was the larger. The snaller was
dark brown with black feet and tail. Their long tails | ashed back and forth as
themcane. It was plain, Sander was sure, that they did not have the sane
confidence in his harm essness as their mstress did, for they were ready to do
battle. Only her will kept themin check

Sone di stance away she stopped, her dark eyes surveying himcoolly. The aninals
once nore reared on their haunches to flank her, the lighter-colored one’'s head
now t oppi ng hers.

“Where do you go, smth?” she spoke inperiously, and at the sound of her voice,
he knew that this was his questioner of the night before.

“What matters that to you?” He was stung by her tone. Wat right had she to
demand any answer fromhimin this fashion?

“The seeing has signed that our paths now run together.” Her eyes were very
bright. They caught his gaze. He did not |ike her cal massunption that he was
sone tribesman under her command

“l do not know what a seeing may be.” Wth determ ned effort he broke that

I i nkage of eyes. “What | seek is ny own affair.”

She frowned as if she had not believed he could withstand her control any nore
readily than the hissing beasts by her side. That she had tried to control him

i n some unknown manner he was now certain.

“What you seek,” she returned, a sharper note in her voice, “is the know edge of
the Before Men. That is what | nust also find, that ny people may be avenged.
am Fanyi, one who talks with spirits. And these be Kai and Kayi who are one with
me where there is need. My protection |lay over Padford, but it was necessary for
me to go to neet the Great Moon. And while | was gone”—she made a slight gesture
with her hand—ny people were slain, ny faith to them broken. This shoul d not
be!” Her lips drew back in a snarl as marked as Rhin's. “The bl ood debt is m ne,
but for its paying | nust draw upon the Before Ones. | ask you, smth, have you
know edge of where what you seek |ies?”

He | onged to say yes, but there was sonmething in her gaze, which, though he
would not allowit to bind him conpelled the truth.

“l am Sander. | seek one of the Before cities. Such may be to the north al ong
the sea—*

“A Traders’ tale perhaps?” She |aughed and there was a note of scorn in that
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sound, angering him “Traders’ tales are not to be depended upon, smth. These
seek al ways to deceive, not revealing what they deemtheir own hunting grounds.
However, for once, this is partly right. To the north—and the east—there lies a
great place of the Before Men. | am a one of Shaman Power—+to0 us remai ns sone of
the anci ent know edge. There is a place—=>

“To the northeast,” Sander countered, “lies the sea. Perhaps your city is wave
buri ed now.”

She shook her head. “lI think not. The sea has eaten deep into the land in sone
pl aces; in others it has drained fromanci ent beds, |eaving |l and | ong hidden
once nore reveal ed. But,” she shrugged, “of that we cannot be sure until we see.

You seek, | seek—but in the end our quest is not too divided. | want know edge
of one kind, you of another, is this not the truth?”

“Yes.”

“Wel | enough. | have powers, snith. Perhaps nore potent than you carry in your
hands.” She gl anced at the weapon he held. “But to fare forth into the

wi | derness alone, that is folly, if there are those who travel in the sane
direction. Therefore, | say to you—+tet us journey together. | will share ny
certain know edge of where the Before Place lies.”

He hesitated. But he believed that for some reason she was in earnest. Wiy she
made such an offer he could not quite understand. She m ght have been reading
hi s thoughts, for now she added:

“Did | not say that | had had a seeing? | know little of your people, smth, but
have you none anpng you who can foretell, who are able at tines to see that

whi ch has not yet happened but which will certainly cone to pass?”

“We have the Renmenberers. But they dream of the past, the future. The
Traders—they have said that they have heard of those who foresee, not backsee.”
“Backsee?” Fanyi seened startled. “Wat do they backsee, these Shamans of

your s?”

“Some of the Before things, but only small pieces,” Sander had to admit. “W
came into this land after the Dark Tinme, and what they tell of is another part,
now sea covered. Mstly they renmenber our own Mob and a past that is ours

al one.”

“That is a loss. Think what might be done if your backseers could uncover the
lost things. But it is nuch the same with us who foresee—such we can do for only
a short way. Thus, | know that we shall journey together, but little nore than
that.”

She spoke with such authority that Sander found hinself unable to utter any

obj ection, though he was suspicious of that self-confidence of hers. It was too
evident that this Fanyi believed she was conferring some honor upon himby so
deci ding. Yet there was sense in what she sai d-he had been traveling blindly. If
she i ndeed had sone clue to a definite lost city, he would be far better served
to agree to her guidance than to sinply wander on blindly.

“Very well.” He now | ooked to her beasts. “But do those agree al so? They seemto
me to be less certain of the wi sdomof our joining forces than you are.”

For the first time he saw her lips curve into a smle. “My friends becone
theirs. And what of your furred one, Sander-snith?” She nodded to Rhin.

Sander turned to the koyot. He exercised no such control on Rhin as the girl
apparently did over her conpanions, nor could he. There was a form of

conmmuni cati on between nan and koyot, but it was a tenuous one. He was not sure
hi nsel f just how deep it ran, nor how well in sone circunstances it woul d work.
Rhin was willing to share his travels and was an efficient warner against

enem es. But whether the koyot woul d accept close conpanionship for days with
the strange beasts, that Sander had no way of telling.

Fanyi shifted her gaze slightly to neet the eyes of the taller of her furred
ones. After their stare had | ocked and held for a long noment the creature
dropped to forefeet and was gone at its back-hunping gait, disappearing into the
tall grass. Its conpanion renained quietly where it was, but Fanyi came forward
now to turn the same intent gaze up into Rhin's bright eyes. Sander fidgeted,
again nore than a little irritated at the girl. Wat right had she to i npose her
will on his koyot, for that was what she was doi ng he was sure.

[04]
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Agai n she m ght have read his rebellious thought, for she spoke:

“l do not rule these other ones, smth. It is enough that they |learn that we can
live together after a fashion, neither inposing wills upon another. My fishers
know that if | halt their actions by a will-thought, it is only with good
reason. And there are tinmes when | accept their desire as quickly as they do
mne. W are not naster-slave. No—we are conrade with conrade. That is the way
it should be with all life forns. So does the Power teach us who are born to
serve Its purposes. Yes, your koyot will accept us, for he knows we nean no harm
to one another.”

The fisher who had di sappeared was returning. Clanped in its jaws was the end of
a bundle that it bunped and tugged al ong the ground until it could be dropped at
Fanyi's feet. She | oosened |lashings to draw forth a square of drab cloth, which
had a hole in the center. Through this she thrust her head and then belted the

| oose folds about her with a woven strip, hiding her scarlet garnent and her
adornnents under the dimgray overtunic.

The rest of her equiprment for the trip seened to be in tw separate bags, their
strings knotted together. Sander took them from her when she woul d have sl ung
them across her shoul der and arranged themw th his own bags on Rhin. He could
not ride while she wal ked, and the two of them would be too great a weight for

t he koyot.

Fanyi whistled, sending the fishers boundi ng away, rangi ng ahead. For the first
time Sander relaxed a little. Those creatures nust forman effective scouting
force, if Fanyi could truly depend upon them

“How far do we go?” he asked, finding that she matched strides with apparently
little effort.

“That | do not know. My peopl e do—did—= she corrected herself, “not travel far
They were fisherfolk, and they worked the fields along the river. W had Traders
come fromthe north—and nore lately fromthe south. Fromthe south,” she
repeated and her tone was bleak. “Yes, now | think that those cane before the
raid to sniff out how hel pless we were. If | had not been afar—=

“But what could you have done?” Sander was honestly puzzl ed. She seened to
bel i eve that her presence, or the lack of it, had sealed the fate of the
village. He could not believe that.

She gl anced toward him clearly astounded at his question

“I amone with Power. It is nmy thought-holding that walled ny people in safety.
There was no danger that cane to themthat |, or Kai or Kayi, could not sniff
out and give warning of. Just as | knew, even though |I sought with open heart
and mind the will of the Great Moon, when death cane to those who believed in
me! Their blood lies on ny hands, that | nust avenge—for upon ne rests the
burden of this deed.”

“And how can you avenge then? Do you know t hose who came rai di ng?”

“At the proper tine | shall cast the stones.” Her hand went to the breast of her
drab overcovering. “Then their names shall be nade clear. But first | nust find
in the Before Place such a weapon as shall make those who delighted in slaughter
wi sh that they had never been born!” There was a cruel cast now to her generous
l'ips and such a | ook on her face as gave Sander a small, cold feeling.

He hinself had never felt such great anger—even agai nst |bbets—as to death-w sh
anot her. When the Wiite Ones had struck he had been only a child of too young an
age to be greatly affected by the battle, even though his nother had been one of
the victins of it. His whole being had been focused on | earning what he could do
with his hands. And weapons were only matters of fine workmanship. He rarely

t hought beyond their fashioning to the uses to which they would be eventually
put .

What he had seen in the destroyed village had sickened and revolted him but it
had not touched his own being. For those dead were strangers, none close to him
Had he discovered one of the eneny left behind through sone chance he woul d have
fought, yes, mainly to save his owm life. But the flame that he knew burned in
Fanyi, the inplacabl e dedication to vengeance, he could not quite understand.
Perhaps had it been his people who had been so handl ed, he thought, he would
have felt differently.
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“What weapons do you believe mght be stored in a Before Pl ace?”

“Who knows? The old tales are nany. They say that once nmen slewwith fire and
thunder, not with steel or dart. It nay be that such stories are only tales. But
know edge is a weapon in itself and such a weapon as | have been born to use.”
That Sander coul d accept. He discovered that he had unconsciously qui ckened pace
alittle, as if the very thought that such a storehouse of the Before Days night
exi st had urged himto hurry to find it. But they dared not, he was certain,
count on too much. The churning of the earth during the Dark Tinme had changed
the whole of the land. Could they be sure that anything from Before endured?
When he mentioned this, Fanyi nodded. “That is true. But still the Traders have
their sources. And so there nust be something renaining. | have this—= Both
hands were now cl aspi ng her breast where the pendant |ay hidden. “I amof a
clan-1ine of Shamans. From nother to daughter, time and agai n past reckoning,
has descended our |earning. There are secrets that can be understood only when
one is in the presence of that which hides them Wat | wear is initself a
secret. Only | can read its nmessage when | hold it in my hand. For no other will

this charmwork. | seek with it a certain wall—=

“And this wall lies northeast—=

“Just so. Long have | wanted to search for it. But my duty was to ny people.
Their ills, both of mnd and body, were mne to ease. Now it is that sanme duty

which drives ne at last—so that | may repay blood for blood.”

Her face became such a secretive mask that Sander ventured no nore questions. So
they journeyed in silence, the fishers playing scout, Rhin trotting at his

shoul der.

At noon they halted, and Sander nade a snall fire while Fanyi stirred together
sone of the nmeal he had taken fromthe village, noistening it with water from
his |l eathern bottle and spreading the result as a thin paste upon a snall netal
griddl e she took fromone of her own bags, which she then set to bake before the
fire. In a few mnutes she dexterously swept off a sheet of near-bread. Sander
roasted the birds he had brought down, while Rhin, stripped of riding pad and
burdens, went hunting on his own, as Fanyi said her fishers would al so do.

The fare was better than the dried fish he had eaten the night before. Fanyi
held the water bottle to her ear and shook it vigorously.

“Water,” she said. “That we shall need by nightfall.”

Sander | aughed. “Rhin shall find it. H's breed does that very well. | have seen
themdig into a bare streambed and uncover what no man woul d bel i eve existed
bel ow. They cone from a parched | and—=

“Your s?”

Sander shook his head. “Not now, before it was. The Renenmberers say we were al
fromthe south and west. Wen the sea cane in, all fled before it, even though
mount ai ns spewed fire fromtheir bellies. Sonme men lived, and later Rhin's
peopl e cane. They were snall once, it is said. But who knows now-so nuch is told
of the Before Tine.”

“Perhaps there are records.” Fanyi |icked grease fromher fingertips, inmparting
to that gesture a certain fastidiousness. “Marks |ike this—= She plucked a |ong
grass stemand with its tip drewlines in the dust.

Sander studied her pattern. He thought he could see a certain resenblance to
simlar lines that Traders made on bl eached skins when his father had described
ki nds of netal he wanted themto bring up on their next trip.

“See—this nmeans ny nane.” She pointed out the marks she had nade.

“f-a-n-y-i—Fhat | can wite. And certain other words. Though,” she added with
truthful ness, “the nmeaning of all | do not know. But it was part of ny |earning
because it is of ny Power.”

He nodded. The smith words were part of his learning, along with the work of his
hands. The metal did not run nor harden nor work unl ess one chanted the right
words—all men knew that. VWich was why a snmith allowed only his apprentice to be
with himduring certain parts of his |abor—test those without the right |earn
the work-words of his art.

“Even if you find such marks,” Sander asked, “what if they cannot be read?”

She frowned. “That would be a nystery one nust master, even as one |earns the
heal ing art and how t he noon works upon nen and wonen, how to call the fish, or
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speak with animals and birds. It is one of the Shaman | earnings.”

Sander stood up to summon Rhin with a whistle. Shaman | earning did not greatly
interest him And whether smith nysteries had ever been reduced to such

mar ki ngs—that he woul d not believe unless he saw them before his eyes. They were

still a goodly distance fromthe forest, and he had little liking to canmp out in
t he open anot her night.
[05]

He stanped out the last coals of their small cooking fire, kicking earth over
the ashes carefully as any plainsman woul d. The fear of grass fires in the open
was one danger that was nore real in his mnd than such raids as had been nmade
on the village. He had seen the results of such devastation and known the horror
of finding two clansmen who had been caught in such and died in the red fury no
man coul d escape.

They pl odded on. The fishers were not in sight, though Rhin had returned
pronptly at Sander’'s call to assune pad and bags. But Fanyi seened unconcer ned
at the absence of her animals. Perhaps they always travel ed so.

It was close unto evening when the trees | ooned ahead behind a screen of brush
Sander cane to a stop, for the first time wondering about the wi sdom of his
choice. It |ooked very dark and forbidding under that spread of green that was
al ready beginning to be touched by the flanmes of fall. Perhaps it would be best
to stay in the open for tonight and enter in the norning, rather than bl under
into such a gl oomy unknown in the dusk

“Where are Kai and Kayi ?” he asked the girl

She had squatted on her heels and now she gl anced up. “They go about their own
concerns. | do not rule them as | have said. This woodl and,” she pointed ahead
with an uplift of her chin, “would be to their liking. They are not usually
creatures of the open—but have a taste for trees.”

well, if that was the way of it, what did it natter to hin? Still, the nore
Sander | ooked into that darkness ahead the | ess he wanted to enter it with only
failing daylight to guide him

“We' Il stay here for the night,” he decided, then wondered at once if she would
refuse hi s guidance

“If you wish,” was all she answered, as she got to her feet to lift her bags
from Rhin’s back.

In turn Sander stripped the pad and his own bags fromthe koyot, and Rhin padded
into the night for the food he woul d hunt on his own. Neither of the fishers had
returned, and Sander began to wonder if Fanyi’s control over the beasts was as
conpl ete as he had believed. But the girl showed no signs of concern. |nstead
she slipped out of her drab overdress, and the first flickers of the fire flanmes
turned both her girdle and massi ve necklace into bands of glitter

Once nore she made the cakes of neal and set themto bake on the thin griddle,
whi | e Sander checked his supply of darts carefully. He wanted to enter the dark
bl oom of the forest with a weapon ready. Then he gathered a pile of wood,

gl eaned fromthe edge of the woods, a supply he hoped would | ast the night.

As she wat ched her baking, Fanyi began to croon to herself. The words were
strange. Now and agai n Sander caught one that had a neaning, but the rest—t was
as if she sang in sonme tongue that was hers al one.

“Have your peopl e al ways been by the river?” he asked abruptly, breaking the
somol ent spell that her crooning produced in him

“Not al ways—what people has lived always in any | and?” she asked in return.
“Were we not all shaken, dispersed, sent wandering by the Dark Tinme? Qur story
is that we were on a ship upon the sea—driven very far, carried inland by the
waters that swept the world. Many of those aboard died or were dragged away by
the lick of the waves. But sone survived. Wen the sea withdrew, their ship was
|l eft rooted upon land. That was in the day of Margee, who was nother to Nana,
and Nana was nother to Flory, and she bore Sanna.” Slowy she recited nanes,
nore than he could count as she spoke them wuntil at |ast she ended, “and | am
true daughter to the fourth Margee. The ship’s people net with others who
wandered, and so was Padford born in the days of ny grandnother’s nother. Before
that we lived by the sea to the south. But we came north because of the evi
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there, for suddenly there was a new nmountain born, even as it was in the Dark
Tinme, and it spewed out fire and running rock so that all life must flee or be
utterly eaten up. What of your people, Sander-smith?”

“We cane fromthe south and west, as | have said. Qur Renenberers know-but they
are the only ones with such know edge. | ama snith.” He held his two hands into
the firelight flexing their strong fingers. “My nysteries are not theirs.”

“To each nman his own nystery.” She nodded as she swept the cakes deftly fromthe
griddle and held one out to him “It is said that the first Margee had the power
of healing, and thus she taught those of her blood-line. But also we have other
powers.” She bit into the round of hot bread, every nmovement bringing sparkling
response fromher ornanents. “Tell ne,” she said after she had chewed and
swal | owed. “Why did you take out-rights, cutting yourself away fromthose of
your bl ood-kin, to hunt what you may never find? Is it because you | ost face
when your people would not nane you snith?”

Sonehow she was able to conpel the truth fromhim

“I was tested and ready—ny father would have said so were that not the way it
was. But |bbets was his brother and long had wanted to be smth. He is good
enough.” Though Sander grudged saying that, he nust adnmit it. “Yet he never
seeks beyond what has been done the sanme way before. | would | earn nore—-why
there are sonme netals that we cannot handl e though the Before Men did, what were
the secrets that they held that we have lost. My father knew that this lay in ny
m nd, but he said always that a smth has a duty to his Mob. He nust not go off
a-roving, hunting that which may not even exist. Wen nmy father died, |bbets

made the council l|isten—saying that | was one with a head full of dreans, that |
was too young and heedless to be a full smth. He”—Sander’s |ips tightened—he
generously offered to take ne as apprentice. Apprentice! | who had been taught

by a far greater worker of nmetal than he dreaned to be! He was jeal ous of ny
father, but in me he saw a way to nake sure that the smith nmagic passed to him
Thus | took out-rights. Let nme but |earn even one of the Before secrets, and
can nake | bbets seemthe apprentice!”

“And that is what you wi sh the nost—to hunbl e before your Mob the man who
hunbl ed you?” she asked, brushing her fingers together to rid herself of the
crunmbs of the bread.

“Not wholly that—+ want also the smith secrets.” The old longing came to life in
him “1 want to know how t hey worked that they could do so nuch nore than we.
Were they truly so nuch greater in mnd than we that such | earning was easy for
them that where we nust seek so hard and | ong, they knew in an instant of

t hought which is the wong way, which is the right? Some of the ignorant—ny
father clained them so—speak now of nmen who | earned so nuch that the Great Power
thought to wipe themfromthe earth, that they were evil in many ways and so
must be nelted down as one nelts a collection of netal fragnents to cast anew.
Perhaps this nay be so. But | seek to know what | can | earn—=

“And your Renenberers were of no aid?”

Sander shook his head. “W were not a people who lived in the great cities.

Rat her we were scattered in a country that was left nuch to itself. Al ways we
have been herdsnen, traveling with our aninmals. Qur Renenberers recall the
churning of the country and that a handful of our people and a few of our
animals fled and survived. But of know edge beyond that | have only ny own
clan-line teaching, for we are of a famly of smiths, not one with the Mob from
its beginning. My first Man came out of the wilderness to join with those
wanderers when they had al ready been roving near the tine of a man's life,
fleeing ever fromthe breaking up of all they knew What we have kept is not

cl an know edge, but the skill to use our hands.”

She sat with her |legs curled under her, her fingers playing with the small bags
that hung from her girdle. Now she nodded. “Know edge that was needful to keep
life within the body, nen held to that. But what |ay beyond was often forgotten
I wi sh, however, that | mght talk with your Renenmberers. There could be nore

| earned from even unknown words that might have neaning. There are such words in
many—we do not know for what they stand—things, actions—= She shook her head
slightly. “So nmuch lost. Even nore will go with, those ravening Sea Sharks.” Now
her rounded jaw ine set, and she | ooked bleakly into the fire.
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“Life was good in Padford.” She spoke as if assuring herself of the past, as if
she were no | onger aware he existed. “Qur planted | and grew wi der each year. W
did not have to depend al one on the bounty of the sea—which can fail at tines—as
first we did when we settled here. The Traders cane in the md-sumer. Tw ce ny
not her bargai ned for books—+eal books—those records which the Before Men kept.
She read thema littl e—and what she knew she taught ne. W might have | earned so
much nore, given the tine.” Her hand cupped t he pendant on her breast.

“This was given her by himwho fathered ne. He came with the Traders, yet was
not of their breed—+ather a seeker for |ost know edge, journeying froma far

pl ace. He was making a book hinself, recording all that he |earned, for his clan
was a clan of men wiser than any | have heard of. And he left this necklace so
that, if my nother bore a child, that child mght seek out the greater source of
| earning. He taught her its secret—= Wen she fell silent, Sander could not help
aski ng:

“What becane of hinP”

“He died,” she returned flatly. “There was a sickness and dire pain that cane
upon him He knew the secret of it—there was a part within his body that was

di seased, that should be cut out. But ny nother had no skill to cut to save. So
he di ed. Then she swore by the Great Mon that bore she a child, that child nust
|l earn and learn so that the ol d know edge woul d be once nore ready to serve her
people. But she and I, we were bound to the kin, we could not go a-seeking such
| earning at our own will. We nust be there to talk to the waters at the setting
out of the fishing boats, to bless the sowing of the fields so that nore grain
would grow. It was of our blood line that this was set upon us. Now+ go to seek

what this key will open.” She still fingered the pendant. “But by the G eat
Moon, | would that my seeking had not cone through such a neans!”
[06]

The night had gathered in. Only their fire nade a barrier against crowding
shadows. Sander stood up and whistled sharply, suddenly conscious that Rhin had
not yet returned. Wen the koyot did not bark in answer, he was once nore
uneasy. Perhaps Rhin had to range far in the hunt. It was not unknown for him
sonetinmes to spend half the night on his own. But in this unknown | and Sander

wi shed hi m cl oser

“He is not near.” The girl spoke calmy. “They have their own lives, do the
furred ones. W cannot demand nore of themthan they willingly give.”

“l do not like it,” muttered Sander, though he nust agree with her. Hs
association with the koyot was a voluntary one on both their parts. To conpel
Rhin was to |l ose him But he was unhappy now as he settled hinself to a doze
beside the fire, noddi ng awake now and then to feed a handful of wood to the

fl ames.

The girl did not settle as quickly in the bed made of her day cl oak. I|nstead,
she took fromone of those belt bags four small white cubes, each of their sides
bearing dots. Snpothing out a hand-sized portion of her cloak, she tossed the
cubes with a flick of her wist, so that they tunbled onto the site she had
prepared, and |lay one surface up. She bent over them eagerly, scanning the dots
that were uppernost, and then frowned. Sweeping them up she tossed again. The
result seenmed to satisfy her no better, nor did a third try. Her frown was nuch
deeper as she tunbled them back into her bag. She sat for a tine staring into
the fire, and Sander caught the faintest of nmunbles, as if she now spoke words
of her own Power, intended for her ears al one.

At | ast she gave a sigh and curled up on her cloak as if she had perforned sone
necessary action but was not reassured by that. He thought that she slept. If
she was as al armed about the non-return of the fishers as he was about the

m ssing Rhin, she gave no outward sign

The koyot was not back when Sander stretched the stiffness fromhis linbs with
the comng of light. He was thirsty, and a heft on the | eather water bag told
himthat it was too near enpty. Rhin’s instinct was what Sander depended upon to
| ocate sone streamor spring, and Rhin was not here. O course, the koyot could
easily follow their trail as they traveled on, but Sander wanted hi mnow. Once
nmore he whistled. His call was answered, not by the short yelp he hoped to hear,
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but rather with the screech of sonme bird within the wood.

Fanyi sat up. She pulled fromone of her own bags a handful of dried, dark red
fruit, which she divided nmeticulously into two shares

“Your furred one is not near,” she said.

“And yours?” he demanded with unusual harshness.

“No nearer. | think they hunt in there.” She pointed with her chin at the wood.
“As | said, they have a liking for trees.”

“Can they find water?” He shook the bag a little to enphasize their need.

“I'f they wish.” Fanyi’s reply was cal menough to be irritating. “But there are

ot her ways. | know sone of them It would seem we nust now carry our gear
ourselves.” She regarded the bags Rhin had borne. “Well, that | have al so done
before.” She spread out her cloak and began wrapping in it the bags she had

brought, lashing theminto a neat bundl e.

Sander finished the dried fruit in tw swift gulps. The taste was tart, and the
smal | portion came nowhere near satisfying his hunger. He hoped that sonewhere
in the forest facing them he could get a shot at nmeat on the hoof. He needed the
strength of such a neal

Now he made a backpack, using Rhin's pad for its outer casing. The snith tools
were the heaviest itens, and silently he fretted over the non-appearance of the
koyot. Rhin was a formidable fighter, he was also fleet of foot. Foreboding
pricked at Sander. They had no know edge of what night exist in this new
country. He had no idea either of how he could trail the koyot and find him if
the animal had fallen into sone peril.

The pack wei ghed heavily on his shoul ders. However, he was determnined to make no
conmplaint, for the way Fanyi marched confidently ahead into the shadow of the
trees was, in a neasure, a challenge. Sander went forward with his bolt thrower
ready in his hands.

The trees were very large, with a huge spread of |inb. Some |eaves were already
turning yellow or scarlet, a few wafted down now and then to join the
centuries’-thick deposit of their kind under foot, a soft carpet that deadened
the sound of their own passing.

For the first time Sander was conscious of sonething he had not foreseen. On the
open plains one could fix upon some point ahead and have it as a guide. Here,
with one tree much |ike another, how could one be sure one was heading in a
straight path, not wandering in circles?

Sander stopped. Perhaps it would have been better to have stayed on the
seashore, using that body of water for a guide. Fanyi paused and gl anced over
her shoul der.

“What is it?”

He was ashamed of his own stupidity, yet there was nothing he could do but admt
it now.

“We have nothing to followthis is all alike.”

“But there is sonmething. | have been a way in before, and there is a road—a
north road-=

A road? Her confidence was such that he could not help but believe that she knew
what she was doing. But a road—+

Fanyi beckoned, and, hesitantly, he followed. A ready he could | ook back and see
not hing but trees. Nor could he be sure where they had entered this nmaze of
trunks and | ow hangi ng branches. But she showed no bafflenent. And it was only a
short tinme later that they came out onto a nore open space. Here the drift of

| eaves and earth did not quite cover a surface badly hol ed, fast being destroyed
by creeping roots that attacked it fromboth sides, yet unnistakably still an
artificial surface. It ran straight, and the trees that franmed or attacked it
were yet young, so there was enough light and freedomto see quite a space
ahead. Fanyi waved hi m on.

“See? It is as | said. This was once a Before Road. Miuch has been destroyed over
the years, but still there is enough to see. Here it bends”-—she gestured left to
the west—that way it cones, but fromhere it goes north—at |east what | know of
it does.”

Sander could trace the old curve; the road nust never have been in the open. He
wondered why. It seemed to himnuch easier to build such a highway across the
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plains than within the grip of the woods. And it was narrower than the two great
roads the Mob knew in their ranging (Mattly had once paced across one in

measur enent). They had been so wi de that even the Renmenberers were not able to
tell how great the arm es of people nmust have been when they used such ways.

The surface here was so rough they had to go slowy and warily that they not be
tripped up or catch an ankle disastrously in sone vine-hidden hole. But the road
did lead themto water.

Sander had caught the sound of a stream before they reached the jagged edge of
the span that had once bridged it. Small flies danced over the sun-dappl ed
surface, those in turn hunted by nmuch larger insects. There was a swift current,
but the streamwas so clear that he could see the fuzzy brown stones formng its
bed. Taking the water bottle and | eaving his backpack with Fanyi, he scranbl ed
down to rinse out the container, then fill it brinmng.

Since the bridge was gone, they made use of sone of its bl ocks, now green-slined
and wat er-washed, as stepping stones to reach the far side. Heartened by the

di scovery of water, their nost pressing need, Sander began now to | ook around
seriously for a method of relieving their other want, food.

There were birds enough, but they were small and flitted about, hidden, except
for sudden flashes of wings, by the trees. He had seen no ani mals since they had
entered this place. And though he watched the streamvery carefully now, its

gl assy surface reveal ed no novenent bel ow. There appeared to be no fish of size
enough to show.

Fanyi caught at his arm nearly knocking himforward into the water. He turned,
his head to speak inpatiently when the sight of her face startled him She was
so plainly |istening!

Rhin! A burden heavier than he had been aware he had carried lifted fromhim
Sander pursed his lips to give the summoni ng whistle. But Fanyi’'s hand shot out,
pressed fierced across his mouth in a painful silencing.

Now he strained his ears to catch what she nmust have heard, sonething, he
guessed from her actions, that was a dire warning.

It was not quite sound, rather a pulsation of the air—as if sound had given it
birth very far away. He pushed aside her finger gag and asked in a voice hardly
above a whi sper:

“What is it?”

She was frowni ng, much as she had the ni ght before when she threw her cubes to
read sone nessage fromthem

[07]

“I do not know,” she answered, in a voice even |ower than his. “But it is of
sone Power. | cannot mistake that.”

O her vaunted Powers he knew practically nothing. Arong his people they had a
heal er. But that one clainmed nothing beyond a know edge of how to set bones,
treat wounds, and use sone herbs to ease disease. They had al so a vague idea
that there was an Influence greater than thensel ves that existed. But that It
concerned itself with man was hardly probable. If so, why then had the Dark Tine
been sent to nearly kill off their species, unless Before Man had in sone manner
awakened a generation of blood-feud with that Influence. If that was so, the Mb
had reasoned during the few tines they applied thenselves to such specul ati on,

it was better for man now not to appeal to or worship such an Influence.

Sander thought that it mght be different with Fanyi. Sone of her clai ne—such as
farseei ng—were matters strange to him Also there could be other peoples on
earth now, not so wary of the Influence, who m ght have nade sonme pact with It.
From such m ght cone these Powers of which she so confidently spoke. Since this
| and was of her know edge, he was willing to be guided by her—dp to a point.
“What ki nd of power?” he whispered once nore.

She had gat hered up her pendant, held it now cupped in her hand, and was staring
intoit as if she could read an answer fromthe points of light glittering on
its surface

As he waited for her to reply, Sander began to wonder if they were even cl oser
to her |egendary cache of know edge, and if this enanation, whatever it m ght

be, was the signal of its being. But whatever Fanyi thought, she was not pleased
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with what she | earned by | ooking at the pendant. She shook her head sl owy.

“I't is not what we seek.” Her words were decisive. “There is some darkness ahead
of us. Yet this is the way—=>

“We can go back,” Sander pointed out. “It would be easier to go along the
seashore. W should have tried that in the first place.”

The wood, which earlier had been a pronise of cover, now began to take on the
senbl ance of a trap. He wanted none of it—ather to be out in the open where one
coul d see an eneny approaching, even if one was al so as naked to that other’s
sight. “Conme on!” As she had earlier caught at his shoulder to rivet his
attention, so now his hand cl osed about her arm

She gave one nore long | ook at the pendant and then let it fall back agai nst her
br east.

“All right,” she agreed.

He had hal f expected an argunent and was relieved that she surrendered to his
will so easily. Perhaps Rhin’s higher sensitivity had already warned the koyot
against this place of trees, and that was why the aninmal had not joined them
They recrossed the stepping stones and nade the best tinme they dared, scranbling
back the way they had cone. Always now, Sander was aware of that distant

beating. It seened to himthat his own heart thudded heavily in time to it, that
he could feel its vibration throughout his body. Nor did it |essen as they fl ed,
rat her remai ned the sane, as if whatever caused it kept always at the sane

di stance behind them slipping steadily along their trail.

It was when they reached the curve in the ancient road that the trap was at | ast
sprung and froma direction Sander had not expected. As they passed beneath the
wi de- spreadi ng branches of one of the giant trees, there fell over themthe
tangl es of a net. Before Sander could struggle, it was jerked tight, entrapping
hi m past any hope of freedom The strings of the net were not the braided hide
ropes he had al ways known. Rather they were coated with sonme sticky substance,
whi ch, when it once touched, clung tightly to what it covered. Mvenent on the
part of the captives only wound them nore conpletely in its folds.

He coul d not reach his knife, he could not even drop the usel ess dart thrower,
whi ch was glued now to his hands. A second sharp and vigorous jerk took himfrom
his feet, landing himface down on the carpet of decayed | eaves. He fought to
turn his head enough so that his nose and nmouth were not closed by that stifling
muck and so caught a distorted side view of those who had so easily taken them
capti ve.

Chattering, they dropped fromthe tree branches, aiding with their strength
those already on the ground. They were snmall, and they were furred in patches.
Al'so, all they wore in the way of clothing were short aprons of woven vines. The
fur grew along the outer parts of their arns and legs, in nats across their
chest and shoul ders, thicker yet on those bellies that bulged a |little above the
vine cords supporting their aprons. On the other hand, their faces were snooth.
But in sharp contrast to the olive skin, which showed a little through and
around the dark hair, those faces were red and wi nkl ed.

Sander coul d understand nothing of their clicking speech, could detect no
weapons save wooden clubs. He saw one of those just as it descended toward him
As the blow fell true, his head felt as if it had burst in an explosion of pain,
but he did not altogether |ose consciousness.

Bundl ed in the net, he was being lifted. The sour body odor of the forest
dwel | ers was sickening. They were grunting, perhaps in protest to his weight, as
they carried himal ong. One nust have seen that his eyes were open, that he had
sonme awareness of what was happening, for the forest man (if nen they could be
truly termed) thrust his crinmson face closer to Sander’s and snarled. Then the
stranger shook his club neaningfully directly above the captive. Sander needed
no further hint. It would serve no purpose to allow hinself to be beaten to a
pul p here and now. He obediently |ay quiet.

Trussed as tightly as the pack still on his back, Sander found hinself pulled
aloft. It appeared that their captors were creatures who considered trees their
nat ural roadways. The snmith was tense with foreboding as they swung hi m across
wi de expanses, sure that sooner or |ater he nmust crash helplessly to the ground
beneath, while the pain in his head nmade himdizzy. At last he closed his eyes

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (17 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:15 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20N 0%20Ni ght%20Without%20Stars.txt

tightly, determned to hoard his strength for any effort he could nmake at the
end of a nightnare journey.

That Fanyi suffered the sane fate he had no doubt, yet he had heard no sound
fromher. Had they beaten the girl into unconsciousness before they whirled her
thus aloft? It was plain that even if she knew sonething of the woodl and, she
had not foreseen the com ng of these savages.

To Sander’s hal f-dazed m nd these were |l ess than nmen. Nor were they to be
nunbered anong those aninmals with whom nmen had established sone rapport during
the years. The snarling red face, which had been bent over him had held a

m ndl ess ferocity mrrored inits small eyes, while the fetid snell that arose
fromthose pulling himal ong nade hi m gag.

They were, Sander knew, going deeper into the forest. And that vibration swelled
within his body, so that his heart pounded as fast as if he had been running to
the point of exhaustion. Not even the Traders had ever nentioned such as these.
Beat —beat —

It still was not a sound, save that it cane with the pound of his blood in his
ears. Sander felt as if his whole body shook with the force of each great

bl ow—+f bl ows those were. The chittering of the forest things (he would not
dignify themwith the term*“nmen”) grew stronger, much | ouder

There canme a final downward swi ng, which ended in a vicious jerk, sending pain
red and hot through his head. Then Sander lay flat on the ground in an open

pl ace, the sun beam ng harshly into his eyes, enough to make hi m squi nt them
shut agai n.

When he turned his head as far as he could and cautiously opened his eyes again,
it was just intine to see the last of the hairy nen swing upward into the trees
again on the other side of the clearing.

Had they left a guard? If not—was there any way—? Sander squirnmed within his
casing of net. He could wiggle a little on the ground, but none of the | ashings
| oosened. In fact, he was sure that they were slowy tightening instead.
However, his efforts had noved himso that he could catch a glinpse, through the
| ashing that held her, of Fanyi.

There was no sign of any of the tree nmen. The opening in which the prisoners |ay
was nearly covered with a junble of blocks. What was paranmpunt in the clearing
was a thing squatting upright on a heapi ng of rocks.

It m ght have been hacked out of wood, crudely, but with enough skill to
represent hazily one of the tree people, though it was three tines their size.
And it was blatantly fermal e. The ugly face was stained scarlet, and neckl aces of
pol i shed nuts and seed pods decked the hunched shoul ders. Squatting on its hans,
its two hands knuckl e down on either side, its head was poked forward as if it
wer e | ooki ng down upon the prisoners with avid interest.

Then—

One of those small, shiny eyes, which Sander had thought an inset bit of quartz
or colored rock, blinked. The thing was—alive!

Sander’s nouth went dry. He could accept an image. But that this huge brute
thing lived was true nightmare. The ni ght mare conpounded when the vast nouth
opened a little to show fangs, one cracked and broken, and the tip of a pallid
tongue issuing forth |ike a | oat hesone worm

The thing raised its head a little and hooted—a queer cry like that of sone

ni ght-hunting creature. Fromthe trees around, though they remai ned unseen, the
forest nmen answered with a loud chorus of cluttering cries.

[08]

Here was no resenbl ance to any speech Sander had ever heard, but it had the
power to raise fear in the hearer. He could not fight the net, constricting so
fast, crushing his backpack against him constraining his linbs as if he were
held in sone giant vise.

“Aeeeeheee!” That cry raised to the height of a scream burst from Fanyi. Sander
had a di mnenory of having heard it before. Yet he read into it no call for
hel p, rather defiance.

The thing on the rock stopped hooting. It shuffled its paunchy body closer to
the edge of its perch, its head swng so that its small eyes regarded the girl.
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Then, alnost negligently, it picked up a round rock lying close to hand and
t hrew.
Only by a finger's breadth did the stone niss Fanyi’'s head. Sander believed

that, had the creature wished, it nmight well have smashed the girl’s skull. The
warning was clear. But if so, Fanyi was not heeding it.
“Aeeeeeheeee!” Once nore she sent that call, which was repeated fromthe bl ocks

by faint echoes.

Sander renmenbered now. So had she on the plain called to Kai and Kayi. Did she
sonehow sense that her conpani ons were nearby?

The huge femal e grunted, sweeping out a hand in search of another stone. Then
she got lunberingly to her feet. Sander gasped. Even allowi ng for the fact that
her perch was above the | evel of the clearing floor, she was tall enough to top
himby far nore than a head, her ponderous body that of a giant not only anong
her own kind but also his.

She descended the blocks slowy, as if she were not quite sure how stable they
m ght be under her wei ght. Wien she reached the ground, she stooped to grab at
Fanyi. Sander twisted in a last frantic attenpt to free hinself. He was sure he
was going to witness sonme horrible act of nutilation or death.

But, through the air, as if the fisher had borrowed w ngs, came Kai, a hissing
screamissuing fromits fanged jaws. The beast |anded true, on the slightly bent
shoul ders of the giant fenmale, his head darting forward toward her nassive neck
The forest woman straightened with a hooting cry, tried to swing back her arnms,
tear | oose the animal sinking its fangs in her flesh. Now the smaller Kayi
appeared in turn, not |eaping through the air, but streaking across the ground
to clanp teeth into one of those pendul ous breasts.

Loud cries fromthe trees echoed the hoots of the giant. Sander expected to see
the forest nen drop fromthe branches to the rescue of their bel eaguered fenale.
Yet they did not show, only continued to cry out as she stanped about, striving
to pluck away her attackers. She | oosened Kayi by tearing | oose her own flesh
still clanped in the fisher’'s jaws, flinging the animal from her. But when she
sought to reach Kai again, the smaller fisher flashed in once nore apparently
unharmed by that rough handling.

Suddenly, a fountain of blood burst fromthe side of the giant’s throat. Kai,
worryi ng away, had severed an artery. The forest woman gave a | ast hoot and sank
forward to her knees, while Kayi returned, to snap and tear at her body. She
pawed feebly, trying to reach the creature on her back, and then sl unped, her
terrible head resting upon a block, like a mask of hi deous death, while bl ood
ran in a noisome river across the stones. The chittering of her people, stil
hidden in the trees, sank into silence even as she died.

The fishers backed away fromthe body, as if, since the death of the giant, they
found the scent and taste of her torn flesh noi sone. Sander waited, expecting
that unseen audi ence in the trees to burst down upon them cl ubbing both animals
and their helpless prisoners. He and Fanyi night have escaped whatever
particularly grisly fate the giant fenal e planned, but they had certainly not
won their freedom

That beat had stopped. Sander was no | onger aware of it. But he could hear
rustlings and nmovenents in the trees and braced hinself for a final attack. Wen
that did not conme, he was even nore apprehensive, fearful that they m ght not be
killed at once by the forest nen, but rather be the victins of some crueler and
nmore prol onged fate.

The fishers crouched by Fanyi, their heads up and turning fromside to side as
they kept their attention fixed on the trees. Fierce as the aninals had shown
thensel ves to be in that surprise attack, Sander thought they would be hel pl ess
as Fanyi should the tree nen use their nets.

Monents passed. He could no | onger even hear those novenents. The sun bore down
hotly in the clearing and the snell of death was strong.

“They are gone.” Fanyi broke the waiting silence.

“What ?” Sander tried to raise his head higher to catch a glinpse of what m ght
lie within the curtain of the |eaves.

“They have gone,” she repeated.

Per haps they night have for now But that did not free their captives. The
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constriction of those ropes around himnow was a tornent, as he becane aware of
his own condition rather than of the nmenace the giant had of fered.

“Lie still,” Fanyi said now. “l have heard of these vines. There is an answer to
themalso. But be still—+et nme try to nmake Kayi understand what nust be done.”
He coul d not nove at all now, and his fear took another pattern—that the
continued constriction of the rope would slowy cut his body to pieces, crush
his back with the weight of his own pack and its smth tools. There was nothing
he could do but be still, whether at her orders or not.

The heat of the sun on his face brought back the pain in his head, and he | onged
for water, for the easenment of his bonds. Kayi had crouched by the girl, nuzzle
nearly touching Fanyi’'s face. They were utterly quiet as they matched stares
with one anot her

Meanwhi | e Kai prow ed about the clearing, stopping under each tree to gaze
upward, as if in search of nore prey. Now and then his body, large as it was,
was hi dden behi nd sone of the blocks. Twice the fisher reared his | ength against
a tree trunk, peering up, his head swinging a little right and then left, as if
he sought by scent what he could not see.

Sander | ooked back to Fanyi and Kayi. The fisher shuffled away fromthe girl and
del i berately dabbed one forepaw and then the other into the pool of blood that
had dri pped fromtheir dead eneny. Wth the sanme care she then scraped her claws
into the earth so that | oose dust adhered to them

Thus prepared, she canme back to Fanyi and set her filthy claws within the bonds
of the net, plainly using her full strength as she strove to tear the nesh.

It was necessary for her to nake many trips to recoat her claws against the
sticky surface of the ropes. But each tine she returned to her task. Sander had
sone | apses from consciousness. The pain in his head, the steady pressure on his
back caused bl ackouts, and he did not know how |l ong they | asted. He expected any
monent the return of the forest nmen, and now he no |onger cared. Finally he
passed entirely into that dark world which had been | apping at him

He awoke, choking a little, liquid spewing fromthe corner of his nouth. Then,
still not quite aware, he swal |l owed painfully once and again, as nore water was
dri bbl ed between his dry lips. But he could breathe, the pain in his back was no
| onger constant. He shifted and knew that he was free fromthe net. Fanyi |eaned
above him pouring the water a fewsips at a tine into his nouth.

“We—= Hi s voice sounded fuzzy and far away.

“Can you nove?” she denanded. “Try! Can you sit-stand—=2"

Her urgency reached himonly dimy through the haze that w apped about him But
obediently the smth dragged hinself up to his knees, then, with her tugging at
him lurched to his feet.

The sun no | onger baked themso fiercely, but they were still in the clearing
and the giant’'s body—Sander averted his eyes hastily.

“Cone!” Fanyi pulled at himuntil he staggered a pace or so ahead. Then he

st opped, swayi ng.

“My tools!” The first truly coherent thought struck him He would not abandon
all that belonged to his past.

“Kai brings them” the girl snapped inpatiently. “Cone!”

The nmal e fisher was | unbering along, dragging Sander’s pack, jerking at it when
it caught against the edge of a block or the branches of a bush. And since
Sander doubted if he could stoop to reclaimit and then keep going, he had to be
content.

He wavered on, glad to feel strength return as he went, even though the tornent
of renewed circul ation acconpani ed the notion. His mnd began to clear also.
“The tree nmen—= He strove to find words for his ever-present foreboding.

“They have not returned—+ do not know why,” Fanyi admitted. “Unl ess when the
fishers slew their great woman they were so in fear that they will not face Ka

or Kayi again. Still they may cone hunting. But the furred ones will not |et
themreach us without warning this tine.”

[09]

“Where do we go?”

“There is a path,” she replied. “It leads right—eastward. | think we are safer
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heading for the sea than trying to return through the forest.”

To that he agreed. Fanyi had been carrying his dart thrower, now she pressed it
back into his hold.

“This is your weapon; have it ready. W know not what manner of revenge these
beast-things may plan.”

He took it eagerly. If she was right and the fishers could warn them of any
future attack by the net, then they would have a chance. He had seen no weapons
ot her than the clunsy cl ubs.

Since he could nanifestly wal k al one, Fanyi noved a little ahead, her own pack
firmy against her shoul ders, Kayi bounding with her, while the |arger nale
formed their rear guard. Sander found hinself |istening.

The beat, which was nore vibration than sound, had been silenced. The whol e
woods was qui et now, too—no nore twittering of birds or any hint that any life
beside their own had even ventured under this green roof. It was only then that
Sander caught, fault and seemingly fromvery far away, a yelp he knew. Rhin!

But if the koyot trailed theminto this deadly tree trap, he might well be
netted as they had been! And Sander had no way of warning the animal not to
venture here. O had he?

The smith paused, drew breath deep into his lungs, and then uttered a cry that
bore no relation to the whistle that usually summoned Rhin. Instead this was a
deep-1lunged yow —+the war call of the great nountain cat. Wether Rhin could
catch his neaning he did not know-he could only hope.

Both fishers whirled to face him snarling. Fanyi’'s surprise was open. Twice
nmore he sounded that cry, thinking that the desperati on which had set himto
mmc it had indeed this tinme produced al nbst the proper tinbre.

“Rhin,” he explained. “He nmust not conme and be caught. That is the cry of an old
hill eneny. But perhaps unlike it enough in his ears to be a warning.”

The girl nodded, already again pushing on. Sander could see that what she call ed
a path must once have been a road. Perhaps not as wi de a one as they had
followed earlier, but still having renmains of paving. Those tunbl ed bl ocks back
in the clearing—ow that he thought about them he believed that they were too
regular in outline to be a natural outcrop. Perhaps they had al so been set in
pl ace by man for sonme reason

To his relief Sander now saw that the forest growh was getting thinner. And he
caught a nmurnmur that he fiercely hoped was the sound of distant surf. Let them
get out into the open on the beach and they woul d be safe enough—there coul d be
no overhead attack | aunched there.

They qui ckened pace. Now the snith felt strong enough to catch up his pack and
sling it back across his shoulders as they thudded al ong. There were bl ocks of
stone poking through the Iighter brush. Mre buil dings once? He did not know or
care—to get into the open was the inportant thing.

The growt h of trees becane nmuch |ighter. Bushes and tall grass and heaped stones
formed barriers around and over which they had to make their way, the fishers
flowing easily but the humans having a nore difficult time of it.

Open sun agai n—but now well down the sky. And the sea! Sander stood on the top
of one block he had had to clinb, naking sure of that. And running along the
sand, which spurted out fromunder his pads as he canme, was Rhin! The koyot
startl ed the shore birds, which arose with shrill cries; then his yelp sounded
| oud and cl ear.

They pushed through a stand of stubborn briars, and sand crunched under their
boots. The fresh air of the beach blew away the last turgid nenory of the
haunt ed woods. Rhin reached them nosing at Sander delightedly, then growing a
little, as he nmust have scented either the forest savages or their nets. His
ears pricked toward woods as he grow ed again nore deeply.

“Not now” Sander told himjoyfully. “W're free!”

They had no wish to linger too close to that dark stand. |nstead, they turned
north again, this tine keeping to the beach where one could see for ml|es anyone
or anything that night cone.

“Who—er what —were they?” Sander asked that night when they nade canp anong the
dunes, a cheerful fire of driftwood cooking the crabs Rhin had pawed from sand
hol es. “Have you seen or heard of them before?”
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“The tree nmen?” Fanyi was repacki ng her bag, having searched carefully through
it as if she feared that sone of its contents had suffered fromrough handli ng.
“l do not know. | think they rmust be new cone here, for ny people have gone
nutting in that wood each autum and never before have we found such. You ask
‘what’ —do you then believe that they are not in truth nen?”

“l do not know. To ne, they seened closer to aninals, |esser than Rhin or your
furred ones. And why did they serve a giant?”

“There were many strange changes in both man and aninmal during the Dark Tinme. My
father,” her hand cupped the pendant again, “he had know edge of such changes.
He told ny nother sone aninals now noved toward the estate of nen. Perhaps it is
al so true then that sone nen drop backward into aninals. These forest people are
| ess even than the slavers—though perhaps they are fully akin in spirit.” That
fierce light was again in her eyes when she spoke of the eneny who had w ped out
Padford. “I think that we were intended as offering to placate their female.”
Sander did not shiver, but he would have |iked to. Wat m ght have happened had
not the fishers come to their rescue? He did not care to dwell upon that. He
noticed that this night neither Kai, Kayi, nor Rhin roanmed away fromthe fire,
but were settling down close to its light. Perhaps they, too, were affected by
the strangeness of this world, sensing a nenace that lay just bel ow the surface.
He suggested that they watch in turn, being sure to keep the fire lit, and Fanyi
agreed at once. But she pressured himinto taking the first rest, pointing out
that his heavy pack had been such a threat to himin the shrinking net that he
had suffered nore than she. And, while he would have |iked to argue the
question, her good sense nade his pride seem childish

When she aroused him the night had closed in. Rhin lay with his head pill owed
on his forepaws, his eyes yellow slits of awareness as Sander went to feed the
fire. The fishers were curled into two furry balls, and Fanyi settled herself in
a sandy hollow by them Above, the stars were very bright and clear, and the
ceasel ess wash of the waves lulling. Sander got to his feet, notioning Rhin to
lie still when the koyot at once raised his head. He walked a little down the
beach, gathering nore driftwood, feeling too restless to remain still. As he
started back, he faced toward that black shadow that was the edge of the woods
Had the forest nen cone slinking after then? Whuld those | eave the trees to hunt
down the slayers of their—-what had she been: a chief, nother of the tribe, even
a supernatural figure with supposed powers of a Shaman? They woul d never know.
Only that she had had no comobn heritage with either Fanyi or him that she had
been farther renoved fromtheir bl ood-kin than even the furred ones.

This mght be a world of many surprises. It would be best that fromnow on their
party should nove with great care, accepting nothing as harmess until it was
proven so

He tranped back to the fire and fed in some wood. Rhin’s eyes cl osed when he saw
Sander settle down. Fanyi lay, breathing evenly. In sleep her face | ooked very
young, untried. But she was not. He owed his |ife to her or at |east to her
furred ones. Sonehow that idea was one he did not altogether Iike. He had

bl undered around like an untried boy on his first herd ride. There was little
for himto be proud of in this day’s work.

Frowning, he pulled his tool bag to him drawing forth the tools, exam ning them
one by one. The two hammers he had found i n Padford—those ought to be fitted
with proper handl es. But there was nothing here except driftwood, and the
strength of that he did not trust. Wen he had tine, he would search out sone
proper wood and see them shafted again. He thought they would have excel |l ent

bal ance, once they were so ready for use.

Now he wondered about the man who had used them What manner of smith had served
Padf ord? He would |ike to ask Fanyi. But he thought it better not to call to her
m nd any thought of her people and their doom

That made himthink in turn of what she sought —sone weapon out of the Before

Ti me, one potent enough to wi pe out those raiders fromthe south. D d such exi st
still? He doubted it. But that Fanyi did have know edge of sone hi dden pl ace,
that he did not doubt. Metal —He thought of copper and gold and silver and

i ron—those he knew, could fashion to obey his will. But the others—the strange
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all oys that no man now held the secret of —+f he could master those also! H's
hand curl ed about the broken handl e of the |arge hamer he had found, and a kind
of restless eagerness filled himso that he longed to get up at this very nonent
and run—+un to find the secrets Fanyi prom sed existed somewhere.

He must discipline his too vivid inmagination. Fanyi’s idea of what she sought
was very vague. He nust not count on good fortune until he nmet with it face to
face. Slowy Sander repacked the tools and knotted their bag. It was good
fortune enough this night that they were still alive.

[10]

For two days they pl odded anong the dunes. Save for the birds and the shellfish
and crabs they foraged for, this I and ni ght have been bare of any life. Far to
the west showed the dark line of the forest. Between themand it was a waste in
which little grew but tough grass in scattered clunps and sone brush whittled by
the salt winds into strange shapes.

On the third norning they reached a yet stranger desert |and. The sea, too, now
curled away to the east, so what they faced was a sl ope | eading downward into a
| and that had once been covered by ocean but now lay open to the air. Here rocks
had neckl aces of |ong-dead shell fish, while brittle carcasses of other sea life
| ay hal f-buried around outcrops of wave-worn stone.

Sander wanted to alter their path west-hoping to skirt this desert. But Fanyi
hesi tated, her eyes again on her pendant, in which she seened to trust so
deeply.

“What we seek lies there!” She pointed straight ahead, out into the sea-desert.
“How far?” countered Sander. He had little liking for the path she suggest ed.

“l cannot say.”

“We nust be nore sure. To go out there—= He shook his head. “W have finished
the last of the meal. Even crabs and shellfish will not be found there. Though
we filled our waterskin at the pool anong the dunes this norning, how | ong think
you that supply will |ast?”

“And if we turn west, how nmany days may we be adding to our journey?” she
count er ed.

He surveyed what lay to the west. The beach | and they had been foll ow ng
narrowed to a cliff barrier, on which he could see trees. To return to any wood
after their experience—no—f there were a way to avoid it. But he had to have
sonme assurance that they woul d not head into the nowhere of the sea-desert

wi thout a better guide than Fanyi’'s vague directions.

True, he could sight some grass, a few bushes that had rooted out on the old sea
bottom It was not quite so desolate as he had first believed. And there were
rocks in that uncovered | andscape that woul d provide themw th | andmarks, so
that they need not wander in circles once they were out of sight of this |and
that had once been the shore.

“A day’'s journey,” he conceded. “Then, if we find nothing—+eturn.”

The girl seened hardly to hear him though she nodded. Now she allowed the
pendant to drop again and surveyed what |ay ahead with an eagerness obvi ously
not | essened by any forebodi ngs.

Rhin trotted confidently along. But the fishers prow ed back and forth, venting
their displeasure by hissing, following the others only when Fanyi coaxed. It
was very apparent that they, at least, had no liking for this open country.

For a space, the bottom was sandy and fair wal ki ng. Then there began a gravelly
stretch studded with many water-worn stones. This footing shifted and turned
under any weight. The land they left nust have fornmed, Sander deduced, one arm
to half lock in a great bay in the Before Days.

Sun shone t hrough a huge upstanding fence of w de-spaced rib bones belonging to
sonme sea creature, or perhaps they were the tinbers of a ship so overlaid with
the bodies of shelled things that all that renmained was as if turned to stone.
Sander was not sure which

This sea-desert was not evenly floored, for there were hillocks and dips. In the
hol | ow of one small valley they came upon a little pool ribbed with white salt,
perhaps a | ast remmant of the | ost sea.

On and on; now that Sander gl anced back he could hardly see the true land from
whi ch they had conme. And his doubt concerning the wi sdomof traveling in this
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direction grewin him There was a kind of rejection here—as if the life he
represented was resented, hated by the ancient desol ation

At length, they reached a deep cut and | ooked down its rugged sides. Bel ow
flowed a river. How to cross? The fishers were clanbering down the side, heading
for the water below. He and Fanyi mght also do that, but Rhin could not. They
woul d have to go off course—west again, even farther out into the desert, hoping
to di scover a place where there was an easier crossing.

The river solved one of their problens, however, for Sander saw the fishers

di pping their nmuzzles into the stream obviously drinking sweet water.

They trudged al ong the edge of that gorge. Sander’s hope was proven right, the
rock walls began to sink down while the river wi dened. They detoured around
masses of encrusted objects that he thought were ships, to conme at |ast upon
sonet hing el se, the remains of a wall of massive blocks, which were far too
regular in pattern to be the work of nature. Beyond that were other stones that
m ght have once nmarked the beginning of a road, as well as two great fallen
columms, all so overlaid with sea growh that it was plain they were very old,
per haps even old when the Before Tinme had been. He marvel ed at the work, and
Fanyi traced along the edge of a block with her finger tips.

“d d—el d—= She marvel ed. “Perhaps there was even another Dark Tine when the
worl d changed to bring in the sane sea that our Dark Tine drove out. If we only
knew— There was a wi stfulness in her voice that he could well have echoed.

They dared not |inger to explore what the ancient sea had conceal ed, pushing on
resolutely to where the river now flowed out to the sea, well away fromthe

Bef ore shore they had foll owed.

Dusk found them on the new seashore, so once nore they canped by the sound of
beating waves. Here, too, was driftwood enough for a fire. And the fishers, who
had followed the river, cane into canp each dragging a large fish. Fanyi hailed
their catch, a delicacy her people knew but were sel dom able to net.

As the fish broiled on sticks before the fire, Sander |eaned his back against a
wat er-worn stone and stared out over the river. There was a current to be sure.
But with the bed so much wi der and shal | ower here, he thought they could gain
the other side in the daylight without too nuch exertion. Then following it
westward once nore they could al so depend upon water as |ong as they parallel ed
its flow Though the river had taken themfar off the course Fanyi had set,
perhaps it was not to be counted a major difficulty after all.

Fanyi laid out a pattern of small shells. “It is a wonder of the sea,
Sander-smith, that no two of these is ever quite the sane. The shape may be

ali ke, yet the markings—there is always sone slight differing. There are sone
the Traders prize, and those will buy a I ength of copper wire, even a |unp of
rust-iron, which still has a good core. |—=

But what she woul d have said Sander never knew. He had been watching Rhin. Now
he made a swift gesture with one hand and reached for his dart thrower. The
koyot bristled, his |ips drawn back to show his teeth, his eyes near-slits.
Sander |istened intently. Fanyi crouched by the fire her hands resting on the
backs of Kai and Kayi, who were al so hissing softly.

Now canme a splashing—fromthe sea or the river? Sander coul d not be sure just
which direction. Rhin grow ed again.

“Afire torch!” Sander hal f-whispered to Fanyi

Instantly she caught up a thick branch of the driftwood, thrust one end into the
flanme. When that branch caught, she whirled it around, nade the flane-bl aze
glow. Wth that in hand, before Sander could stop her, she clawed her way to the
top of one of the large stones, sw nging her inprovised torch outward.

He scranbled up to join her, a dart laid ready to shoot. There sounded a
croaking fromout of the dusk. Then the light of the torch caught a dark figure
standing on the edge of the river, its body glistening as if it had just craw ed
out of the fl ood.

The thing stood like a man, erect upon its hind linbs. But for the rest—this was
not even as human as the forest nmen had seened. Pallid skin hung in folds about
its torso, while its upper and lower linbs were flat-seeming. It had a great
gapi ng nmouth from which issued the croaking, and above the nouth were bul bous
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eyes. But—

Around its nmiddle was a strip of sonmething that appeared to be scaled hide. Into
that were thrust two |ong, curved, deadly-pointed | engths that m ght have been
fashi oned, Sander thought, of bone, not of any netal.

“Do not shoot!” Fanyi cried out. “It is afraid. | think it will go—=

Even as she spoke, the thing took a great |eap backward, sinking into the river.
The flame of the torch did not reach very far, so it was al nbst instantly out of
sight as it swam

“Fire—+t does not like the fire.” The girl spoke with conviction, as if she had,
in those few seconds of confrontation, been able to read the water thing' s nind.
Rhi n passed bel ow them racing to the edge of the river, howing nadly at the
swift-flowing surface. It was plain the koyot had made up his nind that the
river dwel |l er was dangerous.

If they were to cross the river to continue their journey, Sander thought, they
must plunge into the water in which the thing was clearly at honme. He did not
like the prospect that faced themw th the coming of daylight.

[11]

“What was it?” Since this land was nore Fanyi’'s than his, he turned to her for
enli ghtenment. She shook her head.

“Agai n—such a creature | have not seen before. But there are tales that once
sonething fromthe sea cane and broke the nets at Padford, taking also fishernen
who were unwary. It was after a great stormand the water turned red. It stank
and so many fish died nen had to burn themin great heaps upon the shore. Later
there was no nore trouble. But that was in nmy nother’s nother’'s tinme, and none
saw clearly the sea things. It was thought that they were of sone
intelligence—for the nets were slashed where the cutting woul d do the nost
harm”

“I't"—Sander slid down to sit on her perch—the thing did not |ook nuch like a
man.”

“The creature is a water thing,” she agreed. “Listen!”

Above the wash of the sea waves, the gurgle of the river, they caught a sound,

t hough di stant—a croaking. Was the visitor they had sighted only the scout of a
| arger party? Perhaps for themto renmain near the river was folly. Still Sander
hesitated to nove out into the dark

In the end they decided that, with the fire and the sentry duty of Rhin and the
fishers, they might stay where they were. As Sander inprovised a second torch to
aid in hunting nore wood, Fanyi brought from one of her belt pouches a thick rod
about the length of her own palm She turned the bottomof it firmy to the
right and then touched a place on its side. Straightway there flashed the |ight
that had transfixed himon their first neeting.

“This is a Before Thing,” she told himwith pride of ownership. “It was al so ny
father's. But he said that it has limted |ife and after a while it will die.
However, now we can use it to advantage.”

Sander shook his head. “If it will die, then it should be saved for a time of
greater need. Since you say these water things fear fire, fire we shall use.”
Wth Fanyi holding a torch he made a harvest of driftwood from sone di stance on
either side of their canping place, piling pieces high, hoping this would | ast
the night. The fire itself—dnless there was warning of the water dweller’s
return—they woul d keep | ow.

Once nore they divided the watch. This tine neither the fishers nor Rhin rel axed
into deep slunber. Rather they dozed, rising at intervals to pad out into the
dar kness where Sander believed they were maki ng rounds of the canp.

He himself listened for croaking. However, it had died away. Even when it was
his time to rest, he kept nodding awake to listen and watch the fire.

Wth the norning he went down to the river, carefully judging the chance of
crossing at this point. Fanyi insisted that what she sought |ay beyond, north
and now a little west. If they returned to |and, retracing all the way they had
covered yesterday, they would still have the river to cross in order to reach
their goal, and it could well be patrolled, even back to the edge of the inner
country, by the water creatures. Therefore, dare they attenpt to cross here and
now?
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The river current cut sharply into the new sea. Sander did not |ike the way

pi eces of wood he threw to test the strength of that current were whirled so
swiftly past.

Secondl y, he gauged the river depth with a |ong piece of wood. Close to the
shore he thought it about thigh-high. Beyond that, he believed they m ght have
to swm And they would have to fight the current also in order not to be swept
out to sea. This neant goi ng back upstreamfor a distance to allow sone | eeway.
He knew the rivers of the plains. But, except in the spring when they were in
spate, none of them had ever presented such a problemas this.

“Can you sw n?” he asked Fanyi, when she joined him H's own prowess, he knew,
was nothing to boast of. But at |east, he thought, he could keep hinself afl oat
by his efforts | ong enough to reach the other bank. Always providing their
visitor of the night before, or his fellows, did not arrive to nake things
difficult.

“Yes, and you?”

“Wel | enough to cross this.”

“I't will be better”—the girl echoed his own thought—=to cross here, | think. If
we return we shall lose nuch tine, and it nay be nore difficult farther back
than easier.”

They prepared for the attenpt as well as they knew how. Their bags were | ashed
hi gh and tight on Rhin's back; they stripped off their clothing to add to the
burdens on the koyot. Staff in hand, Sander gingerly stepped into the water. The
flood was chill and his flesh shrank fromit. The tug on his body grew stronger
as it crept upward fromhis thighs to his mddle. Cautiously he probed the
bottom ahead for a possible quick drop in footing that m ght be disastrous. Rhin
plunged in beside him a little downstream and Sander could hear a | oud

spl ashing behind that told him Fanyi and her conpani ons were foll ow ng.

He had taken the precaution of bringing a hide rope fromhis stores. This was
anchored to Rhin’s back pack, then | ooped around Sander’s wai st, the other end
in turn knotted to Fanyi’'s belt.

Now t he water was shoul der high, and he had to fight to keep upright init. A
sudden slip of his pole left his threshing w thout footing. Choking and
sputtering, he began to swimclunsily. Wthin nonents his body brought up

agai nst Rhin's. The koyot fought to keep his own way, as both of them were borne
downst ream

Fear grew in Sander. What if they could not break the hold of the current?
Before starting, he had given Fanyi strict orders that, if he and Rhin were
overborne, she was to slash the rope that | ooped themtogether so she would have
a better chance for herself. However, the pull was still taut, she had not done
so.

Rhin swam |l ustily, and Sander nmade sonme way beside the koyot, not daring to try
to see how nuch closer to the sea the current had already dragged them He
floundered on, feeling as if he were as nmuch entrapped now by the water as he
had been by the forest net.

Finally the koyot found footing and plunged up and on. Sander swiftly |inked a
hand in the rope making fast the load the animal carried. A nonent |ater one of
his feet grazed an underwater rock painfully, and he scranbled on until he could
rise once nore

Keeping that hold on Rhin, he splashed and fought his way up the opposite bank
The rope about his mddle was so taut as to nearly jerk himbackward. He sl ewed
around and caught at it with both hands, fighting to pull it in.

Down in the river, Fanyi’'s arns flashed into the air and di sappeared again.

Al ready she had been carried a little past the point where Sander and Rhin had
found footing. Sander nudged the koyot with his shoul der, so that the aninal
added his strength to the pull.

By their conbined efforts, Fanyi’'s body curved around in the stream She was at

| ast being drawn up current toward them Before Sander had tinme to really assess
what m ght have happened if they had fail ed, she waded ashore, her mass of hair
wat er - sl i cked agai nst her head.

Down the bank toward them flashed the fishers. O the whole party, they had nmade
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t he snoot hest crossing. Now they paused to shake their bodies furiously, sending
drops flying in all directions. But Rhin had swng around to face the river, and
he snarl ed

Sander caught sight of V-shaped ripples cutting the surface of the water. He
jerked the rope that still linked himw th Fanyi

“Come on!”

He began to run, pulling the girl along with him very conscious of his present
def ensel ess state. Rhin trotted abreast of them but the fishers played
rearguard, snarling at what traveled in the depths of the flood.

Sander did not pause until they rounded some bl ocks of stone that gave hima
monent ary sense of safety. Then he wiggled free the dart thrower fromthe
burden Rhin bore, |oosening the ropes in the process to | eave the koyot al so
stripped for action.

Scranbling on Rhin's back, he clinbed fromit to the top of the tallest rock
There he lay flat, to survey the back trail. By the norning light he had a clear
view. Qut of the water trooped a nunmber of the same creatures as the one they
had sighted before. Perhaps there were a dozen of them though they presented a
slightly different appearance fromthe first one, as each wore over his body—er
its body—a rounded carapace that m ght have been fashioned from sone outsize
shell. Their round heads were covered in the sanme fashion, and there were even
pl ates strapped about the arns and | egs. They had certainly cone arnored and
ready to do battle.

Thei r weapons were | ong spears bearing w cked-I| ooki ng barbed heads, designed,
Sander thought, eyeing themlike a craftsman, so that those sane barbs woul d
break off in a wound. Their croaking sound was nore hol |l ow, perhaps because of
their helmets, but they kept up a continual chorus as they hopped forward.

Even if they were river dwellers, they were able to handl e thensel ves on the
sea-desert, for they did not hesitate to advance. The fishers did not close on
theminstantly as they had with the forest people. Instead, Fanyi’'s beasts wove
back and forth, just out of spear range, threatening and hissing, yet retreating
warily.

[12]

Sander took careful aimand fired. H s dart struck honme, but was partly

defl ected by a sudden shift of his target, so that it hung in the shell near the
“shoul der” of the creature, but mssed the vul nerabl e patch between chest shield
and hel net .

Still his attack appeared to shake the eneny strangely. They ceased advanci ng
and bunched. The one who had been his target worried at the dart shaft until he
worked it out of his shell covering. Then he held the weapon up as if
considering it unique. Their hollow croaking grew stronger, sounding agitated.

O was that only wishful thinking on his part, Sander wondered?

He had al ready set another dart in the groove. But the river creatures offered
such small unprotected areas that he dared not fire again until he was sure of
better success. Fanyi, once nore clothed, stretched out now beside him Her hand
covered his on the stock of the thrower.

“Let me hold them while you dress,” she urged. “Under this sun your skin wll
burn badly if you do not.”

Sander could already feel the heat of the sun. But to | eave his post to her—
“Co!” She nudged himhard with her shoulder. “I have used such weapons as this
before.” There was an angry note in her voice, as if she resented his

hesi tati on.

By the conpetent way she handl ed the weapon, Sander was hal f-way convinced that
she spoke the truth. He laid three nore darts on the stone, then half tunbl ed
down to dress

Back again on the rock’s crest, he discovered that the fishers had withdrawn to
the edge of the “wall” on which he and the girl lay, while the river creatures
had apparently recovered fromtheir surprise over the dart and were deterninedly
crossing the sand and gravel toward them The creatures hopped rather than

wal ked as mi ght nen, yet they were not sl ow.

Just as Sander joined her, Fanyi fired. The | eader of the water pack dropped his
spear. Wth a |oud croak of dismay, he dangled his “hand,” a webbed nmenber with
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four equal -length digits. The dart had pierced that to form another finger set
at an angl e.

Once nore the eneny bunched to examne their fellow s hurt. Sander wondered at
tactics that seened stupid to him These anphi bians were well wi thin range of
the weapon, yet they gathered around their wounded fellow, interested only in
what had happened to himrather than the party on the rocks. The creatures
seem ng disregard of any counterattack by the besi eged was puzzling. Perhaps,
havi ng spears for weapons, they could not understand a dart that cane out of the
air. They might even be so stupid or of such an alien way of thought that they
did not connect those darts with the party they attacked.

As Fanyi surrendered the thrower to him she also offered sone advice.

“Do not kill unless you are forced to. Death m ght excite themto vengeance.”
“How do you know t hat ?” Sander denanded

“l do not know-no, rather, it is that | cannot find words to explain.” She
seened as puzzled now as the river creatures were over the dart. “It is just as
I know what ny furred ones think and feel. They are di sturbed—they fear. But |
believe that they can be roused by hate so that their fear will be snothered
Then they will not care how many of themdie if only they can reach us. Now-they
are of two minds, they half-believe we are such as they cannot profitably hunt.”
Sander could not quite accept that the girl knew this for certain. She nust be
just guessing. Yet he did not |oose any darts even at targets that were
tenmpting. He would wait out this present croaking contest the eneny were
indulging in to see what they would try next. Now that Sander had time to

exam ne nore closely their own tenporary refuge, he becane aware for the first
time of the continuity of the bl ocks of stone on which they rested. This, too,
must be some very ancient work of intelligent beings. The sun beat down so
fiercely that he squirmed back and forth across the surface on which he lay. To
linger here was to invite another kind of disaster

The party of water creatures noved at last. Two hunched down, holding their
spears straight up in the air. The others, including the one with the
dart-transfixed “hand,” hopped toward the river

Sander slipped down. The tinme to nove was now. He guessed that the eneny had
gone for reinforcenents. And he was sure they thensel ves could handl e the two
remaining, if they were trailed on into the desert.

Fanyi agreed to his suggestion. She had been standi ng, her pendant once nore in
hand, turned northwest, gazing back along the course of the river down which
they had travel ed the day before.

“We shall have to stay away fromthe river,” Sander cautioned. “Water is their
el ement, and they will nmake the nost of it.” Luckily he had filled his bottle
this norning before they had crossed the stream Only, as he surveyed the

shi mering heat of the sea-desert, he regretted that there was not a second or
third such to sling with their gear. On the other hand, that bare expanse of
sand and stone, open to the full rays of the sun, ought to daunt the water
people. If they were indeed the anphi bian race he judged themto be, they would
not choose willingly a I ong excursion over this scorched | and.

In fact, Sander decided, as he exanmined the territory ahead with narrowed eyes,
it mght be well if they thenselves chose to travel nore cautiously. He was well
trained in his people’'s way of herding under the night stars, using those

di stant points of light for a guide. At night also they would have fire for a
weapon so could travel nearly as well as by day. However, first they nust find a
place in which to shelter until sundown.

Once nore he stated aloud his estimate of their situation. That preoccupied
expressi on snoothed from Fanyi’s face and she dropped t he pendant.

“Qur seanen also steer by the stars,” she replied slowy. “And | think that the
heat of the day here is such as would make any journey an ordeal. Yes, you have
judged rightly.”

Again Sander felt a prick of irritation. O course, he had judged the situation
correctly! He did not relish that tone fromher, hinting that she nust weigh
what he said and then agree or disagree. Her statenents that her will and power
al one had kept her people safe and that it was only because she was el sewhere

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (28 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:15 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20N 0%20Ni ght%20Without%20Stars.txt

they had been raided had sounded, and still did, preposterous to him Shaman she
mght claimto be, with her tricks of foreseeing and the |ike, but his people
held no faith in anything save their own decisions and actions, and neither did
he.

They started off at a jog trot, the fishers bringing up the rear, Rhin once nore
carrying all their gear except for the bolt thrower Sander held at the ready.
The smith had also thrust a hal f-dozen nore bolts into his belt, close to hand.
But he wi shed that he had nore. The |oss of the two bolts he had already shot
was a grievous one when his armanent was so linited.

Rhin, in spite of his pack, forged ahead, ranging back and forth as he was wont
to do on the plains when hunting. Sander paused frequently at the beginning of
their trek to | ook back.

If two arnored anphi bi ans were indeed pursuing, they managed to make such
excel l ent use of the unevenness of the ancient sea floor as to renmin invisible.
The farther the fugitives ventured into what was increasingly a salt-encrusted
and sere desert, the surer Sander becane that beings used to living in water
could not trail them hither.

That did not make himrelax his vigilance as they headed northwest by his
recordi ng. Fanyi now and then gazed at her pendant as if it were a sure guide.
He hinself chose the old nmethod of fixing upon a pernmanent point, a feature that
could not be lost to sight, and aimng at that. Then, having reached that goal,
he sel ected anot her

Thirst followed as their boots stirred up a fine dust that was inpreghated with
salt. To know that the river with its endl ess bounty was closed to them unless
sheer desperation forced themto its dangers, irked Sander

He had experienced heat on the plains, and had ridden far during seasons when
wat er was scarce. But then he had al so known the country well enough to assess
the chances of finding a spring or one of those seasonally dried streanbeds into
which Rhin dug with the instinct of his kind to uncover seeping noisture. Were
in this forsaken | and could they find such?

Every tine they paused to rest, the smith clinbed the nearest elevation to | ook,
not only back but ahead. If they could just hole up, out of this punishing sun
and wait until nightfall

During the fifth such survey, he caught sight of a thing that lay a little to
the east of their present course. They were used by nowto the relics of ancient
shi ps, their encrusted shapes even furnishing several of the | andmarks by which
Sander travel ed. But this was sonmething out of the ordinary.

In the first place, Sander was sure that he had caught a glint of netal.
Secondl y, the shape he now studied was totally unlike anything they had sighted
before. It was long and narrow, in conparison with the other skeletons of |ost
vessels, and it lay a little canted to one side, its broken superstructure

poi nted toward the rock on whi ch Sander bal anced.

Also it did not seemso aged. One end was crunpled up against a rise of reef,
but ot herw se, Sander believed, it appeared near intact. He thought that it

m ght have been left so by the falling of the sea that had uncovered this new
land. It offered the best shelter he had seen so far

[13]

If they could find a way inside that hulk, it woul d be what he had sought for
them And Fanyi eagerly agreed.

As they approached the strange ship, Sander saw that his first valuation of it
had been deceptive. It was larger than he had thought. The outline seened to
puzzl e Fanyi, for she commented wonderingly that it was not |ike any ship she
knew.

Once at its side they were dwarfed by it. Though the plates that fornmed it bore
streaks of rust, yet the metal beneath had well w thstood the passage of tine.
Sander thunped the surface, judging that under a thin crusting of rust it was
firmy intact.

Any entrance nust be nade through the deck that slanted well above them He
unwound the hide rope that had | ashed the pack to Rhin and hunted out one of his
| argest hanmmers. This he tied with well-tested knots. Then he bade Fanyi stay
where she was, while he rounded the narrow end of the ancient ship to the other
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si de.

There he whirled the end of rope weighted with the hamrer about his head and
threw. Twice it clattered back, bringing flakes of rust with it. But the third
time it caught so securely on sone portion of the superstructure that his nobst
energetic jerks could not dislodge it. He began to clinb and nonments | ater

bal anced on the slope of the deck. Facing himwas a stunp of a tower broken off
as if some giant hand had twi sted a portion free. There was no ot her opening he
coul d see

He crossed the slanting deck to | ook down at Fanyi. Rhin, released fromhis
backpack, was trotting away. And, though Sander strai ghtway whistled, the koyot
did not even | ook back

Frustrated, Sander knew this was one of the tinmes Rhin was minded to go his own
way. He guessed that mght be in search of water. Yet the koyot was headi ng west
on into the desert, rather than east as Sander woul d expect himto go. The
fishers, however, continued to prowl nearby anong the rocks, plainly uneasy. O
per haps they were unhappy at being so far fromthe green-grown country that was
their own.

Sander dropped the rope end, having nade very sure the hanmer was wel |l wedged
into the broken spear of the tower, and Fanyi clinbed to join him She stood
there, her legs braced against the tilt of the deck, her hands on her hips, her
head turning slowy fromside to side

“What manner of ship was this?” she asked nmusingly, nore as if she nmeant that
question for herself and not for him “It is surely very strange | ooking.”
Sander edged al ong to the broken superstructure. Rust streaked its sides, but
there was a space to enter within, though dark. Here they needed Fanyi’s Before
light, and he asked her to use it. She probed with its beamthrough the break
He glinpsed the remains of a | adder against one wall |eading downward through an
opening in the floor. Wth Fanyi on the deck at the top, shining her |ight past
hi m Sander descended, testing each |adder rung as well as he could before he
trusted his full weight to it.

He found hinself in a confined area, crowded with smashed objects, al
sea-stained, that he could not identify. However, the | adder continued. So he
went on, reaching a larger roomwhere there were banks of strange-|ooking cases
along the walls. Al had been water-washed and were broken. He called and Fanyi
| owered the |light, then clanbered down herself as he held the gl eamupward to
illum nate those steps. Wien she stood beside him she gazed in wonder at the
enigmatic fittings along the walls.

“What did they use, these Before Men, to power their ship?” she asked of the
stagnant, sea-scented air about them “There was no sign of a proper nast

al of t —Aor oars.”

Sander was intent on the wealth of nmetal about him It was plain that this ship
had been the hel pl ess plaything of the great flood in the Dark Tine, and waters
washi ng through the hol e above had damaged much. Yet nobst of the nmetal was stil
stout. He could scrape away the coating of sea deposits and rust to see it

bri ght and strong underneath.

To his right, behind the junble of battered wall fittings that nmade no sense,
there was an oval of a door, tight shut. He noved cautiously through the debris
that covered the floor to feel about for sonme |atch. There was a whee

t her e—per haps one nmust turn that.

But, though he exerted his full strength of arm the fitting remained i nmovabl e.
He drew his hammer fromhis belt and began a rhythm c attack on the wheel,
though the quarters were so cranped that he could not get a proper swi ng.

At first he nerely chipped free an age-long deposit of rust and sea life from
its surface. Then the stubborn latch yielded a fraction, feeding his excitenent.
Hs blows grew stronger, until, with a sudden give, the wheel noved gratingly.
Now Sander delivered a fast tattoo, striking with a smth's eye at the nobst

vul nerabl e angl e.

He had, he believed, brought the wheel to face the notch that would rel ease the
door catch. Around the edge of the door were encrustations that sealed it. He
turned his attention to chipping them away.
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At |ast he rebelted his hamrer and set both hands to the wheel, urging the door
open. A puff of odd-snelling air blew out fromthe dark cave of the interior

Ai r—dunder the sea?

Sander snatched the |ight from Fanyi w thout any by-your-leave, sending its beam
into the room beyond. There was a table there that nust have been securely
fastened to the floor since all the battering this strange ship had taken in its
death days had not |oosened it. And it was still flanked by benches. Under them
rolled near to the | ower side—

He heard Fanyi catch her breath. They had both | ooked on death, for that was
common enough in their world. But this was no death they had seen before. Those
shrunken withered things did not now bear any |ikeness to nan.

“They seal ed thenselves in,” Fanyi said softly, “and then the sea took their
ship and there was no escape. Before Men—we | ook now upon Before Men!”

But these things, still clad in rags of clothing—Sander could not believe that
such as these had once been nmen who wal ked proudly, nmasters of their world. The
Renenberers had chanted of the Before Men, that they were greater, stronger, far
more in every way than those who now lived in distorted lands left after the
Dark Time. These—these were not the heroes of those chants! He shook his head
slowy at his own thoughts.

“They are—were—enly nmen,” he said, never aware until this nonment that he had,

i ndeed, always held a secret belief that those ancestors nust have been far
different fromhis own kind.

“But,” Fanyi added softly, “what nmen they nust have been! For this ship sprang
fromtheir dreans! | believe that this is one of those nmeant to sail under
water, not on its surface, such as the | egends say men possessed in the Before
Time.”

Sander had a sudden dislike for this place. Wat nmanner of nen had these poor
remants been who had seal ed themselves in a netal shell to travel under water?
He felt choked, confined, even as he had in the net of the forest people. Yes,
perhaps after all the Before Men were of a different breed, possessing a brand
of courage that he frankly admtted he did not have.

He stepped backward, having no wish to explore this ship farther. They coul d
clear sonme of the litter out of that upper chanmber and shelter there unti

night. But these remains should be left undisturbed in their chosen tonb.

“I't is theirs, this place.” He spoke softly, as he might if he wished not to
disturb sone sleeper. “Let us leave it wholly theirs.”

“Yes,” Fanyi assented.

Toget her they pushed shut that door upon the past and clinbed the |adder to the
upper level. As they brushed all they could of the debris in the small
conpartment down the | adder hole to free floor space, Sander cane across |engths
of wire, pieces of netal that were hardly corroded at all. He recognized them as
sonet hing the Traders naned “stainless steel,” another secret from Before, for
such did not corrode easily—neither could it be copied. Fromthese pieces,
knowi ng to his disappoi ntnent that he could not hope to carry nmuch, he nmade a
judicious selection. Sone of the bits could be worked into dart heads, always
supposing they could find a place where he m ght be able once nore to | abor at
his trade

Fanyi, for her part, conbed through the litter for scraps of material on which
appeared |lines and patterns that she declared were part of the old art of
witing. The nost portable of these she tucked into a small sack

In the end they cleared a goodly space in which, cranped though it m ght be,
they could shelter. The fishers refused to cone on deck, though Fanyi coaxed
them The pair settled down instead under the shade of the tilted ship. O Rhin
there was no sign. Nor was there any hint that Sander could see, after a
searching survey of that part of the surroundi ng desert he coul d exami ne, of any
pursuit by the anphi bians.

They shared out a handful each of Fanyi’'s dried fruit, allow ng thensel ves and
the fishers each a limted drink. Then they curled up to await the com ng of

dar k.

The day was hot, but |acked the baking, drying heat of the outer world, so they
managed to doze. Sander awoke at last in answer to a sharp yelp, which he had
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heard for nmuch of his life. There was no m staking the cry of a koyot. He
crawl ed over Fanyi, who nurnured in her sleep, ascending the |adder to the deck
Rhin reared on his hind feet, his front paws planted agai nst the curve of the
ship's side. He yel ped again, sharply, with a note of commanded attention. Yet
it was not a cry of warning.

[14]

Sander swung down by the rope. Rhin nosed at himeagerly. The koyot’'s nuzzle and
the hair on his front |l egs were wet—er at |east danp, with an overcoating of the
sea-bottom sand plastered there by noisture. Rhin had found water!

“What is it?” Fanyi appeared above.

“Rhin has found water!”

“Anot her river?”

Sander wondered about that with foreboding. Since their experience with the
anphi bi ans, from now on he woul d | ook upon all streans warily. But water they
must have, or else back trail west conpletely.

Now for the first tine he wi shed there was sonme nore direct nethod of

conmuni cati on between man and koyot, that he could ask Rhin a question and |earn
what |lay out toward the east where the other had di sappeared earlier. But he was
assured in this nmuch: Rhin already knew the nenace of the anphibians; therefore
the koyot would not |lead theminto any anbush. He said as nuch, and Fanyi

agr eed.

The sinking of the sun renoved the desert’s direct heat. But they still suffered
fromthe rise of salt dust about their feet. Rhin, once nore bearing his pack,
trotted confidently forward in a direction that, to Sander, only took them
farther fromthe | and. However, his confidence in the koyot was such he was sure
the ani mal knew where he was bound.

Bef ore the noon rose, the fishers suddenly pushed to the fore of the small

party, looping forward with their usual sinuous gait until they disappeared into
a section of towering rocks that nust have once been reefs show ng above water.
They formed knife-edged, sharp ridges, rather than hillocks that could be

cl i mbed.

On the other side of one of these, they came to a second deep drop in the
sea-desert floor. But edging this was another tunble of those ancient worked

bl ocks. Anpbng them Fanyi’s light (which she had been forced to put to use in
this uneven footing) picked out a curving curb. Lying within it was the sheen of
water, like a dull mrror that had nothing to reflect.

The pool (Fanyi’'s light noved in a circular pattern to pick out its
circunference) was an oval, far too symetrically forned to be of nature’s

fashi oning. At one side, some of the curbing had given way, allow ng the water
to lap over and run away in a small riverlet to the edge of the drop, spinning
over it ina mniature falls. The drop there was beyond the power of the light
to plunb.

Sander tasted the water. Sweet and fresh. He drank from his cupped hands, dashed
it over his dusty face. Small rivulets dribbled dowmn his neck and chest,
carrying away the grinme of the desert. The fishers plunged their nuzzles in
deep, sucking with audible gulps. Fanyi followed Sander’s exanple, drank and
then washed, uttering at last a snmall sigh of contentnent.

“I wonder who built this,” she said, as she sat back on her heels.

Sander brought out their water bottle, dunped its contents into the sterile sand
before he rinsed it, preparatory to refilling. A sweet water spring in the m dst
of the ocean—er what had been the ocean! But |ong before that, it had been on

| and. The sense of eons of vani shed ages hung heavy about this curbed pool. Men
reckoned seasons now fromthe Dark Tinme. And the Renenberers had counted sone
three hundred years fromthe end of one world and the begi nning of this one.

But how | ong before that had this sea | and been uncovered for the first tinme so
that nmen—er at least intelligent beings—raised these stone piles that even |ong
ages had not conpletely worn away, titanic buildings that ragi ng seas had not
entirely erased? He felt dazed when he tried to think of years that nust
certainly be counted not by generations of nen, but rather by the sl ow passage
of thousands and thousands of seasons.
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There was not hing here of that aura of despair and loss that he had felt in the
under sea ship. Not even a tenuous kinship linked himw th these

anci ent - upon-anci ent buil ders. Perhaps they had not even been hunan as he and
hi s ki nd now reckoned humanity. He wi shed that Kabor, the senior Renenmberer of
the Mob, could witness this, though there would be no hint of menory that the
sight could awaken within his well-trained nind.

They drank deeply again, |eaving the forgotten pool. Twi ce they had had the good
fortune to find water in the desert. Sander could not be sure such luck woul d
hold for a third tinme. It seemed to himthat they had best now angl e back west.
There was no game to be hunted here. Hunger could strike themas swiftly and in
as deadly a fashion as |lack of water. The sooner they reached true | and, the
better, whether they were able to | ocate Fanyi’s goal or not.

The smith half expected her to protest when he suggested an abrupt sw ng west.
But she did not, though she held her pendant for a long noment or two, focusing
the light onits surface, as if by that she could check the path they nust go.
Here they could not make good tinme. The ground was very rough, for the ridges
left by old reefs sent themon Iong or short detours. Their clothing and their
bodi es, their faces, even their hair, were thick with sandy dust, and the coats
of the three animals seened matted with it. As the night wore on, Sander kept

| ooki ng ahead for some shelter in which to wait out the day.

After the nmoon rose, they gained a nmeasure of light; Fanyi snapped off her
Before torch. It was perhaps an hour or so before dawn when Sander felt a sudden
drop in tenperature. He was sweating so that the chill of this new breeze nade
hi m shiver. They halted for Fanyi to rearrange her bel ongi ngs and put on her
overcl oak. Now they could see their breath issuing forth in white puffs.

The change had conme so quickly Sander wondered if some kind of a stormwas on
its way. Yet so far there was no clouding over of the stars above. Mre than
ever he was aware they nust find sone secure shelter

Ahead a dark nass projected well above the surface over which they advanced at a
slow crawl . He strained to see that rise better, wondering if they were
approaching a one-tinme island that now stood as a nountain above the denuded

pl ai n.

Fanyi flashed her light, holding her pendant directly in its beam

“That way!” Her voice rang out as she shifted the light to point ahead, toward
the dark pl ateau. She seenmed so sure that Sander, for the nonent, was willing to
follow her |ead wi thout question

By dawn they arrived at the foot of a cliff. Falls of dressed stone, stained by
rusty streaks, nade Sander sure that above them now lay the renmains of a Before
city. The scattered and shattered debris about them gave warning that
devastation had hit hard here, and there could be little left of any val ue
above—even if they could nmake the clinb.

If this city had once held the storehouse Fanyi sought, then her quest nust
certainly be dooned to failure. Sander, too, felt a pinch of disappointnent,
even though, he told hinmself, he had never truly believed in her runored
treasure house of know edge.

Wien he glanced at the girl, he saw no sign of any chagrin in her expression

Rat her she eyed the tunble of stone as if she sawin it possibilities for ascent
to what |ay above. And her manner was brisk as if she were sure she was on the
right trail and what she sought was near

“This is the place?” he asked.

Fanyi had her pendant in hand again. Slowy she pivoted, until she no | onger
faced the cliff, but rather once nore the western | ands.

“Not here,” she said with quiet confidence, “but there.” She waved to the nore
di stant shadow of the | and.

Sander believed that the city above had been built on a cape projecting out into
the vani shed sea, or even an island. To reach the true shore of the Before Days
one woul d have to travel still farther west.

They needed food and water. That either could be found in the tangle of
shattered ruin above, the smth doubted. He thought that perhaps their best plan
was to keep to the sea bottom heading directly for the Iand.

However, he had not foreseen the conming of the storm which that earlier cold
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wi nd had heral ded. C ouds arose out of nowhere in only a few breaths of tineg,
while the wind becane a | ash of freezing cold, under which they cringed.

The animals made their decision for them Like two streaks of |oping fur the
fishers were already swarnming up the fall that forned a vast and uneven stairway
to the ruins above. Rhin was not far behind. There was that in the quick flight
of all three that Sander found al arm ng enough to goad himto follow. Rhin's
senses were far nore acute than his own. In the past he had been saved by the
koyot’'s superior gifts of scent or hearing. If Rhin chose that path, there was
an adequat e reason.

Both the fishers and the koyot were surefooted on that broken trail. Sander and
Fanyi, shivering under each blast of wind, had to go nore slowy. Too nany of
the bl ocks rocked under their weight, some crashing down under the pull of the
wi nd. They flattened thensel ves to each stable surface they reached, forcing
thensel ves to grope farther up when they caught their breaths again.

At |ast they crawl ed over a dangerous overhang of perilously piled materials to

reach a wilderness of nounds from which protruded rusty shells of netal, likely
to powder at a touch.
[15]

But there was al so a show of vegetation, vines withering now with the touch of
frost, saw edged grass in ragged patches, even a wind-whittled tree or so.
Sander’s first thought was that they nust keep well away fromany pile of rubble
that seened likely to crash. He kept glancing overhead as he felt his way al ong,
cautious |l est he step on sonething that would shift disastrously under his

wei ght. Fanyi noved behind him choosing in turn each step he had pioneered.

At |east the force of the wind was abated here by these nounds. And, while the
cold was intense, they were not bel abored by freezing bl asts.

It began to rain. And the rain was as cold as the wind, the force of it
penetrating their garnments, plastering their hair to their skulls, seening to
encase their shrinking flesh with a coating of glass-thin ice. Sander had known
storns on the plains, but nothing such as this.

The wi nd roared and howl ed over their heads in a queer wailing, perhaps because
it shuttled back and forth through openings in the nounds. Now and then they
could hear crashes as if the gale brought down new rock falls. Then, when there
cane a lull, Sander heard the bark of Rhin.

“This way— He turned to the girl. But the words he nouthed were lost in the
rise of the wind's fury. He reached out to catch her hand.

They rounded a nmound, to see before thema |line of true trees, now whi pped by
the storm |eaves being torn ruthlessly fromtheir branches and sent in whirling
clouds, to be as quickly borne to earth by the weight of the rain.

Sander staggered forward, away fromthe treacherous nounds into the fringe of
the trees. The branches absorbed sone of the force of the rain but not all of

it. Rhin paced inpatiently back and forth, his head sw nging as he | ooked from
Sander to the way ahead, patiently urging the humans to hurry. O the fishers
there was no sign.

They felt underfoot the relative snoot hness of one of the paved ways, though the
trees and bushes had encroached thickly upon it. Here there were no | oom ng
piles of blocks to threaten themas they hurried after the koyot. In a few
nmonents they cane out into a clearing where there was a shelter nade of wood at
one side. Its staked walls net a thatch of thickly interwoven branches. A single
door stood open, and there was no sign of any inhabitant, even though this

buil ding was plainly of their own tine.

Sander plucked thrower and bolt fromhis belt and waved Fanyi behind him as he
cautiously slipped toward the open door.

It was when Kai poked a nose fromthe doorway that he knew his fears were

needl ess. In a |ast dash, the koyot, Sander, and Fanyi reached the openi ng and
scranbl ed within, Sander jerking the door to in their wake.

It must have been open for some tine because there was a drift of soil he had to
| oosen before he could close it firmy to keep out the fury of the storm And
since there were only slits, high-set under the roof, to give any light, he
found it difficult at first to view their surroundings.
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This was not the rude or tenporary hut he had guessed it to be at first sight,
but a large and sturdy building. The floor had been cleared down to a reasonably
snmoot h surface of stone, which nmight once have been a part of a road. Against
the far wall was a wide fireplace constructed of firmblocks, its gaping maw
snoke- and fire-stained but now enpty. There was a box to one side in which he
coul d di stinguish sonme | engths of wood standing end up

Fanyi had pulled out her light and shone its circle of brilliance along the |og
wal | s. Shelves hung there. For the npbst part they were bare, save for a snall
box or two. Under the shelves were the franes of what could only be sleeping
bunks. These were still filled with masses of |eaves and bits of brush, all much
broken and natted together

Sander caught the faint scent of old fires and, he thought, even of food. But
there was al so an enptiness here which, he believed, neant that it had been a
long tine since the place was inhabited.

“This is a clan house,” Fanyi said. “See—2 She held her |ight beam hi gh on one
wal | showi ng a big netal hook set into the | og. “There they hung divide
curtains. But this was a snmall clan.”

“Your peopl e?” He had believed that Padford had been the only settlenment those
had known.

Fanyi shook her head. “No. But Traders perhaps. They live in clans also. They do
not take their wonen or children with themon the trail, but sonmetines they have
tal ked of their homes. And this city would be a fine place for their netal
searches. They may have cleared this portion of it and noved on—er el se heard of
ri cher hunting grounds el sewhere. | think this has been enpty for nore than one
season.”

The buil ding was stout enough, Sander conceded. Now that a bar had been dropped
into the waiting hooks, sealing the door, he was far |ess aware of the stornis
force. He headed to the hearth, choosing wood fromthe box. The |lengths were
wel | seasoned, and he had no difficulty in striking a spark fromhis firebox, so
that the warmh of flames soothed themas well as gave light to their new

quarters. The fishers lay by the fire, licking noisture fromtheir fur. Even
Rhin seened not too large for the | ong room
Shelter, warnth—but they still needed food. Fanyi delved into the few containers

on the wall shelves. She returned with two on which tight sliding covers had
been fastened. These contained a small neasure of what |ooked |ike the same kind
of meal Sander had found in Padford and sone flakes of a dried substance.

“They cannot have gone too |ong ago after all,” Fanyi observed, “for this neal
is not nusty or nolded. And the other is dried neat.”

Strai ghtway, she shed her square cloak, leaving it to steamdry before the fire.
That done, she nixed cakes of the neal and neat flakes, having passed to the
fishers and Rhin the najor portion of the latter

Sander prow ed about the long room taking note of its construction. Mich work
had gone into its erection. He could not believe that this was only a tenporary
structure. Rather it nmust have been neant to stand. Perhaps it was intended for
seasonal occupation

In the far corner he cane upon a circular piece of netal, pitted and worn, but
still solid, set in the stone of the floor. There was a bar crossing its top,
and he thought that with pressure applied through that the Iid could be raised.
Per haps there was a store roombelow, with nore supplies than the neager anount
Fanyi had found.

He went back to the woodbox, chose a length and returned to |ever up that
strange door. It took sone effort, yet at last he could slide the round netal to
one side. Crouching | ow he stared down into thick darkness. There was, he saw as
the fireplace flanes flickered a little in this direction, the beginning of a

| adder of metal. So there was indeed a way into the depths.

Lying belly down, he ran his hands down the | adder as far as he could reach. The
steps that forned it had been patched with a crude stripping of other bits of
metal. But the smell that arose to himdid not, he believed, cone from any
storage place. It was danp and unpl easant, so nuch so that he jerked back his
head and coughed. The larger fisher had cone to the opposite side of the hole,
thrusting its head forward to sniff. Now Kai hissed, expressing his own dislike
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of the unknown. Sander wiggled the cover back into place. He had no desire to
go exploring down there in the dark

Sander took the further precaution of wedging a |l ength of wood through the
lifting handle so that it protruded agai nst the hard floor on either side,
hopi ng that this mght provide a |l ock. He had no idea what mght threaten from
bel ow, but his adventures in the forest and with the river anphi bi ans had been
war ni ng enough to take care in any strange circunstance.

Now and agai n the house shook froma gust of the wind. They had drawn as cl ose
as they could to the fire, shedding their soaked clothing by degrees to dry it
pi ece by pi ece.

The wood box had been well filled, but Sander, fearful that the supply m ght not
| ast through the storm had been eyeing the shelves along the wall. He believed
they could be battered free and used to feed the flanes. Just now it was enough
to feel the heat and be sure they had found a shelter, not haunted and dangerous
as the ruins mght have been, one made by those of their own species.

The roar of thunder was often followed by a distant crash. Sander believed that
the gale took new tribute fromthe rubble nounds. And the snmall w ndows high in
the eaves gave frane to brilliant flashes of lightning. The fishers and Rhin
seened uneasy, no longer settling in the fire warnth as they had at first.
Sander watched themnarrowly. He could not be sure that it was only the wildness
of the display outside that affected the aninmals. Instead, his inmagination
suggest ed nenaces creeping toward their shelter. Twice he got up, first to

i nspect the bar across the door, then that other he hoped would seal off the
hole in the floor. Both seenmed tight enough

Once they had eaten, Fanyi seated herself near the hearth, her cloak belted
about her while she spread to dry her scanter undergarnment. Her nmat of hair
straggled in wild tufts, which she nade no attenpt to put into order. |nstead
she sat with her eyes cl osed, her hands once nore clasped over her pendant.
There was about her an aura of w thdrawal. She m ght have been asl eep, even

t hough she sat straight-backed and unrelaxing. If she was not, she used anot her
met hod to bl ock out the present, retiring fully into her own thoughts. That this
m ght be part of her Shaman’s traini ng Sander accepted.

[16]

Intine the fishers quietly canme to crouch, one on either side of her, their
heads resting on their paws. But they were not asleep, for whenever Sander nade
the slightest nove, he could see their bright eyes regardi ng him

He was restless, feeling shut out and cut adrift by Fanyi’'s absorption. Rhin at
| ast |ay down between the fire and the door. But Sander could see that the
koyot’'s ears were ever aprick, as if he still |istened.

The thunder rolls were dying and the lightning no |longer flashed in the high

wi ndows. However, the drumof rain on the roof over their heads did not grow
lighter. After their trek by night, Sander |onged to sleep and he found now t hat
he nodded, started awake, only to nod again. He had no desire to clinb into one
of the bunks, his wariness keeping himfromrelaxing entirely. And his vigilance
was proven necessary when Fanyi gave a start, her eyes snappi ng open, her head
up as if she |istened.

Yet none of the three animals displayed any |ike unease.

“What is it?” Sander demanded.

He saw the tip of her tongue sweep across her |ips.

“There is thought —seeki ng thought = she answered, but she spoke al nost absently,
and as if she did not want to | essen her concentration

Her words neant nothing to him Thought—-what was seeki ng thought?

“There is some one—sone one who i s shaman trained,” she continued. “But this—=>
Her hands noved away from her pendant. She held themup and out, |ightly cupped,
as if to catch in her palns sone elusive streamof invisible water, “This is so
strong! And it is not wholly pure thought—there is sonething el se—=

“l don’t understand what you would say,” Sander returned brusquely, trying to
break through the air of otherwhere that clung to her. “I do not know the ways
of Shamans. Do you nean that soneone is com ng?”

Again he glanced at the animals. But they were quiet, even though they watched.
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He coul d not believe that Rhin would allow any stranger to approach w thout
giving full warning.

Fanyi’'s expression was one of excitenent, not fear. It was as if she were a
smith and before her |lay some problemof snelting for which she now clearly saw
the answer. He, hinself, well knew the feeling of exultation such few nonments
coul d bring.

“It—there is no eneny.” She appeared to be choosing words. “There is no

awar eness of us—that | could read at once. | feel the power of a sending, but it
is not ny power, and | cannot tell the nature of the matter with which it is
concerned. Only there is one who sends. Ah—now it is gone!” She sounded

di sappointed. “There is no nore reach—=

That she believed passionately in what she spoke of, Sander knew. But he coul d
not accept those facts that seened so nuch a part of her beliefs. A Renenberer,
now, spent |long years of “renenbering”—ef |istening over and over again to
chants of past events, which it was necessary the Mdb be able to draw upon for
help in untangling some new problem The |ineage of all the kin was so
remenbered that there not be too close uniting of birth relationships, weakening
the people as a whole. The care of the herd, the very contours of the |ands over
whi ch they had roamed in the seasons upon seasons since the Dark Tinme, all that
lay in the mind of a Renenberer, to be sumoned at will. But this seeking

t hought =2 How coul d one seek save physically by eye, voice, body?

“The Traders have these seekers?” he asked now. That breed of wanderers with a
pur pose, who had sought out the Mb, seened little different fromhis own
people. They were jeal ous of their secrets, yes. But those were secrets of
trails and of the places where they found their basic stocks, the netal that was
so necessary for naking tools and weapons. They told wild tales of the |ands
they crossed to bring that netal, yet nost of the Mob had been agreed that there
was method in those stories—eant to warn off any curiosity on the part of
outsiders. Traders had been known to kill |est some favorite supply place becone
open to those not of their own particular clan. But they said nothing of this

nm nd- seek.

“l have never heard that such was so,” Fanyi replied pronptly. “The Traders who
came to Padford”—she shook her head agai n—they were no nore nor |ess than any
of the villagers. Yet we have already seen strange peoples who are not of our

bl ood. Think you of the forest savages or of those who swarmin the river. This
world is very full of wonders, and he who travels |learns.”

“The Traders tell wild enough tales, but those are neant to afright nmen and keep
their own secrets safe.”

“Or so we have always said,” she returned. “But perhaps there is a small seed of
truth at the center core of such.”

Sander woul d have | aughed, but then he reconsidered. It was true that he had
been shaken out of his conplacency in the dom nation of his own species by their
two brushes with forest and river dwellers. Though the Mb had never net any
except herdsnen like thenselves or the far-ranging Traders, could they say that
those were the only people left in the world? The fishermen of Padford differed
in coloring and life ways fromhis own kin. And he had heard of the Sea Sharks
who made up the slaving bands fromthe south, though no nan had ever understood
why they collected the helpless to take into captivity. Those, too, were nen—ef
a ki nd.

Now he began to recall sonme of the Trader stories. Suppose she was right?
Suppose there were arnored beasts of giant size roving el sewhere, slaying any
man they net; flying things that were neither nman nor bird but mingled sonething
of each in an uncanny and horrifying way, their talons rai sed agai nst nornal

man? It was easier to believe that the earth still bubbled and boiled in places,
that if any ventured too far into such tornented country they died fromthe
poi sons filling the air or sank by inches into a steaning nud from whi ch they

could not fight free.

“You see”—she smiled now—1 have led you to rethink what you have heard.
Therefore, perhaps it is also reasonable to believe that el sewhere there are
Shamans to whom | amas but a small child, still unlearned in even the sinplest
of the healing ways. What”—she flung her hands wide as if to garner in against
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her breast sone thing that seened precious to her—what nmarvels nmay exist in
this world, open to our finding if we only have the courage to seek for them |If
soneone has |earned to m nd-seek—then | shall also do this! Am| not of the

ki n-bl ood to whom such know edge is as nmeat and drink? Young and untried | may
seemto such ones, yet | can say in truth—ae are of one kind of nind, therefore
let me |earn of you.”

Sander wat ched her excitenent, troubled. Yes, he could understand her thirst for
| earning, was it not also his? But what he wanted was a | earning that brought
concrete results, that did not deal with such unreasonable natters as thoughts
that were | oosed, as it were, to roam Rather he wanted to know nore about what
he coul d nmake with his two hands when their skill was well harnessed by his
mnd. It gave hima queer feeling to think of using thought in sone other way,
not to acconpany physical action, but in place of that—+f he had guessed ari ght
what she hoped to gain.

“l believed”—he strove now to return her to the obvious—that what you sought
was a weapon of vengeance for your people.”

“And do you not know,” Fanyi flashed, “that thought itself can be as able a

weapon, if it is skillfully used, as those forged darts of yours? Yes, | have a
debt to the dead; do not believe that | have ever forgotten that.” There was a
flush rising beneath her dark brown skin. “Now~ She rose to her feet. “I say we

shoul d sl eep. My fur people, your Rhin, they shall play our watch.”

“The fire—=

Away fromthe hearth it was cold.

Fanyi |aughed. “Do not worry. Kai knows nuch.” She laid her hand on the head of

the larger fisher. “He shall watch the fire, and well. This has he done for ne
before.”
She chose a bunk along the nearer wall, taking her now dried and war ned

under-robe to twi st about her. Sander watched her settle in before he foll owed
her exanple. The last thing he renenbered seeing was the larger fisher lifting a
pi ece of kindling fromthe box, catching the Iength between his powerful jaws
and pushing it into the fire with the dexterity of one who indeed had perforned
that sanme act many tines in the past.

So Sander settled hinself to sleep. And he was deep in a dream wherein he
trudged through a long dark tunnel, drawn ever by the sharp tap-tap of a hamer
on netal, seeking a smth who had all secrets and from whom he nust |earn

A cold touch on his cheek brought himout of that corridor before he ever caught
sight of the so-industrious smth. Rhin | ooned over him and it was the koyot’s
nose that had touched his face. The aninmal |owered his nuzzle for a second such
prod as Sander cane fully awake and sat up

The sound of the wind, the heavy pelt of the rain, was gone. It was so stil

that he could hear the sound of his own breath, a faint crackling of the fire.
But the fishers no longer lay by it. They were ranged one on either side of the
barred door, facing it. And when Rhin saw that Sander was fully awake, he | ooked
in the sanme direction

Sander sat up and reached for his boots. They had dried after a fashion, but he
found it hard to force his feet into them Wile he struggled to do that, he

|'i stened.

[17]

He coul d pick up nothing, but he relied fully on the warning of the animls and
he did not doubt that there was soneone or sonething near enough to arouse their
instincts of alarm The Traders returning to their house?

That need not be a real matter for fear. The |aws of hospitality, which were
scrupul ously kept save anpbng the Sea Sharks, woul d excuse their intrusion here
in such a storm jealous as the Traders were. Sander hoped furiously that this
was the case

Still, he caught up his dart thrower, |oosened his long knife in its sheath, as
he padded, as softly as he could, across the roomto lay his ear tight to the
barred door. That Sander heard nothing did not nmean that the alarmwas fal se
Now he reslung his weapon in his girdle and turned to the wall on which hung the
shel ves. They m ght be used as a | adder, allowing himto peer out one of the
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hi gh wi ndows.

Swiftly Sander cleared the renaining containers fromthe shel ves he sel ected,
tested the anchorage of the boards by swinging his full weight upon them Though
the wood creaked protestingly, they held firm He scranbled up, to crouch
perilously on the narrow top plank, struggling to retain his balance as he
reached farther overhead and caught at either side of the narrow w ndow openi ng.
These had been covered, seal ed against the air, by pieces of glass, a refinenent
that surprised him Had glass, the nost fragile of inheritances fromthe Before
Time, actually existed in this rubble in pieces |arge enough to be sal vaged?
Sander brought his face as close as he could to that surface. He discovered that
the glass was not clear, carrying within it bubbles and distortions, as he tried
to peer outside. Yet those inperfections did not prevent a good sight of the
clearing i medi ately before the house.

The darkness of the stormwas past. It was, he judged by the angle of the pale
sunlight that struck full against the door, late afternoon. But it was not tine
he was interested i n—+ather what m ght be prowing out there.

A wi de expanse lay clear imediately before the door. The brush, which formed
the first rank of the wood growh, stood sone distance away. On the ground was a
light skiff of snow and that was not unmarked!

The snow nust have fallen near the end of the storm Already it began to nelt
under the direct rays of the sun, especially around the edges of nunerous
tracks. Through the bubbl ed gl ass Sander coul d not rmake out any clearly defined
print, but they were |larger than those nmade by any ani nal he knew.

Shapel ess as they seened, there was sonething about their genera
proportions—Sander would not allow hinmself to speculate. Nor could he even be
certain that nore than one creature had left its signature there. A single
unknown t hing mght have scented them plodded back and forth for a space.

Sander shifted on his narrow perch. He could see where those tracks had energed
fromthe wood, but no sign they had returned thither. Was the creature prowing
about the back of the house now?

At that nmoment the silence inside and out was broken by a high, wailing cry,
startling Sander so he al nbst tunbled fromhis spy post. He heard from bel ow t he
answering grow of Rhin, the hissing of both fishers, then a soft call from
Fanyi :

“What was that?”

“l do not know.” Sander twi sted his body around, striving to see farther both
right and left. “There is sonething prowing outside. But | have not yet sighted
it.”

H s last word had hardly left his lips before a bulk shuffled into the sun,
coming fromthe left as it had just conpleted another circuit of the house.

The thing halted before the door, its out-thrust head nearly on a |level with the
wi ndow from which he viewed it. What was it? Animal =2 Yet it wal ked upright. And
now t hat Sander studied it nore closely, he thought that its covering of matted
and filthy-Iooking skin was not part of its own hide, but rather clothing of a
sort.

Cl ot hing? This was a man?

Sander swal |l owed. The thing was as huge as the forest fermal e had been. Its head,
hunched al nbst against its shoul ders suggesting that its neck nust be very short
i ndeed, had an upstanding crest of stiffened hair, the ends of which flopped
over to half conceal snall eyes. Now it inpatiently raised a vast clawed hand,
or paw, to push the hair away.

They had felt no kinship with the forest people, and this was an even greater
travesty of the human shape. The | egs were short and thick, supporting a nassive
trunk. In contrast, the arns were very long, the fingertips scraping the ground
when the creature allowed themto dangl e earthward.

Its jaw was nore a nmuzzle than the lower part of a true face, and a straggle of
beard waggl ed fromthe point of it. Altogether the thing was a ni ghtmare such as
a child mght dream of to awake scream ng for confort.

Now it shuffled forward, planting one wide fist against the barred door, plainly
exerting pressure. Sander heard the grind of the wood agai nst the bar. Wether
that woul d hol d—=2
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He dropped hastily fromhis perch. The creature outside now ai ned bl ows agai nst
the door, and the bar m ght or might not continue to hold, while the snarling of
the koyot and the fishers grewinto a wild crescendo. It was plain that they had
reason to fear the attacker.

“I't is—= Sander gave the girl a quick explanation of what he had seen. “Have you
heard of such before?”

“Yes, froma Trader,” she returned pronptly. “He said that these haunt the |ands
of the north and are eaters of men. You see, smith, here is one of their tales

i ndeed proven true.”

The crashing agai nst the door was steady. The bar m ght hold, but would the pins
that supported it prove as stout? For themto be caught within-As far as he had
seen, the thing carried no weapons, but with those m ghty hands what nore woul d
it need?

No wonder the builders of this place had set it above that floor bolt-hole.
Sander crossed quickly to that, jerking the wooden latch he had inserted with
such care. As he levered up the round top, the whole house began to trenble
under the assault from without.

“Get a torch!” he ordered Fanyi. She had warned himof the limted Iife her own
|ight mght have, and he had no wish to be caught in sonme dark run bel ow.

The girl ran to the fire, snatched up a |ong piece of wood, and thrust one end
into the flames. Silken fur swept past Sander’s arm The fishers were already
flowing into the opening. Rhin—ould Rhin nmake it? Stripped of his burdens,
Sander hoped so. The koyot trotted to the smth's side, dropped his head to
sniff into the opening.

Then he turned his runp to the hole, cautiously backed in. As the outer door
cracked down its niddle, Rhin disappeared as if he had fallen. A nonent |ater he
yel ped reassuringly from bel ow. Sander tossed down the bags Fanyi handed to him
held the torch while the girl swng onto that patched | adder

After she was well down, Sander wriggled the cover back hal fway over the hole,

| eaving but a narrow space to squeeze through. He | owered the torch to her
reachi ng hand, lying belly-flat to acconplish that exchange, then sought the

| adder hi nsel f.

Partway down, he tugged at the netal cover, nmaking a | ast great effort at the
sound of breaking wood fromaloft. In the flanme of the torch he could see now a
metal bar fastened to the underside, a crude piece of work that nust have been
added |l ong after the Before Days. Wth a last frantic |unge he sent that across,
| ocking the |id above his head into place.

They had descended to a large round tunnel, he discovered. There was no sign of
the fishers, but Rhin waited. The koyot whined softly, plainly |iking none of

this place, now and then audibly sniffing the ill-snelling air.
If they advanced from here, the koyot nmust drop to his haunches and craw . Fanyi
had stuck the torch upright in a ring set roughly into the wall. Now she was

busy knotting their gear into backpacks, since it was plain Rhin could not
transport it along these confined ways. Sander hoped desperately that the tunne
grew no snaller or the koyot could not force a way through it.

“Look!” Fanyi pointed with her chin as her hands flew to tighten knots.

The pi ece of wood she had brought fromthe house was nearly consuned. But,

| eani ng agai nst the wall under the hoop that held it, were a nunber of
better-constructed torches, their heads round balls of fiber soaked in what
Sander’s nose told himnust be fish oil.

It woul d seem by these preparations that the builders of the house had foreseen
energenci es when it woul d be necessary for themto take to these underground
ways. Was the presence of the beast now above the reason why they had left their
wel | -wrought shelter?

Sander |ighted one of the torches, divided the rest, giving half to the girl.
Then, bending his head a little, he started down the tunnel, hearing the
conpl ai ni ng whines of Rhin as the koyot edged al ong with Fanyi behind him

[18]

There was no way of telling how long that piece of tunnel was nor even in what
direction it ran. Part of it had coll apsed, been redug, and shored up. Finally
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they canme to a hol e hacked in one side and struggled through it into a nuch

| arger way, one in which Rhin could stand upright. The floor of this was banded
by two long rails of nmetal that came out of the dark on one side and vani shed
into it again on the other. The fugitives paused, Sander unsure whether to turn
right or left.

“Aeeeeheee!” Fanyi gave her summoning call to the fishers, and she was

strai ghtway answered fromtheir |eft.

“That way.” It was plain she had full confidence in her conpanions. “They have
ranged on, now they believe they are heading out—=

The smith could only hope her confidence was well placed. Torch in hand and hel d
at the best angle to show themthe uneven footing, he turned left.

There seened to be no end to this way under the Before City. Though Sander was
al rost sure that the thing that had besi eged the house coul d never squeeze its
bul k through the opening in the floor, even if it could tear |oose the | ock on
the lid, he kept listening intently for any hint they were being pursued.

His torch picked out trickles of sliny noisture down the walls of the |arger
tunnel. Yet it seemed quite intact otherwise, with no fall of roof or sides to
threaten them Then the |ight picked up a nass that nearly choked it.

As Sander drew nearer, he saw that that this was not conposed of any slippage of
the walls, rather it was rusting netal that filled the opening top to bottom

| eavi ng only narrow passages on either side. Those the fishers had undoubtedly
been able to venture through. And he and Fanyi could undoubtedly do so al so, but
he doubted if Rhin could force a way.

Handing the torch to the girl, Sander shrugged out of his pack and brought from
that his tool bag. He chose the heaviest of his hammers and went to face the
rusty nmss.

Under the first of his blows the nmetal crunpled, some of it nerely a dust of
rust. Whether it could be treated so, to open a passage, he could not be sure,
but he would try. In spite of the chill danmp his exertions brought the sweat
running so heavily that he had to stop and strip off his shirt as well as his

hi de jacket. And his back and arns, having foregone the discipline of daily work
for too long, ached. Still, he swung and smashed with a rhythmthat speedily
returned since he had known it for so |ong. Foot by foot, he cleared a wi der
passage to the left. Luckily not too nmuch of the obstruction needed to be beaten
away. Rhin pushed carefully along behind Fanyi, who held the torch high. M dway
t hrough, that brand was exhausted, so she lit a second fromthe supply she

carri ed.

The netal was very brittle. Sander guessed that erosive danp had brought on the
consumng rust. He studied the weckage when he paused for breath, trying to
guess what it had been. It had, he decided, probably transported either nmen or
suppl i es beneath the surface of the city.

They coughed as the dust from his hamrering arose, until Fanyi tore strips from
her clothing and tied them over their nouths and around Rhin's nuzzle, wetting
themfromthe water supply in their bottle.

The crashing bl ows of the hammer nade Sander’s head ring. If the nonster had
foll owed them down, it would be in no confusion over which direction it nust
take to follow them

There was a final subsidence of a last netal plate and once nore they faced the
open way. Sander was hungry as well as dry-nouthed with thirst. But any renedy
for that state still lay before them and all they could do was to struggle

al ong as quickly as they coul d.

Not far ahead was a branching of the way. Once nore Fanyi sounded her call to
the fishers. But this tine there canme no answer. And though they pushed the
torch close to the surface of the ground, they could detect no tracks. Sander
turned to Rhin. For the first tine the koyot noved out with nore assurance than
he had shown since they had taken to this underground way.

He I owered his head to sniff along the edge of those rusted shells of rails and
to search the ground between them Then he gave a sharp yelp of comrand and
trotted along the inner of the two ways. Luckily they came to no nore of those
pl ugs of netal. But the passage sl oped downward, and there were spreading

pat ches of wet upon the walls, signs also that at one tine water had risen to a
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point within a hand s-breadth of the roof.

Sander watched those walls. It could well be that they had been | oosened with
the passing of the years, that even the snall disturbance nade by the passing of
their own party could bring about a fall, entrapping or killing themall. Under
his urging, they nmade the sw ftest passage that they could. Yet that seened to
himto be agonizingly slow, and he listened tensely, not now for the nonster
that had attacked the house, but rather for any sound of shifting over their
heads.

Fanyi called out and pointed ahead. There was a pile of the sane rubble as he
had seen in the nmounds above. And this choked the whole of the way. But over it
was a jagged hole in the roof, under which the debris nmade an unsteady platform
A head hung in the open, eyes staring down at them It was plain that the
fishers had not hesitated to try that escape route, as dubious as it | ooked.
Kai's head di sappeared as Rhin noved forward.

Wth caution, the koyot placed his forepaws, one after the other, part way up
the mound of crunbling stuff, which sent a trickle of gravel and snmall stones

t huddi ng down as he so noved. He stood still, nosing ahead at the next portion
of the rise, as if scent could assure himwhether or not it would bear his
wei ght .

Sander and Fanyi edged away as Rhin nade a slow clinb. The koyot panted as he
went, his tongue lolling out of his half-open jaws, drool dripping fromits tip.
He planted each paw with delicate precision

Up again, and another cascade of finer rubble. Only one nore |l ength and his head
woul d be out of that hole. Sander crept to the edge of the nound, held the torch
as high as he could to give Rhin all possible help.

Once nore gravel rolled, bringing with it that same coarse sand that had slipped
under their feet when they crossed the sea-desert. Now Rhin’s head and shoul ders
were out into the opening. His nuscles bunched as he | unged up, scrabbling
furiously on the edge of the opening with his forepaws.

Sander junped back to escape the slide the koyot’'s efforts caused. Now Rhin
showed his head once nore in the hole, |ooking dowmmward and uttering a series of
barks as if urging the humans to duplicate his feat as soon as possi bl e.

The smith lit a second torch and then a third. These he planted butt down in the
pile so they threw full light over that treacherous shifting surface. He shed
his pack once nore and pulled forth his coil of braided hide rope before he
spoke to Fanyi.

“lI amgoing up. Wien | nmake it, lash our packs, then stand well clear until I
pull those up. After that 1'Il drop the rope. Make it fast to your waist, and
take all the tinme you need for the clinb.”

Wth the rope’s end tied about his mddle, he faced the slope. That |ast slide
of gravel and small stones had luckily uncovered the edges of a few |l arger rocks
that prom sed nore stable footing. He tested the | owest of themas best he could
and then cautiously scranbled up on it.

The space was narrow, hardly wi de enough to afford roomfor his toes as he felt
above, his hands slipping through | oose material tw ce, before, under the noving
stuff, he could locate a firm block. Wiggling carefully along, he managed to
reach the second perch. Rhin gazed down, his yelps increased in volune. It was
plain he was offering his full encouragenent.

This last bit was even nore tricky. Rhin's energence had broken the edge. In
order to reach the crunbling renmai ns, Sander nust squirmforward over what

| ooked in the limted light to be a very uncertain bit of surface. He renmai ned
where he was for a long nonent, trying to breathe evenly, to steady his nerves
bef ore he noved out. Though he had never admitted this weakness, Sander had
never taken joyfully to any scranble up a height, even when the surface he
sought to clinb was nore hospitable. He did know enough not to | ook back, to
concentrate only on what lay inmedi ately ahead. He could not remain forever
where he now was; there was nothing left to do but trust to fortune and his own
strength and nmake this |last attenpt.

Now he dug both hands into the nmass, seeking sone better support. H's nails
tore, and he felt sharp pain in his fingers, ground between noving stones. But
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at last, he tightened his hold on sonething that did not shift as he slowy
exerted nore and nore weight.

Sander pulled hinself up as the whol e surface under hi mappeared to crack
Somehow he got a firm brace under one knee, used that to push out farther ahead.
He was still inches away fromthe edge, and he feared nore than ever to trust
any hol d.

Rhin's head had swung. Wthout warning the koyot snapped, his jaws closing on
the hide jacket that strained tightly over Sander’s shoul ders. The fangs in
those jaws grazed skin as well as covering, and Sander gave a startled yell

Rhi n’ s unexpected nove brought himup, and he surged, nmuch as the koyot had
before him out, skidding free across self-encrusted ground under the full [Iight
of a large and gl owi ng nmoon.

After that it was easy enough to jerk up their gear, find a convenient snall
rock to weight the rope, and drop it once nore to Fanyi. Wth a |line | ashed
about her, and Sander’s strength added to hers, her ascent was far easier and
speedi er than his struggle had been

[19]

Once both were aloft, they had a chance to | ook about them To the west rose the
lines of a sloping beach. To the east was the plateau that once nust have been
an island, holding the near vanished city. The tunnel they had followed plainly
had once run under the armof the sea to connect the island with the main

conti nent

But where they were was certainly too open. That nonster had perhaps not
followed theminto the |lower ways. But if it or perhaps its fell ows were denned
in the city, one such could sight their snmall party here in the open and be on
their trail again.

Sander found his body trenbling as he stopped for his pack. His exertions in the
tunnel, his hunger, and the tension of that last clinb were taking their toll.
To reach the one-time shore—+o sonehow find a shelter there—that he nust force
his body to do.

At |east they could give the packs back to Rhin here in the open. Sander funbled
with the rope, packing and | ashing the gear. They had the rest of the torches
still, but it was better not to light themand so nmark thensel ves to any hostile
eyes. They nust make the noonlight do. Stunbling often, Sander wal ked besi de
Rhin, Fanyi on the other side of the koyot. The fishers had agai n vani shed. The
sm th supposed they had headed toward the beach

He wavered as he wal ked, trying to control the shaking of his hands, ashaned to
di splay his fatigue to Fanyi.

Luckily the terrain sloped upward gradually. There was no cliff to clinb. Once
up on the shore, they were ankl e-deep in beach sand, faced by a wilderness of
rocks, with grass growi ng anong them Sander lifted his head enough to | ook for
the wood that had masked this sane shore to the south where they had left it
what seened a very long tine ago

However, there was no dark line of trees. This |land was far nore open, though
here and there were the same nmounds of rabble that had marked the island. It was
plain that this city had been a place of great extent, its buildings spreading
al so to the mainl and.

“Let us find some shelter quickly.” Fanyi’'s voice held a note of strain. “I
cannot say how far | can now go or how long | can keep ny feet.”

He was grateful to her at that nmonment, he did not know how rmuch | onger he could
keep going either. Yet sonme inner pride kept himfrom making the sane

conf essi on.

In the end they both hooked a hand in the ropes that held Rhin’s burden, so that
the koyot was nore than half supporting themas they reeled into a fairly open
space, a hol |l ow where sone bushes had root ed.

Snow had fallen here and still lay in small patches, reflecting the noonlight.
But the punishing wind had died, and the night was very still. Sander shivered
H's fingers were stiff and nunb as he funbled with the knots that fastened their
gear, letting it thud to earth. Qut from behind one of the hillocks that marked
the ruins flashed the fishers. Kai carried a linp body in his nmouth, dropping
his burden at Fanyi’'s feet. He had brought in a very large hare.
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Rhi n, now bare of back, sniffed once at the gane, nmade a | ow sound in his
throat, and trotted off purposefully, intent, Sander knew, on providing his own
food. The smith studied this hollow they had chanced upon. At |least two of the
rubble hills stood between them and the arm of the sea-desert. They coul d not
spend the night without warnth and food.

He knelt to hack at a wiry bush. The dry and sapl ess grow h broke easily under
his touch. Moments later he had a small fire ablaze and was able to turn his
full attention to skinning and gutting the hare. For two days they kept to the
canpsite. There was no threat here of any of the dangers they had net el sewhere,
no sign that the nonstrosity fromthe old island had its kin here. Sander went
hunting, using his sling to knock over hares and a kind of runt-deer that was
smal l er than even Kayi. These animals were so bold Sander believed they had
never been hunted—a further proof this |l and was safe for the wayfarers.

The days grew col der, their nights were spent between fitful dozing and care of
their fire. Snow fell again, not heavily, but enough to cover the ground. Sander
disliked the fact that their tracks to and away fromtheir canp were so well

mar ked across that white expanse. He tried every dodge known to disguise these,
only to admt that he was unsuccessful

There was no way of adequately curing the hare skins. But they scraped them as
clean as they could, then lashed the pelts together in a bundle. Sander already
knew that their clothing was not heavy enough for this clinmate, so they m ght
soon be reduced to using those hides, snelly and unworked as the pelts were, for
addi ti onal warnt h.

Fanyi sat for |ong spaces of tine, the pendant clasped tight in her hands, so
entranced that she was little aware of what was goi ng on about her. Twi ce she
reported that she had again encountered what she persisted in calling the
“seeking mind.” Neither tinme, she was sure, had that thought been aware of her
Nor was there, to her infinite disappointnent, any way of her tracing it to the
source. Which was just as well as far as Sander was concerned. Hi s m strusted
her accounts of what he still could not accept as possible.

During his hunting he al so prospected for netal. But if any had been here after
the Dark Tine, it nmust have been mined |l ong ago by Traders. And he did cone upon
hol es recent enough to suggest that they had not been made during the

cat astrophe which had changed the world, but were due to burrow ngs since that
time.

The sheer size of this expanse of debris-strewn wilderness was anmazi ng. How many
Bef ore people had |ived here? Far greater nunbers surely than any Mob coul d
count. Sander had followed Rhin to the bank of another river, this one

hal f-choked with fallen stone, which nmust wind to the now distant sea on the
other side of the raised island.

Man and ani mal were both wary of the water, one standing on guard while the
other filled the water bag. However, so far Sander had neither heard nor seen
any evi dence of anphi bians. There were sonme fish-he took one with an inprovised
pole and line—a long narrow creature that startled himwth its |ikeness to a
snake and that he quickly | oosed again, knowi ng he could not stonmach its clamy
flesh.

It was near the river that he found the head. Not the head or skull of any
creature that had lived, rather one wought in stone. Big as his two fists

ball ed together, it was clearly very old, the neck being broken raggedly across.
And it was the head of a bird, with a fierce proud | ook about it that sonehow
attracted him

He brought it back to show to Fanyi. She turned the carving around in her hands,
examining it closely.

“This,” she pronounced firmy, “was an enblem of power or chieftainship. It is a
good onen that you have found it.”

Sander hal f | aughed. “I do not deal in onens, Shaman. That is not the way of ny
people. But this is a thing that was well nmade. If it had a special meaning for
hi m who wrought it, then | can understand why he dealt so well inits

fashi oni ng—=
She m ght not have heard him that wi thdrawn | ook had returned.
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“There was a great building,” she said. “Very tall—very, very tall. And this was
part of a whole bird with outspread wi ngs. Above the door was that bird
set—and— Fanyi let the lunp of stone fall to the ground, rubbed the back of her

hand across her eyes as if to push sonmething away. “It had a neaning,” she
repeated. “It was the totemof a great people and a far stretching land.”
“This | and?” Sander gl anced around the heaped nounds. “Well, if it were such a

totem then its power failed themin the end.”

Slow y Fanyi reached forth a hand once nore and touched the broken-off head.
“All totens failed in the Dark Time, snith. For the land and sea, wind and fire
turned agai nst man. And what can totens do to stand against the death of a whole
wor | d?”

She took up the head once again and set it on a stone, wedging it upright with
smal | er pebbles. After she had nade it secure Fanyi bowed her head.

“Totem of the dead,” she said softly, “we pay you honor again. If there lingers
any of your power to summon, may you lend us that. For we are the bl ood of nen,
and nen fashioned you as a synbol to abide in protection above their strong

pl aces.” Her hands noved in gestures Sander did not understand.

Let Fanyi deal with unseen powers and totens; he was much nore interested in the
here and now. Yet | ooking upon his find, Sander thought that he would like to
enwap it in clay, bake fromit a nold into which he could run, perhaps, easily
wor ked copper, and so fashion a synbol tied with the past. But the head was too
heavy to carry with themnow It was far better he cling to the scraps of netal
he had found in the weckage of the ship.

He grew inpatient. They had rested here | ong enough, gained their needed
supplies, for he had dried sonme of the neat in the snoke of the fire. To remain
| onger brought them not hi ng.
“Your gui de—that thing you wear,’
now?”

Again she turned her head to northwest. But to go in that direction meant
trailing through nore renains of the city. He would have felt freer and nore at
ease had they headed strai ght west where he guessed these gravepl aces of Before
man’ s hol di ngs ni ght sooner cease to show.

[20]

Sander, in spite of his inpatience, allowed two nore days to add to their
supplies. The weat her was cl ear but col der each norning. However, there were no
nmore such storms as had struck at themearlier. Finally, on the fifth norning
after their winning to what had been the old shore line, they started off.
Above, the sun was bright as it clinbed, giving a warnth they wel coned.

As usual the two fishers slipped away and were soon hidden fromview by the
mounds and walls or rubble, |eaving here or there a pawprint to mark their

goi ng. But Rhin was content to acconpany Sander and the girl.

Fanyi had the pendant ever in her hand. Now and then she pointed out a direction
with such certainty that Sander accepted her guidance. He wi shed that he could
exanmine for hinself that oval with its winks of what he took to be shining
stones. That the Before Men coul d have fashioned a true direction finder he did
not doubt, but neither did he believe he could fathomits secret now. However,
at | ast he asked.

“How does that thing speak to you, saying we nust go right or left?”

“That | do not know, | knowonly a little of howto read what it has to say.
See?” she beckoned himcloser, “look, but do not touch. | do not know how
another’s spirit might influence this.”

The pendant was oval, but not flat, having a thickness of about the length from
the tip of his little finger to the first knuckle, while the netal fromwhich it
had been fashi oned was bright and untarni shed, probably one of those nysterious
al l oys the secret of which baffled all those of his calling. Set in a circle
stood the stones, round and faceted. These were of different colors and there
were twel ve of them But, bright as they were, Sander’s full attention was
caught by sonmething else. In the nmetal noved a visible line of light, which was
not steady.

“Watch,” Fanyi bade him She swung her body abruptly to the left. On the pendant
the line noved also, so it still pointed in the sane direction that it had

he said to the girl. “Were does it point
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previously, save that now it touched a different one of the stones.

“My father,” she said softly, turning again so that the short bar of I|ight
touched the same stone it had fornerly, “knew nmany things. Sonme he was able to
teach ny nother and |ater she taught ne. But he died before | entered this
worl d. This was his great treasure. He swore by sone nagic of the Before Men it
could guide the one who wore it to the place fromwhich it cane. The cl oser one
approaches that place, the brighter will grow this pointing line. And that is
the truth, for I have seen it do so each day we have traveled. | know that which
we seek is a place of great know edge. Perhaps the Before Men had sone warning
of the destruction of their world and were able to prepare a storehouse that
even the great upheaval of the Dark Tine could not destroy.”

Sander was inpressed by that band of light. It was true that it did swi ng when
Fanyi noved. And he could believe it was neant for a guide. Wat nanner of nan
had her father been? A Trader, who had hunted through the ruins and chanced upon
such a cache as he had not believed existed? O sone other, whose tribe perhaps
possessed a Renmenberer with a greater store of Before Learning than any the Mb
knew?

“Your father—was he a Trader?”

“Not so. Though he traveled with the Traders to Padford. He was a searcher, not
for metals, but for other men. Not to enslave them as do the Shark ones, rather
to |l earn what they had kept fromthe Before Tine. He had recorded nuch, but”-she
| ooked unhappy—when they nmade his grave barrow, ny nother placed within his
hands that book he had used to set down what he had | earned. A book is of
witing—uch witing marked on pieces of snpothed bark or cured skin. My nother
knew that was his greatest treasure; therefore it was neet that it be laid in
the earth with himso in the Afterward he woul d have it as another woul d have
his tools and weapons. For ny father said that words so nmarked down were the
greatest tools of all—=

Sander shook his head at that. The saying was foolish. How could marks such as
she had made in the dust with a bit of twig be nore to a man than the tools with
whi ch he wrought sonething out of little or the arns with which he could defend
his very life?

“So ny father believed!” Fanyi raised her head proudly, as if she m ght have
caught Sander’s thought. “But if his records lie with him | have this.” Her
fingers closed tightly about the pendant. “And | think it is only a small part
of other wonders.”

During their journey that day Sander took a chance now and then to gl ance over
Fanyi’'s shoul der at the pendant. They had to detour, sonetinmes even to back
track, around piles of ruins. Each tine the line of |ight changed course, so
that it ever pointed in the sane general direction, no nmatter which way they
went .

It seened to Sander that there was no end to this city. Wence had cone so nmany
peopl e; how | ong and hard had they worked to bring hither this stone to raise
bui |l di ngs? H s wonder intensified.

During the ranging of the Mob, they had at tinmes found renains of old cities.
Mostly they had avoi ded the piles of debris, for there was a taboo because such
were sonetines the source of a sickness-to-death. The younger nen had once or
twice prospected a little for metal. However, what they found was so rust-eaten
as to be of little account. It was better to depend upon the Traders, who
apparently were ever ready to risk any danger to secure the lunps they brought
to the Mobs.

No city Sander had seen went on forever! O near to that. But if there had been
any netal worth the plundering here it had been taken | ong ago. Birds nested
anong the bushes that cloaked the sides of the nore stable piles of rubble, |eft
white snears of droppings down weat her-worn blocks. At this season the nests
were deserted, but they could be seen because the | eaves were stripped fromthe
branches by the w nd.

Twi ce Sander used his small sling. And once was |ucky, bringing down another of
the giant hares. This they roasted at nooning, saving their dried neat for

| ater. They had seen nothing of the fishers. Rhin sniffed at sone of the stones
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and now and then growed lowin his throat, as if he caught sone faint scent
there he did not like. Each time Sander tensed, searched the ground nearby for
any track. He feared nost a nonster like unto that of the one-tine island.

Still, whatever traces the koyot picked up nust have been ol d, or perhaps not of
the lunbering creature. And there were no trees about to attract the forest
peopl e.

In his searching for wood at their night's canp Sander stunbled on a discovery
that shook him A huddle of bones lay in a small hollow, and not the bones of
man. The leering skull, its jaw supported by a rock, was twice the size of his
own. And he saw, driven into one of the eye holes, a dart.

Cautiously, he freed the mssile. In pattern it was not too different fromhis
own. The nmetal had been well worked, the handicraft of a trained smth. But it
carried no marki ng Sander recogni zed. He squatted down to exam ne the skel eton
nmore cl osel y.

This must certainly be the remains of one of the nonsters. However, he believed
the kill nore than one season old. He wondered why the slayer had not retrieved
his dart. Such were not to be wasted and each hunter thought first, after
bringi ng down his prey, of reclaimng his weapon. Perhaps the nonster had been
shot at a distance, then still living, but wounded to the death, had reached
here before it coll apsed.

Sander nade a careful circuit of the surrounding territory, to cone upon a
second find, a gaping hole in the side of one of the nounds. A later landslip
had nearly refilled it, but the original opening was not so concealed that it
coul d not be distinguished. Traders perhaps, intent upon uncovering sone
treasure here, had been attacked by one of the hal f-beasts. He coul d al nost
reconstruct what had happened.

Per haps the nmen had suffered so grievously fromthe nonster’s onsl aught that
they had fled, taking their dead and wounded with them This evidence of a
battle, old though it mght be, was al arm ng.

He pried |l oose the dart. The point showed a small filmof rust, but that he
coul d scour away with sand. And any addition to his own supply was useful

Sander was not yet satisfied. Wth a whistle he summoned Rhin. The koyot, once
he sniffed the skeleton, growl ed fiercely, showi ng his fangs. But when Sander
urged him past the collection of bones to the hole, he showed no great interest.
What ever scent had hung there must have | ong since di sappeared. Now Sander

si ghted sonet hing new, beyond a ragged pile of rubble—deep Iines rutted in the
earth.

There was only one interpretation for those. A cart had been brought here, a
slightly smaller one, Sander estimated, than those the Mb used for their plains
travel. And it had been | oaded heavily, enough to inpress this signature of the
wheel s deeply into the soil. So the diggers had not been entirely routed, they
had taken away whatever they had found.

But if this land was the hunting ground for a band of Traders, his own party
could be in danger. Even though they had not the outward appearance of seekers
for metal, no carts and only the koyot and the fishers who night serve as burden
carriers, yet so jealous were the Traders they mght attack any intruders in
what they considered their own territory, w thout waiting for any explanation of
the trespassers’ business there.

This site was old, judging by the condition of the landslip and of the monster
bones. However, that did not nmean that the explorers who had |eft that
excavation were gone fromthe ruins. So large a city as this would prove too
rich a ground to be forsaken quickly.

[21]

So now they had a new el enent to guard agai nst. Sander knew that Rhin woul d not
accept any stranger unless he hinself vouched for such a one. Even Fanyi night
have been attacked at sight had it not been that the fury of the fishers had won
her protection until Sander had accepted her in peace. Therefore, they nust
depend upon the koyot to give themboth protection and warning. The smth had no
wish to trade darts with any Trader. He needed the know edge, the supplies those
coul d uncover, too much. The ones he had net were ami abl e nen, though shrewd in
bar gai ni ng. They were not |ike the Sea Sharks with whomall nmen had a quarre
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fromthe nonent of sighting. He hoped that if any exploring party did cross
their path, Rhin would give warning early enough so that they thenselves could
make plain their |ack of threat.

When he reported his findings to Fanyi, she did not seem di sturbed.

“I't could even be the nen of Gavah’s kin. It is he who cones down coast in the
spring—did conme down coast”-she corrected herself bleakly—to deal in Padford.
Qur Smth, Ewold, swore his netal was very good.”

“What did you trade in return?” The Mob had offered dressed | eather, woven wool
fromthe herds, both of which the Traders appeared pleased to accept. He
wonder ed what Fanyi’'s kin had produced that had noved the Traders to carry their
metal hither. To his mnd the village had not seened productive of nmuch that
woul d lure any speculators to their doors.

“Salt fish and salt itself,” she returned pronptly. “Qur nen went out to the
sea-desert for that. And we had sonetines a surplus of grain and al ways dried
fruit. My nother offered herbs that their healers did not have. W were not so
poor a people as you believe, smth!”

“Did | say that?” he countered. “To each people their own way of life.”

“Perhaps you did not speak it, but it lay in your mnd,” Fanyi replied with
conviction. “The Sea Sharks took nmore than kin out of Padford in their raid. |
wonder why do they so prey, snatching those of their own species to bear away
captive on their ships?” She asked that question as if she did not expect an
answer. “W have heard of them not only fromthe Traders, but fromour el ders.
In the south they preyed upon us also. W were once a nore nunerous people, but
we | ost youths and naids to the Sharks. That is part of our nenory, smth,

t hough we have none of your Renmenberers to call it forth at will.”

“l have heard of the Sharks only from Traders,” Sander confessed. “At |east they
keep to the coast, and we have not seen theminland. Unless the Wite Ones were
of their breed—=

“The White Ones?”

“When | was very young, they canme. They were a strange people, charging to
instant battle as if their |lives depended upon our deaths. W were not able to
parlay with themto establish the boundaries of grazing |lands as we do with
other Mobs. No, they killed all—hild, woman, man, koyot even—for they had a
queer dread of them Qut of the north they traveled with their wagons. To draw
those, they had not koyots but creatures |ike deer, save they were very large
and carried on their heads wei ghts of branching horns. They acted as if they
wanted all the world for theirs alone, to clear out all the Mbs of the plains.
When ny peopl e | earned of their bl ood-engorged madness, Mb |inked with Mb,
together we net themon a field where they and their beasts died. For when they
saw that we would triunph, the wonmen slew their own children and thensel ves.
They put edge even to the throats and hearts of their beasts. It was such a

sl aying no one of the plains shall ever forget.

“We found strange things anong their wagons. But it was decided that all they
carried rmust be accursed because they acted as nmad nen. Thus their possessions
were piled in great heaps. On those we laid their bodies and the bodies of their
beasts. They were fired until at |ast there renmained only ashes. Then did all
the Mobs who had gathered to defend their |and decide in council that a
For bi dding was to be laid upon that place, one set in all our Renenberers

m nds. Thus, none of any clan-kin there gathered would ever visit that field
agai n.

“Qur own dead we buried in hero barrows along the way to the place of blood, so
that the earth-spirit part of them m ght watch for us. Though some nen believe,”
he added, “that men have no earth-spirit part, that just the body, |ike worn-out
clothing, remains of a man when breath is gone fromhim But there were enough
of those holding otherwi se that this was done. Now when any of the Mbs range to
the north with their herds, the newsworn warriors, the naids near to the tine
that they will choose a tent mate, all ride with a Renenberer to the Iine of the
barrows. There he chants the tale of the Wite Ones and their madness.”

“Wiy were they called Wite Ones?”

“I't was that their hair, even anong the young, grew very pale, and their skins,
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t hough they rode under the sun, were also bleached. But it was their eyes that
betrayed the greatest strangeness, for those were of one col or, having no
pupi | —being only like balls of polished silver. They wore the forns of nmen, were
not |ike those we have seen in the forest, or that thing that battered into the
house, so in that nmuch we could call themkin. But for the rest—o, they were
not of our kind.”

“Whereas the Sea Sharks are,” Fanyi said firmy. “They wear the fornms of nen

|li ke ourselves, but they have inner spirits of devils spawned fromthe dark.”
She was anchoring the sticks holding their nmeat at just the right distance from
the fire to broil. Twilight was already drawing in. Rhin had vani shed. But
Sander could not deny the koyot that chance to fill his stonmach, even with so
many possi bl e nmenaces ranging in the dark. The smith gave a start, his hand
instantly on his dart thrower, as there was novenment in the shadows. Fanyi’s
fingers closed about his wrist.

“I't is Kai and Kayi,” she said. “Though one may m strust all shadows here, yet
some can hold friends.” She crooned softly to welcone the fishers.

Fanyi caught the head of the first one, Kai, and then Kayi, holding them between
her palms as she gazed into the eyes of each fisher in turn. Then she spoke:
“They have found no sign of others here. In this nuch, fortune continues to
favor us.”

Perhaps fortune favored them Sander deci ded somewhat grinmy, yet he was stil
uneasily aware that in this broken | and a whole Mb night nove silently and

hi dden. There was no reason to relax their watch

Agai n they shared out sentry duty for the night. As he sat in the early norning
hours, feeding the fire now and then, he watched Rhin, listened to the sound of
the river below, to noises out of the dark

The attack canme suddenl y—between one breath and the next—aot springing fromthe
shadows, but somehow within his own nind. Sander could not even cry out agai nst
that invasion, and he had no defense to raise. Instead he felt as if he stood in
anot her place, the features of which were veiled fromhim even as he could not
see the one—er thing—that had summoned him overbearing his will as easily as a
man night overbear in strength a child.

This was a sensation he could not find words out of past experience to describe.
H s very thoughts were seized upon ruthlessly, to be shifted, drained of what
the other wished to | earn. Sander had confused netal inpressions of
scenes—broken bui |l di ngs, novenent in and anong those. Yet when he fought to see
clearly any part of that, all faded, dissolved, changed.

Then there was only the fire with the night beyond. Yet Rhin's head was up, the
koyot’'s eyes blazing with reflection fromthe flanes. Beside himthe fishers had
reared, all turned to face Sander. Alone of their party, the girl still lay

qui etly asl eep.

Sander heard Rhin grow softly, deep in his throat, the light hiss of at |east
one of the fishers. The snith raised his hands feebly to rub his forehead,
feeling weak and frightened. No hint that such could happen to any man had ever
conme to his people, been hinted at by a Renenberer. He had been in two m nds
over Fanyi’'s claimof unseen, intangible power—was this what she had neant by
“seeki ng thought”? Who had so sought himand for what purpose? Sander felt

viol ated by that invasion of his mnd.

Kai hissed, baring teeth in Sander’s direction. The snmith flinched fromthe
beast’s open ennity. Rhin—Sander gl anced quickly to the koyot. There still cane
that low grow fromthe aninmal. Yet, when Sander’s eyes met Rhin’s squarely, the
sound di ed. The snith, who had never tried to conmunicate with the koyot after
the same fashion Fanyi used with her fishers, had now an inpression that Rhin
had been alerted to the nental invasion but now accepted that Sander was again
hi nsel f.

The smith longed to shake Fanyi awake, to demand of her what coul d have caused
this attack that was certainly of some Shaman’s brewi ng and not of normal man.
As his first fright and dismay faded, he knew a rising anger. No one nust know
that he had been so used. He sensed there had been contenpt in that exploration
of his thoughts, that he was deenmed to count for little in the estimation of
whoever had netted himfor a noment or two with that invisible mind control. No,
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he woul d not ask her

I nstead, Sander began to rummage in his smth' s bag. As he did so, he repeated
mentally one of the secret working chants. Dimly he was recalling sonething his
father had once comented upon. There were supposed to be places fromthe Before
Ti me where strange influences could seize upon a man, bend himto an unknown
service. But there was an answer to such, a defense that was part of a smith's
own secrets.

[22]

Sander’s fingers closed upon sone of those |lengths of wire he had ripped | oose
in the old ship. Measuring them he began to wind the strips into a braid as
tight as he could pull them Then he fitted the |oop around his own head, so
that a portion of it crossed his forehead directly above his eyes. That done he
pulled it free once nore to weave the ends and nmake it firm

Iron—ol d i ron—had a neaning reaching fromthe Before Tines. It could be a

def ense when worked in certain ways. He had never had reason to test that belief
(though many of the Mbob wore anulets of cold iron; some he had fashioned hinself
according to their desires). Then he had secretly thought it a basel ess
superstition, only in favor because to have such toys about them gave nen a
feeling of security within their own mnds, though it had no truth.

Now—ow he coul d accept the idea that there were enem es—er an eneny—here who
were in some way to be nore greatly feared than nonster, Wiite One, or jeal ous
Tr ader.

Havi ng finished his crude di adem of rusty netal, Sander set about weavi ng sone
smaller bits into a conplicated knot that he strung on the thong of hide. This
for Rhin. He did not know whether the koyot m ght be influenced by the sane

i nvasi on that had shaken him but what precaution he could take, he would.

There remai ned Fanyi and the fishers. The animals, Sander believed, m ght not

| et himnear them They were an al oof pair, tolerating man and koyot only
because of the urging of Fanyi. Wiile the girl—she had seened excited, even

pl eased when she had caught a suggestion of that “seeking thought,” making it

cl ear she wel comed contact with any who could use it. He supposed that was the
result of her Shaman training. But if such contacts were accepted as nornal and
right by the Shamans— If he had his way, he would | eave her at this nonent,
strike out into the dark.

Qutrage and fear pulled himstrongly. However, such enotions he would not yield
to. No, they would continue to travel together until—ntil Fanyi mght give him
reason to believe that she was far nore akin to that—+that seeker—than she was to
hi m and hi s ki nd.

The netal pressed harshly against the skin of his forehead. Sander stil

repeated nentally the words of power that nust be said at the fashioning of any
tool or weapon. Now he fed the fire again. The fishers settled quietly once nore
besi de Fanyi. Whatever influence had invaded their canp to strike at hi m nust
have wi t hdr awn.

Sander | ashed shut his smth's bag, stowed it with his gear. He could see the
dawn light slowy creeping up the sky across the cliffs that banded the river,
and he hoped this day's journey would bring themto the end of the city, or, if
not that, to the goal Fanyi sought. He had begun to dislike heartily this maze
of mounds and w eckage. If earth-bound spirits did exist, then surely the dead
wal ked here in the hundreds. And since perhaps no nan had done t hem honor at
their burial, they would be answerable to no restraints.

Sander shied away from such thoughts. He did not believe in any earth-bound part
of the dead. And he woul d not now be reduced to a child who fears the dark
because his imagi nation peoples it with nonsters. No—o—and no!

Fanyi stirred, opened her eyes slowy. Her expression, Sander noted with a
return of uneasiness, was nmuch |ike that she wore when she fondl ed the pendant
at intervals and seened so to retreat fromthe outer world.

“It is there—he is there—= Her voice trailed away. She blinked as if throw ng
off the last remmants of a vivid dream Then, as she sat up, her face was alight
wi th an eagerness he had never seen before. The excitenent she had shown when
she had caught the “seeking thought” was but a pale illusion conpared to this.
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“Sander—+t is there! Do you hear ne?” She caught at his arm shook himwith a
fierce energy. “lI have had a foreseeing!” Her face was still alight with
excitenent and joy. “W shall cone to it soon—the secret place. And there will
be sonmeone there, soneone inportant.”

“Who?” he asked flatly.

A snmal |l shadow of bew | dernent crossed her face, driving out the joy.

“| —do—not —renenber. But—this was a true foreseeing. We shall find what we seek!”
Her ent husi asm daunted him Had she had reservations all these days behind the
confidence she seened to draw from her pendant? Was it that she truly had not
been sure that it would | ead her—+themanywhere? He guessed so, but said nothing.
It was plain that she now was very sure indeed of success.

“What ,” she asked, “is that you are wearing?” Her gaze was fastened on the band
he had braided. “It is nade of netal wire. Wiy did you nake it? Wiy do you wear
it?”

“That is ny own secret,” Sander answered stolidly. He had no intention of

| etting her know what had happened. “A smith’'s secret.”

She accepted that. Nor did she question it when he fastened about Rhin's throat
the other bit of twi sted netal, though he knew she was wat chi ng hi mcl osely.

The fishers flowed away with their usual speed. And after eating, Sander

rel oaded the koyot, nmking fast the back burden in such a way that not nore than
two jerks of a single cord could loosen it. If they were to face danger, Rhin
was not to be handi capped at the onset of any fight.

Fanyi |ed out, her eyes ever seeking the pendant. The nounds of rubble were
thinning, with nore space between themto give roomto a stronger growh of
first brush and then trees, the latter thickening in girth the farther they
went. They continued to parallel the riverbank and gradually the | and sank, so
that the cliffs which hung above the water were no | onger so high

Not long after |eaving canp they canme into a wide, open stretch rutted with the
marks of carts. Rhin lowered his nose to sniff, but he did not grow. To
Sander’s trail-wi se eyes, these all |ooked old, made sone tinme ago. But there
were so many of them crossing and recrossing, that it was plain in the past
there had been a great deal of traffic in and out of the city. Al so the deep-set
i npression of nobst ruts hinted at heavy | oads.

He caught no sign of any koyot pad tracks nmixed up with the cut of cart wheels.
Rat her there were others—those of the fanous greathounds of the Traders. For the
first tine since they had left their night canp, Sander broke the silence,

t hough he believed Fanyi had been so intent on her own thoughts, perhaps nulling
over the dream she terned a “foreseeing,” that she had hardly been aware he and
Rhin were with her.

“I'f your sign points us in this way,” he observed, “we may not be the only ones
to find your storage place. The Traders, or whoever has conbed this city, seem
to have passed here in force.”

The girl shook her head. “I do not believe that any Trader knows of what we
seek. It is not netal, the work of Before hands, it rather is work of their

m nds. | know of no Trader who woul d concern hinself with such.”

“Do you know of all the Trader clans?” he countered. “We on the plains, have
contact with four bands who cone regularly, nearly thirty nen in all. W have
never seen their wonen. How nany canme to Padford?”

“l can renenber twenty,” she answered pronptly. “And ny father—but he was no
Trader. There may be others like him seekers of know edge.”

“Yet he traveled with the Traders,” Sander pressed. “And it is known that that
is not their way, to allow any not of their kin to followtheir trails.”

“My nother said that those who brought himtreated himoddly, alnost as if they
feared himin sone nanner. Yet he was not a man who carried his weapons | oosed
or who quarreled easily. She said she was sure that the Trader chief was pl eased
when they left and ny father chose to renain behind for the winter. Yet he said
he woul d go with them when they cane again, for he thought to travel even
farther to the south to learn what lay there. And they did not refuse hi mwhen
he spoke.”

Sander grew a little tired of this nysterious father who had been laid in his
grave pl ace before even Fanyi was born. He seenmed to have made such an
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i npression on the Shaman not her who had taken himto her house that she treated
himwith a reverence and awe that was not usual anpbng her sex.

The wonen of the Mob chose their mates. Yes, and discarded themif they were not
satisfied with their bargains. H's father had been chosen twice. But the latter
time he had declined the proposal, for he already had a son to learn his
mysteries. And no smith wanted to divide his power when the days cane that his
own armwas no | onger strong enough to swing the greatest hamer. Sander had
been raised mainly in a household of nen: his father, his uncle, who had so
sharp a tongue and narrow a mnd that no wonan had ever | ooked upon himwth
favor, hinself who was apprentice

Any tenthold was eager to supply a smth with clothing well-worked, a portion of
baked neal cakes, bl ankets woven fromthe wool of the herds, in exchange for
what his father could fashion in return. Those of their own tent had never gone
enpty of belly or cold of body, even though no woman’s | oom nor cooking pots
rode in their travel wagon.

[23]

But a man owned only his weapon and his tools for the nost part, all else

bel onged to a wonman. It was she who fitted out her daughter, when the naid cane
to choose, and counsel ed her to choose wisely and with an eye for the future,
mai nl y anong the ol der nen and not the youths whose skills were yet unproven
Was this custom al so held anong Fanyi’'s people? If that were true, and Sander
expected it was, then the women of Padford could well have drawn aside froma
stranger such as her father, seeing no security in such a union, bound to be a
short one. However, their Shaman had wel comed him spoke of himw th unusua
respect, nursed himto his death. The unknown travel er nmust indeed have had sone
force of character that this had been so

“I't is not usual,” Fanyi continued, “for a Shaman to wed. Her powers shoul d not
be limted by showing favor to any one man. Yet it is also necessary that she
breed up a daughter to follow her in her craft. Therefore, when ny nother chose
a far traveler, the village was content. Only she found himto be nuch nore than
she supposed. And when he di ed, her nourning was not of cerenony only but from
the heart.”

“You say”’—Sander felt a little unconfortable at that note in his conpanion’s
voice, as if he had wal ked into the private portion of a tent w thout being so
urged by its owner—that a Shaman nust bear a daughter. But what if there cones
a son—="

Fanyi |aughed. “That will never happen, smith. W have our own secrets and in
sone things we can even outwill the ways of nature. The first of ny clan, she
who survived the Dark Tines, had a | earning new even then. And this she gave to
her daughter, and from daughter to daughter that was passed. W do not breed
sons, only daughters—and only one to each generation. For that is our

wi Il —though it can be altered if we are mnded, only we are not. For there is no
pl ace for a boy-child in a Shaman’s house.”

As they were journeying, the | and had opened out before them The outline of an
abrupt rise ahead showed such sharp pinnacles, such knife-edged clefts as Sander
had never sighted before. Here the river rushed faster, with a roar. They
rounded a point to see before thema mghty falls, a mist half-veiling the
falling water, spinning out in filny threads to hide the full length of that
downpour .

On the other side of the river the land lay nore | evel, those nodul es of

saw edged rock | ess discernible. Sander halted in sone dismay as he sighted

pl ainly what | ay ahead. Some great force had twisted and rent this land. Flows
of lava had caught bl ocks of stone, tangles of warped netal, now rusted and
eroded. The | andscape was such a gigantic mxture of things made by man held
captive by nature, frozen into what was, at the first glinpse, an inpenetrable
barrier, that it was daunting.

Yet the ruts of the cart tracks headed directly forward into a country they
woul d have sworn no wheel could cross. Fanyi started at that junbled barried
across the | and.

“A wave—a wave that swept in fromthe sea,” she murnured. “A wave as high as a
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mountain. A wave that carried with it nost of the city—a wave that broke here
and so lost its hold upon that which was heaviest. Such a wave as it is said
carried the ship of my people inland. Now | marvel that they survived—unl ess
their wave was snaller.”

“I't does not matter how this was nmade.” Sander cane directly to the point. “W

are concerned with finding a way through, if your guide still tells us that nust
be done.”
She studi ed the pendant and then nodded. “The indicated path still lies straight

before us. But these”—she pointed to the wagon ruts—say that others nust have
found a road, one |large enough to take their carts.”

Sander did not point out that to travel such a well-marked path night well be
inviting anbush. For the noment he could see no other chance of penetrating that
unbel i evabl e nmass ahead.

“Look!” Fanyi pointed. “A building!”

For a monent he was startled by what she pointed out. Then he saw t he w eckage
was not a conplete building, nerely blocks still perhaps connected by the netal
sinews the Before People used to tie together their nmasses of stone; but enough
of those bl ocks were intact to nmake a shell of sorts hard-ramed agai nst a

pi nnacl e.

The hugeness of the disaster that had left its own monument here was
overpowering. He had accepted all his life the tales of the Dark Times, of the
titantic forces that had overpowered the Before Wrld; he had seen the rubble of
tunmbled cities, the sea-desert. But not until he stood before this breath-taking
crunmbl ed mass that had—nAust have—been thrown by the force of a raging sea upon
tormented and shaken earth, there to be rooted at the retreat of the sea waters,
had it ever been directly brought hone to himwhat fury had been | oose upon his
kind and their world. As Fanyi had said, it was hard to believe that any man
coul d have escaped what had struck in the Dark Tinme. Even the chants of the
Renenberers did not reveal the deep despair of those who nust have fled, only to
be licked away by water, engulfed when quakes opened the very | and under their
feet.

Fanyi had covered her face with her hands.

“I't is—= She could not find words, he realized. Any nore than he could sumon
them at this nonent.

He put his arm about her shaking shoul ders, drew her against him two snall
hurmans st andi ng before the death sign of a world.

At length Sander, with difficulty, wenched his gaze away fromthat incredible
wal |

“Do not look at it,” he told her. “Watch the ruts; naybe you are right and those
wi Il guide us through.”

Resol utely, he stared down at the rough marks on the ground. Here and there were
bared | umps of stone over which the wheels nust have grated. The way turned
farther fromthe cliff edge, away fromthe falls. Those, too, Sander would not

| ook upon. There was a kind of horrible fascination about the down-dash of that
water, as if a man observing it too closely might be led to | eap, followi ng the
flow The thunderous sound beat |ouder and | ouder in their ears as they half
stunmbl ed, half fled along the path.

Sander noted that Rhin was now running, nose to the ground, as if on a hunting
trail. The koyot did not even appear to notice the horrible nountain range of
debris. O course, the snith understood, to Rhin's mind, intelligent as the
animal was, it would have no neaning. Only to man who had | ost so nuch would the
sight deliver a hard bl ow out of the past.

Now t he wagon track narrowed. They drew opposite the falls, and the sound was
such they could not have heard each other, even if they had tried to exchange
sonme form of encouragenent. There was a single set of tracks and those ran
perilously close to the drop. Sander edged his back to the wall of the heights,
facing out, drawing Fanyi with him Their clothing, hair and faces, were wet
with spray as they noved al ong crabw se, as far back fromthe edge as they could
push. Rhin had bounded ahead, but they noved by sl ow degrees. Sander felt giddy,
he fought a desire to |l eave that mass of stone and tangled debris behind him to
advance to the water side. If he did that, he believed, he would be |ost.
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Fanyi with the fingers of one hand gripped his furred overjacket so |ightly her
knuckl es were bl eached pale. In her other hand she had pal ned the pendant, and
her lips noved as if she recited sone Shaman’s words of power.

Their journey seened to |last forever. Twice they dropped to their bellies and
crawed in order to continue to hug the side wall, for masses of stone or rusty,
broken netal projected outward. Yet the wagon ruts continued, and Sander knew a
vast respect for those who had dared to drive along this way, or else the others
had done this so often that the first surge of terror in the face of the
overwhel mi ng di saster of manki nd had been | ong since forgotten

To the right, now that they were at |ast past the falls, there spread a | ake,
dotted with islands of rock and a reef or two of congeal ed and | ong-cool ed | ava.
On the far side of the | ake, which they could only just sight, was an opening
that nust lead to another river, as if the |lake had two outlets.

A second wall of debris began to rise, this tine between themand the | ake. Here
Sander saw evi dence that the road had been opened partly by man's | abor, using
tools that had left marks on stone bl ocks, or cut away nmasses of nmetal. The
space so cleared was hardly w der than a wagon, a snmall wagon, while the |abor
it nmust have cost could only nmake Sander believe there nust lie at the end of
this trail sone rich reward equal to such effort. Having passed the falls,
Sander began to trot, Fanyi running lightly on beside him He sweated as he
went, his heart pounding as he refused to | ook any higher than the surface of
the very rough way before them It began to sl ope downward.

They had passed beyond that portion where the road had been cut by man. The way
opened out again. Ahead they could see that this slope continued down nearly to
the level of the |ake' s water.

On their side of the |ake there was no sign of vegetation. This grimand deadly
mass supported not even the nost stunted bush. But across the | ake the yell ow
and red of trees in fall |eaf showed, and a green line along the shore as if it
gave rootage to reeds.

It was as they dropped down into this |ower way that they met Rhin and the
fishers. Al three animals stood barring their path as if in warning. Rhin gave
a sunmoni ng yel p, and Sander began to run, though he watched his footing that he
m ght not crash by catching a foot in one of the deeply worn ruts. The koyot's
stance suggested excitenent, also a certain wariness. Now Rhin's pointed nuzzle
swung to the heights where the gigantic flood had deposited what it had carried
i nl and.

[ 24]

When the fishers saw that the two humans were coning, they hunped away to be

| ost anong the crannies and pit holes of the distorted range. Rhin gave a | ast
war ni ng yel p, scranbled off in the sane direction

Anong t hese fantastic heapi ngs of stone, twi sted and broken spi kes of netal,
some caught in congeal ed | ava pools, there were plenty of places one could take
refuge. The boom of the falls was | oud behind them Though he strained his ears,
Sander could catch no sound which arose above that, since Rhin had given tongue
The smith clinbed a spur of weckage, testing each step above before he put his
full weight upon it, then turned to reach down a hand to Fanyi.

Toget her they reached a place where a jagged pinnacle had split off fromthe
mass of parent rock. Jammed into the cleft between the two was a nmass of debris
that | ooked none too steady. There were far too many sharp-ended bits to afford
them any but a precarious perch. Yet here the fishers had flattened out,
clinging to their choice of support with their claws. Rhin crouched, his belly
tight against the uneven rock and netal, frozen into imobility. So well did his
gray-brown coat fade into the background that Sander knew the koyot was
practicing one of his hunting tricks. He could thus lie for patient hours intent
upon the burrow of a hare or a deer trail that led to water.

There was barely room enough left for Sander and the girl to crowd in beside the
koyot. Once there, Sander made ready his dart thrower. Rhin gazed back down
trail, the way they had cone. H's ears pricked forward, and Sander could fee
the vibrations of a grow the aninmal did not voice al oud.

Sander | eaned closer to the girl so his lips nearly brushed the now unkenpt hair
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above her ear.

“Do your fishers know what danger comes?” Not for the first time he w shed that
he and Rhin had a nore conplete form of conmmunication. He believed that Fanyi
could read the thoughts of her two furred ones, or at |east guess nore
accurately what their action indicated.

She wiggled about to gaze steadily up at Kai. The fisher’'s fangs showed in

wi cked prom se

“Somet hi ng cones,” she made answer, “and from nore than one way. See how Kayi
faces forward, while Kai faces back? W are between two sources of trouble.”
Sander grinmaced. This was all he needed. He had perhaps ten bolts, and there was
his sword knife, also the sling with which he hunted. A pebble propelled by that
m ght be useful and dangerous in its own way, but it would be necessary to aim
with great accuracy. He laid his darts ready to hand, then jerked | oose Rhin's
burden, |eaving the koyot free if there was to be a fight.

For a long space it seened that the al arm had been fal se. However, Sander knew
the range of the animals’ hearing far exceeded his own. They m ght even have
scented what prow ed al ong that narrow road. Then—

The sound that filled the air whirled himback in time to his childhood. Wth it
came a stab of fear as acute as a real sword point thrust into his flesh. Such a
clamor had long ago tortured the ears of the Mob so nuch that they had stuffed
in bits of grass to deaden their hearing.

It was the battle horn of the Wite Ones! No one who had ever heard coul d forget
it. Now that bray pierced the roar of the falls as easily as if the clanor of

unl eashed water did not exist.

In turn the horn was answered by a croaking, a booning series of cries, which
were even nore startling. For they did not proceed fromany human throat.

Up the trail fromthe | ake they cane in great hops, those weird anphibians who
were like the river dwellers in the desert. Their bodies were encased in the
sane shell-fashioned arnor, while each held a wi ckedly barbed spear. The huge
shells fromwhich they had made their helnets so overhung their countenances
that, fromthe perch where Sander’s party hid, they could see nothing but the
shel I s t hensel ves.

As the anphibians canme into sight, they broke ranks, clinbing into hollows and
crevices, squatting there on their haunches. Like Rhin, they carried with them
an inborn canoufl age that made themnigh invisible as they burrowed into their
chosen nooks, preparing an anmbush, Sander was sure.

Once nore cane the sound of the battle horn. One of those huge antlered beasts,
such as had served the Wite Ones who had died on the plains, canme into view
This time the creatures did not pull a trail wagon; rather, it carried a rider,
his boot toes tucked within a band | ashed about its mddle. The Wite One who so
rode advanced with caution, his mount picking a slowway. Only two or three
steps did the antlered one take into the open. Then it shied back, giving vent
to a deep grunting.

There was bared netal, a sword twice the I ength of the knife Sander wore, in the
hand of the rider. H's head, covered by a peaked hood of hide, swung slowy
right to left and back again. Only when the battle horn booned again, delivering
an order, did he urge his nount on. Fanyi reached up, |aid one hand on each of
the fishers’ nuzzles, to quiet them Once nore Sander felt the vibration in
Rhin’s body. But they all froze wi thout a sound.

A second of the huge deer (if deer those were) advanced into the range of their
vision, with nore behind. However, the riders noved with such caution Sander was
sure they expected trouble. Not one of the anphibians had noved. In fact, when
Sander glanced in their direction, even though he had seen themsettle in, he
coul d distinguish only one or two of them and these only because he recogni zed
the crevices they had chosen

The White Ones’ eyes searched the ragged walls. As the |ast one pushed out into
the descending trail, Sander saw the | ong sweep of the war horn now slung across
hi s back. Their party was small, only a half-dozen. They could well be scouts
for just such an invasion as the Mdb had defeated when Sander was a chil d.

Their outer coats were of |long and shaggy fur, matted and filthy. Binding the
coats tightly to their bodies were wi de sashes of stained and dirty cloth. They
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did not appear to speak to one another as they drewto a halt, but their hands
were upheld, the fingers noving in quick jerks, which perhaps conveyed neani ng.
It was apparent that they disliked what they saw or sensed ahead, yet sone
strong need pressed them forward. The | eader urged his nmount on, his hand ready
on his sword. However, the spears of the hidden anphi bians were tw ce—three
times the length of that weapon. Any of the water creatures could bring down
such a rider before he would be in range to retaliate.

Sander, now watching the eneny, saw a novenent of one of those shafts, a
readying for battle. At that nonent an inpulse arose in himto cry out—to warn
the Wiite Ones. Only his know edge of what had happened on the plains nore than
ten years ago kept himdunb. Then the Wiite Ones had been |ike denons, slaying
wi thout any nercy, finally killing thenselves |est they have any contact with
his own people. Their utter ruthl essness was so much a part of his clan
tradition that normally he woul d have had no wish to raise a single finger in
their behalf. But they still wore the guise of nmen of his own species, while
those waiting to spear them down had no part of any world he knew.

Fanyi’'s hands fell on the smth’'s shoul ders. She exerted force to pin himin

pl ace, cranping his arms so that he could not have | aunched a dart without a
struggl e, which would betray themto both parti es.

Her lips formed a distinct “no.” He had a flash of dislike and fear. |If Fanyi
could read his brain, as she mght be doing, he did not like it.

The | eader of the Wiite Ones paced warily on. Then a spear whirled out of
nowhere. Only a swift swerve of his nount kept the man from i npal enent. The
anphi bi ans boil ed out of hiding, hopping forward, spears formng a wall of
points. It was apparent the Wiite Ones could not hope to attack, having only the
weapons Sander saw in their hands.

The man bearing the horn, riding several |engths behind the swordsnen, now nade
the first nove. He swung the horn around, setting the rounded nouthpiece to his
|ips, steadying the length of dull netal against the neck of his nount. His
cheeks purled and he blew mghtily.

The shock of sound sent Sander’s hands to his ears. He felt Rhin quiver, as if
the high notes were a lash laid across the koyot’s nuscul ar body. Fanyi | oosed
her hold on the smth. Instead, she pressed a hand again on each fisher’'s head,
t hough those animals twi sted and withed.

As much as that blast had affected their own party, it had an even greater

ef fect on the anphi bians. Two dropped their spears and fell to the ground, where
they lashed out with arnms and legs, as if in torment. Their fellows retreated, a
retreat that becane a rout when they reached what seened a safe distance from
the swordsmen. The Wiite Ones booted their nounts into a trot and rode after the
fleeing water creatures. Now the | eader of the riders |eaned over to strike at
the necks of the two anphi bians on the ground, stilling their withing bodies.
Both parties then vanished in a whirlw nd of dust, rounding the turn in the
trail up which the anphi bians had cone earlier

Sander nade no nove to lead his own party out of hiding. He still suspected that
the Wiite Ones were a scout squad and behind themtoiled such a tribe as had
come down on the plains.

However, Rhin relaxed and the fishers squirnmed from Fanyi’'s hold, uttering cries
as if to urge their conpanions on. Thus Sander was forced to accept the idea
that these Wiite Ones were not being followed, at |east not closely. If that
were true, the sooner he and the others were away fromthis debatable |and the
better. He paused by one of the fallen anphibians, though he did not |ook, or
want to | ook, closely, under that nottled brown shell helnet, at the thing s
face, now slack in death. But he picked up the spear and trailed it with him

[ 25]

The shaft was far too |ong, but he believed it could be cut to a shorter |ength.
The barbs that crowned it were so cleverly wought that, against his
inclination, he paid tribute to the smth who had fashioned them The materi al
was not netal, rather bone, skillfully carved. He shuddered at the thought of
how such a head woul d tear into flesh. The barbs were slender. Undoubtedly they
woul d break were the spear to be withdrawn, |eaving fragments to fester within
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t he wound.

Rel eased by the lifting of Fanyi’s will and hand, the fishers hunped around the
curve of the trail and di sappeared, followi ng both the Wite Ones and the
retreating water creatures. Sander renmined in two mnds about the w sdom of
continuing. If there was another conpany of Wite Ones sonmewhere behind them
they could well be caught in a pinchers consisting of two deadly teans of
fighters. But for the sane reason he could not suggest retreat.

If they could be as fortunate the second tinme to find a hiding place anong the
chaos of the rocks, they night have a chance to escape. But a man shoul d not
risk his life easily on the turn of fortune al one.

The nmass of stormwack still towered over them As they went, no nore
shattering blasts fromthe battle horn sounded. However, when they turned a
curve, to see before themthe shore of the | ake, they w tnessed the |ast of that
engagenent .

The White Ones rode up and down along the shore. Plainly they were not tenpted
to followinto the |ake those who swamthere with the ease of creatures in their
natural elenent. The escapi ng anphi bians left tell-tale vees of ripples, show ng
very little even of their heads above the surface.

The [ and, which was | evel here, wi dened out. Sander nmade a quick decision to

| eave the road and turn left to skirt the edge of the heights. A quick clinb

al oft there night be their own salvation if the Wite Ones sighted them

In this manner they crept along, sonetines traveling on their hands and knees;
Rhin al so crouched. Stone cut through their garnents, bruised their hands; yet
that hardship was nothing if they could pass unseen as far as riders and

SWi nmer s wer e concer ned.

To the north the Wiite Ones seeningly gave up their hopes of attacking those in
the | ake. The riders drew together, and Sander caught the flutter of their hands
as they conferred in soundl ess | anguage.

Finally the party of mounted men broke apart. Two booted their antlered beasts
back the way they had cone, sending Sander, Fanyi, and Rhin flat against earth
behi nd the nearest outlet of the heights. The snmith lifted his head cautiously.
In so much his fears had been proven right. Those riders headi ng east nust be
going either to report or gather reinforcenents. His own party’'s salvation was
to nmake their way as quickly as possible past the other riders settling down on
the | ake shore.

Keeping to the broken foothills was the best answer. The eneny nounts, |arger
and nmuch heavier than Rhin, needed roomin which to maneuver. They coul d not
crawl along the ground as the koyot now prudently noved. Still, to hug the side
of the heights was to nake only a very sl ow advance. The one advantage was the
many hi di ng pl aces the rough exterior of the slopes offered.

Luckily, the Wiite Ones appeared to have no thought of immedi ate exploration
here. Perhaps they feared other opponents besides the water things they had so
easily routed. This land was made for ambushes. A handful of the Mb, had they
darts enough, mght crunble the whole of Wite Ones’ tribe into sw ft death.
Sander was sure he had not sighted any dart throwers anong that band. Certainly,
if the riders had had such weapons they woul d have | oosed them at the
anphi bi ans.

Their creeping carried themwell past the riders at |ast. Now Sander waved Fany
and Rhin to their feet. A screen of debris, studded with out-thrust masses of
stone and eroded netal, stood as if it had been truly intended as a barricade.
Behi nd that, though they could not hurry, at |east they nmade nmuch better tine.
Twi ce Sander clinbed the crest of the barricade. It was really a vast |ayer of
conpletely fused material, which must have broken fromthe heights behind it, to
forma jagged foothill. Fromcover there he could survey the back trail

He marked the ruts of the road, which still ran along the bank of the |ake and
the riders nowfollowing it at a slowwalk. It was plain the Wite Ones were not
pushi ng their pace any.

Finally, the leading rider slipped fromhis beast, the others follow ng suit.
Their nounts clunked out into the shallows of the | ake where, even on this side,
some green of water plants not yet stricken by frost now showed. Dipping their
heads, the aninmals wenched off great nouthfuls of the vegetation, chanping
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lustily. The men had taken up their position beside a |large jutting rock and
wer e opening their saddl e bags.

Sander realized that he, too, was hungry. But they could not linger here. The
nore di stance they put between thensel ves and those scouts, the better pleased
he woul d be.

His party worked their way on, discarding no caution, through great nmasses of
refuse crushed by the ancient waves and | eft by the draining sea. Sander |onged
now and then to test sone bit of nmetal he saw enbedded in that debris. Wth this
at hand—why had the Traders ever sought the nore eroded and destroyed city? O
had that trail been neant to |lead here in order to plunder this huge chaos?

Yet there were no signs of any delving about. In fact, Sander believed, it would
be very chancy to try it. Now and again, even as the nounds had been trinmed by
a brisk wind in the city, nasses broke | oose and cane crashing down. So he kept
one eye overhead, to avoid passing near any height that | ooked unstable.

They halted at | ast because they were so tired they could not keep going.
Sharing out their meat and water, Fanyi gave a great sigh. Rhin lay panting
heavily after he had gul ped his portion. Their boots had suffered fromthe
broken ways over which they had conme. Sander cut |oose the bundle of uncured
hare skins and tied themaround their feet, fur side in, hoping by so little to
cushion and protect what was |left of their boots.

Fanyi rubbed the calves of her slimbrown |egs. “Never have | travel ed such a
trail as this,” she comrented. “Those ruts were bad enough, but this scranbling
up and down is far worse. And how long will it last?”

He knew no nore than she. The crunbl ed stones, the | ava-engul fed wack of the
anci ent sea, was everywhere. Sone peaks of rock rose nountain-high, plainly
up-thrust fromthe earth’s crust at nearly the sane tine the sea had swirled in.
It was a nightmare | and, and Sander gave thanks to fortune that they had
traveled it so far with no nore than scraped skin or a bruised and battered
hand, to show. It was plain that they nmust hole up before the com ng of night.
Even Fanyi’'s precious Before |ight could not guide themover such rough ground.
The | ake, which was of such extent that even yet with all their traveling, they
had not reached the western end, tantalized himevery tine he clinbed to view a
path before them But he had been warned by the adventures of the Wite Ones. To
go near that occupied water would be an act of folly. They nust keep to these
harsh, broken |lands for safety.

Sone tine before sundown they chanced upon such a place as Sander thought woul d
serve. Two nassive slides fromthe heights had spread into the |ower |and, now
formng walls of fused fragnents. Between these lay a stretch of relatively
snmoot h ground. They dared not light a fire, even if they could have found wood.
Fanyi had recalled the fishers, and she curled down between their furred bodi es,
per haps warner so than she m ght have been by a fire. Sander had Rhin.

The animals rested quietly, displaying no unease. They ate quickly, wth signs
of relish, the chunks of dried neat Sander dol ed out, though the fishers were so
easily satisfied the smith could believe that even in this desolate |and they
had found ganme during their earlier roam ng. However, none of the three appeared
wi shful to vanish again as the night closed in. Wien the dark was really thick
Sander borrowed Fanyi’'s Before light. Shading that with one hand, he made his
way down to the edge of the slip that formed the western wall of their refuge
There he snapped the light off and stared intently eastward. If the Wite Ones
still followed the wagon trail, they might not be adverse to setting up a canp
with a fire. But he caught no sight of any flane.

It was only when he turned again west, ready to grope his way back to their own
hol | ow, that he sighted a spark of what could only be firelight, not a star. He
was sure that the White Ones had not ridden past themduring the afternoon
Therefore those scouts had not lit this beacon. For beacon it appeared to him
so high was it set. As he watched, it began to blink, slowy, in a pattern of

of f - and- on.

Just so did the Mbb send warni ngs across country when there was danger to the
herds. Only those blinks bore no resenbl ance to the code in which he had been
trained. Sander whirled around, facing east again.
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Yes, he had been right with that guess! There was anot her hi gh-placed spark of
l'ight that blinked in answer. Wite Ones? Somehow he doubted it. The nmen who had
scattered the anphibians this norning had the appearance of those riding a new,
unknown trail. But who el se would signal anong these tornmented hills? Traders?
That seened far nore of a possibility. Al that Sander knew concerning the
strictly kept secrets of their own places arose in his mind. They could well
have posted sentries in the heights, sentries who had marked both the comi ng of
the Wiite Ones and Sander’s own party. Were the Wite Ones as much enem es of
the Traders as they had proven to be for the Mob on the plains? At this nonent
he fervently hoped so. That fact would nake his own position and that of Fanyi
much the stronger. A mutual eneny could draw together even unfriends in a tine
of peril.

[ 26]

The light to the east gave a | ast wi nk and vanished. As he turned his head, he
saw that that to the west was al so gone. He crept carefully back to their canp
and settled down beside the koyot. Fanyi’'s breathing he could hear through the
dark, even and peaceful. He guessed that she was al ready asl eep

But Sander did not follow her swiftly. There was sonmething that seened to | oom
over him spreading outward fromthe congeal ed stormw ack. This had been a

pl ace of death, not only of nen, but also of their anmbitions, their dreans, al
that they had fashioned. If any earth-tied spirits existed, where better could
one hear their broken whispering, their pleas for life, their fear of a death
that had come in such terror that their own minds could not conceive its vast
blotting out of their world?

Sone of that horror that had gripped himin the norning, when he and Fanyi had

| ooked for the first tinme upon this place, stirred in himnow. He was cold with
more than the chill of the night. A nbst, he could hear screans, shouts of those
| ost and | ong gone.

Sternly, Sander set hinmself to the regaining of good sense. His |lips noved as he
recited the power words of the smith. A man made tools and weapons with his
hands—after a pattern his mnd sketched for him Those who used themin tine
died and were laid there in their barrows. This was the natural way of life. The
dead who mi ght have perished here in the Dark Ti mes—they were | ong gone. And the
things they fashioned were not the things Sander understood. He night be of
their distant kin, but he was not of their clan; they had no hold on him

He fought imagi nation, put out of his mind as best he could that nenory of the
fragment of a building he had seen still partly intact and pl astered agai nst the
cliff. The Before Men had had great know edge to serve them but it had not

hel ped them escape the Dark Tinme. Wat good then was all their special |earning
when the earth and sea turned agai nst thenf

Slowl y, he considered the quest that had drawn himhere. Very far in the past
now | ay the taunting words of his uncle. They no | onger awoke a flane of anger
within him Below these tornmented nmountains, his own |ife seened very small,

near meaningless. Yet it was his life. And if there | ay ahead what Fanyi had
promi sed, the wi sdom of the Before Men that he could take hinself, then he woul d
not be as small either. His fingers flexed as he lay, thinking of patterns he
had long carried in his head, things he would do if he could work the unknown
metals. It would not even natter nuch whether he returned to face down those

el ders of the Mob who had decided that he was too untried and young to take his
father’'s place. No, what would matter npst was the fact that he woul d knowknow
and use skills he had dreaned of but never found. He pillowed his head agai nst
Rhin’s haunch, resolutely shutting out the terror of the heights, intent upon
what |ay here and now.

Wth nmorning they circled down to the | ake where Sander filled their water
bottle, Fanyi and the fishers keeping watch. Here the water had a queer,
metallic taste. But Fanyi pronounced it harm ess, saying that the minerals in it
nm ght well be beneficial, for she brewed such for healing. There was no sign of
t he anphi bi ans. However Sander noticed on one of the rocky islands, well out
fromthe shore, a mound of set stones in which a dark hole of entrance gave
directly upon the |lake. He believed that this mght mark a hone of the
creatures.
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They turned away again fromthe easier surface of the wagon road, to scranble
along at the edges of the hills. The open space was slowly narrow ng again,
sooner or later they would be forced back closer to that rutted track. Sander
kept listening. Their own feet, nmuffled by the hare pelts, and the pads of the
animals awoke little or no sound. But even the slip of a stone seened to echo
far too | oudly!

Once nore the road began to clinb. Here sone of the ruts had been filled with
stones, and the debris had once nore been cut back on either side. They nust now
return to that cut, for to clinb jagged rocks on either side offered a risk
Sander did not want to contenplate. There was too nmuch danger of a fall

He forced the pace, wanting to be quickly out of this gap where they were so
clearly visible. Sonmewhere in the battered hei ghts above, that |ight he had
sighted in the night nmust mark a sentinel’s post. He had no doubt that they had
al ready been marked, spied upon. Yet the challenge Sander continued to expect
did not cone.

Beyond this second narrowing of the |evel |and, the heights sloped once again.
And fromthe peak through which ran their road, they caught a good vi ew of what
| ay ahead. There were sone rises, but none as tall as those behind, and far |ess
of the battered wack of the waves had been pl anted here.

I nstead, below was a growh of grass, scattered trees wearing scarlet and gold,
sonme stands of pines showi ng dark green. And—Sander paused, startl ed—there was
what appeared to be a cross between the village of Padford, with its wooden and
stone walls, and the nobile tents-on-wagons used by the Mob. In short, a deep
ditch had been dug into which sone water froma river feeding the | ake seened to
have been diverted. Beyond that ditch, earthen walls were nounted hi gh and
crowned with a wall of tree trunks, their tops hewn into points |ike a defensive
stake barrier, save these trunks were larger and nore firnmy set than any such
wal | he had ever before seen.

Clustered within were tents-on-wagons—uch |arger than those the Mob hauled to
formtheir own tenporary clan-towns up and down the plains. The tents-on-wagons
circled an open space wherein stone had been used to construct a rough tower,
standi ng perhaps tw ce the height of the tents about it. From cooki ng pl aces
before each tent arose trails of snoke. There was a stir of people com ng and
goi ng, and a band of |oose aninals, herded by one nmounted man, trotted out of
the encl osure, across a bridge which could be | owered or raised to span the
ditch.

Hounds! Then this nust be a Trader stronghold. Unlike the people of the Mbs,
the Traders bred different aninmals. The hounds, as they were called, were akin
to Rhin, yet different, in that their ears did not stand erect, but fl opped on
either side of their heads. And instead of uniformcoloring, they were
spl ot ched, spotted, had white and red-brown patches or feet, no two ever | ooking
ali ke. The Traders seldomrode on their long treks, but used these beasts to
carry their stock. However Sander had never seen themin such nunber before.
Surrounded by the trotting hounds was an inner core of deer-like creatures,

| arger than those Sander had | ong hunted. Having left the village, the hounds
were spreading out, still guarding the deer, their noses close to the ground,
coursing off in different directions nuch as a koyot would do when released to
hunt. Their herder kept on, riding alone straight after the deer in the genera
direction of the gap

The fishers reared on either side of Fanyi, began to sound their hissing battle
cry. But she instantly had a hand on each. It was plainly her will, not her
light hold that restrained them Rhin watched with interest but did not grow.
He knew Traders of old and had fraternized with the hound pack-bearers they had
brought with them

The hound that bore the rider suddenly gave tongue and began to run. And behind
Sander cane a voice, sharp and clear

“Stand! O do you want your throats torn out, fools?”

That question was asked in such a tone that Sander did not doubt the questioner
was quite ready to enforce his command. He allowed his hands to drop into ful
sight, his weapons still in belt and shoul der strap. Inwardly, he was deeply
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ashaned to be thus easily taken by a hidden sentry.

The rider arrived swiftly, for the hound ran at top speed, while the fishers
snarled in open rage. Still Fanyi kept them under control. Rhin yel ped, the
hound answered with a deep bay.

Sander longed to turn to see who kept watch behind, but he knew the folly of
maki ng any nove, which night bring instant hostile reprisal

The rider pulled to a halt before them He wore the |eather breeches and furred
overjacket of a plainsman. But his face was hal f-hidden by a black beard trimed
to a point, and his ear length hair was nostly covered by a cap of yellowwhite
fur. His hands held a thrower ready, dart in the slot, and there was no wel cone
to be read in his expression

“Who are you?” H s demand was abrupt, as he eyed first Fanyi and then Sander,

t hough, Sander noted, he kept shooting wary gl ances at the fishers.

“l am Sander, smith. And this is Fanyi, Shanman of Padford—= Sander answered with
an outward show of confidence, which he hoped he could continue to assune.

“A snith and a shaman,” returned the rider. “And why do you wander? O are you
outriders of some Mob?” H's two questions were frankly hostile.

“You are Jon of the Red O oak,” Fanyi spoke up in return. “lI have seen you in
Padf ord. That was five seasons ago.”

“I was there. But a Trader goes many places during his travels. And what does
the Shaman of Padford do here? You are tied to your people by the Great WII you
obey. Do they of Padford then wander?”

“Not so. Most |ie dead, Trader Jon. How many the Sea Sharks mnight have taken,
cannot nunber.”

Though he still held the dart thrower steady, now the man gazed intently at the
girl.

“Sea Sharks, eh? You say they rai ded Padford?”

“They killed, they burned, they took,” she repeated with enphasis.

[27]

“But he—= The thrower noved a fraction to indicate Sander. “This smth is not of
your people. How cane he, and why, to this Iand? No Mob favors | eaving their

pl ai ns, except for good reason.’

“l had good reason,” Sander returned. “No Mob has two smiths. Therefore | cone
to seek know edge—nore know edge of netals.”

The nman's gaze grew fiercer. “You are bold, smth, to say thus you cone to stea
our secrets!”

“l care not,” Sander answered, “where the netals are found. It is the working of
them that nmeans much to ne.”

“So,” comented the Trader, “any man m ght say, were he found where he has no
right to be.”

“Do you then,” Fanyi asked, “claimall this?” She indicated the | and about them
“What it contains is ours by right of discovery. You,” he snapped at Sander, as
i f by any prol onged conversati on he weakened his case, “loose your gear”-he
pointed to the bundles on Rhin—and |l et me see what you have stolen.”

Though he had no idea of the strength of the force that night stand behind him
Sander refused to play neek any |onger. He knew enough of Trader ways to realize
that if one did not stand up to them and bargain, one was conpletely lost. He
fol ded his arns across his chest.

“Are you then chief here?” he asked. “You are not head of ny Mb, nor even a Mn
of First Council, unless you so declare yourself. | do not take orders—+ ama
smith, one with the magic of netals. Such are not to be ordered about by any nan
wi t hout reason. Nor,” he continued, “does one so address a Shaman.”

The nman made a sound that night have signified scornful amusenent.

“I'f she was Shaman of Padford, and Padford is no nore because of the Sharks,
then is her claimof Power false. As for you, smth,” he made a taunt of that
title, “nore than words have to prove your worth.”

The fishers grow ed, Rhin echoed them while the hound bristled and showed his
fangs in turn.

“Control those beasts of yours,” ordered the Trader, “or else | ook to see them
dead. Move on, carefully. W shall see what the Pl anners make of you.”

Fanyi glared at Sander. He read warning in her |ook. The fishers were stil
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growl i ng, but they had gone to four feet again and she wal ked between them her
hands resting on their backs as they noved, flanking her, down toward the town.
Sander followed. There was little else he could do. He heard a scrabbling behind
himand realized that his caution had been right as three riders on hounds noved
forward to box himin as he went.

Sone of the | oose hounds canme bounding closer as the party followed the rutted
road toward the ditch bridge. They bayed and growl ed. Rhin and the fishers,
their fangs showi ng, made ready answer to the chall enges the other beasts

of fered. But there was no attack, for the riders sent the hounds off with a
series of cries not unlike barks.

Men issued fromthe village to await them It was one of these who called to
their captor:

“Ha, Jon, what have you gathered in? These are no Horde stragglers.”

“They are invaders no matter what they look like,” the rider returned. “But if
you want to trade blows with the Horde, those al so cone. The signals have been
seen.”

Fanyi stopped short of the bridge. “Trader, ny conpanions will not enter here.
Bring out your Planners.”

“Dead aninals can be easily transported—=>

The girl raised her hands and brought themtogether in a |loud clap. Her eyes
caught and held the eyes of the threatener. He | ooked as if he were struggling
vainly to make some further statenent or give an order, but sonething had | ocked
his |ips.

“l have spoken, and the Power is mne, Jon of the Red C oak—know | not your true
nane? Thus, | can command you to do this thing. Get hither one of authority that
we nmay speak together.”

Sander believed the rider struggled between his own will and that of the girl.
Hi s expression was one of furious anger, yet he slid down fromthe back of the
hound and tranped heavily over the bridge, those gathered there nmaking way for
hi m

Fanyi's face bore that | ook of concentration that Sander had seen her wear when
she had sat with the pendant in her hand. Though he found it hard to believe in
her reputed “power,” it was plain at this nonent a man, who was not even
conditioned to accept her decisions as her own people had doubtl ess al ways been,
was obeying her orders against his own will.

There was a cl osed | ook about the nmen who surrounded them Though this was
obviously a well-established town, which had been in existence for sone tine, no
woren or children showed in that silent crowmd. Sander did not |ike the

i nferences one could draw fromtheir quiet and fromtheir set expressions. The
jovial, open friendliness the Traders displayed when visiting the Mob was gone.
Al'l those warnings concerning their jealous guardi anship of their own territory
were now, to Sander’s thinking, nade nanifest by this |lack of wel cone.

In a world where strangers, unless they were openly hostile |ike the Wite Ones
and the Sharks, were made guests and asked for stories concerning their travels
and | ands farther away, this suggestion of hostility was new to Sander. However,
he was a smth, no one could deny that. And in any civilization a man of such
skill must be truly welcone. He glanced fromface to face anobng that assenbly,
striving to see a forehead tattoo matching his own. Was there no smith here at
all? As fell ow menbers of a craft that had its own secrets, he could claim
acceptance fromthat one man at least in this village.

But he could not sight on any stretch of skin the blue hamrer brand. Still he
rehearsed in his mnd the work-words by which he could prove his claimto the
met al nysteries.

There canme another parting of the crowd and Sander saw Jon again and with hima
much ol der man. The newconer wal ked haltingly, sticks which he dug into the
ground to support his forward-|eaning body in each hand. He held his head at a
stiff and what nust be a painful angle. For all his crookedness of body his gait
was swifter than Sander woul d have t hought possible, so he nearly natched Jon’s
strides in spite of his own nore imted | ength of step

Al one anong the Traders did the newconer bear a forehead marking, and for a
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nmoment Sander thought that here must be the smith he had sought. Then he
realized that no man so frail of body could carry out any but npbst easy netal
work. And his tattoo was not of a hammer, but one that had a strange
famliarity. At first, Sander could not remenber where he had seen before the
profile of that fierce-eyed bird head. Then he recalled the broken bit of stone
he had found along the river, the synbol Fanyi said had once stood for a great
and proud country.

The bird-nmarked man stopped before Sander and his group. For a |ong nonent he
studi ed each in turn, both people and aninals. Then he spoke in a voice deep and
rich that seemed al nost too powerful for his thin body.

“You” —he singled out Fanyi the first—are of Power. You”-Aow he swung his head
around a little to | ook at Sander—are a smith of the plains people. Yet you
travel together with these who are your conpani ons. What matter brings so
strange and di verse a band together?”

“I am of Padford,” Fanyi replied. “But Padford no longer is. The Sea Sharks cane
and— She nmde a gesture of negation

“l have heard it said,” the other said, “that the Power of a true Shaman can

wal | in those people who believe.”
“I't was the tine of the G eat Mon,” Fanyi answered steadily, though her face
was bl eak. “I answered the call of ny need. It was at that tine they struck.”

The old man’s lips and jaw noved a trifle as if he chewed upon words in sone
manner that he might thus test truth by the taste of them He nade no comment,
only swung a second tine to Sander.

“And you, smith, as you nane yourself, what brought you out of the plains, away
fromyour Mb and kin?”

“My father died.” Sander gave himthe truth, seeing no reason to disguise it. “I
was young, ny uncle clained too young to be full snith, though ny father had
naned nme so. There is no place in any Mob for two smths—therefore | clained
out-right.”

“The inpatience of the young, was that it, smith? You could not bend your pride,
but rather chose to live kinless?” There was, Sander believed, a note of
derision in that query. He held his tenper manfully.

“There was al so the wish for know edge.”

[ 28]

“Know edge!” That sharp word cut him short. “Know edge of what, snmith? OF sone
treasure trove you could plunder to buy your way back to your kin? Was that it?
Hunt metal for yourself so that Traders cannot nake their living!”

A grow akin to Rhin’s rose fromthe crowd about them Before Sander coul d
answer, the other continued:

“And what treasure have you | ooted, smith? Turn out your gear.”

Sander wanted to bal k, but he knew that he would thus only provoke a struggle
that would do no good. Sullenly he went to Rhin, unknotted the bag holding his
work tools and the snmall bits of nmetal he had pried and broken | oose in the
ship. As he unrolled the covering, Jon pounced on one of those |engths of
battered wire.

“See, he has— the Trader began with a kind of triunph, then he held the wire
closer to his eyes. Dropping that |length, he pawed over the rest of Sander’s
smal | store. “Look you, Planman!”

The Trader held a fistful of the ship’s stuff closer to the old nman.

“Whence had you this?” the |atter demanded.

“There was a ship, one caught in the sea-desert. This came fromthe inside of
that,” Sander explained. The Planner nust be half-snmith hinself, or have an eye
smith-trained, else he would not have seen that it was any different from what
they might find in a ruined city.

“And this ship was of netal ?” denmanded the Pl anman.

“All of metal. There were dead nmen within its belly, and they were not bones.”
To his surprise the Planman nodded. “It is then like unto the one Gaffred
uncovered in the nountains |ast year, one nmade to travel under the surface of
the water.”

That, to Sander’s inconprehension, appeared to convert the Planman from
suspicion to at least the first stage of offering hospitality. Fanyi repeated
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that her aninmals would not enter the town, which for a short period raised again
a chorus of doubts fromthe Traders. But at length it was agreed that Sander
take housing with their smth (who had suffered an injury, which had | eft them
for a space without a worker), while Fanyi would be allowed to stay without,
canping in one of their trail wagons now parked for the season

Sander did not |ike being separated fromthe girl. She had | eft these people
with the inference that they had been drifting along together, two | ost ones

wi t hout Kkin, saying nothing of the strange storage place she sought. He had

foll owed her lead, as after all hers was the claimon the site to which that
finder of the Before Tinme served as a guide. But he thought that the Traders
bel i eved there was sone deeper tie between themthan just expedi ency and so
consi dered himhostage to warrant Fanyi’'s presence.

Sander knew that to be untrue. There was nothing to prevent the girl from going
off by night. And if she did so disappear, his |ot anong the Traders was goi ng
to be anything but easy. There was al so the know edge of the Wite Ones heading
this way. But when he nmentioned them he discovered the Traders were confident
of their own nmeans of defense.

Kaboss, the snmith, greeted Sander’s arrival with a hardly enthusiastic grunt. He
surveyed the plainsman’s kit of tools, not quite with a sniff of disparagenent,
but with the air of a man who had in the past discarded as unworthy very simlar
pi eces. The bits of ship wiring, however, intrigued him And he put Sander
through a nost exhaustive exam nation concerning everything he had observed
about that stranded hul k.

One of Kaboss’s own heavy hands was wrapped i n bandages, and when once or tw ce
he flexed his fingers w thout thought, he gave an exclamati on of pain. He

al | oned Sander to eat—such a bow of well-seasoned stew as the plai nsnan had not
tasted since he | eft the Mob—and then bore himto the smthy where he pointed
out a pile of repair work that had stacked up there because of his injury. Like
any Trader he haggl ed over terns, but at |ast Sander struck a bargain that was
sati sfactory enough and went to work with a will.

Rhin had been quartered in a stable and given a gorge-feed of dried neat. Now
after licking his paws, sore fromthe travel in the nountains, the koyot had
gone to sl eep.

Sander paid close attention to his work, though the tine for it was short, since
the day had been well advanced before they had reached the Traders’ town. Yet

al so he tried to think what m ght come next. That Fanyi would calmy settle down
as a part of this clan, even if she were granted full kin-right, he did not
believe. And neither would he stay if she went.

Kaboss was full smith and woul d take over again entirely once his hand heal ed.
Sander had left his own people rather than be counted apprentice for nore years.
He had no intention of playing that role anbng strangers. And in spite of what
he continued to tell hinmself was reasonabl e commpn sense, he did believe that

t he Shaman knew sonet hi ng when she tal ked of a storage place of know edge. The
pendant had nore than half converted himto her point of view. He had never
heard or seen anything |like that before.

Kaboss’ s household was small. H's housenmate was a silent worman, | ooking ol der
than her chosen man, her hair streaked with gray, though she was dressed in a
manner to show the inportance of their household, wearing a thick necklace of
much burni shed copper, four silver rings, and a belt of silver links about her
dull green robe. She did not speak often and then only to the serving nmaid, who
scuttled about, an anxious frown on her face as if this were a m stress no one
coul d hope to pl ease.

There was no sign of an apprentice. Then Kaboss nentioned that he had such, a
younger son of his brother, but he had been gone for sone days now on an
expedition scouting for netal to the north.

Under questioning, Sander told something of their trip, their nmeeting with the
anphi bi ans, and the attack of the nonster upon the house on the one-tine island.
Kaboss was much interested in that portion of his tale.

“Such are still to be found then!” he comented. “They were once so great a
danger that we could not hunt |est they corner us. Then we had a great roundup,
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calling in the clan of Meanings and the clan of Hart, and that day we killed
full twelve of them Since, they have troubled us no nore, so we thought them
all gone. Now cone these you call the Wite Ones, also to cause danger. The
stream peopl e—they are of little account. One can handle them easily enough on

| and.”

The woman suddenly | eaned a little forward in her cushioned chair. She stared
intently at Sander, as if she heard nothi ng Kaboss had said, or if she did, it
meant but little. Now she pointed to their visitor

“Tell nme, stranger, why do you wear iron in that fashion about your head?”

He had forgotten the twisted wire he had set there in hope of not repeating that
experience with what Fanyi terned the “seeking thought.” Now his hand went up to
touch the band in hal f-surprise

The woman did not wait for his answer but continued:

“You seek the protection of the ‘Cold Iron,” is that not the truth, stranger?
There has cone to you sonething you cannot understand, somnething no man seeks,
is that not so?”

Kaboss stared from questi oner to Sander and back again. Now he edged a little
away from the younger nan.

“Spirit-touched!”

The wonman smiled, not pleasantly. “I wonder that you did not see it for
yoursel f, Kaboss. Yes, he is spirit-touched. And such | will not have under this
roof. For it can be he night open a door for what we cannot see or feel. Take
himforth and |l eave himwi th that other, who frankly says she speaks with that
which is not. Do this for the safety of not only this house, but all our clan.”
“Planman Al l bert sent him here,” Kaboss began

“This house is mne, not that of Planman Allbert. And | think if any discover
you have sheltered such a one, you will find we have nore un-friends than
friends.”

Rel uctantly, Kaboss arose and beckoned to Sander. “The house is hers,” he said
heavily. “So any choice is hers. Cone, stranger smth.”

Thus did Sander find hinself again in exile, a whispered explanation to the gate
guards enough to send himand Rhin packing out into the night.

Still benmused by the rapidity of what had chanced, he started for the tent-wagon
that had been assigned Fanyi. He was not in the least surprised to find it

enpty, even her pack gone. Slinging his own burden up on Rhin, he inpressed upon
the koyot a need for trailing. And nounted, his koyot’'s nose sniffing the trail
he rode out once nore.

That Kaboss had expelled himso easily fromthe village without referring to the
Pl anman nade Sander uneasy. As he rode on, he pondered what appeared too quick a
change of attitude. The worman had certainly nmade clear her own feelings—which
suggested that perhaps the Traders thensel ves had encountered just such a

brai n-touchi ng i nvasi on as Sander had net. They knew the neaning of “cold iron,”
whi ch had been for a long time a | egend. Sander had never known it to be invoked
among his own people. Perhaps this circlet would have awakened questi ons had he
worn it while with the Mb, but here the trader-wonan had instantly named it for
what it was—a protection agai nst the unseen

[29]

But the Planman had been so enphatic that he remain wth Kaboss.

Had the old Trader been slightly too enphatic on that point? Sander’s thoughts
coasted away in another direction. Suppose the Traders suspected that it was not
chance wandering that headed Sander and Fanyi in this direction. Being
constituted as they were to think first of the discovery of hidden treasure,
they woul d readily accept a suggestion that these trespassers had sonme such
search in view. But, rather than try to force a secret fromthem the easier way
to di scovery would be to | cose both on sone pretext and then trail them

Sander did not doubt in the |east that the Trader hounds could scent with the
same efficiency and expedi ency as Rhin. Already nen night be nounting, to skulk
behi nd.

There was, however, the matter of the Wiite Ones. Wuld their invasion be feared
enough so that the Plannmen dare not detach any of their fighting force to hunt
down Sander and the girl? The snmith had nothing but guesses to add together, but

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (65 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:16 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20N 0%20Ni ght%20Without%20Stars.txt

he thought that the sum of them was enough

For hinself, he saw no need for secrecy. If there was any know edge to be had,
why should it not be open to all comers? He would not deny the Traders their
share. But what if it were the Wite Ones who cane after then? Sander shook his
head firmy as he rode, though there was no one to witness. No, he wanted no
eneny to benefit by anything Fanyi m ght uncover

Rhin was plainly following a trail that was open and fresh-set. For the first
time Sander considered Fanyi’'s attitude. She had nmade no attenpt to wait for
him D d she value his possible aid in her quest so |little that she had shrugged
himoff? He felt a pulse of anger at that. It was as if he were inferior, one
who was of no use to her now. Perhaps the pendant had given her sone secret sign
that she was cl ose enough to her goal to nmake his conpany no | onger necessary.
He resented the idea he m ght have been used and then so easily discarded.

Hal f believing this, he did not urge Rhin on, hot as the trail was. The fishers
wer e too-form dabl e opponents. And if he had been only a tenporary conveni ence
as far as Fanyi was concerned, there was no reason to think the girl would not
use the aninmals against him They had no kin ties—she and he.

Now and t hen he gl anced back at the dark blot of the Trader village. There was
certainly no stir there yet. However, that did not mean that he was not under
observation. They mi ght want himwel| ahead before they began their

hound- mount ed pursuit.

There was no cover in this part of the valley. The village was situated cl oser
to the heights on one side, while to the north curled the river. Rhin trotted
toward the water, sniffing now and again at the ground. The ni ght was
frosty-clear. Sander huddled into his fur overjacket, draw ng the hood, which
usual ly lay between his shoul ders, up over his head, pulling tight its
drawstri ng.

He was tired, and his arns and shoul ders ached dully fromthe unaccustoned | abor
of the afternoon when he had exerted his best efforts to i npress Kaboss with his
skill. Before that had been the tension and fatigue of their struggle through
the heights with the alarns al ong the way.

Sander knew that he could not fight off sleep too long. Even as he rode his head
nodded until he would snap fully awake again. How coul d Fanyi have gone so
steadily, though of course she had not |abored at a forge for part of the day
past.

Rhin reached the riverbank and paused, nosing the ground a few paces right and
then left. Finally the koyot barked, and Sander realized that those he foll owed
must have taken to the water here, though he wondered at Fanyi’'s reckl essness
since she knew that this flood in the | ower regions was occupi ed by the
anphi bi ans.

Did the trail here go west or north? Sander tried to push aside the heavy

weari ness of his body and mind to decide. Ever since they had reached the | and
fromthe sea-desert, the pendant had pointed continually west. He could not
believe that the direction had now changed so abruptly.

Therefore, Fanyi and the fishers had taken to the water in a sinple nove to
confuse any hounds set behind them |f he prospected up stream he m ght cone
across the trail where they had issued forth again. Only the point of energence
could be on the other side of the stream if so, he would have only half a
chance to find it.

Wth knee pressure he urged Rhin west, paralleling the river. There was a noon
tonight. But it was on the wane and its light was |imted.

As he rode in and out anong a grow h of brush, Sander suddenly jerked entirely
awake. That band he had set about his head—+t was warml No, hot! And getting
hotter! His hands went up to jerk it off, and then he hesitated. That was what
t he unknown wanted. Cold iron. No, hot iron, iron that could blister and sear
The pain was to force himto rid hinself of his defense

It was iron heated in a strong blast of air-fed flanmes. Inpossible for it to be
this way in the chill of the night. It could not be! Sander began the chant of
the smth’s work-words. The band about his head burned |ike a white-hot brand,
only that was what the other wanted himto think! Sonehow Sander realized that.
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So the heat was only an illusion—a dreamthat was sent to rob himof his first
protection.

If this torment was only a dreamthen that heat did not really exist.

Determ nedly, he kept his hands down, fought against the agony of the branding.
Thi s—was—not —real !

Now Sander singsonged aloud the smth's chant. He had not believed in Fanyi’'s
boasted powers. But he had to believe that this existed, or he would not fee

it. Yet he stubbornly told his shrinking, hurting body, it is not true! There
was no fire, no forge, therefore there was no heat in the thing he wore. Cold
iron—old iron—

Those two words becanme mixed with the others he spoke. Cold iron

He was not quite sure when the heat began to ebb. For by that time he was only
hal f - consci ous, clinging to one thought alone, that the iron was truly cold.
Wthin his overjacket, his coarse wool shirt was plastered to his body by the
sweat of pain. He wobbled so that he could not have stayed on Rhin had he not
sei zed with both hands upon the koyot’s hide where it lay in |oose rolls about
the animal’s neck. The iron was col d!

Rhi n stopped—er had the koyot been halted for |ong nonments while Sander fought
his battle for survival? The smith did not know. Only, he realized, he was
slipping fromthe saddl e pad. On hands and knees, he dragged hinmself under the
down- | oopi ng branches of a pine, his hands sinking nearly wist-deep into a
drift of ancient needles. There he huddl ed, passing quickly into exhausted sl eep
fromthat uninmagi nable battle.

Sander’s sl eep was dream ess, and when he awoke, a shaft of sunlight illum ned
the part of the river he caught a glinpse of between two bushes. His first
menory was of the strange attack. Quickly he slipped off the band, his fingers
searching his skin for the tenderness of a burn. But there was no nmark there.
Soberly, he once nore put on the band of wire. Perhaps, if he had all owed beli ef
to settle in his mnd, he would have been scarred. It was still hard for himto
accept the fact that such things could happen.

Yet who knew what marvels the Before People had controlled? Fanyi’s pendant was
nmore than Sander had ever inagined could exist. There was Fanyi’'s father—that
stranger she had never seen—the man who was not a Trader, but one who, of his
own will, traveled to seek out new know edge of the world. Sander knew of no

ot her man who was so noved. A Mob crossed plains | ands because of the needs of
the herds on which their wealth was based. The Traders nmade their long treks for
gain. But a man who roved nerely to see what lay on the other side of a hill or
beyond a vall ey, such Sander could not yet understand.

Rhi n! Sander stared around. The koyot was not sharing his sleeping place as they
al ways did when on the trail together. They were no paw prints in the needle

carpet. And Rhin nmust still be burdened with all of Sander’s gear. Cautiously,
the smth edged down the river bank, onto a stretch of coarse gravel. He knelt,
threw back his hood to splash chill water over his face. The shock of it brought

hi m conpl et el y awake.

Because he had no other choice, Sander |oosed the whistle the koyot woul d answer
if within voice range. But, though he listened, there was no yelp, no matter how
distant. Only one thing renained, |ying on the pine needl es—the knot of iron he
had made for the koyot. Caught in it was a tuft of yellowish fur, as if Rhin, in
sonme agony like to his own, had pawed it free

Had Rhin run before the hounds of the Traders? One hound the koyot coul d have
met fang to fang. However, if those of the village had | oosed their pack in
full, it could well be that the koyot had fled before a collection of enem es he
dare not face by hinself.

If so, why had Sander not been captured by the Traders? Hi s hiding place under
the pine was certainly not so secure a one as to be overlooked by any of their
hounds.

That Rhin was gone on a hunt of his own—perhaps. Though deep inside, Sander
doubted that. The smith drew up his hood once nore, lashed it tight. He had his
dart thrower, his belt long-knife—and little el se save the cl othes he wore,

whi ch by now, his nose told him should be discarded for fresher. Hs gear,
tools, food—all else had vani shed with the koyot.
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[30]

Sander had no intention of returning to the Trader village. He might |lack the
koyot’'s nose for a guide, but he had a strong feeling that westward lay the
answer. Also such a trail carried himfromthat haunted | and where both the
anphi bi ans—ow he gave a wary glance to the river, striving to sight any
suspi ci ous di sturbance of the water in view-and the Wite Ones could | ay anbush.

Sander drank deep, striving so to sonmewhat satisfy the hunger he felt by filling
his enpty stonmach with water, then clinbed the | ow bank. There was no sign of
any trail, so he strove to keep the river in sight in order to nake sure he was

not wandering heedl essly. Now and again he gave his summoni ng whi stle, hoping
agai nst hope that the koyot would either return or answer.

As the sun grew warner, Sander unlaced his hood. Being a plainsborn man, he did
not |like this wooded country, thinly set as these trees were. He renenbered,
with shame for his own heedl essness, how back by Padford he had thought that the
forest could provide shelter and what that tree-shadowed |and really held.

Now he strode along, thrower in hand, dart set in the groove ready for firing,
his hearing strained to catch the least sound. A light wind shifted | eaves from
the trees, and once or tw ce Sander caught the call of a bird. But he m ght have
been the only man crossing a deserted country—until he sighted a streak of nud
where a clunp of sod had been pushed asi de.

There, in the clay, was the print of a half-hand—a snmall one. Once his eyes were
so alerted, he discovered other indications that here Fanyi nust have energed
fromthe water, slipped on the clay, and thrown out a hand to support herself.
That she had nmade no attenpt to hide such traces argued to Sander that for sone
reason the girl had not feared any pursuit this far fromthe village. O else
she was now in such a hurry that haste neant nore than conceal nent.

Real i zi ng that she could not be too far ahead, he searched for other signs of
her passing and found a few-a branch tip broken, twisting fromthe stem a snear
of leaves scuffed up fromlast year’s carpet. The trail angled away fromthe
verge of the stream heading nore to the south where trees grew thicker on
upwar d- sl opi ng ground.

Sander passed through young woods onto the surface of an ancient road. There was
no trace here of the weckage stretched behind. Perhaps in this small pocket of
the earth there had been | ess havoc wought during the Dark Tinme. The road, to
be sure, had breaks in its surface, was drifted with soil in which grass and
weeds, now fall-dried, rooted. But it was an easy path. In that soil Sander read
not only of the passing of Fanyi and her fishers, but inposed over those in two
pl aces was an unni st akabl e paw print which could only belong to Rhin! That the
koyot had deserted himto follow the others shook Sander

He knew t hat Fanyi exerted a greater nmeasure of control over the fishers, or

per haps one m ght say she was able to comunicate nore fully with them than he
did with Rhin. But he would never have believed that the Shaman coul d have such
influence with the koyot as to deliberately draw the ani mal away from Sander

hi nsel f. Unl ess, he corrected hinself, she sawin this action one way of
defeating pursuit.

To discover that Rhin nust have been tolled away only nmade stronger his own
determ nation to hunt Fanyi down. He pl odded ahead, not with speed, but grimy,
not now to be turned fromthe way.

Those he foll owed had kept to the old road, going as openly (as far as he could
judge fromtheir tracks) as if they had no reason to believe that any would
pursue. The road clinbed nore steeply, a grade that nearly equal ed the stark

hei ght s behi nd.

Sander was hungry, but that no | onger mattered, though once, when he cane across
a place where nuts were being gathered avidly by bustling squirrels, he picked
up enough of the tough-shelled harvest to nearly fill his hood, pausing to crack
a nunber that he picked free and nmunched as he went. They tasted good, but they
were hardly as satisfying as the stew he had eaten in Kaboss’s house, a neal

that seened now | i ke sonme | ong-past dream

The smith reached the crest of the slope, could | ook forward down a | ong
descent. A light haze hung in the air, yet he did not sniff snobke, only saw that
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tendrils seemed to cloud the distance. However there was no nistaking what did
lie directly ahead and to which the old road ran. Here once nore were ruins, yet
these had not been reduced to mere nounds of rubble in which one could not

di scern any features that said they had once housed nen. Nor were these those
battered fragnments a stormhad flattened |like the ones he had viewed yest erday.
No, there was enough formleft here and there to show distinct structures. It
seened to Sander that, even as he studied them an odd haze began to descend
upon a topless wall, a shattered front, ever thickening to hide nore and nore.
That this nmust be the place Fanyi had sought, of that he was convinced. He

| engt hened his stride, trotted down the broken road with a desire to reach the
ruins as soon as possible. His aching legs, his enpty niddle, as well as the
west war d-reachi ng sun told himthat the day was fast on the wane.

As soon as he approached the ruins closely, he could see that the road was
choked in places by barriers of fallen stone, and no attenpt to clear them had
been made. In fact, he spotted several |arge chunks of netal undi sturbed, and
wonder grew in him This certainly was within easy range of the Trader vill age.
Why had they not cone mning here?

The very fact that such treasure lay in the open awoke his caution. Sander
hesitated, searching the ground for tracks of those he had foll owed. Wen he saw
not hi ng, he retraced his own steps until the claw marks of one of the fishers
(Kai's he decided judging by the size) drew himto the right. There a second
road opened, narrower than the other, which turned north sharply, headi ng away
fromthe main mass of the ruins.

Trees and bushes narrowed in, reducing the surface to perhaps a quarter of its
original expanse, so the way was hardly w der than a foot path. But pressed into
the leaf nmold and soil there were tracks, clear and deep, openly left to be
traced. Fanyi, the fishers, and Rhin. Sander could not tell whether the koyot
had al ready joined the girl or still was sinply follow ng her

The roadway curved twi ce, then ended in an expanse of pavenent that reninded
Sander of that on which the Trader house had been built back in the lost city.
There were three buildings, or the remains of them w ndows watching himwth
hol | ow eyes, nothing behind the fore-walls now but enptiness. These bounded
three sides of the square, the road having led into the fourth.

Sander took one step out onto that surface and swayed, falling forward to his
knees. The pain in his head, shooting inward fromthe iron band, was so
excruciating that he could feel nothing but its agony, he could not think at
all. Instinct al one made himthrow hinmsel f backward. Then he |ay gasping with
the shock of the pain, though it was now gone as suddenly as it had struck

Sone tine later he squatted on his heels at the nouth of the path-road to study
the scene before him thoroughly baffled. He had fought through tough brush and
around trees, naking an outward circuit of the place, only to discover that
there was placed there an invisible barrier that could react on his “cold iron”
viciously and instantly, dared he attenpt to approach past a certain point.

No | egend froma Renmenberer’s vast store, no tale of any Trader, nentioned such
an experience as this. There was, to his sight, no novenent, within that
protected area. Yet Fanyi, the fishers, and Rhin had certainly conme this way.
Upon intent study he had noted several tracks across the di sputed space where he
dared not venture without being literally swept fromhis feet by a force
generating sheer agony in his head. So he had that nmuch proof that they were
here. But why he could not follow=?

Sander believed he need only renove his sel f-wought protection and step out.
But an inner core of caution argued against any such act. To surrender to the
unknown so conpletely was not in his nature.

Though he had tried the sane trick he had used on the trail, striving to make
his mnd dismss the onslaught of the pain attack, that did not work here. This
force was infinitely greater, and perhaps his own power to withstand it had been
sapped sonewhat during the first bout.

Go—he had to go on, that he knew. But he could not, wearing the band. H s choice
was as sinple as that. And now his dogged desire to find out what |ay behind al
this would not let himretreat. Slowy, with a feeling that he was surrendering
to an eneny, Sander worked the wire circlet |oose, stowing it in the front of
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his outer fur jacket beside the knot he had nade for Rhin.

Arising to his feet, he approached the open, noving with the caution of a scout
in unknown territory, his weapon ready to hand. Still, he had a conviction that
what he mght find here was not to be brought down by any dart, no nmatter how
wel | ai med.

Qut he went, stopping where he had been struck down before. For a nonment there
was not hi ng—othing at all. And then—

Sander stiffened, set his teeth. That thought—+the thought that was not his! Now
he had no escape, for it held himenneshed as securely as had the web of the
forest nmen. Against his will, his nost fervent desire, he narched forward,
straight toward the mddle of the three buil dings.

Was this the answer to Rhin's desertion, to the open trail he had foll owed? Had
Fanyi, all three of the aninmals, been so conpul sively drawn in the sane fashion?
Sander wavered as he went, his will battling against his body in a way he would
never have believed possible. Was this a taste of the “power” Fanyi had so often
spoken of ? But he could not believe that the girl he knew generated this.

[31]

He was not being conpelled toward the tottering walls of the building he saw.

Rat her, he was pointed directly at an opening in the pavenent to one side. That
this was not of the same construction as the ruins he could see, for the edging
of the cut, though fashi oned of bl ocks of stone, was very rough and crudely nade
in conparison to those ruins that had not entirely coll apsed.

The t hought of going underground gave hima spurt of additional strength to
battle the will controlling him but not enough to break its hold. Nor could he
raise his hand to the iron circlet he had so recklessly put aside.

Sander reached the crude-faced opening. He could see the end of a | adder, and
his body, enslaved by that other’s will, swuing over and began to descend. This
must have been a tight fit for Rhin, but undoubtedly the koyot had conme this
way, for Sander caught the acrid scent of the aninmal’s body in the enclosed
space.

This burrow was not dark, there was no need for torches. So Sander saw when he
reached the bottomof the |adder to | ook down a corridor. There were cracks
across the walls, which were a dull white in color, but none had split open. Set
at intervals along those walls were rods giving forth a glow of light. Not al

of them were burning; several were tw sted and befogged. But enough were in
action to give full sight.

Save for those bars of light, there was nothing else along the hall, not the
break of a single door, while the way appeared to stretch on and on. Only, at
not too far a distance down its length, that sane haze that had half veiled and
distorted his view of the city hung again, so he could not be sure what |ay
behind it.

He was given no tine to pause, for again his feet noved himforward, passing
between the first two bars of |ight, heading on and on. Wen he screwed his head
around as far as he could to | ook back sone nonents |ater, Sander discovered
that the distorting haze had cl osed in behind himeven nore thickly, so he could
no |l onger see the | adder at all

The corridor was w de enough for a hal f-dozen nen at |east to march abreast, and
hi gh enough so that Rhin would not have had to crawl on his belly to transverse
it. And the coating of the walls was slick, shining in the subdued |ight, but
the footing was not slippery, being nmade of small red blocks fitted tightly

t oget her.

Sander breathed in air that was fresh, carrying no such taint as had that of the
tunnel under the city. Now and then he was sure he could detect a fault current
agai nst his cheek.

Then the way ended in a cross hall, wide and well lighted in the same fashion
This ran both right and left, its sources hidden by the haze in either
direction.

No decision was allowed to Sander here either. H's path was al ready decided for
him Mechanically, he swung left and wal ked steadily ahead. Though si de openi ngs
showed both right and | eft, Sander was held to the nmain passageway. Eventually
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he reached the head of a stairway, one again |eading down. There was evi dence
that sonme of the ceiling had fallen. Props of netal had been ramred in place
agai nst the walls; beans of the same crossed overhead, supporting cracked
nmasonry.

Once nore Sander descended. Had some of the Before People waited out the Dark
Time in underground burrows? The stories he had heard of the rending of the
earth itself by quakes could not have nade any such plan a safe one. Here in
this broken portion nost of the wall |ights were dark, leaving only an eerie
glow at intervals. There was no change, except for the cracking in the walls

t hensel ves.

He counted the steps as he went down—twenty of them And he could only guess at
how deep this way now |l ay bel ow the surface of the outer world. The props, rough
as they | ooked agai nst the remants of the snooth wall, had been well set and
braced. There had been a great deal of work down here to insure that these
passages woul d continue to be usabl e.

By whon?? The Traders? Al the netal -hunting Sander had seen evidence of had been
carried on above surface, while the fact that so many of these reinforcing beans
and braces were of solid netal made hi mwonder. To so waste a highly narketabl e
product (for it was apparent that this array of braces was singularly strong and
uneroded or rusted) was not the way of the Traders.

The nist that had floated the upper ways was m ssing here. Instead, where the
lights still existed, the nmonotony of the corridor showed clearly. The will that
was not his continued to force the snith ahead.

He passed a snall wagon (if wagon the object could be named where there existed
no nmet hod of harnessing any beast to it) against the wall. There were two seats
inthe front, and a fifth wheel, small, not touching the ground, was nounted on
a post before one of those seats. The thing was conpletely wought of netal.

In his excitenent at the profuse use of a material so rarely found in an
unbattered or non-tine-bitten condition above ground, Sander could al nost forget
for an instant or two that he was as nuch a prisoner as if his arms were | ashed
to his sides and he was jerked al ong by a rope.

The first horror of his predicanment had dulled a little. He no | onger struggled
usel essly agai nst the conpul sion, rather yielded, conserving his strength, his
m nd busy with questions that perhaps never could be answered, but anmpbng which
m ght just give sonme suggestion that would serve himlater

No Remenberer’s tale had ever hinted at an unbelievable situation where the wll
of another could take over the rule of a man’s body, conpel himto action. But
the know edge that a Renmenberer carried fromthe Before Days was adnittedly only
fragnentary.

Sander’ s peopl e had not even been natives of this part of the world in that

| egendary time. Therefore, no nan, even then, nmight have known what was being
acconpl i shed el sewhere. That sonmeone could activate very old nmachi nes, such as
the wagon he had just passed—yes, that he could accept wi thout question. For the
work of one man’s hands m ght be repaired with patience and the proper tools. It
was that very hope of acconplishnent that had brought himnorth.

But the tanpering with another’s thoughts—that was another matter. To hi m such
an invasion by nmind was as alien as the nonster on the ancient island. He

deci ded now he had but one possible chance—to all ow whatever force was summopni ng
hi mnow to believe that he was wholly docile, until he could | earn what |ay
behind his capture.

The wal | braces were no longer in evidence. Sander had passed beyond the section
of corridor that had been threatened. Here the walls showed no cracks at al
under the lights, none of which were dark here, all glowing equally. By their

i ght Sander saw a doorway at the end of the hall, with further radiance beyond
it.

Then he heard sonet hi ng—Rhin’s sharp bark! The sound was the sane the koyot

al ways gave when greeting Sander after any absence. In so nuch he had been

ri ght +he koyot was waiting for him He stepped through the door and blinked,
for the light within was far greater than that which had |ined the corridor

He found hinmself in a room of medium size, but an odd room for the side walls
ended just above the level of his head, sprouting pillars to rise farther,
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endi ng agai nst the ceiling well above. The roomwas enpty, not only enpty, but

wi thout any break in the walls at all, save that door through which he had just
entered. Yet he was sure that it was only part of a rmuch |arger space

At that nonment the conpul sion that had | ed himhere vanished with the swi ftness
of one snap of a dry stick. Yet Sander was sure that, should he try to retrace
his way, he would not be allowed to do so.

He had heard Rhin's bark, and it had come fromthis direction. Therefore, there
must be a way out of this room |eading beyond. Methodically, Sander turned to
the nearest wall. Though his eyes could detect not the faintest |ine of any
openi ng, he began running his fingertips over the slick surface. Squatting down,
he began a search upward fromfloor level, rising up to stretch his arns near to
the wall top in a careful sweep of touch

The construction was not of any stone that he had ever known, for this surface
was far snpother than any rock could be worked. And it was chill to the touch
Yet in sone places he chanced upon a slight radiated warnth. Sone of those spots
were hardly larger than the fingertips exploring them others expanded so he
could span themwith a flattened palm

And they occurred only on the wall directly facing the door, he discovered,
after he had made a conplete circuit of the small chanber. Since these were all
he had found, Sander returned to them tracing their positions carefully.
Hands—they were set in hand patterns! If one laid one’s palmso, fitting into
the | arger space, then one’s finger tips, if the fingers were spread as w de
apart as possible, just touched the small spots. One hand was directly right and
one left, but to fit themproperly one had to stand with one’'s body pressed to
the wall, arns extended to the farthest Iimt. Sander took that position and
pressed his flesh into the warnth of those invisible holds.

Heat flared. He had wit enough not to snatch away his hands. In a second he knew
that this radiation was not as hot as it first seened. But he was equally
startl ed when a di senbodi ed voi ce spoke out of the air overhead, as if sone

i nvisible presence now stood directly behind him

What it said was gi bberish for the nost part. But to his vast anazenent Sander
grasped words out of the smth's chant, words that were the deep secret of his
own trade. There was an interval of silence, and once nobre the sane stream of
sounds was uttered.

[32]
Sander noistened his lips with his tongue. Asmth—=2 One of his own calling?
Well, he could only try. Wth his hands still on those hot areas, he raised his

own voice, to send, echoing hollowy through the space, the work chant, that

whi ch contai ned those words he was sure he had heard.

And the wal |l —the wall turned! The section of flooring on which his boots were
pl anted swung with it, conpletely around, carrying himto the other side. This
was so far away fromall his past experiences that he could not nove for a |ong
monent, | oose his touch of the wall that had behaved in so inprobable fashion,
to | ook about and see where it had transported him

Shivering a little, the smth forced hinself to face around. He stood in another
room perhaps slightly larger than the first. However this one was not bare.
There was a table, its top clear as glass, only he had never seen any fragnent
of glass so large, its |legs fashioned of nmetal tubes. There were two stools
fashi oned of the sane material, clear-topped, netal-1egged.

In the center of the table rested a box about the Iength of his full arm the
width of his forearm Wile on the top of that a nunber of small knobs were

rai sed, each of a different coloring or shading of coloring. Again there was no
door. And when he ran his hands over the wall that had so uncerenoniously
delivered himhere, he could no | onger |ocate those warm places for his hands.
Baf fl ed, he approached the table cautiously. On the small surface of each box
knob there was a marking, akin, Sander was sure, to that “witing” Fanyi boasted
she knew. But the purpose of the box he could not guess. G ngerly he bent over
it to study those knobs. Perhaps this controlled another door; anything was
possi bl e here. He no | onger doubted that Fanyi had di scovered the end of her
quest. There were certainly marvels gathered in this place unlike any found in
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the outer world.

One line of knobs was red, shading froma very dark crinson to near pink. The
second rank di splayed shades of green, the third yellow, the |ast brown, which
ended in one near white. Sander touched each line very lightly. No heat here.
But that this had an inportant purpose he did not in the | east doubt. And he
wondered gl oom |y how many conbi nations of the various colors could be worked
out.

Since the compul sion had released him he felt very tired, and he was hungry
enough to ache with the enptiness. Unless he could sonehow force this box to
yield its secret, he mght well be a prisoner here indefinitely.

How long did it take a nman to starve to death?

St ubbornly, he refused to be beaten now. If the way through another wall |ay
with this machine, then he was going to find it!

Begin with the first rowthen the second, then conbi ne—pushing the buttons on
those two in every pattern he could think of. After that try the third and the
fourth rows. Sander did not allow hinself to be shaken by the thought that what
he woul d try might take hours of effort. He seated hinself on one of the stools
and | eaned forward, exerting strong pressure with his forefinger on the first
button in the red row. He was hal fway down the Iine when there was a response.
But it was not the one he hoped for. No wall slid aside, rose or sank into the
flooring. Instead the button, upon pressure, snapped down | evel with the surface
of the machine, did not rise again.

Sander | ooked hopefully at the walls henmming himin, no | onger intent upon the
box itself. Therefore, it was only at the sound of a click that his eyes were
drawn back to it. There was an opening in one end, fromwhich slid a brown
square, and then another, both about the length of his little finger. Now the
button flashed up again into line with its fellows while Sander stared
questioningly at the two objects Iying on the table.

It was the odor arising fromthemthat startled himthe nost. Meat, roasted to a
turn over a fire under the care of a nost attentive cook. But why—what —-how?
Warily he picked up the nearest square. It was warm-having the texture of
perfectly browned crust. He could no | onger resist the odor and recklessly bit
into the biscuit-1like offering.

As it crunched between his teeth, he could not have truly naned it—a kind of
bread? No, for the taste was like its scent—that of well-done neat. Yet it was
plainly not the roast both smell and taste proclained it.

And though it might be | oaded with sone drug or fatal herb, Sander coul d not
refuse to finish it after that first taste, any nore than he could have, in his
present state of dire hunger, thrown a grilled fish fromhim He finished the
biscuit in tw bites and eagerly bit into the second. Oddly enough, though the
norsels were snmall, two of themgave hima feeling of repletion, though they
added to his thirst. Now he eyed the renmi ning untried buttons, wondering if
this box al so had an answer for that need.

He went at the matter nethodically. Another red button gave hima stick, darker
brown, but of sonmewhat the same consistency of the square, which snelled |ike
baked fish. The green line produced three different wafers, unlike in shades.
These he put aside with the fish stick. The yellow had only one button in

wor king order. But it, the box offered hima small cup of sone thin, shiny
material that was filled to the brimwith a sem -soft, pale cream substance. A
touch of his tongue informed himthat this was sweet. The | ast row-at the next
to the last button—slid out to his hand a slightly larger cup, a lid of the same
subst ance creased tightly over it. Wen he had worked that off, Sander held a
measure, not of water, but of a liquid with an aromatic odor he had never
snel |l ed before. He gulped it down though it was hot. Like the creamstuff, it
was sweet to the taste but it slaked his thirst.

Carefully, he put the fish stick and the wafers inside his coat. The cream
subst ance, for want of any spoon, he licked clean of its container

Woul d the sanme knobs work again, providing himwith extra provisions? Once nore
he tried the sane conbination of pressed knobs, but no nore supplies appeared.
Did it only then work once? Had there in the beginning been food delivered from
each of those buttons—but now t hat abundance had failed through the |ong
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seasons, so only these were | eft—and perhaps he had exhausted the | ast of what
the box had to offer?

The thing was a machi ne of sonme kind, of course, but how it worked he coul d not
guess. It was certainly too small to hide, withinits interior, supplies to be
cooked and offered. Sander got down on the floor, |ooking up through the
transparent surface of the table at the box's underside. But it was entirely
sol i d.

He was no |onger hungry or thirsty, but he was still a prisoner. The stool on
which he sat—f it were noved against the wall, would it give himextra height
so he mght reach the top of the partition?

When he tried to shove it, he found that it could only be drawn back fromthe
vicinity of the table far enough for sone one to be seated, no farther

Sander shrugged. He suspected there were no short cuts here. It would require
patience and all the wit he possessed to | earn the secrets of these roons.

Rhi n—+f he could win an answer fromthe koyot, he would at |east know in which
direction he nmust advance, which of the three walls was the barrier to be
crossed.

He whistled, and the sound seened doubly |oud and strong. Listening, he could
hear nothing but his own faster breathing. Then—from af ar—eane the yel p.
However, it was so echoed within the area, he could not pinpoint the direction
Once nore he began a patient and exhaustive search of the wall surface. He knew
what to look for now Only this conbing of the walls was fruitless. No warm
spots were to be found, even though he made that sweep tw ce.

Finally Sander returned to the table, flung hinmself on the stool and rested his
el bows on the surface which supported the box, holding his head in his hands as
he tried systematically to think the problemthrough. There were none of those
myst eri ous handhol ds on the walls, that he would swear to. He had | eaped severa
times, trying to catch at the top of the same barriers. But so slick was the
coating there, his hands slipped fromany grip he tried to exert. Then—how did
he get out?

For Sander was very certain that there was a way out of this room doubtlessly
one as cleverly hidden as those handhol ds had been. What was the purpose of this
pl ace? It seenmed that whoever had constructed it (unless that nmnd was either
entirely alien or warped) had intended to make it difficult for any one to
travel through. The situation had el enents, Sander decided, of sone kind of
testing.

Testing—he considered that idea and found that he liked it, that such an answer
fitted what small facts he knew. The purpose of the testing, unless it was to
gauge the imagination or intelligence of the captive, he could not now know. But
its fornmer purpose was inmmterial, it was how he m ght confront the problens

of fered himnow that mattered

So far he had, by trial and error and the use of what he consi dered good sense,
solved two problens. He had found the first door and he had supplied hinself
with food and drink. Both of those answers had nerely required persistence and
pati ence. Now he was faced with that one that demanded nore in the way of
experinmentation.

The wal |l s were seal ed, and he believed any attenpt to scale them would be

usel ess. So-what did that |eave? The fl oor

[33]

Agai n he thought that he could be better served by his sense of touch than his
sight. Sander slipped fromthe stool to his hands and knees, and selecting the
nearest corner, he searched that carefully before he started out, sweeping inch
by inch across the pavenent which, though not quite as snooth as the walls, was
uniformy level. First he made a circuit around the base of the four walls,
hoping to find at one of themthe rel ease he was convi nced | ay sonewhere.
Failing any such discovery, he |aunched farther into the mddle of the room It
was only when he realized that he had entirely swept the whole of that surface

that he sat down, with his back to that inpenetrable wall, to again consider
what he ternmed the facts of his case
He had entered through that wall, the one now directly opposite to him But the
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hi dden |l atch there was plainly unresponsive to any return. He had searched the
three other barriers, and the floor. Nothing.

Dully he leaned his head back against the wall at his back and forced hinself
once nore to consider that room There were four walls, a floor, high above his
head a ceiling that the walls did not reach. There was the table, the box that
had fed him two stools that could not be noved far enough to aid in any

cl i mbi ng.

Tabl e—st ool s—box—He had expl ored everything else. Did the secret lie in the
center of the chanber after all? Excited by hope, he got up. Neither stool could
be shifted any nore than his first try had proven. And the knobs—surely they
were neant for food delivery, not, as he first conceived, for operating some
device of the walls. Nowthe table.

For all his exertion of strength, he could not shift it even a fraction of an
inch. The netal |egs, though they appeared to rest on the surface of the floor,
nm ght well be enbedded in it for all the good his pushing and pulling did.
Tabl e, stools, box—

Once nore Sander subsided on the stool to think. The patterned colors of the
knobs were before hi m+ed, green, yellow, brown—Red since the beginning of tine
had regi stered with his species as a signal of power—ef danger. It was the red
of a fire that destroyed if it could not be curbed, of the flush that anger
brought to a man's face.

G een soothed the eyes. That was the color of grow ng things—ef life.

Yel | ow—yel | ow was gol d, treasure, sunshine, also a kind of power, but |ess
destructive than red. Brown—brown was earth—a thing to be worked with, not that
woul d work of itself.

Wiy was he wasting his tinme considering the nmeaning of colors? He had to find
the way out—he had to!

Still, he could not break his intent stare at the rows—+ed, green, yellow,
brown. They provided food; they were useless for his other need.

Br own—yel | ow of the gold hidden in the earth—green of the things that grew on
it—+ed—ef fire that could lick earth bare of life. Sonmehow a pattern began to
weave in his mnd, though he tried to drive such foolishness out, to think
constructively of what he nust do. But were such thoughts foolish? Fanyi woul d
say no, he supposed, her belief in her Shaman powers being such she was able to
accept without doubt strange vagaries of the mi nd. Sander had never

bel i eved—+eal | y believed—n anything he could not see, touch, taste, hear for

hi nsel f.

Still, on this journey he had already met with that which could not be so
measured. As a snmith he |abored with his hands, but what he so wought was first
a picture in his nind, so that he followed a pattern no other man m ght see.
Thus he, too, in a way dealt with the intangible.

Shoul d he after all his experiences of these past hours now refuse to use

i magi nati on when that mght be the one key to defeat the walls? That voice from
the air that had addressed himearlier had used a smth's words. True, they had
been internmingled with others Sander could not understand, but he was certain of
those few. He nust take that as an onmen of sorts and now trust his guesses, no
matter how wild they m ght seem

“Brown,” he spoke al oud, and thunbed the darkest of the buttons on that row.
“CGol d.” He sought out the brightest there, one that remi nded hi mnost of nolten
metal as it ran, fiery swift, into a nold. “Geen.” Not the dark top one there,
but one hal fway down the row, which was nost akin to the fresh growh of early
spring. “Red.” And this one was that shade a dancing flane m ght own.

A grating noi se sounded. One wall broke apart as a panel pulled upward, | eaving
a narrow space open. Sonehow Sander was not even surprised. He had had the
feeling as he pressed the buttons in his chosen order that he had i ndeed sol ved
anot her small segnment of a nystery.

Now he wal ked forward with some confidence, passing through the opening to face
once nore the unknown.

Thi s was not another room as he had expected, rather a narrow corridor boxed in
by blank walls. Sander strode along with that new confidence his solving of the
door code had given him Nor was he surprised when, as he approached the far end

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (75 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:16 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20N 0%20Ni ght%20Without%20Stars.txt

of the way, a section of the blank expanse facing himrolled aside w thout any
effort on his part.

Sound filtered from beyond. There was a hum a clicking, other noises. Once nore
he slowed, trying to judge what he might have to face. Sander had an idea that
whoever used this strange nmaze was not one to be easily nmet in any confrontation
or even nenaced by either weapon he carried. The dart thrower, his long knife
were as far renoved fromthe things he had seen as those weapons were in turn
from sone unworked stone that might be snatched up by a primtive being to do
battl e.

Maki ng his decision, he fitted the thrower back into its shoul der case to step
through that second portal enpty-handed. An increased glare of |ight made him
blink. Nor could he begin to understand what he saw—webbi ngs of netal, of gl ass,
squat bases from which grew those webs, flashing of small lights.

Anmong all this there was one familiar sight. Rhin bounded toward him giving
voice to yel ps that neant wel conme in such a crescendo of sudden sound it was as
if the koyot found in Sander’s arrival vast relief.

The animal’s rough tongue rasped across Sander’s cheek. He hinself clutched the
| oose hide across Rhin’s shoulders. In all this strangeness the koyot was a tie
with a world Sander knew well.

At that noment, once nore he heard the voice out of the air. This tine he could
not understand even a few words of its gabble. The machines, if these rods
sprouting webbi ng were nmachi nes, stood about the walls, |eaving the center of
the area free. Sander advanced into that, one hand still resting on Rhin s back
There was nothing in this place that was in the |east famliar, though he was
forced to marvel at the workmanship of the installations.

What were their purpose? Now that he could see those lines in their entirety, he
was al so aware that not all of themglowed. In fact, lying in broken fragnents
upon the heavy bases of a few were the remains of webbing, while there was a
pitch of sound issuing fromothers that made himflinch and the koyot yelp
protestingly as they passed them

But of any living creature there was no sign. Sander raised his voice to cal
Fanyi s nane. There was no answer, save the clatter and drone of the machi nes.
“Who are you?” For the first tinme then he dared the Voice to answer. It did not
reply.

Wth Rhin beside him glancing quickly fromright to left, half expecting a
chal l enger to arise frombehind an installation, Sander traversed the room
There was a second archway, beyond which he found quite a different scene.

Here, the center of a |arge chanber was occupi ed by an oval space around which
were two lines, also curved to the oval, of cushioned chairs. The oval itself
was sunk bel ow the surface of the floor and filled with what Sander, at first

gl ance, thought was a remarkably still pool of water. Then he realized that this
was al so glass or sone equally transparent materi al

Leaving Rhin, the smth pushed between two of the chairs (a nudge infornmed him
these were fastened in position and could not be noved) and stood gazi ng down at
that glassy surface, a dull dark blue in color. That, like the food box, it had
sonme highly significant use, Sander was sure. The whol e arrangenent of this room
suggest ed that people had once gathered here to sit in these chairs, to | ook
down onto that surface

It was not a mirror, for, though he stood at its very edge, it did not reflect
his inmage. Nor were there any of those knobs along it, which the food box had

di splayed. Slowy, he went fromchair to chair, until he reached the one at the
| eft-hand curve of the oval. There, for the first time, he noted a difference.
This chair had very broad arns studded with buttons, each bearing sonme of those
synbol s Fanyi had called letters.

Slowy, Sander |owered hinself into that seat. It was very confortable, al nost
as if the chair instantly adjusted itself to his form He studied the knobs.
They had sonething to do with the glass surface just beyond the toes of his worn
boots, he was sure. But what?

There were two rows of themon each of the wide arms, arranged for the ease of
anyone resting his el bows on those supports and stretching out his hands
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naturally. There was only one way to | earn—and that was by action. He brought
the forefinger of his right hand down on the nearest button

There came no response, to his disappointnment. But only one button—fuch had
per haps ceased to function over the long years. He could hope that enough
remai ned active to give himsone idea of why nmen had gathered here to watch a
dull -surfaced and non-reflective mrror

[ 34]
Met hodi cal |y, he pressed the next button in line with no better response. But a
third gave hi man anazi ng answer. Points of |ight appeared on the nmirror, |ines

glowing like quickly running fire came to life, outlining |arge patches,
irregular in size and shape. Sander |eaned forward eagerly, tried to make sone
meani ng of that display.

There were four—o five—targe outlined shapes there. Two were united by a
narrow, curved string, the other two |larger shapes had a firmer junction. There
were also snaller ones here and there, sone near to the larger, others scattered
farther away. The brilliant points of light were, in turn, strewn by no orderly
met hod over the outlined patches.

Regretfully, though he studied it hungrily, Sander could deduce no possible
meani ng. He pressed the next button and the pattern flashed off. New |lines
nmoved, assenbled in another quite different form Only the bright points of
I'ight now totally vani shed, and many of the outlines of the patches were blurred
and weak.

“Qur world-—=

Sander swung around, his hand already reaching for the hilt of his Iong knife.
He did not need Rhin’s growl, though for a nonment he wondered why the koyot had
not given earlier warning, for this voice had not come, disenbodied, out of the
air. Those two words had been spoken by a man, a man who hobbl ed forward,

wat chi ng Sander as warily as the smth eyed him

The stranger was not an attractive sight. Once tall, he was now st oop-shoul dered
and bow backed. His overthin arnms and | egs were enphasi zed, as was his swoll en
belly, by the fact that he wore a garnment of gray nmade to cling tightly. His
head was covered with stiff, whitish bristle, as if the dome of his skull had
been first shaven and then allowed to sprout hair again for an inch or so. A

| ong upper lip carried a thin thatch of the sane wiry growh, but his seaned
face was otherwise free of beard. Wat skin showed, which was only that of his
face and knobby-fingered hands, was of so pale a color as to resenble that of
the Wiite Ones, yet it had a gray cast al so

In one hand he held, pointed at Sander with care, in spite of the trenbling of
his hands so that he had at tinmes to strengthen his grip by the aid of the
other, a tube that Sander believed a weapon. And for any armanent that m ght

mat ch the surroundi ngs of this place, the smth already had a hearty respect
“Qur world,” the apparition in gray said for the second tinme, and then coughed
racki ngly.

Sander heard a whine from Rhin and glanced in the direction of the koyot. The
ani mal , whom he had seen charge even a herd bull and keep that form dabl e beast
busy until the riders of the Mdb could rope it, was crouching to the floor as if
he had been beaten. And at the sight of that Sander’s tenper flared.

“What have you done to Rhin!”

The stranger grinned. “The aninmal has |earned a | esson. | am Maxi m-Ao beast
shall show teeth to nme. Be warned, boy, be warned! | have”-he nmade a gesture to
enbrace perhaps nore than the roomthey were now i n—=such powers at nmy comand
as you poor barbarians outside cannot even dreamof! | am Maxim of the Chosen

Ones. There were those who foresaw, who prepared-¥e, we al one saved all that was
known to man! W alone!” H's voice scaled up thinly with a note in it that

br ought anot her whine out of Rhin and disturbed Sander. The smith thought that
the line between sanity and nmadness al ready had been crossed by this twisted
nman.

“Yes, yes!” the other continued. “W preserved, we endured, we are the only
intelligence, the only civilization |eft. Barbarian—took well at me—+ am Maxim
There is here”—with one knotty finger he tapped the front of his head—nore

know edge than you could hope to gain in two of your linmited lifetines. You
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think to steal that now? There is no way—+t is |ocked here.” Again finger
t hunped forehead. “You cannot even understand what you | ack—so reduced is your
species. You are not human as were the Before Men—t”
Hi s babble grew nore and nore strident. Sander had only to look at Rhin to
realize that this madman had form dabl e weapons, and he did not doubt that the
other was equally ready to turn them on anyone or thing he m ght encounter. What
had happened to Fanyi and the fishers? This nust be the storage place she had
sought, of that Sander was sure. But had she net this Maximand paid for it? As
hi s anger had been aroused by the sight of Rhin cowed by this nockery of a true
man, so it was hei ghtened by a nmental picture of Fanyi perhaps neeting death at
hi s hands.
“What want you?” Maxi m demanded now. “What have you cone to ask of MaxinP Ways
of killing? I can show you such as will nelt your mind with horror. W knew
them yes, we knew themall! There are di seases one can sow anong the unknow ng,
so that they die |ike poisoned insects. W can keep alive a man’s body to serve
us, but destroy his will, even his thinking mind. W can blast a city fromthe
earth by pressing a single button. W are masters. This place, it is of our
pl anni ng, for we knew that sone nmust be saved, that our civilization nust |ive.
And it was preserved, and we did live—=
His voice trailed into silence, the aninmation faded from his unhealthy face. For
a nmonent he | ooked |ost and enpty as if he hinself had been the victimof one of
the m nd-destroyi ng weapons he had enuner at ed.
“We live,” he repeated. “We live longer than any nman has done before. And after
us our children live—How old do you think | am barbarian?” he denanded.
Sander refused to make a guess that mght be wong, one that would arouse the
ill will of this mad creature.

“Each people,” he chose his words cautiously, “has its own normof life span. |
cannot tell yours.”
“COfF course not!” The man’s head wobbled in a nod. “I amone of the Children. |

have |ived near two hundred of the years by which nen used to reckon.”

Wi ch might even be true, Sander decided. How many nore of these inheritors of
what (if he had heard the listing correctly) seenmed the worst of the Before
Men' s know edge still existed?

“Near two hundred years,” Maxi mrepeated. “I was w se, you see. | knew better
than to risk ny life going out into the dead world, mixing with the barbari ans.
| told themthey were doing wong. Lang, | told Lang what woul d happen.” He

| aughed. “And | was right. Barbarian, do you know how Lang died? O a pain in
his bell y—ef sonething that a mnor operation would have cured. She told ne

t hat -she who said she was Lang’ s daughter. O course she lied. No one of us
would mate with a barbarian. She lied, but | could not deal with her for her

| i es because she had Lang’s own transmtter

“W were programmed fromthe first so there would be no quarrels anbng us. W
were such a small nunber then—and it might be that we would be sealed here in
this conplex for generations. So there nmust be no quarrels, no

m sunderstandi ngs. Al of us had the transmtters for our own protection. You
see, barbarian, how everything was arranged? How there could be no trouble we
were not equi pped to handl e?

“And the children. Like Lang, they had their transmtters frombirth. It was al
so carefully thought out. The Big Brain in the seal ed chanber—t knew
everything. It knows everything. It has not nmade any contact for a tine now.
There is no need, of course. |, Maxim | know all that is necessary.”

“This girl who told you of Lang' s deat h”—Sander had no doubt there was a
reference to Fanyi —“where is she now?”

Maxi m | aughed. “She lied to ne, you know. No one nust lie to Maxim | can see a

man’ s thoughts if | wish. | can see your thoughts, barbarian! Wen she cane, |
knew there woul d be others. | used the—= He stopped again and eyed Sander
warily. “l brought you here, barbarian. It was amusing, very amusing. There were

the old testing roons, and it was of interest to see you working your way
through. She did not have to do that—ot with Lang’s transmitter. But you showed
a certain cunning, not human, but anusing, you know. | had to have you here. The
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rest of your kind—they want ny treasures—but they can be stopped. Since you cane
through ny barriers, |I knew | must get you all the way to be safe.”

“I"m here,” Sander pointed out. “But the girl—-what did you do with her?”

“Do with her?” The |augh degenerated into a giggle. “Wy, | did nothing, nothing

at all. There was no need to. The Big Brain has its own defenses. | listened to
her, pointed her in the right direction, and |l et her go. There was no need at
all for me to concern nyself farther. She was even grateful to nme. |- That sane

tinge of bew | dernment crossed his pouched and fl abby face. “There was sonet hi ng
about her. But, no, no barbarian can have any trait that Maxi m cannot master! To
control beasts—that | can do too. See how this mangy creature of yours fears ne.
Now t he problemis—how to nmake you useful. You have no transmitter, so, of
course, you can be nastered.”

“But | have!” \Wether he spoke the truth or not, Sander did not know. But that
he must nake sone nove on his own part to face up to this caricature of a man,

of that he was certain.

“You cannot!” The man’s tone was petul ant as that of a stubborn child. “Lang was
the last to go forth. He left nme, in spite of what | told himover and over, he
left me! He was stupid, really. Being the youngest of the children, the breeding
must have worn thin in his generation. And Lang had only one transmitter. They
do not | ast |ong—hot nore than fifty years or so. Then they have to be
recharged. So yours, if you do have one, is inoperable. It would be that of
Robar perhaps. And he went |onger ago than Lang. Do not try to trick ne,

bar bari an! Renenber, | am Maxi m and the know edge of the Before Tine is al

m ne!”

[ 35]

“I' will show you.” Carefully Sander reached for the front of his outer coat. He
saw that tube in the other’s hand center on him but he had to take this chance.
He brought out the band of woven wire.

Maxi m cackl ed. “That is no transmitter, barbarian! You are indeed no nore
intelligent than this beast. A transnmitter! You do not even know what the word
means. She did not know. She thought it nagi c—mgi ¢ such as the superstitious
savage plays with! And now you show ne a mass of wire and call it a
transmtter!”

Daring to provoke sone action from Maxi m Sander again fitted the band around
his head. Perhaps it would serve his purpose nowif this survivor of the Before
Men judged him too, childlike and superstitious.

“I't is cold iron,” he said solemmly. “And | am one of those who fashion iron, so
that it obeys ne.” He began the smith’s chant.

A flicker of faint interest answered him “That—that is a fornula,” Mxim
observed. “But it is not right, you know. This is the way it should be.” H's

voi ce took on sonething of a Renenberer’s twang as he recited words. “Now that
is the right of it. So you hoard scraps of the old learning after all, do you,
barbarian? But what is cold iron? That expression has no nmeani ng what soever
And—+ have wasted enough tine. Conme, you!”

He pressed one of the spots along the side of his tube. Instantly Sander swung
partly forward, pulled by the same conpul sion that had brought himhere. But his
hands tightened on the arnms of the chair.

Iron—old iron. His snith's belief in the Od Know edge—belittled as it had been
by Maxi mthat was the only weapon he had | eft. He concentrated on holding to the
chair, setting his teeth against the pain of the iron heating about his

f orehead. No—no—and no!

Maxi mis face contracted, flushed. Hs nouth fell open, showing his pal e tongue
and teeth that were worn and yel | ow seemni ng.

“You will cone!” he screeched.

Sander clung to the chair arns. The nisery of that struggle within himwas fast
approaching a | evel where he could no | onger bear it, he would have to
surrender. And if he did, then he would be lost. He did not know why he was sure
of that, only that he was.

The air between himand Maxi m was agl ow. Sander held on to the chair with such a
grip as deadened all feeling in his fingers. Hi s head was afire. He nust—

A tawny shape arched through the air, paws thuddi ng home on Maxi m s hunched
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shoul ders. The thin man was sl ammed down and back agai nst the pavenent to lie
still, Rhin's forepaws planted on him the koyot’'s nuzzle aimng for the old
man’s throat.

As the tube spiraled out of Maxinis grip, the intolerable pressure on Sander

wi nked out. He managed to croak out an order to Rhin not to kill. He could not
all ow the koyot to savage the other in cold blood. After all the man was nad, he
was ol d. And what was npbst inmportant now was to find Fanyi and warn her. Into
what kind of trap Maxi m had sent the girl, Sander could not guess. But he
suspected that the end of it was death in one form or other

He used part of his rope to bind Maxim Then he raised the skinny body to put it
into one of the chairs, again naking fast nore binding.

Fi ni shed, Sander turned to Rhin:

“Find Fanyi!” he ordered.

The koyot still faced the unconscious Maxim grows rippling fromhis throat as
if he had no other wish than to nmake an end to him Sander cane over, sl apped
the aninmal’s shoul der, reached up to tug at an ear

“Fanyi!” he repeat ed.

Even in this place the girl’s scent nust |ie sonewhere, and Rhin was the best
tracker he had ever known. Wth a |ast threatening grow, the koyot | ooked from
Maxi mto Sander. He whi ned and nudged at the smith's shoulder. The animal’s
puzzl emrent was clear to read. Rhin saw no reason to | eave Maximalive; his
reasoni ng was sensible. But at the sane tinme Sander could not bring hinself to
kill the now hel pless man or to let Rhin do it for him

One mght kill in defense of his owmn life or to protect those he had sone
kinship with. He would front the anphi bians, as he had, or the Wite Ones and
feel no qualns as he watched his darts go honme. That abom nation they had
confronted in the forest glade, or the nonster on the once-island—those were
such horrors as aroused Sander’s deepest fear. But it was not in himto put an
end to this flaccid being roped into the chair, head hanging, held in place only
by the bonds Sander hinself had set.

Sander stooped and picked up the rod Maxi m had dropped. There were five dots
along its side. But he had no idea what forces it controlled nor any desire to
experinment with it. What was inportant now was tine, to find Fanyi before she
bl undered into full disaster

“Fanyi!” For the third time Sander repeated her nane, waving Rhin away from
their captive.

The koyot barked once and canme. He rounded the oval of seats and kept straight
ahead, Sander trotting at a brisk pace to match his guide’'s. Rhin noved with
such purpose Sander believed the koyot knew exactly which way they nust go.

Per haps the ani mal had even witnessed the girl being set on her way by the
mal i ci ous, ancient guardi an of this place.

Sander could not accept that Maxi mwas the only inhabitant of this hideaway.
Though the other had nmentioned only two nanmes, both of the nen now dead, that
did not nmean that all the colony nmeant to outlast the Dark Tines had entirely
vani shed. Nor was the smith sure, after w tnessing the confrontation between
Rhin and Maximat their first nmeeting, that the koyot would give himany alarm
It was only because Maxi m had been so intent on taking Sander that Rhin had had
a chance to rebel

They threaded a way through roons and halls opening one into another. Sone were
filled with installations, sone were plainly neant for living, with divans and
various pieces of oddly shaped and massive furniture.

Sander paused once when he cane to another chanber where a food nmachi ne sat.
This was | arger than the one that had occupied the roomto the forepart of this
maze, with nore nunmerous rows of buttons. Sander used his fingertips confidently
and produced nore rounds and wafers, cups of water, not only to feed Rhin and
hinself, but to carry as extra rations, which he tunbled into the food bag and
poured into his water bottle. How a nachi ne coul d produce food apparently from
not hing was a nystery, but the results were tasty, not only for nman but for
koyot al so. And Sander was nore satisfied in results and less interested in
means at the nonent.
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Rhin pattered on until they passed out of a |ast grouping of roons into another
long hall, one with the same snooth walling and bars of dimlight, though here
all those were lit. The air renained fresh, with a faint current now and then.
Sander continued to narvel at all the know edge that nust have lain behind the
bui | di ng and equi ppi ng of this refuge.

Sonetime he would Iike to return once nore to that roomw th the pool of glass
and see the strange outlines that could be sumobned to appear there. If Maxim
had been right that the second series of pictures showed their world as it now
was, then the earlier series nust have been the world of the Before Days.

Sander carried with hima nmenmory of the vast changes in those lines. But if the
alteration had been so great, then how had this particular series of burrows
managed to survive practically intact? He coul d understand that the inhabitants,
once they had survived the worst of the worl dwi de changes, had their own nethods
of protecting thensel ves agai nst the |looting of any wanderi ng band t hat
approached their outer gate. But he could not conceive of a protection strong
enough to stand against the fury of earthquakes, vol canoes, and disrupted seas.
This hall seenmed to continue forever. Now and agai n Rhin dropped nose to the
floor, then always gave one of his small yelps. They were on their way, the

ri ght way—to where?

At the end of the passage, a ranmp | ed downward again. The bars of |ight were
fewer here; thick patches of shadow | ay between each. At first the slope was
gradual and then it grew steeper. It would seemthat whatever the Before Men

wi shed to hide here they had burrowed deeply to insure that it would not be

di sturbed by any upheaval of the earth.

Nor was the air as good. This supply had an acrid snell |eading Sander to cough
now and then. He renenbered Maxim s threat—that what Fanyi had cone this way to
seek had its own defenses, an idea that nade him proceed with added caution
What had Maximcalled it—the G eat Brain? Could a nachine think? Sander w shed
he had paid stricter attention to the Renenberers. Had any of their tales ever
hi nted at such?

Just as Sander thought that they would continue to descend forever, deeper and
deeper into the heart of the world, the ranp strai ghtened out. Here the gl ow of
the wall lights was dimred by filns of |ong-deposited dust. Underfoot, he
shuffled over a velvety carpet of the sane. However, it was disturbed by prints.
Even in this subdued |ight Sander caught sight of the fishers' clawtipped
tracks and boot inpressions only Fanyi could have left.

[ 36]
It was colder here. He drew up his hood, tightened its string. He could see his
breath in small frosty puffs on that too-still air. Rhin fell back, his nuzzle

on a line now with Sander’s shoul der, no | onger rangi ng ahead. Now and then the
koyot uttered faint whines of uneasiness.

There was novenent in the shadows ahead. Sander cane to a halt, freeing his dart
thrower, having thrust the weapon he took fromMaximinto his belt. Rhin

grow ed, then gave an excited warning yel p. The answer was a cl angi ng sound t hat
had no kinship to anything Sander had ever heard, unless it was the ring of a

i ght hammer agai nst netal.

The thing that trundl ed forward was not, he saw, as it wove in and out of those
pat ches of wall light, any living creature. It could not be. Instead, it mainly
resenbl ed a round kettle such as the Mob used for a fall feasting. That moved on
rollers, set beneath its surface, at a steady, if slow, pace. But it was what
erupted fromthe kettle that made Sander wary. For it sprouted a series of

weavi ng, jointed arns, all of seenmingly different |engths, and they ended in
huge claws with formi dable teeth. These arns were in constant notion, sweeping
the floor, or scraping along the walls, while the claws clashed open and shut.
The thing provided such an opponent as no dart could bring down, no matter how
skillful the aimm ght be.

Rhin uttered a series of heavy grow s, pushed past Sander to snap at the
trundling nmetal thing. But the koyot kept well beyond the reach of the arms that
now swung toward him the clatter of the claws growi ng | ouder as they opened and
shut faster and faster.

The koyot danced just beyond the extrene linmt of the arnms, snapping in return,
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but always retreating. Sander reached for the rod he had taken from Maxim |If
this weapon had any power, it could be their only chance agai nst a noving

machi ne.

Still holding the nore famliar dart thrower in his left hand, the smth sighted
al ong the tube, which he now cradled in his right, then he brought his thunb
hard agai nst the side. But not before he whistled Rhin back out of range, for he
could not be sure what was going to happen in that attack

A beam of light shot out past the koyot, to catch the kettle shape dead center
For a nonent there seened to be no effect. Sander began to stunbl e backwards,
Rhin once nore beside him for those flailing arns with their trap claws
clattered in a snapping whirlwi nd toward them

Then, where the beam was touching that swell of netal, there appeared a spot
that grew deeper and deeper red. The ray appeared to be burning into the thing' s
body. But the noving nmachi ne showed no disconfort; if anything, its rush toward
t hem speeded up. One of those clutching set of claws caught on a dusty |ight
pillar, tightened, and crushed it with the ease of a knife slicing through a
meal cake.

Sander whistled again to the koyot, signaling retreat. He wanted to turn and
run, but if this Before Wapon was to be stopped, he nust go slowy and keep the
rod steady, eating in upon the sane gl owi ng spot.

A darker heart grew in that circle now The force of the focused |light nust have
eaten through the outer casing of the creature. Sander held the beam steady,
backing away, trying to match his retreat to the pace of the thing's forward
roll

Then—there cane a flash of |ight so intense and searing that he was blinded.
Crying out, he grasped for Rhin. He could see nothing, but his hold upon the
koyot pulled himback until his heels hit the end of the ranp that had brought
them here. Only then was he aware that the runble, the clashing sound, which the
thing had made, was stilled. It nust at |east have been stopped by the ray.

Still Sander retreated farther, partway up the ranp, blinking his eyes, striving
to regain his sight. The fear that the explosion of |ight m ght have indeed

bl i nded himwas a near terror that he flinched from facing.

Rhin pulled free fromthe smth's hold, padded away in spite of Sander’s voice
commands. He heard a clatter and the growling of the koyot. Then Rhin bounded
back, nudged Sander with his shoul der

warm netal brushed the smth's hand. He put his weapon away, groped outward
until his hands closed upon a jointed rod. He felt it with his fingers and found
on the end of it a claw frozen well apart.

He had put the thing out of action! But his elation at that fact was tenpered by
his blindness. Wat if—f he was never to see again!

Sander put the thought firmy out of his mind. The crawling thing had been
stopped. And there was no need to retreat again. He had Rhi n—the koyot woul d
give himwarning if any nore such disputed their road. Better go forward than
skul k back into the intricate conplex where he had left Maxim Let the nmadnman

di scover that Sander was in any way hel pl ess and he woul d have no def enses.
Taking a tight grip on the |ashings of Rhin’s harness, he noved forward. H's
confidence was hei ghtened as he began to capture, if dimy, a small suggestion
of light to one side. He nust be sighting one of the wall | anps.

Rhi n paced slowy, then stopped with a whine. Sander, still keeping his grasp on
the koyot’'s |l ashings, used the detached arm Rhin had brought himto sweep the

fl oor before him Metal rang against netal with a clatter. They nust have
reached the destroyed thing.

Sander knelt and felt about with both hands. Broken nmetal, hot to the touch, |ay
in amss. Slowy and carefully he pushed and piled the pieces to one side. H's
eyes were watering now, noisture trailing down his dust-powered cheeks. He could
see a little, enough to clear their way.

Then, once nore with Rhin for his guide, he started on, tapping before himwth
the iron claw to be sure nothing lay there to stunble over. H's eyes snarted,

but he was careful not to rub themwi th his dusty hands. Was the nachi ne just
destroyed the only one roam ng these ways? At |east, unless the weapon had
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exhausted itself in that attack, he had a counter for such. But he renmenbered
what Fanyi had warned about her light: that these tools and weapons of the
Before People had limted lives, and he night have expended the full force of
Maxi mis tube in that single action

Sander sneezed and coughed. Funes, which nust have conme fromthe destruction of
the clawed sentinel, nade his throat hurt, attacked his nose. Rhin wheezed in
answer. But at |least the smith could pick out of the general fog ahead new
gleans of wall lights. And the sight of those heartened him Muxi mhad said that
what ever Fanyi sought was well protected. Could this nmachine have been one of
those protections?

The smith fingered the arm touched gingerly the teeth in the claw. It was a
vicious thing, |ike enough to those weapons Maxi m had boasted were controlled by
those who had built this place—disease—all the rest. Wat kind of people had

t hey been? The Wite Ones, the Sea Sharks killed. But not at a distance, and not
without risking their own lives in return. There had been that fenmale thing that
the forest nmen had given themto, the nmonster on the island. Again, those were
flesh and bl ood. And so, in a manner, to be understood. But this netal craw er,
those other weapons Maximhad listed with such nad satisfacti on—

More than the dust and the fumes struck at Sander. Hi s own revul sion agai nst
those who had fashioned this lair nade himsick. Had they all been nmad fromthe
begi nning? Was Maximnerely tainted with the | egacy that was his from birth?
The corridor took an abrupt turn. Herein the air was slightly better, though the
lights were still befogged when Sander | ooked at them He swept the arm back and
forth, stirring the dust, his hearing alert to any sound that m ght cone from
their own passing. It was thus that he becane conscious of a kind of beat or
vibration that night have been carried by the stale air itself. Were had he
felt this before? The sensation was dinmy familiar. In the forest! Wen they had
been snared by the tree nen!

But there were no trees here, nothing overhead except the walled roof of the
corridor.

“Rhi n?” He spoke the koyot’'s nane al oud because that famliar syllable somehow
l'inked himwi th another |iving thing.

The koyot was silent, save that his nose touched Sander’s cheek for an instant.
There was the feeling of awareness, of danger to cone, flowing fromRhin to him
nmore strongly than the nman had ever felt such a warning before. Still the koyot
was quiet. Not even the near soundl ess grow he sometimes used could be felt
through Sander’s hold on him The snmith searched within his jacket, brought out
the thong with its knot of wire, and put it once again about Rhin’'s throat.

They noved on, aware of what was akin to the beating of a giant heart not quite
in rhythmwith the punp of Sander’s own bl ood, but near enough to it. The smith
bl i nked his dust-assaulted eyes. Finally he stopped, freed the water bottle from
its lashing, wet part of a spare undershirt, and held the danp, cool conpress on
his closed lids. Three such applications and his sight cleared, showi ng him
details of the dusty hall.

Wth the di sappearance of the haze, he could al so see a door ahead. It was shut
fast, and there was no sign of a latch or knob or of any way of opening it. Al
that was visible on the snooth surface fronting themwas a hollow at about eye

| evel . Reaching the barrier, Sander strove to insert his finger into that

holl ow, to so exert pressure that the surface would either slide to one side or
lift up. But it remmined stubbornly imovabl e.

Woul d the cutting power of Maxim s rod clear a path for them here?

[37]

Sander fingered the Before weapon. There was a risk in what it mght do. Use of
the beam mi ght trigger sonme retaliation. Yet he could not just give up and wal k
awnay.

Fanyi nust have gone through here—what method had she used? Was it that gift
fromher father that had perhaps brought her safely past the guardian he had
beamed down? He ran his fingers about the depression in the door. Though he was
only guessing, Sander believed it was just of a size that Fanyi’s pendant m ght
fit into.

Bei ng not so equipped with any answer to the barrier, he held the rod closer to
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one of the two wall | anps that flanked the seal ed door and studied it. This was
the spot he had pressed on the rod to bring about the destruction of the sentry.
But there were four other such markings on the part of the rod that forned the
hand gri p.

There was only one way to nmake sure—that was to try. Waving Rhin back so that
the koyot might not be engulfed in any sudden disaster born fromthe smth’'s
reckl essness, Sander set the firing end of the tube directly into the edge of
the door’s depression.

He pressed the first button

There was nothing at all! Nothing until Rhin gave a how and |owered his head to
the floor and pawed at his ears. Quickly Sander rel eased that button. Was this
what ©Maxi m had used to bring the animal to subni ssion?

Rhi n shook his head vigorously; his growls were deep-chested. Now he | ooked at
Sander, baring his teeth.

The smth was al nost argued out of trying the next of the marks. He had no wi sh
to unl eash upon hinself Rhin's full anger. And he did not see how he could make
the koyot understand that he had applied such torment not by w sh but through

i gnor ance al one.

To go at once to the full power of the rod—yes. But first make sure he was not
tenmporarily blinded a second tinme. Sander draped his head in the danpened shirt,
tucking its folds into the edge of his hood. He sent Rhin back down the
corridor, then set the rod firmy into the depression again. Bearing down hard,
he applied the full force of whatever power it held.

Even through the inprovised shield across his eyes, he caught a flash of white
fire. There was a clank of tortured netal. Then carrying acrid funmes, a blast of
danp heated air hit himfull in the face.

He al so heard sonmething el se. There was no mistaking that savage hissing. The
fishers! And by the sharpness of the sounds they now faced him

Sander pawed the shut away fromhis face. The door had split into two, providing
a space wi de enough perhaps for both himand Rhin to squeeze through, but stil
not clearing the whole of the archway. Light, stronger than that of the
corridor, streanmed out, showing very clearly both Kai and Kayi, one on either
side, hunped and ready to spring into battle. Beyond them was a confusion of
objects, brilliantly lighted, that he could distinguish clearly.

To harmthe fishers, that he did not want to do. He raised his voice and call ed,
over the dryness of his throat:

“Fanyi!”

The vibration grew stronger, beat with greater power, while the battle sounds
made by the fishers becane |ouder. Only the girl did not answer.

Had she been injured—trapped by one of the protective devices Maxi m had hinted
at —thus arousing her conpanions to battle anger? O had she purposefully set
them here on guard to ward off any interference with what she would do? Either
answer could serve, but it would not renove Kai and Kayi.

They nust know his scent and that he had been accepted by Fanyi and had travel ed
with her. Wuld that small famliarity aid himnow? Behind himhe heard the pad
of Rhin's feet. There nust be no provoking attack between the aninals.

Sander retreated a few steps, eyeing the fishers narrowy. They made no nove to
advance fromthe other side of the door he had forced open. He searched in his
food bag, brought out sone of those snall cakes that tasted so nuch |ike fresh
meat, the ones Rhin had gobbled with a visible relish. To each of the fishers he
tossed three of these.

Kayi sniffed first at her offering. She tongued one of the biscuits and then

gul ped it whole. A second one was crunched between her jaws before her mate
consented to try his share. They still watched Sander as they ate, and their

hi ssing continued. But they licked up each crunb avidly as if they had been | ong
hungry.

Sander could not touch themas the girl did, that he was w se enough to know.
But he squatted down, bringing out two nore cakes, tossing one to each. As they
snapped them up, he spoke in a voice he made purposefully |evel

“Fanyi ?”
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Per haps he was as stupid as Maxi mthought himto be, to try to conmunicate with
the fishers by voice. How could his repeating a nane nean anything to the

animals still watching himso intently that their stare was daunting? But
patiently he repeated that name the second tine.
“Fanyi ?”

Kai reared on his haunches, his head now wel| above that of the squatting smth.
Fromthis position the fisher need only nmake one pounce to carry Sander down
under rending jaws and claws. Kayi stared, but she did not assune the same

upri ght position.

“Fanyi —Kai —Kayi — This time Sander tried the three names in |inkage. What m ght
be passing through the fishers’ alien thinking processes he could not even
guess.

Kayi stopped hissing. She bent her head to lick her right paw But the bigger
mal e had not changed what seened to Sander his chall enging position

“Fanyi —Kai —= Now the smith only used two of the nanes, ainming his voice at the
big male, with a slight turn of his head that cost a special effort of wll,
because to let Kayi out of his full sight was a risk.

Kai dropped to four feet. Though Sander could not read any expression on the
fisher's face, sonmehow he sensed that the beast was puzzl ed. And beneath that
puzzl ement was sonething el se. Fear? The man coul d not be sure.

Taking a last risk, Sander got slowy to his feet and nade a novenent forward.
“Fanyi!” he repeated for the fourth tine with a firmess he was not sure he
coul d continue.

Kayi backed away. Her eyes swung to the | oom ng back of her nmate and returned to
the man. She uttered a sound that was not that of warning. Kai hissed, showed
his fangs. But Sander, taking heart fromthe attitude of the fermale, noved a
step cl oser.

The mal e fisher subsided to four feet, backing away, still hissing, but yet
retreating. Kayi had turned around and was padding off. Finally the big male
surrendered, though he still eyed Sander suspiciously.

Rhin followed at the smith's shoul der, crouching a little and naking a struggle
to win through that door slit.

But the fishers did not threaten now. Together they had turned their backs on
Sander, seemingly satisfied, and were on their way, threadi ng anong

i nconpr ehensi bl e masses of glass and netal that seened to fill this chanber.
Here the lighting was brilliant, a glare enough to cause Sander trouble with his
already inpaired sight. And the roomwas alive. Not alive as he knew life, but
with a different formof energy, one that caused colors, some strident, sone
richly vivid, to flow al ong through tubes and ot herw se bathe sone of the
installations. The warm and hum d heat of the place nmade hi munlace his hood,
unfasten his jacket.

He had no desire to pause to | ook about him The play of the colors, the wholly
al i en atnosphere of this place, repelled him Once he found Fanyi they nust get
out of here! His flesh tingled and crawled as if some invisible power streamed
over him

Sparks shot fromthe band of netal he wore. It was warm ng up. Still, he would
not take it off. Cold iron had saved himtw ce, and he clung to what he had

| earned might work for him the nore so when he now was surrounded by what he
coul d not understand, dare not even examine too closely.

The fishers guided himdirectly to a very snall roomon the other side of the
place. It was hardly larger than a good-sized cabinet. Its walls were clear, so
that one could | ook through them Seated wi thin, her hands cl enched about the

pendant still lying on her breast, was Fanyi.
Though her eyes were wi de open, seemingly staring straight at him Sander
realized she did not see him What did she see? He grew chill for a nmonent in

spite of the heat of the outer room Expressions passed fleetingly one after the
ot her across her face. There was fear, a kind of horror, revul sion—

Her bush of hair stood erect, as if each strand were charged with energy from
root to tip. Small beads of sweat gathered on her upper lip and forehead and
roll ed down her cheeks as if she wept without ending. There was a terrible
stiffness about her whol e body, which betrayed sone tension beyond the ordinary.
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[38]

Kayi pawed at the front of the cabinet, but there was no shadow of recognition
on Fanyi’'s distorted face. She was |ike one sealed into a nightmare with no
means of escape.

Now her body began to jerk spasnodically. Sander saw her nouth open as if she
were scream ng. But he could hear nothing. He ran forward and caught at the bar
at wai st level on the door, hoping it was the latch. Against it he exerted al
his strength. It did not budge.

It was as if she were | ocked in past any hope of escape. He could see her eyes
rolling fromside to side, her head noving back and forth. He grabbed one of the
darts fromhis case, inserted it between the bar and the door and tried to pry
it up.

Now Fanyi’'s whol e body was jerking steadily as if she had no control over her
own nuscles. There was no |longer any sign of intelligence in her face, her nouth
fell slackly open, while fromher lower |ip drooled a thread of spittle.

Sander fought the door. The dart snapped in his hands, but not before he had
forced a small anpbunt of novenent. He snatched a second shaft and this tinme dug
with all his mght at the line of cleavage just beyond the bar. The dart point
caught and hel d; he pounded it deeper.

There was a splitting crack as he gave a m ghty heave upon the bar, stunbling
back nearly off balance as the whole front of the cabinet yielded at |ast. Fanyi
slunped with it. Sander was just in time to catch her totally inert body and

| ower her gently to the floor

For one nonent of such fear as he had never before known, he thought her dead.
Then he felt the pulse in one thin brown wist, sawthe rise and fall of her
breasts in fast, shallow breathing. Her eyes were rolled up, so he could see
little but white between the half-closed |ids.

Not even getting to his feet, he crawl ed and dragged her with him away fromthe
prison in which he had found her, seeking tenporary shelter in a corner of the
roomas far fromthat cabinet and the rest of these devilish installations as he
could get her. There he settled her head on his folded coat. Her hands were
still so fixed about the pendant that he had to work slowy and with all the
gentle force he could exert to | oosen themfinger by finger. He was sure that
the pendant itself was part of the danger that had struck at her

She still breathed with those quick and shall ow breaths, as if she had been
running, while her skin felt cold and danp in spite of the heat that filled the
room The fishers cane to her, Kayi crowding in on the far side, stretching her
| ength beside that of the girl as if, with the additional warnmth of her fur-clad
body, she coul d give sone confort.

Fanyi nmuttered and began to turn her head back and forth on the pill ow Sander
had provided. Cearly, unslurred, she began to speak, but he could not
understand the words that cane out, save that now and agai n he thought he caught
an echo of the voice that had addressed himout of the air.

He drew off his second jerkin and put it over her, then caught her head in a
sure grip while he dribbled a little water between her |ips. She choked,
coughed, and suddenly opened her eyes.

Dead—" her voice shrilled. “Dead!”

Though she gazed straight at him Sander realized that Fanyi saw sonething

el se—not his face, perhaps not even this room

“I-i |l —ot!” The girl took a |ong breath between each word as she spoke. There
was determ nation in her voice. “Il—-wll—ot!”

Fanyi struggled to sit up until Sander caught her shoul ders, pushed her gently
down again. He was afraid. The eyes the girl turned upon himheld no
recognition. Had her experience in that prison box nade her as nad as Maxi n?
“You do not need to do anything”-he strove to keep his voice under even

control —=which you do not want to—=

Her nmouth worked as if it were nearly past her power to get out word sounds.
“I i || -aot —= and then she added, “Wo are you? One of the machi nes—the

machi nes—=2" Again her tension was rising, her body grew rigid under his touch.
“I will not! You cannot force ne—you cannot!”
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“Fanyi — As he had when greeting the fishers, Sander repeated her name with
authority, with the need to win awareness fromher. “lI am Sander, you are

Fanyi —Fanyi !'”

“Fanyi ?” She nmade a question of that. And the inport of such an inquiry chilled
Sander even nore. |f she could not renmenber her own name— VWat had this
devilish place done to her? He was filled with a rage so powerful that he wanted
to flail out about him smash into bits everything in this chanber.

“You are Fanyi.” He spoke as if to a small child, schooling the anger out of his
voi ce. “lI am Sander.”

She lay still, looking up at him Then, to his relief, a nmeasure of focus came
back to her eyes. She mi ght have been peering through a curtain to seek himout.
Her tongue tip noved across her lips.

“| —-amFanyi — She said slowy, and gave a great sigh. He watched her rel ax, her
head turn on the pillow he had inprovised, her eyes close. She was asl eep

But they nust get out of here! Perhaps if he could lift her up on Rhi n—Fhat
tingling, skin-crawing sensation he had felt ever since he had entered this

pl ace was growi ng worse. There was sonething el se—a kind of —ni bbling was the
only word Sander could find to describe the feeling—a nibbling at his nmind! He
brought both hands up to the wire circlet. It was war m-hot —he should take it

of f —ruch better—better

The smith snatched his fingers away. Take that off! That was what this—this
presence here wanted! He | ooked over his shoul der quickly. So sure was he at
that nonment that there was another personality here that he expected to see
Maxim or one like him conming down the aisle between the installations.

Cold iron—

Swi ftly Sander beckoned to Rhin, and when the koyot crowded beside him he
lifted Fanyi and fastened her on the animal’s back. Kayi snarled at his first
move to disturb the girl, then apparently saw that Sander nmeant her no harm The
smth nmade her slunped body fast, so she lay with arns dangling on either side
of Rhin's neck.

When he was sure she was secure, Sander started back through this nightmare
chanmber that was haunted by the will plucking strongly at him Could the unknown
take over the animals, turn Rhin and the fishers against hin®

That a sensation which they disliked and feared reached the ani mals he knew
because of their incessant snarling, the way the fishers swing their heads back
and forth as if seeking an eneny they could identify. Rhin grow ed, but he did
not hang back as Sander urged him forward.

They passed the broken-open block in which he had found the girl. Wth that
behi nd them Sander drew a breath of relief. He did not know what he had
expected m ght reach out of it—-he had begun to believe that he could not really
trust his own senses or inpulses here.

The outer door was before them and the fishers flashed through the crack
However, the opening was too narrow for Rhin carrying Fanyi. Sander unstrapped
his tool bag and, as he had done in the tunnel out of the city, took up the

| argest of his hamers

Wth all his mght he swung it first against one side of that slit and then the
other, dividing his energy, until, at last, the | eaves of the opening yielded
with a harsh grating and Rhin could wedge through successfully. Sander did not
return the hanmer to his bag, rather carried it in one hand as they went. Like
the iron band he wore, the feel of its famliar heft in his hand gave himnore
confidence than he gained in handling either the dart thrower or the rod weapon
fromBefore. This was part of his own particular calling, and as a smth he was
secure. At this nonent he needed such assurance.

The fishers did not range well ahead as they were wont to do outside. Rather
they paced al ong, one on either side of Sander and Rhin. Now and agai n they
uttered soft hisses, not those of anger and warning, but rather comunicating
wi th each ot her.

There had been no sign of consciousness from Fanyi since she had said her nane,
clainmng her own identity. That she now lay in an unnatural sleep Sander was
certain.

He wanted to get her as far away fromthe place he had found her as he coul d.
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They passed the scrap heap of the machine sentry. At another tinme Sander woul d
have |iked to study the renmains of the thing, perhaps appropriate other bits of
its arms. Now he had a feeling that the less he allied hinself wth anything

bel onging to this maze, the nore sensible he would be.

Rhin clinbed the ranp, Sander steadying Fanyi with one hand and carrying the
hamrer in the other. That clinb seened twice as |ong as the descent had been

But it was good to energe into fresher air, fill his lungs again with that which
was not tainted with the acrid odors so strong bel ow.

In the upper hall Sander decided to head back to the room where he had found the
| arger food machi ne. Though the fishers had wolfed down all the biscuits he had
fed them he guessed that they were not yet satisfied. Al so perhaps he could
coax fromthat strange supplier of nourishnent sonething to revive Fanyi

[39]

Rhin went forward confidently and Sander did not doubt that the koyot was
retracing their journey. The feeling of pressure, of nibbling, was grow ng |ess,
the further he withdrew fromthe chamber below. If the seat of that disturbance
lay there, perhaps there was a limt to its influence, though it had reached out
before to draw himhere. He had no intention of taking off his iron protection
to test its strength.

They reached the room he sought. There he | oosed Fanyi and | owered her fromthe
riding pad, once nore stretching her on the floor with his coat under her head,
his second coat over her body. Her skin was still chill, and though she did not
open her eyes or seem conscious, she shivered.

Reckl essly, he thunbed the buttons on the machine, tossing to the three animals
the neat-tasting biscuits that they snapped up eagerly. But at |ength, one |ucky
choice provided himw th a capped container that was nearly filled with a hot
l'iquid having the snmell and consistency of a thick soup

Cradl i ng Fanyi’s head agai nst his shoul der, Sander called her nane, roused her
so she murnured fretfully and feebly tried to escape his hold. But he got the
container to her lips, and finally she sipped.

As she drank at his soft-voiced urging, she appeared to welcome the liquid and
finally opened her eyes as if to look for nore. He speedily got a second hel pi ng
fromthe machi ne and supported her until she finished that also to the |ast

dr op.
“Good—= she whispered. “So good. |—-am—=old.”
Fanyi still shook, visible shudders running through her whol e body. Sander

managed to get his coat on her, rather than merely laid over her. Then he turned
to Rhin, stripping the koyot of all their gear and pulling over the girl the
thick riding pad, strong-snelling though it was.

Havi ng covered her as best he could, he called the fishers and they obediently
settled down on either side of her, lending their body heat. Only then did he go
to the machi ne and feed hinself.

He was tired; he could hardly remenber now when he had slept last. And that
ordeal in the |ower ways had sapped his strength. Dared they remain here for a
space? If Rhin and Fanyi’s fishers would play guard—

In all his journeying through the roons of the conplex, Sander had cone across
signs of no other inhabitants. The roons that he guessed had been intended for
living quarters seened enpty of any presence save their own as they passed
through. Still Sander could hardly believe that Maxi mwas the sol e renmi ni ng

i nhabi tant of the place. And any such woul d have weapons and resources past his
own know edge. The sooner they thensel ves were out of this underworld, the
better. But even as Sander thought that, his head slunped forward on his chest
and he had to fight to keep his eyes open. There were too many chances of facing
di saster still to conme, and he could not neet themworn as he was now. Rest was
essenti al

He made a further effort and gave hand signals to Rhin. The koyot trotted to the
far door and |ay down across the entrance, head on paws. He woul d doze, Sander
knew, but he would also rouse at the first stir beyond.

Sander stretched out, the haft of his hamer |ying under his hand, on the other
side of Kayi. The strong snell of the fishers was sonehow conforting and nornmal,
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part of the world he knew and trusted, not of these burrows.

“Sander —=

He turned his head. There was an urgency in the call that woke himout of a
dream he coul d not renenber even as he opened his eyes. Fanyi was sitting up,
his coat slipping fromher shoul ders, her face drawn and worn as if she had not
yet thrown off the effects of sone daunting and debilitating ill ness.

“Sander!” Now she stretched forth a hand to shake his shoulder, for Kayi no

| onger |ay between them

He sat up groggily and shook his head.

“What — he began

“We nust get out!” There was a wild | ook in her eyes. “W nmust warn them=
“Then?” Sander repeated. But her excitement reached him and he got to his feet.
“The Traders—the rest—all the rest, Sander. Your peopl e—everyone!” Her words
came with such a rush that he had trouble understanding them Now it was his
turn to | ay hands upon her, steady her so he could | ook straight into her w de

eyes.
“Fanyi —war n t hem agai nst what ?”
“The—thi nker!” she burst out. “lI was wong—eh, how wrong!” Her hands cl utched

his wists with a grip tight enough to be painful. “The Thi nker—he—t—nill take
over the world—rmke it what it wants. We shall all be things, just things to do
its bidding. It has sumobned the Wiite Ones—s pulling themhere to | earn—earn
monstrous things. How to kill, destroy—

Once nore she was shaking. “It was made by the Before Men, set to store up all
their |earning because they foresaw the end of their world. And it did-by the
Power, it did! Then, when it was ready, sonething tw sted it—aybe the Dark
Times altered what the Before Men set it to do. They—they could not have al
been so evil! They could not! If | thought so—= She shook her head. “Sander, if
I thought that in nmy nmind lay such inheritance fromthem then | would put a
knife to nmy owmn throat and willingly. That—that thing, it remenbers the worst.
It wanted ne to serve it. And it was taking ne—aking me into sonething like it
when you cane. W nust get out of here! | know that it controls this place and—=
She paused, | ooked to Sander. “But it did not hold you. Was that because you did
not have one |like this?” She pointed to the pendant Sander had not taken from
her, not knowi ng whether if he did he woul d renove some protection she needed,
as Maxi m had suggest ed.

“I't can take over one’s nind, one’s will. It—t prom sed ne”—her |ips

qui vered—all | wanted, all | sought. | was only to go into its direct

conmuni cati on chanber, open nmy nmind. But what it poured into ne-hat e—Sander,
thought that | hated the Sea Sharks, but | did not know the depths, the bl ack
foul ness of true hate, until that taught nme. And it wants everything, all of us,
to serve it. Sonme people it can rule quickly. The Shanans of the Wiite Ones, it
has al ready nade its own servants. Do you understand, it summons them now-+to

| earn.

“There are things stored here, other things that can be nade, easily nade with
that to teach. And it shall then | oose death. Because in the end it wants no
life left—Aone at all!”

“You say ‘it’ and ‘that,’ " Sander said. “Wat is ‘it’ in truth?”

“lI think”—she answered slowy, again shivering, her hands loosing their hold on
himto half cover her nouth as if she hardly dared speak her belief aloud—that
part of it was once a man—er nmen. It has a kind of half-life. And through the
years it has grown nore and nore alien to nan, nore and nore nonstrous. Those
who stayed here—while they tended it, it kept to a little of the purpose for
which it was made. But as those grew fewer, feebler, it grew stronger and
finally cut all ties with those who were left. Sone—ike ny father—went out to
see what had happened to the world because they were not influenced by that so
nmuch.

“But the ones who stayed—Have you seen the one who calls hinself Maxin®”

Sander nodded.

“He is a thing, though he knows it not. For a while yet he will serve as eyes
and ears for that. It still needs humans if it would contact the uncorrupted
outside, bring in fresh ninds—Sander, it feeds upon nmen’s nminds! It strips from

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (89 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:16 AM]



file:/I/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20N 0%20Ni ght%20Without%20Stars.txt

themall their know edge, all their spirit; thenit fills themwth what it

want s—hate and the need for dealing death!”

“As it tried to do to you. And how were you saved?” Sander denanded

“l am Shaman born, Shaman trained. Not as the Shamans of the Wite Ones, who use
men’s blood and terror to summon up their power, but working with life and not
against it. It could not reach that part of nme it wanted nost, the source of ny
Power. Though it m ght have bl asted through, had you not cone. And you, Sander,
why did it not seek you?”

“Cold iron—+t is smth's power.” He was not sure that the band about his
forehead had saved him but he thought that it had.

“Cold iron?” she repeated wonderingly. “I do not understand—= Then once nore her
fear flared. “Qut—Sander—we nust get out! It will not let us go willingly, and
do not know what Power it can command.”

He had summoned Rhin with a snap of his fingers and was repacki ng the burdens.
Then he lifted Fanyi once nore to the riding pad.

[ 40]

“Can this thing of yours control the animal s?” He wondered if their conpanions
m ght now prove to be the weak Iines in their small conpany.

“No.” She shook her head. “Their mnds are too alien, |ie beneath the range of
it. Kai, Kayi tried to stop ne fromgoing. |-+ used ny power to hold themoff.”
Her face was stricken as she glanced at the fishers.

“Maxi mused this on Rhin.” Sander held out the rod. “Press this and Rhinis in
agony.” He indicated the stud on the side.

“How did you get it?”

“From Maxi m” Sander said with satisfaction. “I left himtied up. He gave ne al
his attention, so Rhin brought himdown.” The smth paid credit where it was
due. “And it was Rhin who traced you.”

“Let us get out—quickly!”

Sander agreed with her urging. He did not know how nuch to accept of the crazy
story she had gabbl ed. This business of draining a man's mind and refilling
it—But the suspicion, which had long been his, that the Before Men had far nore
than the Renenberers knew, was enough to nake hi magree they would be nmuch
better out of this place. He had no | onger any desire to | earn anything
connected with this conplex. Fanyi’'s descent into hysteria, her fear, brought
grimwarning that there mght be far too high a price to pay for |earning what
lay on the other side of the Dark Tine. He was willing enough to head out and
away with all the speed they could nuster.

The smith was not sure of the way they had cone, but he depended on the koyot to
nose out the back trail for them As they went, Fanyi appeared to regain her
control sonmewhat. Sander caught glinpses of things in the roons through which
they passed that intrigued hima little, that under other circunstances he woul d
have paused to exam ne nore cl osely.

But Fanyi | ooked neither right nor left. She stared straight ahead as if the
very fervor of her desire to be free was forceful enough to speed their retreat.
“How many people still live here?” Sander asked, after they had gone sonme way in
silence, during which he had found hinself |istening for some hint that they
were not going to escape so easily, that there would be soneone or sonmething in
ambush.

“l do not know. Certainly very few. It needs nore to serve it. | think there is
sonme service it cannot itself performthat keeps it alive. Therefore, it wants
nmore enpty mnds to control. For the rest—+t will kill. It hates—= Tears spilled
fromher eyes and she did not try to wipe themaway. “It is sick with hate,

swelled with it as a corrupted wound swells with evil matter. It is foul beyond
belief!”

Sander had kept a careful |ookout as they traversed the roons. Again he was sure
he saw nothing to suggest that any had been recently occupi ed. Was Maxi m per haps
the |l ast renmaining servant the thing had? But Maxi m had not consi dered hinsel f
so—he had spoken of a “Great Brain” that had wi thdrawn from comruni cation with
nan.

Now the smith had a new cause for worry—this departure was far too easy. He had
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expected to neet sone opposition before now Fanyi clainmed vast power for the
thing she had met; surely if it controlled the installations here, it must be
wor ki ng to capture them agai n.

When not hing noved, illogically his wariness increased. Fanyi still rode,

| ooki ng only ahead. Sander stole glances at the koyot, the fishers. They padded
al ong at what had increased to a trot, though Sander had not urged that. The
animals were alert; he saw as well as sensed that they were using their own

met hods of testing what |ay about them But they gave no warni ng of any anbush
or attack.

Their party cane at |last to the chanmber where the chairs were lined around the
oval , which was not a pool. Sander pushed ahead here, ready to handl e Maxi m But
the chair in which he had tied the madman was now enpty; not even cut or broken
bonds remai ned. Sander swung his hammer, weighing its strength in his hand.
“He’s gone. | left himhere.”

For the first time since they had started, Fanyi turned her head a little, her
gaze shifting to Sander.

“We nust find the way out,” she told him and there was a new note in her voice,
as if some of the hysteria was again rising in her. “The way—+t can be hidden.”
Her hand noved toward the pendant and then away. “This thing—+ can use it
perhaps. But also—t is of this place. Through it one can be controlled.”

“Then do not try it!” he answered her. “Leave our passage to Rhin, to Kai and
Kayi. | will depend upon their senses before | will on nine.”

The animals pattered on out of the roomof the chairs into that which held the
webs. Those that were intact blazed high with light. Rhin threw up his head to
how with a note Sander had heard out of himonly once before—that tinme he had
touched the wong button on the shaft of the rod. To his outburst were added
cries fromthe fishers. The aninmals pawed at their ears, slobbered, and foaned.
Sander felt a strange pain in his own head. Fanyi held both ears, her face

twi sted i n agony.

To this, Sander could see only one answer. Though his body was suddenly awkward
and his coordination faulty, he tottered to the nearest of those flam ng
filaments. Raising the hanmer in spite of an involuntary tw tching of muscles he
had to fight to control, he brought it down to smash the webbi ng.

Sparks burst; there was a throat- and nose-rasping odor in the air, but Sander
staggered on to the next web and denolished it with a blow, then the next and
the next.

He nmoved through a world that had narrowed to hold just those alien creations,
his only thought that they nust be destroyed. Sonetines his aimwas faulty, and
he did not bring the object he fronted into fragnents with one bl ow or two, but
had to stand wavering and pounding for three or four msdirected and weakened
swi ngs until he achieved its shattering. He had cl eared one row, he was ai m ng
now for the first installation of the second. Around his head the band was a
searing brand of fire that dimed his thoughts. Only instinct kept him going.
Thr ee—anot her —

Then, as it had cone, so was the outside pressure gone. Sander sank to his
knees, panting heavily. His head felt light; he was dazed. But the |ight that
had hurt his eyes had ebbed.

“Sander!”

That shriek aroused his hal f-conscious mind, jerked himaround.

Maxi mwas there, raising a rod. H's face was contracted; there was nothing human
remai ning in his bulging eyes. He was going to—

Sander nmade the greatest effort of his life, lifting the hanmer—axi mwas too
far away to pound. There was no tine to try for a dart or even the rod tucked in
the smth's belt. He whirled the hammer once around his head and threwit,
despairingly, sure that he was already Maxinmis victim

A furred fury burst past Sander, Kai’s shoulder striking his as the ani nmal

| eaped. That touch, light as it was, knocked the snmith off balance. He fel

agai nst the base of one of the machines, but not before he saw t he hanmer
strike, not with the head but with the edge of the shaft against Maxim s chest.
The nman staggered. Sander felt a searing heat lick his own upper arm Then Ka
made a final |eap, carrying Maxi mdown, the rod whirling out of his grasp. Maxim
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screaned, a sound that was cut off with shocking suddenness as Sander clawed his
way once nore erect, drawing hinmself up by pulling on the base of the shattered
installation against which he had fallen

There was a wave of (Sander groped for words to nake clear to hinself the nature
of what it was that filled the air, weighed upon himso he could hardly nove)
rage—hate-as if the very walls about were animated, living tissue of sonme vast
creature. The fisher drew back, his nuzzle foully stained. He reared, snarling,
hi ssing, striking out in the air with extended claws, though there was not hi ng
visible to threaten him

Sander swayed back and forth. Only his grip upon the base of the shattered
installation kept himupright, for that mghty rage sent inmpul ses of force
through the chanber to beat at himlike physical blows. The wire about his head
was hot agony, but Sander fought back. His teeth were bared as were those of the
animals. He voiced, hoarsely and defiantly, the smth's chant.

He was not a thing, he was a nan! And a man he would renmain. Step by wavering
step, he clawed his way along the base that was his support. Hi s attention was
fixed on the hammer, which lay a little distance fromthe body he willed hinself
not to face directly. Kai m ght have brought Maxi m down, but it was his own bl ow
that had opened the way for the fisher

Sander stooped, his hand cl osed upon the haft of the heavy tool. And once his
fingers were around that famliar grip, he felt a small sense of victory.

He was a man!

Wth care he faced around. Rhin, the fishers, had drawn together. Their fangs
were visible. The koyot snapped at the air, white bits of froth gathering at the
corners of his lips. The fishers were battle-ready with no foe upon which they
could turn.

[41]

Fanyi sat erect on the riding pad. Her face was drawn, haggard with strain and
pain. Wth head thrown back, she too nouthed words, words he coul d not
understand. As he tottered to them seenmng to breast sonme hostile current as he
nmoved, she net his gaze

“I't will not let us go,” she said sinply.

“I know the doors—=

“There will be no doors now, not unless it w shes.”

He did not want to accept her certainty. But before he could speak again, she
was hol di ng the pendant.

“I't will let me cone to it—wth this | can reach it—=

It seened that when she spoke there was a | essening of the pressure about them
that the rage, which was alnost a tangible cloud to wall themin, ebbed a
fraction.

“No!” Sander raised the hamrer.

“If 1 go, | can perhaps nake terns—=

He could read the truth in her eyes. She knew that if she went she woul d be

| ost—as lost as that husk of a man Kai had killed to save themall.

“lI amhalf of the blood of those who have al ways been its servants. It will
listen—=>

“To no one,” Sander returned. “The thing is nmad, you have read that for yourself
inits thoughts. You will save nothing, you wll acconplish nothing.”

“To get me it will bargain.” She refused to accept his refusal. “I can get it to
|l et you go forth, you and these—= Wth a gesture she indicated the animals. “If
you are free, you can carry a warning. The Wite Ones nust not be allowed to
reach here, the Traders nust be prepared.”

“If this thing is all-seeing, all-know ng,” Sander replied stubbornly, “then it
will never let anyone free to carry such a warning. Wiy should it?”

“There is a difference,” Fanyi said slowy. “If | goto it willingly and without
any barriers raised, it will gain nore of what it wishes than if it nust west
my strength fromne. It wants ne whole, not mainmed. To it you are of no val ue,
save that you have disturbed it by violence. It would be willing to let you
go—thinking that would be only for a short space of tinme until it can nuster
into its forces those others whomit has summoned. Do you not see—+ can buy you
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time!”
Sander shook his head. “There is no way you can trust any bargain. Listen—= His
m nd was working faster now, |like a runner who has gained his second wind. “Can

you find where this thing is?”

She must have had an instant flash of his intentions. “You cannot! Its defenses
are conplete, there is no way to reach it save by its will.”

“But you can go—

“Yes, if | surrender nmy will. It will have gained a victory—and you can profit
by that.”

“Yes, in ny way.” Sander swung the hamer a fraction. “Can it overhear us?’ He
gl anced fromone line of the shattered machines to the other

“l do not think so. It can strive to control us through its own will, and it
deenms itself invulnerable.” Alittle color had returned to her wan cheeks.

Sander once nore swung the hammer. Wth it in hand he felt hinself, sonehow
apart fromthe fear of things he could not touch. This “thing” thought itself

i nvul nerable, yet it had not been able to defend the outer part of its own
domain wi thout Maxim And Maxi m had di ed as perhaps none of his kind had done
for generations, by the fighting rage of an aninal.

The smith had no plans, only a determination. Fanyi’'s offer to surrender to the
thi ng—that could even be dictated by a residue of its attack upon her when she
was i nprisoned in the box. Sander was sure of one thing—no trust could be put in
any bargain with this eneny. To even try to bargain was a defeat, for the
Presence that ruled this conplex would consider any such to be an admi ssion of
weakness. It could prom se anything and break the oath as it pleased.

But he did believe that Fanyi might be the key to reach it. He raised a hand,
ran a thunb al ong the band on his forehead. There was no “reason” in the working
of the old superstition, yet work it did. If he could take the force of the pain
that had struck at himbefore, they would have a bare chance—a small one, but
still it was there.

“You have a plan.” Fanyi did not ask a question, she nade a statenment. Leaning
forward on the riding pad, she gazed at himintently.

“No plan,” Sander shook his head. “W do not know enough to plan. W can only
go—and hope to find a chance—=>

“We? But you cannot! It will not let you!”

Once nore Sander touched that band. “We cannot be sure of that until we try. You
say it cannot deal with the aninals?”

“I't could not with the fishers. They would have kept ne fromit before. Though
what it can send agai nst us when aroused—that | do not know. "

He renenbered the nany-arnmed netal creature. Only he now knew how to handl e one
of them And he would have two rods, the first one that he had taken earlier
from Maxi m the new one the man had produced here. Sander went to the crunpled
body to reclaimit.

When he returned, he pushed the first of his trophies into Fanyi’'s hands. Wth a
few words he made plain how it was used

“You will do this, you are deternined?” the girl asked, when he had done.

“I's there any other way? A man holds to life while he can. | believe that we are
dead unl ess we can best this Power.”

“I tell you—+ think it would let you go if | went to it willingly.”

“You will gotoit willing, if you agree,” he told her. “But |I shall go with
you. Perhaps it will know that | amw th you—but this we shall do—f you go
ahead it nmay believe that you have eluded ne, that | once nore am hunting. Not
too far apart—we nmust be close enough so that it cannot take you and perhaps
shut me out.”

Fanyi sat silent for a nonment. Then she slipped from Rhin’s back

“This is an action that will bring you to your death, smith. But be sure of one
thing. Though | seemwilling, it shall not use me for its purposes. | have
this.” She weighed the rod in her hand. “It can be turned one way as well as the
other. And that cannot use a body bl asted beyond repair. Wat of our

conpani ons?”

“They, too,” Sander said. He pulled the gear fromRhin's back. “This we shal

| eave.” He did not add that it night well be they would never need any of those
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supplies again. Also he placed on top of the pile his dart thrower, though he
kept the long knife, principally because he had worn it so |ong he was hardly
aware that it still hung at his belt.

The smith’s hamrer that was his heritage, fromwhich he now drew inner
strength—that stood for all that was normal and right in the world he knew, and
the rod that was a part of this—those were his weapons. No, rather his tools,
for he did not altogether |ook upon what faced themas a battle, but rather a
need to deal with sonething that was badly flawed.

“This is your free will?" Fanyi |ooked now as night a chief about to bind
soneone by bl ood oat h.

“My will,” Sander agreed.

She turned fromhimto the animals. The fishers cane to her, and she rested a
hand on each head. They stood so for a nonent, and then they arose to |ick at
her cheeks. Rhin had watched them Now the koyot al so noved, but he cane to
Sander, nudging the smith’s shoulder with his nose—their old signal that it was
wel | they nove on.

“Their will also,” Fanyi said.

As Sander had suggested, she took the lead. He allowed her and the fishers
perhaps the length of an aisle, then he and Rhin foll owed. Fanyi once nore

cl asped her pendant in her hands. She had not retraced her path to the doorway
t hrough which they had cone. She went to the right, down another short way

bet ween the stunps of the installations Sander had smashed.

Wthin noments she fronted what | ooked |like a blank stone wall. But, reaching
up, she held the pendant between her flattened pal mand one bl ock of that
barrier. A section pivoted to give thema door

[42]
The way was narrow. Rhin could barely scrape through. And there were no |ights
The door shut with an intimdating snap when they were all inside. Sander could

only trace those ahead by the faint sounds of their passing.

There were curves and corners, against some of which he struck with bruising
force as he noved blindly. But there was only one passage and no choice of side
ways, so he advanced with what confidence he could maintain, sure that Fanyi was
ahead.

Finally, there cane a burst of |ight, and he believed she had opened a second
door. He hurried forward, |lest that close and | eave himand Rhin caught in the
dark. The roomthey cane into was unli ke any he had seen el sewhere.

Fronting himwas a wall with a glassy surface, nmuch |ike that on which he had
seen the lines form those that Maxi msaid were the outlines of the worl d—the
Before Wrld and this. But here was only one chair and that was placed with its
back directly to the slick surface. Fanyi sat in that chair, the fishers
crouched before her, grow ing.

Her hands rested on the arnms of the chair, but there were no buttons to be
touched. As Sander cane to face her, she raised one of her hands and pulled the
| oop of chain supporting the pendant from about her neck, throwing it from her
as if she so renpbved all that might keep her fromthe dom nation of the thing
hol di ng rul e here.

Sander caught it out of the air by the chain. He could not wear the device

hi nsel f, but there was a hope that it sonmehow might still provide a weapon. Now
the girl drewthe rod fromher belt, tossed that also fromher. In that chair
she sat defensel ess and al one. And then—t was not Fanyi who sat there.

Her features seemed to withe, to grimace, twist, to becone partly the

count enance of soneone el se

“Come to ne!”

There was nothing enticing in that command, for it was a conmand, baldly
uttered, with the arrogance of one who expected no denial of any authority. And
such was the power of that order that Sander took one stride toward

Fanyi - who- was- no- | onger - Fanyi .

Rhin was beside himin an instant, the koyot’'s nouth closed upon the man's
shoul der with force enough to awaken pain. In turn that pain broke the spell.
Fanyi smiled, and the smle was none that Sander had ever seen on any human
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face.

“Bar bari an—= Now she | aughed. “Your straggle of people—you—= Now her tone
changed, becane cold and renote. “You pollute the earth. You are nothing, not
fit to walk where true nmen once wal ked.”

Sander heard the words, let the thing that had possessed Fanyi tal k w thout
dispute. The clue to its hiding place nust be here sonewhere—he needed that. But
woul d he be able to gain it in tinme?

“G ve ne your weapons, barbarian,” Fanyi said with icy contenpt. “Do you think
any such can be used against nme? Fool, | have that which could blast you into
not hi ngness a thousand tines over. | let you live only because you can be of
sonme snall service to ne—for a while. Even as this fenal e serves nme—=>

Rhin swung a little before Sander, edging himaway from Fanyi. But the koyot’'s
head was pointed toward the wall behind the chair. The snmith saw that slight
prick of ear. Though Rhin appeared to be facing Fanyi, herding Sander away from
the girl, the animal’s attention was rather for the wall behind the chair.

Sander gripped the haft of the hamrer nore tightly.

“You are mine, barbarian—=

There was a tinbre in that voice which rang in Sander’s ears. Was a mist curling
up about the chair on which Fanyi was seated, or were his own eyes in sone
manner failing hin? The metal on his forehead was heating, too. He found it hard
to breathe.

He was no one’s! He was hinmself. By cold iron, which only a snith could

f ashi on—he was hi nsel f!

“Barbarian, | can suck the |life fromyou by will alone. Thus—=

Sander fought for breath. This was the tinme he nust nove—he had no | onger any
choi ce.

Cold iron. He fought against the pressure the other had set upon him seeking to
batter himto the ground, to make himcrawl as no man shoul d ever hunbl e

hi nsel f.

“Cold iron,” he cried al oud.

There was a slight change in the pressure, as if the thing he confronted was
surprised.

Sander noved-nAot toward Fanyi, where the thing that ruled here had neant himto
grovel, but rather to the wall. Exerting all his strength, with an effort even
m ghtier than that which he had used (and which he had then thought the
ultimate) when he fronted Maxim he brought the hamer crashi ng against the
smoot h surf ace.

There was a splintering, a radiation of cracks running out from where the hamer
head had nmet the wall

In his mnd, gathering about himsuch a force, a pressure nmeant to crush him

No! He denied that will bent nowto stop him H's body swayed. Rhin, the
fishers, he could feel themclose, supporting him For the second tine he
struck, and the blow fell true on the sane spot.

There was a crackling, a tinkling as of falling glass. A hole slightly smaller
than his fist opened. In return Sander was slammed nearly to his knees by a wave
of force that he could never afterwards descri be.

But he crawl ed closer, fighting that pressure with all his will, with his belief
that if he surrendered, all that nade hi mwhat he was would be | ost, he reached
the wal |

He inched his hand up and up, having dropped the hamer. Now he hooked fingers
into the hole, though the jagged edges cut into his flesh. Wen he was sure his
hol d was conpl ete, he swung the wei ght of his whole body on that hand.

For a nonent of pain and fear, he was afraid his effort was not enough. Then the
gl ass, or what was |ike glass, broke, to shower his head and shoulders with
splinters. A gust of air blew over himthat had the same taint as had been in
the | ower reaches when he had shattered the cabinet hol di ng Fanyi.

Sander groped for the hamrer. His right hand was slippery with his own bl ood. He
was afraid that he could not keep his grip upon the tool. But with his left
hand—yes!

He brought up his hand, holding the hamer awkwardly and ill-bal anced. Even so a
blow fell again, to break the edge farther. This was the door to the thing, even
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t hough he could pass through it only on his hands and knees, near crushed wth
the pressure.

Sander pulled hinself over the high threshold forned by the frane. He fel
forward into another chanmber. There was no one here. He blinked in dul

surprise. Though Fanyi had ever alluded to the ruler of these ways as “it” or
“the thing” or “that,” he had sonehow pictured it with at |east sone kind of a
body—raybe like the netal traveler with the claws. But what he saw were only
tall cases, rows of them On the faces of sone, lights flashed or rippled.
There was one relief. As he had fallen through the aperture beyond the feeling
of pressure had vanished. If this was the lair of Fanyi’s eneny, then here its
defenses were singularly | acki ng—aaybe it never expected to be found.

“Unregi stered and unl awful entrance—=

That was not the voice that had issued fromFanyi's lips. It sounded nore |ike
the one that had gabbled at himearlier during his journey through these
burrows. Where was what he sought? Hidden in one of these cases?

“Mark one protection—=

He did not know the neaning of all those words. It was enough that they nust be
a threat. Not attenpting to get to his feet, Sander took fromthe front of his
belt the rod that had arned Maxim He thunbed the highest button on its length
and ained it at the tall box that showed the nost |ights. The beam struck full
ate into the netal. At the sane tinme Sander was aware of a trundling noise

Comi ng toward hi mout of the shadow was a nobile netal thing.

“Seize for interrogati on—= yamered the voice, as the nmetal creature scuttled
toward Sander.

He was backed tight to the broken wall. Dare he turn the rod on that thing
moving toward hin? If it were controlled el sewhere, what—

There was a flare of light. The box he had attacked spurted small tongues of
flane. He did not wait, but swung the beamto the next one that showed activity.
Sonet hing cl osed about his ankle. A line had snaked forth fromthe running
machi ne, had | ocked about his flesh. Another was whipping toward his body. Then
a furred formflashed between. There was a grow as the |ine wapped around Kai,
i mprisoning the fisher.

[43]

Sander continued to play the beamon target. The second panel blew Kayi had
joined her mate, only to be caught, yet keeping the |lines spun by the sentry
away from Sander.

The smith pulled to the full length allowed by the one caught about his ankle to
spray the beam down the line. Four, five, six-suddenly the Iine that held him
uncurled, fell linp to the floor. Sander scranbled up, noved to destroy nore of

the panels. Wien he reached them the beam no | onger responded. But then neither
did any nore lights show. The burnt odor was stifling. He attenpted to close his
cut hand. If that would serve him he would try to finish off the rest by
hamer. WAas this the lair of the Presence? If it was not—

Sander choked and coughed, his eyes smarted, his throat was painfully dry. The
air here hurt deep into his nose and throat as he breathed. He nust get
back—eut, even if he had not conpleted the job—

Through a haze, Sander pulled his way back, holding onto one hal f-nelted pane
and then the next, seeking the entrance hole. Wen he pulled through, he saw
Fanyi —Aot sitting now, but lying in a small heap on the floor, as if she had
slid helplessly fromthe chair. He lurched to her, but the fishers were ahead of
him Kayi licking the girl’s face, pawing at her body, uttering snall whinpers.
Sander went cold. Had—had he killed Fanyi! Was she—He stunbled to her. Kayi
growl ed warningly, but let himlay hands on the girl, his cut one |eaving bl ood
prints on her shoul ders and her arns.

Her eyes were closed, her face enpty of expression—but she was alive!

He subsi ded there, her head resting in his lap, his wounded hand stretched al ong
the seat of the chair. It was then that he saw the pendant he had tucked into
the front of his belt. One-handedly he drew it forth, laid it on her breast
where she had al ways worn it.

Fanyi’'s eyelids noved. She gazed up at himin an unfocused way that agai n awoke
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his fears. Then her gaze cleared. It was plain she knew him

“I't is—erippled'” she said.

He gave a sigh. So he had not won conpletely after all

“How badl y?” he asked.

There was a | ong nonent before she replied. “It—t is part gone—those who know
how m ght still use sone of it.”

“No!” He remenbered what had brought himhere. The thing he had destroyed m ght
make any man nmaster of this riven world. But there was no nan strong enough,

wi se enough, no man left to use such know edge.

“No,” she echoed him

“Your weapons to save your people— he said.

“Your smith's knowl edge—= Hers matched with his. “It is of another world,” she
said slowy. “Even though that which made it our enenmy has gone out of it, let
it be. It is not ours.”

He thought of the Traders, of the Wite Ones whomthis thing had summoned.

“I't nmust be no one’s.”

She nodded, pulling herself up. Then with a cry of concern she caught his hand.
Later they sat on the floor by their worn trail gear. He had dragged Maxinis
body out of sight. Fanyi treated his hand with her salves, but it would be days
before he could use his hamer again.

There was a coldness in this place, a sense of |life gone, that was akin to the
terror of those stormbattered heights.

The girl fingered Maxim s first rod, which she had thrown away in the chanber of
t he Presence.

“I't cannot repair itself. And | do not think it has anyone to serve it here now.
Maxi m nust have been the last, but there night be those who would try.”

“There is still some power in that,” Sander nodded at the rod. “Perhaps enough
to seal the outer entrance.”
Fanyi touched the pendant that still hung around her neck. “I do not think there

i s another one of these. If we can do that-seal the entrance—o one will find
it. The Wite Ones, they do not know exactly what they seek. Their Shanans are
dr eaner s—of dreans sent by that thing.”

“Machi ne—er man?” Sander wonder ed.

Fanyi shivered. “Both. But how the Before Men could do that— It may still live,
t hough you have destroyed that which gave it power. |f so—what a horror faces
it—+ife locked into a prison wthout end.”

“What of your peopl e?” he asked.

“What of yours?” she countered.

Sander answered first. “Mne do well enough. They have a smith, not as good as
nmy father, but one they trust. |I—they are kin. Still | find it hard nowto
renenber any face anong themthat | long greatly to see again.”

“I amyet bound.” Fanyi held the pendant. “W nay be able to seal one danger in
the earth. There are others without. What | can do to aid nmy clan, that | shall
though | bring no greater strength with ne. | failed Padford, therefore the debt
is mne.”

“And how will you repay?”

“There are ways to travel south. If any of ny people |live captive there, then
they still have claimon ne.”

Sander stirred, his hand hurt when he noved it, in spite of the dressing she had
put on the cuts. Traveling one-handed for a while would be awkward.

“South it is then. Once we have nmade secure what |ies here.”

She frowned. “This is no duty of yours, snith!”

He smiled. “Perhaps so. But | have chosen the out trail. Does it nmatter where
one wanders when one is kinless by will? There is this thought in mnd, Shaman.
W cane here seeking know edge. W have found it, though not as we expected.”
“Your neaning, snith?”

“Just this: we have tried long to live upon the remants of the Before Tineg,
ever | ooki ng backward. But why should we? There is no night without a star, so
the bl ackness of our night can be |ighted by our own efforts. W are oursel ves,
not the Before Ones. Therefore, we nust |earn for ourselves, not try to revive
what was known by those we night not even want to call kin were we to neet them
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I amno kin of Maxim”

“No kin—= she repeated. “Yes, that rings true, smth! Neither aml kin to those
who stored such know edge as that thing strove to nake ne use. W begi n again,
light our night stars, and hope to do better.”

“We begin again.” Sander agreed and then added, “to the south, Fanyi, since you
are duty-bound. Let us see if the Sea Sharks can be defied by our own neans.
After all, have we not bested here sonething far worse than any peril we knew?”
“Smth, you are a man who believes in his own worth.”

Sander, nursing his torn hand, rose to his feet. He put out his sound one to
rest on Rhin's shoul der

“I't never harns a man to value hinself,” he returned mildly. “And if he has good
conpani ons and a trade, what nore does he want?”

Fanyi |aughed now. “Well, perhaps one or two things nore, Sander. But those
shal | doubtless also cone in their own season. No night |asts forever.”

REVI SI ON HI STORY

v3.1l wg

-added added psuedo-page |inks every 200 lines in the source
-changed to ny standard HTM. headers

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20N0%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt (98 of 98) [1/17/03 1:18:16 AM]



	Local Disk
	file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20No%20Night%20Without%20Stars.txt


