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CHAPTER ONE

That speck of light had been hanging in the same part of the sky, it seemed, for a |long

Dane Marsh | ounged on the prow of the _Seadrift, naked except for trunks and a | oose shirt
flung over his sunburned shoul ders, and watched the unnmoving point of light. _Sun on the wing of a
pl ane, he thought _Sign of life, the first in days. Human life, that is; plenty of flying fish,-
dol phi ns; depends how far you want to go down the scale to call life; billions and billions of
shrinp and pl ankton

_But we're off the regular jet plane routes, and way off the shipping |lanes. The last ship
I sighted was that tanker nineteen days ago.

He wondered if it _was a plane.

He entertained hinself briefly with the thought of nmen in business suits, wonen in nyl ons
and furs, seated in orderly rows, maybe even watching a novie, eighteen hundred niles fromthe
nearest coast. Qut here, where two hundred years ago, Captain Bligh and twenty-two nmen sailed for
weeks and nmonths in an open boat, starving and burned up by the sun; and now Pan American Airlines
flew over the sane area in a few hours, just time enough for an American first-run novie and a
coupl e of drinks.

I _wouldn't nmind one of those drinks, right now, with ice in it, Dane thought. _Seadrift
did pretty well, all things considered, in the food and drink departnment, what with freeze-dried
chow nei n and beef stroganoff, but he would like a long cool drink with ice init, served to him
by one of those pretty stewardesses. A refrigerator on a thirty-foot boat would be stretching
things a little.

_Dam it, that plane doesn't seemto be noving. It's just hanging there. One pl ace.

OQovi ously, then, Dane told hinself w thout noving fromhis idle vantage point, it couldn't
be a plane. Reflection on a cloud, or sonething.

For miles around, in every direction, the Pacific was quiet, slow ripples noving, alnost
i mperceptibly, out of the east and dying away toward the sunset. _Seadrift was ghosting al ong, her
vast acreage of spinnaker set to catch the lightest of airs-a light breeze usually sprang up about
sundown- but for the nmonment, even the solitary crew was superfluous. Dane Marsh knew he shoul d get
up, check the self-steering, go bel ow and nake hinself a pot of tea, put out a fishline for any
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stray overnight catch, but the cumul ative effect of sun and sea and silence held him half

hypnoti zed, staring at the distant and unnoving |ight which | ooked nore and nore like the typica
circular flash of sunlight on bright netal, the wing of a distant plane. He liked the idea that it
was a plane, that there were other human beings within sight, if out of reach. Stewardesses in
mniskirts.

_It's been two hundred and ei ghty-four days, by actual count, since | saw a woman who
coul d speak English. O even one who couldn't. Wiy the hell did | ever get this notion, anyway?
Sailing around the world- alone in a snmall boat-_it's not as if 1'd be the first. O even the
fastest.

It seened a good idea at the tine, that's all.

So what if he wasn't the first? These days, everything worth doing, in the adventure |ine,
had al ready been done. Cinbing Everest Sailing around the Horn al one. Reaching the North Pol e.
Everyt hi ng except going to the noon, and that took a kind of education and sponsorship he never
coul d manage.

| envy _the first guy to hike around it on foot. Now there's _an adventure for some | ucky
bastard, soneday.

Rel uctantly, Dane Marsh haul ed hinself up fromhis |lazy perch. Wrk to be done. The sails
were slamming in the first wisps of the oncom ng night breeze; he adjusted the jib and the pol ed-
out spinnaker slightly, and set a new tack, then went down to root out sone supper. Bel owdecks the
cabin was stifling in the heat; he had debated taking advantage of the quiet sea to cook sonething
hot, but the steanbath effect discouraged him He opened a packet of rye crackers and a tin of
cheese, dunped lenpon crystals into drinking water and stirred in sugar, and carried the food and
drink on deck, to catch the breeze.

The light lingered long in these latitudes at this tine of year, and the sun lingered, |ow
and red on the horizon, making a crinmson and scarlet track across the barely noving sea. Atiny
crescent of noon, a nere scrap of silver, hung | ow and di m above the setting sun. Hi gh above, a
glinrer of the evening star-

_No, Dane Marsh thought incredulously, _it's the same damm |i ght!

He knitted his brows, determ ned to solve the puzzle. A plane? Hell no; the ol dest prop
pl ane woul d have been miles out of sight-range by now A jet would have been | ong gone while he
was watching it. Satellite? No; they _nove. Wather balloon? Wll, _nmaybe one could drift this far
of f an inhabited coast, possibly with the wind fromAustralia, but it would be a real freak

He bit into his crackers and cheese, watching the strange |ight which hung, seeming to
brighten, in the slowy fading red twilight. It seened self-lum nous, and was now t he apparent
dianeter of a golf ball.

_Some weat her phenonenon, no doubt, but one |I've never seen in fifteen years spent nostly
at sea.

Ch, well, he told hinself, if there was one thing you |learned at sea, it was that you've
al ways got nore to learn. This old world still had plenty of surprises left for people who kept
their eyes and ears open, Dane thought, munching at his crackers.

It was getting bigger. Now it was the apparent size of a small dinnerplate, and had
el ongat ed sonewhat fromround to oval

I _wonder if this is what people are seeing when they report seeing flying saucers-_excuse
me- _Unidentified Flying Objects! This was sure as hell sone kind of flying object, and it was
about as unidentified as he ever saw

Now he could see that it was definitely solid, although without any idea as to its actuall
di stance he could not judge its size. He watched, in growing wonder and wild surmise, as it
settled slowy down toward the surface of the water and grew ever greater, greater, nore huge and
unbel i evabl y cont our ed.
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_Flying saucer? Flying skyscraper, nore like it!
It was bigger than an ocean liner; bigger than a tanker.
No plane ever built was this size. _Not even the Russians ..

Fear surged over him Not, yet, the obvious fear of the great vessel, but-to a man of Dane
Marsh's type-a deeper, nore conpelling fear

_Have | freaked out? Loneliness does weird things to people.

He fought for calm setting his teeth and reaching out to grip the fanmliar nmast of the
_Seadrift. The snooth white paint he had just renewed two nonths ago, already specked with the
relentl ess eroding of the salt. H's own hand, calloused with handling ropes and spars. Hi s pul se,
alittle elevated with fright, was still perceptible and pounding steadily away, and his eyes were
clear, for when he noved his head and blinked the huge strange _thing had not noved.

Vll, I'"mnot nuts, anyway. Not dream ng or hall ucinating.

_Therefore, even if there isn't any such thing, that thing is definitely there. If I'm
seeing it, and there's nothing wong with nmy eyes, it nust exist.

_And therefore-his breath caught in his throat at the next, inescapable step of his |ogic-
_if no country on Earth has ever built anything renotely like this, it nust sonehow come from
out si de.

He di scovered that his arns and |l egs were ridged, in the heat of the tropical sunset, wth
goosefl esh. _Qutside. In one great step, his awareness had transcended t he sl ow steps of
scientists toward the stars. _There was sonething out there.

And it swept over him wth a shuddering thrill. _Did I think there weren't any adventures
left?

Hard on the heels of that came a sudden icy fear. Al this tinme, and they had kept their
very existence secret; what would happen to himif they happened to notice hi mwatching thenf? He
did not yet believe they were nmalicious. Wiy should they be? A spaceship capable of traveling
interstellar distances (what strange netal was that hull, pale with a shinmer |ike a peacock's
wi ng?) would pay no nmore attention to a little ship like the _Sea-drift than he, Dane Marsh, paid
to a flying fish. (But then, what did he do when a flying fish I anded on his deck in the norning?
Sonmetimes he threw it back. But if he happened to be hungry, he fried it for breakfast.)

Dane Marsh began, nmoving swiftly and steadily, to tack his ship to wear around. He was
curious, yes, but he'd rather watch froma safer distance. He had no desire to end up in a sort of
gal actic frying pan.

Hs arms felt heavy and clumsy as he lifted themto haul on the ropes; then a curious
buzzing sound, a tingling, began to ring in his ears. He was possessed with a sense of frantic
urgency, but it seened as if he were wadi ng through a sticky pool of nolasses; it was an effort to
lift his foot fromthe deck, and the growi ng sense of unreality swept himw th renewed terror

_Is this all a hallucination, then? A bad dreamturning into a nightmare?

Wth savage effort, he twisted his head around so that he could see the great | oon ng
ship. Slowy, slowmy, a hatchway was opening, and a blinding light shining frominside, but Dane
Marsh hit the deck and lay there, clawing faintly as he struggled to rise.

By the tinme the deck swayed under the strange alien step, he was unconscious, stil
struggling in his dreans.

They were off the jet routes and _way off the shipping | anes, and no other eye on Earth
saw the great ship before it w nked out of normal space five mles above the central Pacific
Ccean. The _Seadrift was found, enpty, drifting, five weeks later by a yacht bound for Hawai
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CHAPTER

T™VWO

Dane Marsh cane up to awareness with a savage pain in his throat, rising up out of
confused nightrmares of wild beasts clawing at his jugular vein, of spurting blood and snells which
sonmehow roused an atavistic terror (lions, fresh blood, the faint rottenness of sonething dead),
and then, all at once, he was conscious. H's eyes, flicking open, took in all at once the white
cold surroundings, the two forms (nightmare! Man-tall, but flat-faced, _furred-a lion's mane!)
bendi ng over him The

9

needles still in his throat. He ripped, tensed swelling nuscles, straggled to cry out, but
only a tearing nunmbness | anced with split-second prickles of agony burst his throat

He was strapped down. Tied, hand and foot, not a nuscle to nove-
_Tortured!

He squeezed his eyes shut again, hi spasnodic horror, then, fighting for calm slowy
opened them Hi s throat was nunmb, now, without pain; had they tried to renove his vocal cords? The
two lion-faced creatures had hands not too unlike human hands, working delicately about his
throat, but now he felt no pain at all, only an odd nunbness. Well, whatever the hell they were up
to, he couldn't have noved an eyebrow to stop them so they couldn't mean himall _that nuch harm
if they went to this nmuch trouble to anesthetize him

He | ooked around. Odd netallic things hanging from snooth bul kheads; unidentifiable, but
they' d have been equally baffling, he supposed, in a really up-to-date hospital. He studied the
two lion-faced things. They had hands with, he realized, a double thunb, noving with extrene deft
suppl eness, and the hands were encased in thin cloth of sonme sort. They both wore coveral
garnents of gray-blue fabric. He wi shed he could see what they were doing with his throat. There
was a sudden wench as one of themtw sted and adjusted sonething there, then he felt the painless
prick and tug; they were sewing himup. One of themtouched himbriefly with a long light-tipped
wand, and spoke al oud,

"You'd think sooner or later some of these savages would realize we're not trying to hurt
them but they all fight like fiends," the first one said. "This one's not as bad as nost. |Is he
hooked up yet ?"

Dane Marsh blinked. Were they speaking English? No, if he listened carefully he could hear
the curious guttural syllables, but they nade sense...

“I think so, I'll try him" the second, slightly taller one said, and bent over Dane
Marsh. "Please don't struggle, and we will let you go; we don't want you to injure yourself. W
have sinply equi pped you with an inplanted translator disk. See, now you can understand what is
said to you. Please tell nme if you can hear and understand what | am saying."

Dane Marsh found that the straps holding himto the table were sl ackened slightly so that
he could sit up, although his wists were still strapped down. He ran Ms tongue over dry lips. He
felt parched. Hi s voice felt hoarse and strange as he said, "Yes, | can hear you all right. \Wat-
where am1? How did I get here? What do you want with ne?"

"All right,"” said one to the other. "Successful. | don't |like the ones where they never do
under stand, and we have to treat themlike cattle. N ce work."

"Mm vyes. Not nuch area for the disk in this one. | was afraid |I'd cut a nerve. | haven't
had much luck with proto-sinians. Okay, take himback to the rest, then."
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Dane shouted, "Answer ne, damm you! Wat do you want with nme? How did | get here? \Wo are
you peopl e, anyway?"

One of the lion-faced things said, "This is the part that always gets ne. Wen they start
asking for answers. It's a lousy job, all things considered." He prodded Dane with the |ight-
ti pped wand; Dane flinched with the sharp, painful electric shock

The other creature said, "No need for that, Ferati, he isn't one of the dangerous kind.
Anyway, there's a tangler field up there if we need it." He | ooked at Dane, warily |oosing his
wist straps and said, "It isn't our duty to answer your questions, but they will be answered in
due time. You have nothing to | ose, and everything to gain, by being patient. In a few ninutes
sonmeone will cone to take you back to your quarters. Now if you will go peacefully, perhaps we can
make you a little nore confortable. |Is your nmouth dry? That's only the aftereffects of the
anesthetic and the tangler field they used when they brought you on board. Here, try this." He
handed Dane a di sposable cup of sonme |iquid; Dane found he could nmove one hand. He sipped it
gingerly and found it was sour but remarkably thirst-quenching.

Over his head one of themsaid, "I wonder if he's going to be one of the nore intelligent
and tractable ones."

"Hope so. The AOd Man is always tal king about getting a couple of real wild ones, but |ast

time-"
A speaker on the wall buzzed and one of the |ion-faced creatures said wthout |ooking up,

"Ri ght away," and, taking the cup from Dane, indicated that he should stand up. "Go over to that
door. Soneone will be there to take you to your quarters...."

Dane dug in his heels stubbornly. "Not until | get a few questions answered," he said. "I
know I'm on board a spaceship. But why? Wiere do you cone fron? Wiat are you going to do with nme?"

_The bei ng who had shocked himw th the wand nmade a threatening gesture. "I already told
you; it is no part of our duty to answer your questions. Do as you're told and you won't get
hurt. "

Dane put Ms head down and rushed. He actually seized the |lion-headed creature with one
out stretched hand, giving a sharp judo tw st

And the roof fell in on himand he disappeared.
When Dane Marsh woke again he was in. a cage.

That was his first inpression; shadows of slanting bars running up and down between him
and the light, which was bluish-white and pale. A cage.

He stirred, sat up, dizzily clutching his head.

On second | ook, nore prison than cage. A large barred room |ined on one wall wth
sl eepi ng bunks, netting crisscrossed in front of them he supposed, to keep the occupants from
falling out during fast maneuvers. In the large roomthere were about a dozen people.

Peopl e; | oosely. About half of themwere human like hinself, or with differences too m nor
for himto see at once. None were the lion-faced breed he had net hi the place where he had
awakened before, which he supposed was a sort of ship's hospital. But about half of the occupants
of the room where he found hinself were very much like hinself. The others were-different.

There was a being at |east eight feet tall, who rem nded himstrangely of a spider; gray
and fuzzy and with strange | arge- eyes; and he had a confused inpression of nore arms and | egs
than there ought to be, although he couldn't quite figure out why. There was one who was squat and
powerfully built with |eathery skin or |eathery clothing and a face-nask of the sanme. It was too
much for Dane Marsh to take in all at once.

My God, am| in a zoo? Just one of the aninal s?

"Not a zoo," said a woman, standing by his bunk, and Dane realized he had spoken al oud.
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The words sounded strange but Dane seened to "hear" themresonating against the disk which the
lion-things had inplanted in his throat He supposed it was a mechani cal translator of sonme sort;
he couldn't even begin to imgine the technol ogy which had created such a thing. "No, you're not
in a zoo. Not quite. You' d probably be better off if you were. This is a Mekhar slave ship."

He started to swing his |legs over the bunk; the worman bent and hel ped unstrap the webbing
fromthe front. He said, "How |long was | out?"

"A coupl e of hours. They nust have used a tangler set to stun-they have one in the
hospital, and | inmagine they captured you with one."

Dane thought back to the last nonments on the deck of the _Seadrift. "Yes. My arns and | egs
kept noving slower and slower and | finally must have passed out. It was a nightmare."

"It was real enough," the woman said sonberly. She was about Dane's age, with red hair
wavi ng | oosely, unconbed, and wearing a sort of |oose shirt and trousers which | ooked |ike what a
Russian or Israeli girl soldier would wear. "Are you fromone of the worlds of the Unity? Slaving
is forbidden in any of the Unity star-systens, but the Mekhar ships do it anyway; it pays well
enough for themto risk it."

Dane said, "lI'msorry. This is too much for nme to take in. You nean your ship really does
cone fromthe stars?"

She said, "As nearly as | can figure out, we've covered about thirty star-systens. The
sl ave quarters are alnost full; | expect they'|ll be heading for the Mekhar marts quite soon now.
It's rare for themto pick up only one person on a planet; does your world have good guard systens
agai nst sl ave rai ds?"

"None of us on ny world have any idea such things exist," Dane said wyly. "People who
tal k about ships fromthe stars are usually | ocked up-or |aughed at anyway, as lunatics. | was
sailing alone in a small boat"

"Qut of sight of |and? That explains it, then; they just swooped down and grabbed you up,
probably expecting to find eight or ten people aboard," the redheaded woman sai d. "Sonebody in the
control roomis probably getting a claw ng-out right now "

"The Mekhars? Are they the lion-faced things | saw?" He hesitated, reflecting that she
m ght not know what a _lion was, but evidently the nechanical translator provided her with the
near est equival ent, for she said, "Yes, they're proto-felines, and | personally think they're the
nost savage people in the Galaxy. They've been five tines refused nmenbership in the Unity, you
know. You-oh, excuse ne, if your world is a Closed world, you probably don't even know what the
Unity is. Do you have space travel ?"

"Only on a small scale. W're exploring our own noon and have had two or three nanned
expeditions to Mars-our fourth planet," Dane said.

"Well, the Unity is-l1 suppose you'd say it's a | oose Peace-and-Trade Federation. It was
the Unity which first fornulated the concept of Universal Sapience; before that the proto-felines
| ooked down on us-the proto-sinians-and proto-reptilians on both. And so forth and so on. You can
catch up on that some other time. Tell me, what's your name?"

He told her. "And yours?" he asked. "How did you happen to be captured? Doesn't your world
believe in starships either?"

She shook her head. "No. | took a calculated risk. |I'man anthropol ogist and | was
exploring a deserted artificial satellite, under permit, for traces of a prehistoric technol ogy. |
was warned that there had been a Mekhar raid in the next star-systembut it seened to nme a very
smal | chance they'd make it their next stop. | took the chance-and | ost. They killed my brother
and one of ny three colleagues. One of the others is over there"-she pointed to where a heavyset
man, with a strong ethnic resenbl ance to the woman, was deep in conversation with a tall frail-
|l ooking girl-"and the other was wounded in the raid and he's still in the ship's hospital. Unless
they've killed him too, as damaged nerchandi se."” Her tone was indescribably bitter. Dane didn't
blane her. "My nane is R anna. For all the good it does ne now. "
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She fell silent, and Dane | ooked around. Beyond the cage where he was, there were further
cages, equally barred and half open, all filled with people as far as he could see. He said, "How
can it possibly pay themto stop on a planet for one person?"

She shrugged. "Normally it doesn't Slaves are |uxury nerchandi se and they usually take
nore. Before we were |uxury goods, | gather we were not so well-treated, but now they go to great
pains to keep us well and happy. They even equip us with translator disks, in spite of the fact
that it permits us to talk and possibly even pl ot against them because-they say-when we can't
communi cate with our fellow prisoners it's bad for our norale."

There was a stir down the open corridor between the rows of barred cages, and a | oud
cl angi ng sound. Rianna said, with a wy grinace, "Feeding time for the aninmals."

Two of the lion-faced creatures were wheeling a large cart down the hallway. As they drew
even with each door, one of themleveled a narrow bl ack tube-evidently a weapon of sone sort-at
the doorway while the other unloaded several flat packaged trays fromthe cart, each tray in a
different color, and carried theminto the cell-or cage. Dane watched the proceedi ng w thout
movi ng. When they had finished, the clanging sound cane again and Ri anna said, "W can go now and
get the food. |If anyone noves while they' re unloading, he gets shot with the nerve-gun. It m ght
not kill you, but it's set to nmaximum pain-stinmulation and it's like being dipped in boiling oil."
She shuddered. "I got in the way when we were captured; it was three days before | could nove
wi t hout wanting to scream"

Dane had wondered about that; why all the prisoners in any one cage didn't rush the guards
at once. He said, "Doesn't anyone ever try to get |oose?"

"Not twice," she said with a wy face. "And if you _did get |oose, where would you go?
There are eighty Mekhars, all with nerve-guns, |oose on this ship-naybe nore.” She noved to where
the other cell-mates were taking up the food. Runmagi ng t hrough the stacked trays, she found two
col or-coded with blue and green stripes. "This is Universal coding for proto-sinmian food. In a
pi nch you can eat the plain green or the plain blue. Never touch red-coded or orange-coded stuff;
it hasn't the right vitam ns. And the yellow coded stuff will poison you; it's coded for
i nsectivores."

The redheaded man with the strong ethnic resenbl ance to Ri anna canme over to them tray in
hand. They dropped on the floor to eat. He said to Dane, "Welcone to the fell owship of the
dammed," as he tore open his package. "My name is Roxon. | see Ri anna has been wel com ng you."

"Dane Marsh," Dane said. He slowy opened the package. Heated by sone internal nechanism
the food was snoking hot, and, when he began to spoon it up, surprisingly tasty; some kind of
mush, slightly sweet, sone kind of crisp textured stuff, slightly salty; a soup-like |iquid,
somewhat bitter, but good. "At |east these Mekhars, or whatever you call them don't nean to
starve us."

"Why shoul d they?" The squat creature with the |eathery skin-at close range Dane coul d see
that it _was skin-cane and hunkered down beside them "Wl cone, fellow thinker, in the nanme of
Uni ver sal Sapi ence and Peace." Hi s package was coded in yellow and red stripes. Dane caught a
whiff of it; it snelled slightly sul phurous and decayi ng, but the | eathery-skinned creature began
to eat it with gusto, using his long prehensile fingers with extrene fastidious delicacy, allow ng
the food to rest only on the tips, and tearing it up with long strong teeth. "Wy should they not
treat us well? We are their profit My world is a poor one and | am seldomthis well-fed, but what
does the Voice of the Egg say? May his wisdomlive till the suns burn out. _Surely it is better to
hunt flies in a stinking swanp, and live at peace, than to feast on fine foods in a great house
torn by war and strife"

Dane al nost chuckl ed. To hear cal m phil osophy spoken by a huge and savage reptile-the
gi ant, squat being turned, his teeth bared.

"Do you laugh at the wi sdom of the Divine Egg, stranger?" H's voice was very soft and
gentle.

"By no neans," Dane said, drawi ng back slightly. "There is a simlar proverb in ny own-er-
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my own race's Great Book of Wsdom it says, 'Better to live in a corner of the housetop than to
dwell in a broad house with a braw i ng woman."

"Er, hmmm" runbled the lizard-man, "Surely all wisdomis one, ny proto-siman friend.
Even in slavery one may find material for philosophy, then. Yet share your laughter, friend."

Dane said, funbling for words, "Anbng ny people, it is thought amusi ng when words of peace
are spoken by-by anyone of-of a warlike and fierce aspect, and by ny standards you | ook-er-fierce.
No of fense neant."

"None taken," he said gently, "although surely it is the large and fierce person who needs
to |l ook and speak with peaceful wisdom in order not to affront others, while the small and weak
person proclains his peaceful nature with his very appearance.”

"It doesn't always work that way on nmy world," Dane said. Not in his wldest dreans had he
ever thought of discussing phil osophy over a shared neal with a giant reptile-no; he was obviously
a man of sonme sort. But it was mnd-boggling, certainly a Mad Tea Party if there ever was one.

"My nane is Aratak," the leathery lizard-man said

Dane told the man his nane, and he repeated it thoughtfully. "I know not what a Dane nay
be, but a Marsh is ny honepl ace nanme, and we are therefore home-brothers, friend Marsh. Let us be
brethren in msfortune, then, since all nmarshes are one marsh, as all seas are one sea, and al
swanps are one swanp within the Cosmc Al."

Dane Marsh scratched his head. There was an el enent of nadness about this giant
phi | osopher that he liked. "It suits ne," he said.

"W shall explore one another's spiritual philosophy at leisure," Aratak said. "As for ne,
| have proved what | knew, but never fully believed before; that Universal Sapience is a truth and
not only a spiritual philosophy. | have learned in these weeks of slavery that true brotherhood
can exi st between nen and humanoids. | had paid only lip service to it before; it seenmed to ne
that no true intelligence could exist in proto-simans, for they nust spend so nuch of their
met abolic cycle enslaved to their reproductive needs. Simians on ny planet are only good for pets,
and | had never known one in the Fellowship of the Unity before. So to all of you"-Dane and Ri anna
ducked as his large-clawed gesture took themall in-"ny eternal thanks for an enl argenment of nmny
spiritual growh."

Roxon said sonberly, "Let's hope we live long enough for the spiritual growh to do us
sonme good in what's left of our lives," and they all fell silent again. Dane scraped his tray
clean of the last norsel of food and put it aside. He felt better now. He knew where he was, and
there was no i medi ate prospect of death or torture.

Nevert hel ess the prospect was anything but pleasing. Al his |ife Dane Marsh had been a
man of action, in a nodern world where that takes sone doing. In nodern society nost nen wal k an
orderly path fromthe cradle to the grave, not acting so nuch as being acted upon; Dane had spent
his whole |ife breaking out of that nold, and now the enforced hel pl essness wei ghed upon himw th
an al nost personal rage. Caught up wi thout warning, caged, equipped against his will with the
dammed transl ator di sk which nade a thin painless |unp against the skin of his neck-it made things
easier, but still it was sonmething that had been _done to him against his wll.

Now that the food was restoring his strength, the infuriating sense of hel pl essness was
turning rapidly to anger. These people, these citizens of a great Galactic civiliza tion, mght
sit in their cages and wait for whatever the Mekhar slave ships did to them he didn't intend to.

He heard, outside, the clanging sound which he had heard first when the Mekhar canme into
the corridor to distribute the food. He filed it away for future reference; evidently a single
nmechani sm unl ocked all the cage doors when the feeding cycle began and | ocked t hem again when it
was conpl eted. The Mekhar were evidently pretty confident in their weapons and the terror they
inspired .in their prisoners, to | eave the cages unl ocked so |long,, That know edge m ght be usefu
later, but for the nonent Dane decided to bide his tine.

The other captives in their cell-the hairy creature who gave the inpression of nore arns
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and | egs than he should have had (Dane decided it was the curious way the |inbs were segnmented and
jointed), a couple of ordinary-Ilooking nmen and wonen, a tall narrow faced creature who seened
covered with dark fur-were finishing their trays of food. One tray had not been touched, and Dane
noticed it had the green-and-blue coding that identified human food. He | ooked around the cell.
Yes; on a |l ow bunk beside the wall, a slender formlay notionless, enveloped in a | ong white robe,
the face turned away fromthem

Dane said, "What's the natter with that one? Hurt, sick, dead?"

"Dying," Rianna said quietly. "She has refused food for ten neal -periods now. She is an
enpath from Spica Four; they prefer to die, when away fromtheir worlds. It won't be | ong now
It's all we can do for her nowto |let her die in peace.”

Dane | ooked at the redheaded woman with a throb of revulsion. "And you're all just sitting
here and _letting her starve herself to death?"

"Of course,” Rianna said indifferently. "I told you, they _always die, away fromtheir own
world and their own people.”

"And it doesn't bother you!" Dane burst out passionately.

"Ch, it bothers nme." Her voice was quiet "But why should | interfere with her chosen fate?
Sonmetimes | think she is wi ser than we."

Dane's face set in lines of disgust. He scranbled to his feet and picked up the extra
packet of food. He said, "Well, _I'mnot going to sit here and watch a worman di e.

if I can do anything about it." He strode across the roomto where the woman |ay. He was
fumng. _Just sit there and let her starve herself to death!

She did not nove as he approached her, and for a nonent he wondered if she was al ready
dead, or too far gone to be within his reach. He stood for a few nonents over her bunk, | ooking
down in a sort of wonder at the beauty of the girl who lay there.

Form ess thoughts cascaded through his mnd: This is what | seem always to have been
seeking, that elusive sonmething | always thought nust be just over the next nobuntain peak
_beyond the next wave . . . _at the end of the rainbow | didn't know it could be a woman ... _or
take a woman's form. ..

_And she's lying here dying, and we're both hopeless and in prison. Do | see her as al
beauty only because it's too late . . .? Does the inpossible dreamconme within reach only when
it's forever out of reach?

In a wonder that was beyond pain, he stood notionless, the food tray forgotten and hangi ng
fromhis hand; then sonme faint, inperceptible nmovenent |ike a soft breath made hi maware that she

was still alive. And at once his forn ess thoughts of inpossible beauty receded in a wash of hard,
practical sanity. Forget all that! She was just a girl, lying here slowy dying, but nmaybe not too
far gone yet. The wonder and awe died away in a surge of purely human pity. He knelt down besi de
her and reached out, lightly, to touch her shoul der

Bef ore his hand -actually touched her, as if the very clanmor of his thoughts disturbed
her, she stirred and turned slightly toward him Her eyes, deep-set beneath feathery dark brows,
opened.

She was so pal e that somehow he had expected the eyes to be blue; instead they were deep
russet-brown, the wide eyes of a forest animal. Her |ips noved slightly as if she were trying to
speak, but her voice was too weak to be heard; it was only a faint murrmur of protest, of
curiosity.

He said in a gentle voice, "Here, |'ve brought your food. Try to eat"
A murnmured negative.

"Now | isten," Dane said firmy. "This is nonsense. Wiile you're alive you have a duty to
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all of us; to keep up your strength, in case we have a chance for escape or sonething like that
Suppose we were rescued, or es caped, and you were too weak to nove, and we had to carry you, and
we were all recaptured because we had to stop and hel p you al ong? Wuldn't that be a dreadfu
thing to do to all of us?"

Her |ips noved again and sonehow he had the inpression of a faint snile, although the Iinp
and strengthless features did not actually nove. The words were so quiet that Dane had to bend | ow
to hear.

"Why should any of you ... drink my cup...?"

"Because we're all human and all in this together,” he said firmy. But he wondered, were
they really? None of them had cared enough to keep the girl alive, and maybe it was that know edge
that had nade her want to die.

"Well, anyway, | care," he said, and his fingers sought her hand. "Cone on. If you're too
weak to feed yourself, 1'lIl feed you." He tore open the package, watching the self-heating el enent
gradual |y perneate it with steam ng heat. He spooned up a little of the soupy liquid and put it to
her lips. "Cone on, swallow " he said. "Start with this, it's easy."

For a nmonment he thought she woul d keep her |ips obstinately shut; then she rel axed them
and let the soup slip inside, and after a nmonent he saw her throat nove and knew she had swal | owed
it. Ho felt a vast, wild sense of elation, but he was careful not to showit, only w thdraw ng the
spoon and rai sing another careful spoonful to her lips. After two or three nore rel uctant
mout hful s she stirred as if she wanted to raise herself, and Dane put his arm around her and
supported her shoul ders; he fed her the soup and a little of the nush, then wi thheld the spoon
when she nodded for nore.

"Not just now. You shouldn't eat too nuch right away after such a long fast; wait a little
before you take any nore," Dane advi sed, and she smled faintly in conprehension as he let her
slide down on her pillow. "Yes, try to sleep again now, and next time you'll be stronger.™

Her eyes were closing w th weakness, but she opened themagain with effort and whi spered,
are you?"

"Just another prisoner,"
stronger. And your name is-"

he said. "My nane's Dane Marsh. W'Il|l get acquainted when you're

"Dallith," she whispered, and abruptly dropped into sleep again, as conpletely w thdrawn
fromhimas if she were dead

Dane stood for a few nore nonents wat ching her, then straightened, reclaimng what was
left of the food tray and laying it on a piece of furniture.

Dallith. How |l ovely, and how it suited her delicate face and wild-creature eyes. For the
monent it was enough to know that she lived, that she had _chosen to live. He turned away, seeing
that the other prisoners had broken up into separate groups; but R anna was still watching him As
he cane away she said with a deep bitterness, "You fool! Wat have you done?"

Dane said, "I think she'll live. It only needed soneone to care whether she did or not.
Any of you could have done it."

Ri anna said with i nexpressible wath, "How could you do that to her? After she had given
up, to wake her again to hope-and suffering-oh, you neddl esone _fool!"

Dane said, "It's not in nme, to sit and let anyone die. Wiile there's life, there's hope.
_You're alive, aren't you? And by choice?"

She only sighed and turned away fromhim She said, not |ooking back, "I only hope you
never know what you've done."

CHAPTER
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THREE

There was no way to neasure tine, in the Mekhar slave ship, except by neal -periods and by
the periods when the ship, or at |east the slave quarters, were darkened for sleep. Neverthel ess
Dane Marsh estimated afterward that some three weeks, by his own reckoni ng, passed w thout any
maj or incident.

The nmain event of this time, by his own awareness, was the slowreturn of Dallith from
willful death to |life. She slept, that time, for some hours, and when she woke Dane fed her again.
The next tinme he encouraged her to sit up for a few minutes and, when she was able to stand and
nmove around, he asked Rianna to help her to the bathing quarters set apart for the fenmales in
their section. He had nade the request with sone qual ns-after all, R anna had expected, al npst
wanted the girl to lie there and die, and he had hal fway foreseen that she would refuse to involve
herself at all-but to his surprise she agreed and thereafter she took over a good part of
Dallith's daily care, with an alnost notherly concern. Dane didn't try to understand it, but he
accepted it gratefully.

For along tine Dallith was not strong enough to talk nuch, and he did not press her. He
was content to sit by her side and let her hold his hand . . . alnost, he thought, as if in some
way he could give her some of his own strength and vitality. But she was growing in strength
daily, and one day she sniled at himand asked about him

"And you're froma world none of us have ever heard of. Strange, that they should risk so
much to cone there. O perhaps not, if all your people are as strong as yourself."

He shrugged. "I've spent nost of ny life hunting new adventures. This is just a little
nore bizarre than nmost, that's all. | got hooked early on the idea that nobody would willingly
pass up any kind of experience that was-what do they say-neither illegal, imoral, nor fattening."

She laughed a little. Her laugh was enchanting, as if all the gaiety in the world dwelt
within her voice. "Are all your people like that?"

"No, | guess not Alot of themsettle down early and never do anything. But the adventurer
strain keeps conmng back. | guess it's a pretty durable part of our makeup." He renmenbered then
that Rianna had told himthat Dallith's people invariably died, away fromtheir honme world, and
bit his lip to keep from aski ng questions about that But as if she followed his thoughts, a shadow
passed over her face. Her sadness seened as all-pervasive as her gaiety, as if her small slight
body held roomfor only one enption at a tine and it wholly possessed her. She said, "I only hope
your strength and bravery don't nean that the Mekhars have sone especially fearful fate planned
for you."

"Al'l I can do is wait and see what happens,"
life, there's hope."

he said, "but like | told you, while there's

The shadow | ay deep on her. She said, "I could not inagine, could not even dream of hope
or anything good ahead, away fromny world and ny people." Her voice was desolate. "Ch, others
have left our world, but with sone purpose, and never-never alone."

Dane said, "lIt's like a miracle that you came back. But it's a mracle |I still can't
conpl etely understand."

She said sinply, "You reached nme. | felt your strength, and your will to live, so that |
could believe inlife again. It was that which fed ne ... your own hope and your belief inlife
ahead as well as behind. And with so nuch will to live, there was no roomin ne for death, and so
death took his hand away fromme and | began to live again. The rest was"-a snall disinterested
shrug-"only nmechanics. The inportant thing was that you still believed in life, and you could
share your belief with ne."

He cl asped her small hand in his. The fingers were as soft as if they were bonel ess,
conpletely pliant, nolded to his. "Cone, Dallith, are you trying to tell me that you read ny mnd,
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or ny enotions, or somnething?"
"OfF course," she said, surprised. "Wat else?"

_Well, howcan | say it isn't true? It seenms to have happened, and anyway she believes it,
Dane thought, but he still felt a little disquieted; uncanny. Still, he was content, for as her
strength grew, Dallith clung to himnore and nore. Sonetines it alnost frightened him that she
shoul d be so conpletely dependent on his will-what would she do if they were separated? he thought-
but nostly it did not trouble him for she was not obtrusive or demandi ng. Mdst of the time she
was content to sit quietly at his side, wthout speaking, alnost |ike a shadow, while, during the
next days and weeks, he took the measure of his fellow prisoners.

He seemed to be the only one-at least in their separate cell-froman isolated world. Al
of the others were, nore or less, fromthe sane interstellar civilization as R anna. They were a
m xed crew. The spider-thing was froma hot, wet world where his race was in a mnority, and his
nanme was an i nconprehensi bl e mangl e of sibilants. And even the enornous |izard-man, Aratak, found
his mental processes inaccessible, although he tried. He told Dane kindly, "He is very bew | dered.
I do not think he is sure what has happened; his nental processes have been shocked." Dane was
| ess charitable; orivatelv he didn't believe the spidery alien _had any nmental processes worth
noticing. All he seenmed able to do was huddle in a corner, hissing at anyone who came near, and
when food was brought sidle out in a rush, take it, and retreat with it. Dane wote himoff as
probably being of no use in their present trouble.

Ri anna and Roxon, the two sturdy red-headed anthropol ogi sts, were far nore congeni al. Dane
kept forgetting that they were not Earthnmen Iike hinmself, unless one of them happened to allude to
some conmonpl ace of their lives which to him was straight out of a science fiction novie
Ri anna of fhandedl y saying that she had served a four-year apprenticeship in alien technol ogy
surveying an asteroid belt for fragnents of the civilization on the expl oded worl d; Roxon
conplaining that the main axis of the civilization was interested only in proto-feline
technol ogi es and tended to ignore the proto-simians (or humans) as being superficial. "Just
because the damed proto-felines invented the extra-light drives, they think they own the
Uni verse," he grunbl ed nore than once.

As for Aratak, the lizard-man quickly became a conpanion, then, surprisingly, a friend.
The i mense alien seemed quickly nmore human than any of the others. H's gray, rugose skin, his
huge claws and teeth, were quickly forgotten; his mnd worked, Dane swiftly found out, very much
li ke Dane's own. Hi s phil osophy rem nded Dane very nmuch of the Hawaiians and Fili pi nos he had net
on his first voyage to the Pacific; a cal macceptance of Iife, a willingness to take whatever
came, not exactly submitting to it, but going along with it until sonething better came al ong, and
i ncidentally getting what was good out of it. He never left a crunb of his food, he slept |ong and
well, and he tended to fill every lull in the conversation with some excerpt fromthe Wsdom of
the Divine Egg-who had been, Dane gradually gathered, the Confucius, Lao-Tzu, Hillel, and H awat ha
of his race. On the surface he seenmed content and even conplacent in their captivity, enough so as
to be infuriating.

But Dane was sure it was not quite what it seened. At first this was only a suspicion; on
the eighth or ninth "day" of their captivity, the suspicion ripened into certainty.

That was the day when a man in the next cage, or cell, went mad. Dane saw hi m crouch, when
the cl angi ng sound came whi ch meant that the Mekhars were on the way with food, tense and huddl ed
within hinmself and all one purpose which could al nost be seen. And the instant that the food-cart
came into sight around the curve of the corridor he rushed the door, flung it open, and threw
hi nsel f agai nst the edge of the cart, sending it careening back and knocki ng the Mekhar who pushed
it off his feet.

For an instant Dane tensed, thinking, _Now Now, if they all rush himat once, at once, he
couldn't kill nmore than one or two of them

He actually began to spring; and then the man at the cart began to yell, incoherently, a
hoarse half scream

"Cone on, you bastards! Kill ne all at once, not by inches! Come on, everybody get them
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better to die fighting than sit here waiting-" He grabbed the end of the food-cart and ran it over
the prostrate body of the Mekhar, by now how ing gibberish and screaming. Dallith shrieked and hid
her face in her hands. Aratak gripped his claws on the bars, and as Dane tautened his mnuscles for
a rush the lizard-nman reached out one hand and grabbed him His claws dug into Dane's shoul der,
tearing his shirt.

"Not now," he said. "Don't throw your life away like this. _Not now "

The | oose prisoner was still how ing and raging, charging up and down with the runaway
food-cart. The other Mekhar raised his weapon and gestured; the nadman did not seemto see him He
ran right up against himand in the instant before the food-cart ran himdown the Mekhar with the
weapon raised it-alnost, it seemed to Dane, reluctantly-and shot him

The man screaned, a terrible tearing sound. He dropped to the floor, withing, convulsing,
froth coming fromhis nmouth as his nuscles went into spasm after spasm of shuddering. He screaned
and screaned, fainter and fainter, and at last he lay still, twitching and still convul sing. The
Mekhar bent and dragged himinto his cell, gesturing at his cell-nmates with the drawn weapon. They
all edged back before it, with horrified gasps and nurnurs.

The feeding went on without further incident; but Dane could not eat, until Dallith, white
as her own | oose robe, refused food and faltered into the wonen's area to vonit; then, with hard
sel f-di scipline, Dane forced hinself to pick up his food and chew it, doggedly. He should have
known. Dallith was so much a reflection of his own noods....

Wth the new know edge of this, he ate, refusing to think about the woul d-be escapee; when
Dal lith, gray and shaking, canme back, he pulled her down beside himand gently fed her little
pieces fromhis own tray until the color began to cone back into her cheeks, then sat by her unti
she sl ept. The wounded man in the next cell noaned and tw tched and foaned and screaned nore and
more faintly, although his cell-mates tended him until some tinme that night he died. The next
morni ng at feeding-tine the Mekhars haul ed his body away.

The rows of cells were very quiet as the man's body was taken away. But when the Mekhars
di sappeared again and the cl angi ng sound of the cell-block |ock assured themall that the Mekhars
were gone, the quiet tension of horror broke and everyone began tal king at once.

Dane found Aratak by his side; the Iizard-man's great scal ed paws, claws flicking in and
out, rested lightly on his shoulder. He said to Dane, "For a nmoment, yesterday, | thought you were
going to throw your life after his."

"For a noment | thought of it. But it isn't in me to comrit suicide, and | realized in
time that was what he was doing. If everyone had joined him of course, we probably could have
done it"

"Yes," Aratak said. "This has been on ny mnd. But it nust be carefully planned and
deci ded. A nmad rush, even with the wild hope that the others will join us, is not the way to begin
such an effort. The Divine Egg has said that a man is a fool who holds his life too dear-but twice
a fool is he who holds it cheap enough to throw away."

Dane gl anced guardedly around. Dallith was sleeping, and he was gl ad; already the fear of
frightening her was a dayl ong preoccupation with him (He asked hinself then: was it |ove?

Certainly not in a sexual sense, at |east not yet. But a constant, |iving preoccupation, so that
her welfare was nore to himthan his own, so that she |ived sonmewhere in the innernost core of his
being . . . yes; call it love.) Then he said, "I take it you go along with ne-that it ought to be
possible to escape, with care and cooperation. | think these Mekhars underrate us. They probably

think no one but thenselves is clever enough to think it out But have you noticed that the doors
are unl ocked, and virtually unguarded, for the best part of half an hour, twi ce a day?"

“I'"ve noticed," Aratak said. "For a time | thought it seened al nbost too easy. As if they
were trying to tenpt us to escape, for sone unknown reason of their own. But why would they do
t hat ? Sheer bl ood-|ust? They could have one of us up to kill every day, if that were their
pl easure. So | have come around to the concl usion you seemto have reached; that it is their
arrogance. They sinply do not believe that anyone except thensel ves coul d take advantage of such
an opportunity; they believe we sinply fear themand their weapons too nuch."
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He stopped; his nornmally placid voice was fierce.
"Whuld you like to teach those dammed cat-things their m stake?"

Dane thrust out his hand in a spontaneous gesture of camaraderie. "I'mwith you!" Only
when the scaly paw, claws carefully retracted, closed gingerly over his hand, did he recall that
his new conrade was not what nost people would call a man

Agreed, they sat down in a corner of the cell to make their plans. "W can't do it al one,
just the two of us. And it's going to need tinme-and planning."

"True. The Divinely Wse Egg has told us that an act of folly can be successful only if it
is planned twice as wisely as an act of w sdom"”

The basis of the plan was sinplicity itself and hardly nore conplex than that of the man
who had died; to take advantage of the early unlocking and late closing of the cell to slip out,
rally other prisoners to join them knock the weapon fromthe hands of the Mekhar guard and force

their way out of the slave quarters. The Mekhar m ght kill one or two of them before they were
di sar ned- Dane faced the possibility that he mght be one of the first ones killed, probably, in
fact, _would be-but certainly the Mekhar couldn't kill themall, and the rest woul d escape.

Once they were out of the slave quarters, what then? They would have to face the rest of
the crew, in the hospital area there were tangler fields, and perhaps in other areas of the ship
t oo.

"We can't do it alone,"” he said to Aratak

"l never thought we could."

"But we can't even _plan it alone. | don't know enough about the Mekhars; | don't know
enough about your spaceships; | don't know enough about your civilization or weapons or even your
Unity. We need help, and quickly, even to nake sensible plans."”

"I think you are right," the great |izard-man said. "W nust deci de which of our
col | eagues we can approach for help, and which of us would go nad |ike that poor creature and give
us away W th rashness or panic, or even betray us to the Mekhars in return for sonme snall
advant age- oh, yes, some of us in here, even, might do that." The edges of his leathery gray jaws
began to glow slightly, luminous. "I will consult the wi sdomof the Egg. And | suppose you wil|
break it first to Dallith.”

Dane felt his throat close with a spasm of sudden fear; not for himself, but for the girl.
He had tried so hard to keep all upsetting thoughts away from her; and the man who had gone
berserk had upset her so greatly that he had been afraid, for a noment, that she would drop back
into that deathly, death-seeking lassitude. "I think not," he said hoarsely. "First | wll speak
to Rianna." Perhaps Dallith could be kept free of this, protected until all the danger was
over. ...

He was begi nning, now, to be able to distinguish subtle changes of expression on Aratak's
| eat hery countenance; but he did not, yet, know what enotion ridged the rugose forehead and made

the small wattles around the amphibian's gill-slits glow |l uninous. Aratak was noved; but whet her
by synpat hy, di sagreenent, or annoyance Dane Marsh could not yet tell. H's voice was as flat as
ever when he said, "Well, you proto-simnans know one another as | never could, so perhaps you are
right. I will inquire carefully and seek wi sdom speak to Rianna if you will."

Dane waited until the next meal period, and when all the inmates of then" particular cell
had seized their coded food trays and were seeking places to eat, he laid a hand on Rianna's arm

"I want to talk to you," he said in an undertone. "Sit here beside nme, in this corner, and
eat." As they tore open the strips of their trays, he outlined what he had noticed about the
| ocki ng and unl ocking of the cell doors, and saw her dark eyes light up fiercely.

"I've wondered if anyone el se saw that! It seens that everyone else here is either a
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coward, or insanely rash! You're right, something could be done, but what could I, a wonan, do
alone? I"'mwith you, Dane, even if I'mthe first one shot down!"

He grinned a little sourly. "I thought you were the one preaching the virtues of
resi gnation. You were feeling hopel ess enough to let Dallith die."

| was doi ng what seened best on the basis of what | knew of her people," Ri anna said
stiffly. "Anyone can act in ignorance. |'m enough of a scientist, | hope, to change ny theories as
| acquire nmore facts. After observing the Mekhars for a few periods-and the quality of our fellow
prisoners-1 feel alittle nore optimstic."

"You do know," Dane said slowy, "that if we take the lead, you and | may very well be the
first ones to be shot down? It's not a pleasant death."

"But at | east when it's over, | won't have to worry about what happens next, would |? But
just in case we should survive |ong enough to have that particular worry, what happens after that?
| take it you don't nmean to stop at letting us out of the cages. What next?"

"I don't know," Dane said frankly. "That's why | cane to you. |I'mno good as the | eader of
this enterprise. | mght be able to help us bust out of the cages. But once we're out, |'m about
as much use as sails on a spaceship. I'"'mthe one fromthe backward world, renenber. Wat | know
about spaceshi ps coul d be painlessly engraved on my thunbnail in large block letters. |I'd kind of

t hought that we might hold the Mekhar guards hostages for our own freedom arrogant races usually
hold the lives of their own kind very precious, even if they treat other races as expendabl e. But

I don't know the Mekhars. And even if we could nanage to kill off or subdue every dammed |ion-face
on the ship, we'd still be out of ny elenent, | wouldn't know how to get us to a safe port, or
even how to hit the distress button and yell for help if we started to crash-land or fall into a
sun. "

"Ch, as far as that goes, Roxon has a pilot's certificate,”" Rianna said. "I don't think

he's ever handled anything this _size-he certainly isn't licensed to-but the ultralight drives are
standard all through the known Gal axy. Once the Mekhars are out of the way, he could I and us
sonmewhere inside the Unity."

Dane reflected that this wouldn't help _himnuch, but after all, that was a snall point.
He couldn't help being better off inside a civilized government-no matter how strange or alien-
than outside it The Unity at least didn't deal in slaves.

"l suppose the next step is to enlist Roxon as part of our plan, then," he said, "if
you're sure we can trust him You know him | don't."

Ri anna said, in disgust, "Wat do you take himfor? He's a civilized citizen."

"Presumably, so is that poor chap who rushed the nerve-guns," Dane said. "I wasn't
i mpugni ng hi s standards of decency. | sinply don't know himat all. Howcan | be in a position to
judge how brave he is? How likely he is to panic? How well he holds up hi a crisis? O even how
well he can hold his tongue and keep fromtalking to the wong people? Wiy in hell do you think I
asked you first?"

Her nmouth lifted in a small smle and suddenly she | ooked younger and prettier. "I think
I've just had a conplinent," she said. "Thank you, Marsh. 1'll talk to Roxon. |'ve known himfor a
long tine, and I'd trust himwith nmy life, ny personal fortune, and ny scientific reputation, if
that's any indication."

"Look. I"'msorry, |I didn't nmean to offend-"

She shrugged. "Forget it You have no reason to trust him nor has he any reason to trust
_you. He has a prejudice against inhabitants of habitable worlds which haven't joined the Unity."

"How i n-how could | join your what's-it, Unity, when nobody on our world was ever given
any inkling that it even _existed?"

"I didn't say Roxon's prejudice was rational," Rianna said coldly. "I said he _had such a
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prejudice. | was stating a fact, not making a val ue judgment. But Roxon woul d probably say there
must be sone good and sufficient reason why your world has never been offered the Unity."

That sobered Dane a nminute; but it was pointless to get involved in discussing that right
now. As Ri anna was turning away he stopped her a nonment, and said suddenly, "Wy is it, then, that
_you trust nme?"

Anot her snall shrug. "Who knows? Maybe it's just your pretty blue eyes. O naybe |I'm using
Dallith as a baroneter. And speaking of Dallith, she's staring at you with that w stful |ook
Maybe she can't eat unless you hold her hand. You'd better go and cheer her up while |I talk to
Roxon. None of us ought to behave in any strange ways while we're plotting, or the Mekhars m ght
get wise."

She went off, and Dane gl anced around for Dallith; but she was not |ooking at him and
Dane did not at once make a nove toward Dallith, following Rianna with his eyes. Wat were her
real feelings? Did he know her well enough to judge even the nost el enentary ones?

Ri anna knelt beside Roxon where he sat alone with his enpty food tray still on his l[ap
she put her head close to his and Dane wat ched anxi ously. The one thing that nust not happen is
that any of them should seemto be plotting or conspiring. O would the Mekhars even notice? But
surely it would be dangerous, for people to begin to gather in groups, talking secretly,
whi spering, trying to avoid bei ng overheard-

As he wat ched, Roxon dropped the food tray, put his arns around Ri anna, and drew her down
besi de him Dane thought, suddenly a little shocked, _Like this? Right in front of everyone? In a
cage? Then he told hinself sternly not to inpose his own standards-one little corner of one little
pl anet-on others; even on sone parts of Earth this behavior night be quite natural; sonme South Sea
i sl anders not only nade |ove in public but expected you to join in and got offended if you didn't.
He forced himself to | ook away, as they drew cl oser together.

Dallith said quietly in his ear, "It is not what you think. Does it matter to you?"

He turned, startled and a little abashed. He said defensively, "Renenber, |I'mthe guy from
t he backwoods pl anet who doesn't know the |ocal custons-or rather, knows only his own | oca
custons-"

"It is not the customof ny people either, but you know what | am | can sense enotions,
and | tell you again, there is no desire between themif that matters to you."

"I don't give a hang what they do," Dane muttered, H s ears were red and he was furiously
angry at hinself because she could read his enbarrassnent "Wiy should it nmatter to ne?"

"My peopl e never ask ourselves _why other people are as they are,"” Dallith said coolly,
"since we cannot escape the enotions which nake them behave as they do, it would be only an added
trouble to ask ourselves why. | am enbarrassed only because you are, but there is no reason for it
They are pretending it and if you think a nonent you will surely understand the sensible reason
for their pretense."

"No. That | can't understand. Wy shoul d t hey-oh. You nean, so the Mekhars won't think
they are conspiring?”
"Of course. Rianna is very clever,"” Dallith said. Her |large dark eyes dwelt a nmonment on
the two closely intertwi ned bodies, half clothed, heads together, whispering, and she smiled. "It
is, of course, the one thing they could pretend to do which the Mekhars woul d never trouble
thensel ves to suspect or to interrupt. It is part of their arrogance, you understand. This,
per haps, you do not know how proto-felines | ook down on us proto-simans because-how can | say
this? You are enbarrassed and | cannot help feeling what you feel-"

She | ooked at the floor and noved her foot restlessly. "Well, to put it very sinply: we
proto-simans are supposed to be continual slaves to our sexual appetites. So when you | ook at
Ri anna and Roxon, and you think they are talking privately, and perhaps it is suspicious; the
Mekhars woul d | ook at them and think, oh, yes, just |like those ape-people, whatever el se they
m ght be doing, how like themto stop and-and fornicate. You see? Rianna is clever."
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"She is," Dane said. "I'd never have thought of that." He felt ruffled and on edge. Even
Aratak had said sonmething Iike that, _You proto-simans are involved so nuch of the tine with your
reproductive cycle. ... It was a little hunmiliating to be thought of as part of a race which

t hought of nothing but sex.

_Welcome, fellow, to the nonkey house at the zoo-feral e nonkeys al ways in heat. Watch the
show. Ch hell, probably other-other races?-couldn't care less. Did he get any charge out of
wat chi ng a couple of dogs in the street, or a couple of pigeons courting on the wi ndowsill? Dane
turned his eyes away fromthe all-too-realistic spectacle of Ri anna and Roxon. No one el se seened
to be paying the faintest attention, even anpong the humans.

_Let's hope Rianna's giving hima full run-down on the plan-_and that he likes the idea.
Because, without it, I'mnot going to know where to begin. Aratak and | couldn't do nmuch, alone
And, damm it, I've got plenty on ny mnd-_I|ike an escape attenpt-_wi thout worryi ng about sonebody
else's sex life! As the thought of the escape crossed his mnd again he renenbered, with sone
unease, that he had been afraid to break this to Dallith. Now, it seened, she knewor did she? It
was hard to tell whether she read his thoughts, or only mirrored his enptions. Now, as if
mrroring his own deep disquiet, her snall slender fingers groped for his and clung to them Her
hand felt cold. Dane squeezed it, hard, trying to keep cal mand reassuring.

He had al ways t hought of hinself as an adventurer. But a solitary one. He knew his own
limts, his abilities, what he could trust hinmself to acconplish and what he coul dn't do. He had
been accused, once, of taking risks, and had denied it firmy. "I do dangerous things, sure," he'd
said, "but unless | get struck by lightning-and that coul d happen when |I'm home in bed-I know so
well what | can and can't do that by the time | decide to do it, it isn't taking a risk anynore."

But that was only true when he was relying on his own known abilities. Now he must put all
his faith in strangers, some of them not even human. Aratak had a reassuring strength and
solidity, and Rianna's bravery and resourceful ness had gi ven hi msone confidence. But the others?
They were all unknown quantities, and the habit of being self-reliant didn't help you at all when
it was a question of doing dangerous things with other people. Rather the reverse.

He et go of Dallith's hand, knowi ng that as she sensed his fear her own would grow, and
said, "We'll talk about this later. | want to be sure what | think."

As usual, she did not protest, or challenge him but accepted his npbod quietly as if it
were her own, and went away to her own bunk. Rianna and Roxon had noved apart now and Dane
wonder ed what she had said to him what he had replied. It would be dangerous to go and ask. O
course he could also pretend to be overcone by a lustful npod-he dropped that |ine of thought,
fast. It | ed nowhere, and could provide a hell of a lot of conplications he didn't need. Hadn't
Dal lith asked, Wiy does it matter to you?

He couldn't answer that one, and didn't want to try.

CHAPTER FOUR

Ri anna did not approach himuntil the next neal -period, when as they were taking up their
trays she sorted his out for himand said, in an undertone, "Roxon agrees. He cannot pilot this
shi p al one, but he can handl e the comunicati on equi pment and the Navigation Central will help
him of course. He will speak to another, in the next cell, who is known to him You can trust
him he is a good judge of nen. He was surprised that it was you who made this plan, but that is
his prejudice, and he admits it."

"Damm nice of him" Dane said, a little grunpily. He realized it was unworthy of him He'd
known he couldn't do it all hinself. He ought to be grateful that Roxon was willing to take over.

She did not stay near himfor nore than a nonment then-he felt she was being cautious now
about the appearance of conspiring-but some tine later, as she passed Mm she murnmured, "Put your
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arnms around ne, try to hold me a minute-Dane, have you told Dallith anything yet? | saw you
tal king together but | didn't have a chance to ask her."

Dane conplied. She felt soft and strong in his arns, rounded and feninine, yet firm
nmuscl ed and far from passive. He said, "No, | haven't. | was a little afraid to. Anyway, we got
of f the subject, she was explaining sonme things to ne about-er-Galactic custons and the way the
Mekhars-that is, the way all proto-felines-think of us humans.”

_I's she expecting me to pretend to nake | ove to her?

As if she had caught the thought, Rianna firmy freed herself fromhis arns and pul | ed
away. She said hi an undertone, "Tell her, as quickly as you can. Renenber, she's an enpath. If
you're too indecisive, she'll pick that up fromyou, and the Mekhars m ght have enough sense to
wat ch her-to see whether they ought to be suspicious of _us. It also nmight be-lI don't know al
that rmuch about enpaths, but it _could be possible-that she could tune in on the Mekhars and find
out how they're reacting to us; when they're off guard, how near we are to where they're taking
us, and so on."

"That woul d be al nost too good to be true."

“I't would. 1've never trusted psi talents, anyhow But we can't afford to waste any
chances, however small," Rianna said. "However small. So you talk to Dallith. And soon."

Dane knew she was right, and he hardened hinsel f to awareness of what he nust do. But what
if this plunged her, again, into the suicidal fear and hopel essness? Wat then?

The routine of the slave quarters was famliar to him now, and he waited on it. About an
hour (he estinmated, having no tinepiece) after the final neal of each "day," the long corridor of
cages was darkened, except for dimy glowing night-lights in the long corridors between, and snal
pal e narks at the doors of the toilet areas. Dane went to the bunk now generally regarded as his,
at the appointed tine. _How quickly, he thought, _we grow used to al nbst anything! Al ready one
bunk here is "mne" and | am accustonmed to getting into it at a specific and regular time. Are al
sapi ent species such creatures of habit, or is it only us humans-_or proto-simnans?

He gave the cell an hour to settle down and for his cell-mates to sleep. Above him an
unknown man, dark-skinned and flat-faced, snuffled and cried out in uneasy dreans. Aratak, in the
bunk next to his, made odd snoring noises, and as Dane |let hinself quietly down fromhis bunk he
noticed that the lizard-nan was glowing faintly all over in the darkness. At the far end,
surrounded by enpty bunks on either side, the | ong | oose-jointed spidery creature hunched, his
eyes huge and red and reflecting light; the eyes swiveled to follow Dane, and Dane found hi nsel f
cringing . . . was it a hungry |l ook? Wuld the Mekhars, if it came to that, cage a cannibalistic
species with its natural prey?

Dallith lay in the | ower bunk, her face turned away as he had first seen her |ying her
hair scattered and | oose. She was sl eeping deeply, and when Dane | owered himself gently beside
Dallith, to sit on the edge of her bunk, she did not at once waken but made a soft, accepting
movement and nurnured in her sleep, a drowsy and peaceful sound.

She knew him even in sleep, and there was no fear nowin her. ... A wave of tenderness
went over him he touched his lips to the back of her cool hand, and she woke and smiled in the
di mess. She | ooked so peaceful that for a nonent he forbore to disturb her. She seened
unsurprised and did not question his presence. Putting off what he nust say, Dane asked her, for
the first time:

"What is your world like, Dallith?"

"How can | answer you, Marsh?" Her voice was only a whisper, accurately tuned to his ear.
"I't is ny home. Can you say anything of your home world, except that it is beautiful? My people
rarely | eave our world-and al nost never of our free will-and so we have no way to conpare it with
ot hers, except fromwhat we have read. | think it nust be the same with you."

A spasm of honesi ckness, so violent that it was pure pain, passed through Dane Marsh.
Never to see Hawaii again, or the great arching span of the Colden Gate Bridge, or the skyline of
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New York with its thrusting towers, or the blossom of a rhododendron in spring...

Her hands pressed his gently. She said, "I did not nmean to nake you sad. Dane, why did you
cone here? You are nore than wel come, but | know enough about the kind of person you are to know
why you did _not come. You have sonething to say to ne?"

He nodded silently, and carefully stretched hinmself out along the edge of her bunk. He
told hinself that the Mekhar guards passed through the hall once or twice during a night and if
they saw hi mthere they woul d think-what they always thought, damm them And why not? He told her
in muffled tones with his mouth close to her ear, about the plans for escape. She heard himout in

silence, tensing only slightly when he told her that the Mekhars nmight very well kill some of
them but she nade no outcry. At |last she said, "I knewit must be something like this. | have
seen you and Aratak together, but | was not sure exactly what. But if it is physical force you
want, | am probably not strong enough to disarma Mekhar. What can | do?"

Her voice was so calmthat he asked, "Aren't you afraid? | thought you' d panic."

"Why? | faced the worst when they tore me fromny home and ny people. Now there is nothing
worse to fear. Tell ne what | can do for you."

"l don't know anything nuch about enpaths," Dane said. He renenbered Rianna's words, _I've
never trusted psi talents. . . . "But perhaps you can find out for us how |l ong we have. Are the
Mekhars getting ready to | and us al ready? Maybe you can find out what defenses we may have to
face. That sort of thing."

A spasm of di sgust passed over her face. "I don't know. | have never tried-to read the
m nds or enotions of another race. They are so fierce-but I will try. Don't expect too much, but |
will try."

"That's all | ask," he said. He stirred as if to return to his own place, but Dallith's
arnms tightened around him "No. No. Alone, |I'mafraid again. Stay close to ne-"

He said, wyly, "You put a considerable strain on hunman nature, Dallith." But he did not
nove to go, and after a time, stretched out close to the girl, he fell asleep there, dropping from
wakef ul ness into strange blurring dreans of lions, of curious colors and anbushes | urking behind
strange ruined walls, starting awake again to hear Dallith whinpering with fear and protest in
unqui et dreans, dropping again into the restless dreans of hunter and hunted, of ambush and fear
and the snells of blood and deat h.

A day or two later, Dallith joined him R anna, Roxon, and Aratak at a nmealtine, as the
Mekhar moved out of sight down the corridor with the food-cart, and said in an undertone, "W nust
be quick. We nust make our plans quickly. They are hard to read"-her face tw sted strangely and
she cl enched her hands-"and it is hard not to share their-their arrogance. | was afraid-afraid of
beconing entangled in their ideas. But we nmust be very quick."

Aratak asked gently, "Wy, child?"

"Because they are going to take us somewhere, unless"-again the | ook of strain-"unless
sonet hi ng happens-1 don't know exactly what, but they are expecting sonething and will be
di sappoi nted-oh, | don't know," she burst out, twisting her slimhands and biting her lip. "I
don't know, | don't know I'm afraid to cone close enough to know"

Dane | ooked at her in deep disquiet. It's as if they wanted us to attack them But that's
ridicul ous.

He asked Roxon

"Has the word been passed al ong? How many can we trust to join us? W could nanage with a
dozen, | expect, if we're very well coordinated. But it would help to have nore."

Roxon said, "The five of us here. Three in the next cell. They tell nme that in the area
beyond, there are four or five who will join us. After that, it is all a guess. But | amsure we
wi Il have enough-and when others see that it is a well-planned, concerted action, they are sure to
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join."
Ri anna asked, "What about the tangler fields?"

"CGood point," Aratak said. "The guards wear those belts with their nerve-guns. | think
there is a control in the belts which nakes themable to nove inside a tangler field. After we
disarmthe guards, we nust get their belts. Two or three of the strongest of us, physically, nust
be ready to put themon, until sonmeone can get to the bridge area and cut out the tangler
controls. Roxon, can you do that?"

“I'"'mnot sure," Roxon said, "but | can try."

Marsh said, "Roxon nustn't be risked. He knows how to pilot a ship. Let ne take any risks
that have to be taken. That sort of risk, anyway."” He wi shed the revolt were today. Now the plans
were made, further delay would only let themsit around, worrying, getting nervous. Also, at any
monent the Mekhar ship mght stop somewhere and take on a new | oad of slaves who m ght be dunped
in among them new ones still stunned by sudden captivity, to go mad or inpede their plans for
escape. He said, "The sooner the better. Let's nmake it next nealtinme, now we all know what we're
going to do."

He found it hard to swallow, but as he would have put down the rest of his uneaten food,
Ri anna | ooked across the circle at him She said, |ow and tense, "Finish up, everybody. W have to
act exactly as usual, or they'll know sonething s going on."

The interval till the next neal -period seened to craw past. Dallith sought Marsh and sat
besi de him hol ding his hand. Roxon went to the bars separating themfromthe next cage area, and
talked in an undertone to his coll eague there. Rianna, disregarding her own directive, prow ed
nervously until Dallith gave her an angry stare, when she went to her bunk and | ay there,
pretending to sleep. Only Aratak seenmed calm seated with his huge | egs crossed, his closed gill-
slits vibrating faintly and glowi ng blue. But Marsh knew that this was only an outward appearance;
he could not tell whether Aratak was as cal mas he | ooked, neditating further on the wi sdomof his
eternal Divine Egg, or whether the inpassiveness of his nonhurman face was due to its form and
configuration and inwardly Aratak was as restless, as tightly clanped agai nst reveal i ng anyt hi ng,
as Ri anna herself.

Time seened to crawl, to stretch itself out interminably. It was Dallith, with a quick
i ndrawn breath, who warned themall; her eyes gl eamed and she sat abruptly upright, her face drawn
and pale. Rianna had evidently been wat ching her beneath hal f-closed lids; she sprang off her bunk
and took up her place near the bars. Aratak went into a tense crouch. The word, in a whisper, was
runni ng up and down through the rows of cages, nore than a full minute before the first |oud
_clang marked that down at the far end the Mekhar had thrown the switch which controlled all the
cage | ocks.

Dane, noving slowy toward the doors, saw and felt the air of tension in their own area,
and t hought, _The others, everyone, nust know that sonething' s happening. W can't keep them from
knowi ng now, we'll sinply have to hope that no one alerts the Mekhars.

The two Mekhar guards were com ng down the corridor now They shoved the coded food
packages into one cage area after another, and withdrew. Now they were about to unload it inside
the area where Dane and his friends waited, tensed to the breaking point. The Mekhar with the food-
cart, noving exactly as usual, trundled it in through the unl ocked door and began to unl oad the
coded trays. Behind himhis colleague, with a drawn nerve-gun, covered the cage i nhabitants. The
Mekhar with the cart finished the unloading, turned to trundle it out again, and at the nonent
when the cart nonentarily bl ocked the door, Dane and Aratak | eaped at his back.

Dane made one vicious karate chop across the lion-thing' s neck; he went down, spraw ing,
roaring an ear-hurting how, and the Mekhar behind himfired with the drawn nerve-gun; Dane felt
the hiss of the bolt behind him ducked. Someone shrieked, but by that time the Mekhar he had
knocked down was conming to his feet again, hissing, roaring, and Dane, taking a fighting stance,
was ready for him He kicked out, a vicious kick that woul d have thrown any hunan, paralyzed, to
the floor; the Mekhar roared and went for himwth claws bared. Behind him he saw that nen from
the next cage were pouring out, swarm ng over the Mekhar with the nerve-gun. They had his gun
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they were kicking him he lay unconscious on the corridor floor. Aratak's huge arnms sw ped the
second Mekhar from behind; he went down, struggling, and Dallith darted in, haul ed the nerve-gun
fromhis belt, noving swiftly as a cat herself; the Mekhar made a wild swi pe, his claws raking
blood fromDallith's arm and the girl exploded into a biting, kicking fury; she threw the nerve-
gun to Rianna and flew at the prone Mekhar, scream ng, claw ng at his eyes.

Dane haul ed her off himwi th both hands. "No need to kill him" he said. At his touch
Dallith quieted and began to trenble. "Unfasten his belt, there. That's right. Aratak, you're the
strongest, you put it on; you can do nore than the rest of us if we get into a tangler field." He
buckl ed the other Mekhar's belt around his waist, thinking, It _takes two people, skilled in
unarmed conbat, to di sarm one Mekhar. Let's hope they don't throw eighty crew nmenbers at us all at
once.

“"Cone on," he said, between his teeth. "Qut, everybody. Qut of the cells. W don't know
how | ong we have before sonebody notices these two haven't come back from feeding the aninmals, and
conmes down to see what's keeping them"

They energed fromthe cell area into the corridor and Dane stood for a nmonment, confused.
He had been brought here unconsci ous and had no idea which way he should go to the bridge, to the
area where the other crewren were, to the ship's controls. He shot a quick question to Roxon, who
was marshaling the captives in the hall and giving them quick | ow voi ced orders.

"W were all brought in unconscious,” Roxon said. "It's their policy. But | think we're at
the I ower levels; we have to keep going up as far as we can." He led the way along a | ong ranp,
whi ch | ed upward and upward, curving blindly now and then. The other prisoners swarned behind him
and Dane thought, apprehensively, W, who are the ringleaders, should stay together! These
others, who've just joined in and don't know what we're doing, nmay be pretty badly in the way when
we start acting! He pushed and thrust forward through them to ward the lead, Dallith hurrying at
his shoul ders. Rianna caught Dallith's arm

"Qui ck! Which way are the Mekhars? \Were?"

Dallith hardly seenmed to hear. Her face was set and twi sted. Abruptly she cried out in
horror, and simultaneously Dane saw Ri anna stunble; struggle to rise. The prisoners began to drop
one by one, noving slowy, thickly. The tangler field, thought Dane. He hinself, thanks to the
Mekhar guard's belt, felt nothing, but Dallith clutched at him struggling to pull herself al ong.

Dallith shrieked, "They know, they know, they're waiting for us-"

The door at the top of the ranp burst open. Half a dozen Mekhars, armed with nerve-guns,

stood there, and at the sight the prisoners stopped, surged forward. Aratak, |ike Dane unhi ndered
by the tangler field, sprang forward; he knocked one Mekhar spraw ing, back broken, |aid another
out, screamng in a thin high whine, before he went down under a shot Roxon fell, withing and

convul si ng.

Dane fought on, struggling through the prisoners, grimy determnined, before they got him

to kill one or two of the Mekhars; he saw Dallith struggling like a wild thing between a pair of
them Then sonmething struck hima killing blow on the head and he went down into darkness,
thinking, I _was right all along; they expected us to attack and they were glad. But why?

He screaned, "Why?" into the darkness, but the darkness did not answer, and after a
mllion years he stopped listening for the answer. ...

CHAPTER FI VE

Hi s head ached, and his arns felt as if they had been broken off at the wists. Dane Marsh
opened his eyes, and found that he was in a cell he had never seen before. One armwas fastened in
a tight cuff to the wall, by a chain about six feet long. Across the cell fromhim Aratak was
manacl ed with a simlar arrangement Rianna lay asleep on the floor; Dallith sat hunched over, her
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arnms wrapped around her knees, staring fixedly at him As he opened his eyes she said, "You're
alive!" and her face was suffused with surprise and joy. "I wasn't sure, you were so far away....

“I"'malive, for what that's worth," Dane said. "I see you are, too. \Wat happened; to the
ot hers?"

Ri anna opened her eyes. "Roxon was the first one they killed," she said. "They killed half
a dozen others, too, | think. As for the others, they unloaded themand | heard themsay it was at
the Gorbahl slave mart-three days ago. | expect they have sonething special in nmind for us, but as
for what it is"-she smiled bitterly-"your guess is as good as nine. My personal notion is that
they're saving us for dinner. W killed two of the Mekhars, and that's not sonething they're going
to sit back and accept”

"It isn't bad," Dallith said stubbornly. "There's something hopeful about it They were
_pl eased at what we did."

"How can you tell?" Rianna shouted. "This is all your fault If Dane hadn't saved your life
we'd all have gone to the Corbahl slave nart, but Roxon would be alive, and there night have been
a chance for sone of us-*

Aratak said in a comanding runble, "Quiet, child. None of this is Dallith's fault, any
nmore than yours. You, too, were eager to take part hi the escape, and as for Roxon, perhaps he too
felt he would rather die than live as a slave. In any case he is dead and beyond your pity or your
help, and Dallith is not The four of us are all together in trouble, and if we begin to quarrel
there is truly no chance."

"There's none anyway," Rianna said bitterly, and rolled over, hiding her face beneath her
bright hair.

"Ri anna-" Dane said, but she turned her back again and would not | ook at him
_She blanes ne for Roxon's death, and the death of the others, he thought

But there was nothing he could say to that Perhaps it was true. Perhaps he, having less to
| ose than the others

-what ever happened, his own world was irrevocably |l ost-had been indifferent to life or
deat h.

Aratak said, "At |east you three are of one people, creatures of one bl ood. None of ny
kind remain on board this ship. Must | find nyself al one?"

Dallith went slowy toward himand slipped her small delicate hand into his huge cl aned
paw. She said gently, "W are brothers and sisters in msfortune, Aratak, under the Universal Law.
I know that. Dane knows it. And Rianna will know it again, sooner or later."

Dane nodded. He felt very close to the huge lizard-man at whose side he had nearly been
killed. "W rmade a good fight of it, anyway," he said. "Between us, we accounted for a couple of
those damed cat-faced things! Watever happens to us now, it was worth it."

Aratak gave an enphatic nod and his gills gl owed bl ue.
Dane found hinsel f wondering, _Wat now? "Do they feed us?"

Ri anna sat up, flinging her red hair back. She said, "Who cares? If you do, yes; if
anything they feed us better than ever, though they shove our food in through the bars-no one
comes near us now. "

Dane said, 'Then they certainly aren't going to torture us to death, and if they were
going to kill us | think they'd have done it. Cats aren't subtle creatures. They'd have torn us to
pi eces right then, if they were going to."

"That's what |'ve been trying to tell you,"” Dallith said. "I don't know what's in store
for us-1 can't read their mnds wthout going-berserk-as | did then, when | tried-1 tried-" She
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suddenly shuddered. "For a nmonent, | _was the Mekhar. | went for himwth teeth-and cl aws-"

She was silent. Then, firmy, dismssing the thought, she said, "But this | know They are
not going to kill us, and we have becone even nore valuable to them So it is nmy turn to say:
don't think about dying, R anna. Keep up your strength and your hopes. We'll find out now, very
soon, what is going to happen. W' re alive, and we're all together. There's no need to despair."

It was at | east evident that their status had changed and that they were now regarded as
dangerous. Food was thrust through the bars-froma safe distance-by Mekhars who never spoke to
them and seened wary even of coming close to the bars. Three tinmes a day, the chains on Dane and
on Aratak were | engthened-by | oosening a staple fromoutside the cell-so that they could enter a
small shower-toilet area. At all other tines they were left strictly to thenselves to entertain
what ever guesses, conjectures, or thoughts they night devise about their eventual fate or fates.

This went on, Dane later surm sed, for about two weeks. There was nothing for the captives
to do except to exchange life histories, if they chose, to tell each other about their hone
worl ds, and, in general, to get to know one another. Dane told themall he could about the social
and political history of Earth, although he suspected part of their interest was wonder and
amazenment that even a partially civilized world could so far have been nissed by the Unity. Only
Ri anna hazarded a guess as to why this night have been

"You have a certain degree of scientific and technol ogi cal advancenent," she agreed, "but
in other fields you' re far behind, probably because you _are so cut oft For instance, you say that
never in your known history have you been visited even by observer or guest teans from other
pl anets. "

“"Not in our known history, no. Although sone scientists have suspected that sone of our
religious nyths nmay be garbled nmenories of such visits before witten history."

"That seenms unlikely," Dallith protested. "Scientist and observer teans fromthe Unity, at
| east, are usually very careful to make certain that the planets they visit don't get any such
notions!"

"But there's no way of telling that the visitors were fromthe Unity-if there were any
such visitors," Rianna said. "They might have been from anywhere. No, the nost likely thing is
that they sinply overl ooked your solar system There are so very _nany uni nhabited worlds that
one, or two, or two hundred, could sinply be overlooked in cataloguing. Didn't you say that only
one world in your systemis habitable by ordinary animal l[ife? That's very unusual; the nopst
likely thing is that they visited one or two planets, found them uni nhabitable, and gave up on the
system Sloppy scientific work, of course, but it does happen."

Dal l'ith suggested, "Perhaps your Earth was visited at a tine before sapient life had
devel oped. O while your nen were still living in treetops."

Aratak runbled, "That wouldn't stop them My world entered the Unity before the Divine Egg
had gifted us with the wheel!"

Thi s nmade Dane Marsh renenber a favorite theory of science fiction witers. "People used
to suggest that visitors from space had avoi ded us, or put us under a sort of Cosmic quarantine,
because of our atomic wars and such."”

"I'f total and pernmanent peace were a qualification," R anna said dryly, "the Unity m ght
possi bly be made up of as many as two dozen worlds, nostly inhabited by enpaths. Instead of, as we
now have, several hundred. The Unity will do anything possible to hel p nenber planets resolve
their internal differences-and someti nes even the presence of the Unity hel ps the people of a
pl anet to develop a feeling of solidarity and internal harnmony with one another. But the way the
Unity is set up, it sinply serves as a total barrier to _interplanetary or _interstellar war. Most
pl anets settle the war problemearlier in their history than yours, but then yours seens to have a
history torn by climatic changes, natural cataclysnms, and the like, which typically cut off snall
groups of people fromother snmall groups, and exaggerated their ethnic, cultural, social, and
linguistic differences. The result would, naturally, be a prolonging of the 'war' period in
pl anetary history. Although | admt it's a _little freaky for wars to be prolonged past the
I ndustrial Revolution stage of devel opnent."
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Dane was gl ad to get away from di scussion of his "freaky" culture and to hear about the
others. Dallith came froma highly honbgeneous world which had, after a long period of ice ages
foll owed by periods of flood and then of tropical growth, placed so high a value on psi powers for
survival that ESP and clairvoyance were firnly established in the racial germplasm They were a
peaceful people, few in nunber due to rigorous natural selection, with small technol ogy but highly
devel oped sci ences of phil osophy and cosnol ogy. Rianna's people were nore |ike what Dane had
al ways believed that Earth-nmen m ght be soneday-a scientific civilization with a highly devel oped
technol ogy and a tradition of endl ess exploration and scientific curiosity.

Aratak's world couldn't have been nore the reverse. Here the doninant race, descended from
gi ant saurians and anphi bians, virtually w thout natural enem es, and vegetarian, had briefly
experimented with technol ogy, found that its rewards did not conmpensate themfor its troubles, and
peacefully turned their backs on it to live, as a race, a contenplative life in a food-gathering
culture. They inported a fewnot many-artifacts fromtheir conpanion world, a highly technol ogi ca
race of people who called thenselves by a name which the mechani cal translator enmbedded _in Dane's
throat rendered as the Sal amanders. In return they supplied themwith raw ninerals, certain
foodstuffs, and phil osophy, which was evidently regarded as a marketable conmodity |ike any other.
In fact, Dane gathered that nmen of Aratak's lizard-like race traveled all over the known Gal axy as
teachers of philosophy, and were highly regarded, and treated with lavish hospitality, in return
for the great sacrifice of leaving their bel oved and peaceful swanps.

But such stories as they could interchange fromtheir planetary history filled up only
part of the tinme. They had all too nmuch tinme for brooding, worrying about their eventual fate. It
seened that tinme dragged endlessly; there were tinmes when it seened, at |east to Dane, that he had
been a prisoner for many years.

Abruptly, it came to an end.

One norning-or at |east what Dane called norning, for it was the first nmeal following a
period of sleep-their cell was entered by three Mekhars with drawn nerve-guns and a portable
tangler field, which they took the precaution of turning up to full force before entering, and
unchai ni ng Dane or Aratak

One of the Mekhars said tersely, "Make no nistake. You will be given-now no single chance
to escape. Even a single unauthorized nove, and you will be instantly shocked into tota
unconsci ousness. You will not be killed and you will not be tortured, but you will not be all owed
to escape, so you may as well preserve your energies. This is the only warning you will receive,
so nmove carefully. Believe nme, you will not be given the benefit of the doubt."

Dane made no sudden noves. He had no desire to try out for hinmself what a nerve-gun felt
like; he still renmenbered the screans of the man who had died. H's curiosity was caught by one
unexpect ed phrase, _You will be given-_now no single chance to escape. Did that nmean that _|ater
t hey woul d be given sonme single chance? It was worth thinking about. (The mechanical translator
was al nost unbelievably literal; on one occasion when

Ri anna, infuriated by Dallith's calm had thrown sone kind of colloquial insult at her
the translator had rendered it, sinply, to inply that Dallith was a bringer of food to children
Which certainly was no insult by Dane's terms, and probably, judging by Dallith's expression, none
by hers either-which hadn't nmade Ri anna any cal mer!)

Evidently the other three prisoners had reached the same conclusion on their own, for they
went peacefully with the Mekhars along the winding corridors and up the ranps, until they reached
what | ooked like a small conference roomin which half a dozen of the Mekhars, uniformed Iike
ship's personnel, were waiting; there were what | ooked |ike tel evision screens and receivers,
vari ous other equipment, and a variety of seats. The Mekhars notioned their four captives into
seats in what |ooked Iike a jury-box, or nusician's gallery, along one side of the room as soon
as they were in then- seats, restraints (autonmatically operated, perhaps by their weight)

i mredi ately gripped them around the wai st and held them f ast

The jury-box arrangenent already had one inhabitant; and he was a Mekhar, but he was held
by the sanme kind of restraints as Dane and his conpanions. To Dane, all the Mekhars | ooked quite a
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bit alike, but it seened there was sonmething famliar about this one; and no sooner had he cone to
this conclusion than Dallith, next to him |eaned over and whispered, "It's the Mekhar you
di sarned-the guard fromthe cell. | thought we had killed him"

"No such luck, evidently," Dane whispered back

"The prisoners will be silent," one of the Mekhars said unenotionally.

Dane | ooked around the room where he found hinself, his attention i mediately gripped by
what | ooked |i ke an enornous vision-screen. Reception was wavy and ridden with what, on Earth-type
TV, woul d have been called "ghosts,"” but it was evidently a live transm ssion. The picture on the
screen was nothing very startling, for none of the other captives gave it even a second gl ance,
far less watching it closely; but to Dane it was an incredible marvel. It was neither nore nor
| ess than a planet, seen fromout in space, vaguely brick-red, with blue-green areas which | ooked
Ii ke oceans and dull brown spots which mght have been nountain ranges or deserts. In the sky
behind it-or, nore properly, in the dark star-flecked _space behind it-hung a huge noon, or
satellite, fully half the size of the parent planet, and partially eclipsed by it.

One of the Mekhars in uniformwas seated before a prosaic-1ooking console and was tal king
intoit, in alow voice, just nonotonous background noise, too |low for Dane's translator to
function. This went on for sonme tine; the planet, and its half-eclipsed satellite, grew |arger and
nore definite in the viewing screen. Evidently they were approachi ng sone planet. Wre they going
to land on it, Dane wondered, and was it the Mekhars' hone worl d? And what was going to happen to
them there? The extreme caution with which they had been treated seenmed |ike a good sign-they
evidently weren't going to be killed out of hand-but were they going to have to stand trial for
somet hing or other? For killing a Mekhar, perhaps?

Abruptly the nonotonous undertone of the Mekhar speaking into the consol e stopped-
interrupted by a series of soft, but high-pitched beeps, clicks, and nmutterings fromthe consol e.
The Mekhar seated there noved various dials and | evers. A speaker on the console cane to life, and
a curiously low, steady voice-al nost, Dane thought, a _nechanical voice-remnarked:

"Central Station, Second Continent, speaking to the Mekhar ship. W acknow edge your
message and stand ready to receive your offer.”

The Mekhar at the consol e said-his voice was now anplified, for evidently he had thrown
sonme control which nmade it cone over the speaker as well, "W have five for you, Hunters. They are
speci al prime dangerous ones, and we will not sell them cheaply."

The mechani cal voice retorted, with its curious expressionless quality, "You Mekhars have
done business with us before, and you know our requirenents. Have these been pretested?"

"They have," said the Mekhar. "They are the four survivors of six ringleaders of the usua
test escape mechani smthe ones who were intelligent and resourceful enough to see a very smal
| oophol e left for escape, brave enough to take it in the face of nerve-guns, nd strong enough to
keep fighting after we showed themthat we were aware of the plot. You will not be disappointed in
them W had hoped to have all six for you, but we were forced to kill two others before they
could be subdued."

The mechani cal voice said, "You spoke of _five Quarry for us."

"The fifth is one of our own," the Mekhar captain said. "He allowed the prisoners to
disarm himand to seize his weapon. The other guard, when given the usual choice, chose to commt
suicide rather than face his trial on Mekhar. This one exercised the other option-to sell hinself
as Quarry to the Hunters. Hs price will be given to his surviving relatives on Mekhar, so that he
is free of obligations and can legally take this single chance of survival."

"W are always glad to accept a Mekhar as Quarry," the mechanical voice said. "W repeat
the offer we have made before this, to accept your desperate crinminals as Quarry at any tinme."

"And we repeat," the Mekhar at the consol e-comuni cator said, "that our people's honor
will not allow us to be represented in the Hunt by criminals; but the guard was bested in an
honorabl e duel, since we deliberately left a chance for the prisoners to escape; he has the |egal
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option to choose his own death, and he has the right to choose to die at your hands if he so
wi shes, honorably."

"We bow to your rules of honor," said the nechanical voice. "W suggest a bonus of ten
percent over our usual price; if this is acceptable to you, you rmay | and the prisoners at once."

"That is acceptable to us," the Mekhar confirmed, but Dane's attention was drawn to
Ri anna, who had drawn in a great gaspi ng sob

"The Hunters," she whispered. "Then they're not just a | egend! A chance for escape-yes, a
chance- but oh, Gods, _what a chance!"

Dane twisted in his seat, but before he could say another word to her, the Mekhar captain
approached t hem

"Prisoners," he said quietly. "Your chance of escape, or honorable death, is upon you. You
have proven that you are too brave, too courageous, to be sold as slaves; it is, therefore, our
honor and our pleasure to provide you this alternative. Do not be afraid. You are about to be
given a small dose of a mld anesthetic gas, which will have no lasting side effects, so that you
need not be harnmed by struggling in the transit to the Hunters' World. Let ne congratul ate you
and wi sh you all an honorabl e escape, or a bl oody and honorable death."

CHAPTER SI X

When the nists of the anesthetic gas began to clear from Dane's nind, he found hinself
lying on a low, soft bed, with a silky-smoth covering. R anna |ay unconscious beside hiny Dallith
on a simlar couch nearby. Aratak was stretched on the floor; as Dane sat up the great grayish
lizard-man stretched painfully, yawned, and sat up too. He | ooked around himand his eyes net
Dane' s.

"About one thing, at |east, our captors told the truth,” he said quietly. "W have not
been harned. Howis it with the wonen?"

Dane | eaned over Rianna; her breast was rising and falling naturally, as with sleep
Dallith began to stretch sleepily; sat up, |ooking around in quick panic; saw them and rel axed,
sm |ing.

"So here we all are again," Dane said.

The roomin which they lay was very large, with high ceilings and pillars and col unms, and
had at one tine been painted a sort of terra-cotta color; but the paint seened faded and ol d, and
there were spiderwebs and dust in the high corners, though the place seened cl ean enough
otherwi se. Long w ndows, unglazed but partially shuttered with narrow banboo-1ike slats, adnmitted
a strange reddi sh sunlight. Qutside the arched wi ndows there were voices and sounds of falling
wat er. Dane got up and wal ked to the w ndows, peering through the slats.

Qutsi de was a w | derness of garden; flowering bushes, |long stony paths, low trees with
gol den-col ored cones or |long red seed-pods; everywhere the pervasive green, although no single
tree | ooked fam liar to him

_Unearthly, he thought, _and that is a very exact description. The sky was | owering and
reddi sh, with great grayish masses of sunset cloud, and in the sky the huge noon he had seen from
space hung | ow, glow ng reddish and seening to cast its own fiery-red light over the trees, the
paths, the flowers, and the fountains of falling water which seened to fl ow and gurgle everywhere
in the enornous garden

There were people on the paths. People, as Dane had begun to think of them from his days
on the Mekhar slave ship; not a mxture of people and strange aninals, just different kinds of
people. They were all dressed in tunics of the sane terra-cotta red as the walls of the room
human and nonhuman ali ke. There were people who seened to Dane all but human, human as he was
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hi nsel f; there were some who reni nded hi mvaguely of the Mekhars; there was at | east one covered
with fine woolly hair who | ooked like a taller, nore alert gibbon or ape; there were too nany to
see and classify all at once. Another slave mart? No, the Mekhar had said, at last, that they were
"too brave and courageous for slaves," whatever that neant. But the uniformbrick-red tunics, and
the close enclosure of the garden, told himthat they had not yet reached freedom

The variety of beings in the garden rem nded himthat when they left the ship their nunber
had been five; and he | ooked about for the Mekhar who had, at the last, been inprisoned with them
He found himcurled up, his head hi dden between his hands, on another of the soft silken couches,
evidently still sleeping.

"The gas wears off quickest on ny kind," said Aratak from where he squatted before the

wi ndow. "1 was conscious again even before the small shuttle-ship |anded us here. | repaid them by
not resisting; | did not want to be separated fromyou, my conpani ons. Now you are waki ng; and the
Mekhar still sleeps. Evidently their netabolismdiffers fromours in some way. | hope he is not

dead. Perhaps we shoul d exami ne himand see-"

"I don't care if he's dead or not," R anna said, "but probably no such luck; the Mekhars
must know what dosage of anesthetic would work on their own kind."

"Anyway, he's breathing,"” Dallith said. Dane wal ked a step or two toward the sl eeping cat-
form He was not only sleeping-he was purring in his sleep. If it had not been so incongruous,
Dane woul d have | aughed; the great fierce Mekhar, purring like a child s pet kitten

"Well, he'll either wake up or he won't," Dane said. "Let's hope he doesn't start his new
day trying to get revenge on us for landing himhere! 1'mgoing to keep an eye on him anyway.
Meanwhi |l e, here we are, but where's _here? Rianna, before we left the ship you acted as if you
knew sonet hi ng about the Hunters. Suppose you tell us."

Ri anna sat up, swung her bare | egs over the edge of the couch, and cane toward the w ndow.
The reddi sh light nade her flame-tinged hair and sultry skin glow. She said, "Mst people think
they're a | egend. Wien | was doing research | found out that they weren't. They call thenselves by
a nane which nmeans, sinply, Hunters; and they think, of thenselves, evidently, that way. They've
refused to join the Unity-not that the Unity would let themin as they are, of course; but they've
preferred staying outside the Unity to changing their ways."

Dallith came straight to the heart of the matter. "Wy are they called Hunters? \Wat do
t hey hunt?"

Ri anna said bluntly, "Us."

Aratak raised hinself to his full height. "I had begun to suspect this. W were sold to
them then, for their hunting pleasure?"

Ri anna nodded. "Fromall | have heard, and seen, in the libraries of the Unity-and it's
not a great deal, for they have refused to | et any outsiders |and-hunting has beconme their one
di version, their one pleasure-their religion. They never stop seeking for sone Prey which can give
thema fair fight. For hundreds of years, | understand, they have had no dealings with anyone from
off their world except for this-they will buy Quarry for their Hunts."

Dane said, watching the sleeping Mekhar out of the corner of his eye, "I had a funny
feeling that it was al nbst too easy; that for sone reason they -wanted us to try to escape. And
evidently that's how they weed out the slaves fromthe ones they might be able to sell to the
Hunters!™

Ri anna gave a mirthless little laugh. "Their test doesn't work very well, then. Brave is
the one thing I'mnot."

Dallith said quietly, "Perhaps what they want is not so nmuch the _brave as the
_desperate."

"Thi s explains why they spoke of a chance for escape, then," Dane said. "But what chance
is that?"
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The sl eepi ng Mekhar suddenly stretched, with a great yawn, and sprang instantly upright;
when he saw t he four gathered near the wi ndows, he cane into a wary crouch

Dane tensed for attack. But the Mekhar took a step backward.

"We woul d not be allowed to fight here." His voice was a deep, purring runble. "Qur skill
and strength now belong to the Hunters. Very well; we have been enenmies, we nay be enem es again.
But for the nmonment | ask a truce."

Dane gl anced at Aratak; the giant |izard-man relaxed, with sonething i ke a bow He said,
"W are, at least, companions in msfortune; a truce it shall be. If you will, | swear by the
Di vine Egg that so long as our truce lasts | will not harmyou waking or sleeping; will you give
t he sane oat h?"

The Mekhar grow ed, "Qaths are for those who can envision breaking their word; | say |
will not harmyou wi thout taking nmy word back, nor any of you who give nme a |ike undertaking. But
if there is any who will not give nme that word, | will fight himor her-here and now, with or

wi t hout weapons, to death or to surrender.”

Ri anna and Dallith glanced at Dane. He said, "I'Il speak for all of us. We're all in too
much trouble to fight anong ourselves. | have no quarrel with you. Your people had no right to
steal any of us fromour hone worlds, but fighting you won't put that right. Your own people seem
to have played you a dirty trick, anyway-putting you in the same category with us!"

"Don't dare to say that," the Mekhar said. "I chose to redeem ny honor this way of nmy own
free will!"™ H's long curved fingernails, like claws, contracted and retracted with rage
Dane said hastily, "Well, be that as it may, | won't debate points of honor with you

since you and | probably use different nmeanings for the word." He thought to hinself that anyone
whose code of honor permitted the stealing of slaves probably couldn't have a neani ngful

di scussion with himon the subject anyway, translator or no translator. "Anyway, if you let us
alone, we'll let you alone; and | speak for the wonen too."

The Mekhar eyed themwarily, his yellow eyes narrowed to slits; then he rel axed and
dropped on the floor. "Be it so; while our word runs we hold a truce. Since you are no |onger
sl aves but have proven your courage, | accept your word as good."

Ri anna said, "I know very little about the Hunters; your race evidently deals with them
Can you tell us what they're |ike?"

The Mekhar stretched his lips in what could have been anger or irony. "You know as much as
I; they do not let thenselves be seen by outsiders,” he said. "The Hunter is seen only by the
Quarry he is about to kill."

Ri anna shivered. Dallith came close to Dane and slipped her hand into his. Even Aratak
seenmed nonentarily taken aback. "Does that nean they're _invisible?"

"Visible or invisible, | know not," said the Mekhar. "I know only that no one | know of
has seen one, and lived to tell."

He fell silent for a nmonent, and Dane thought about frying pans and fires. He was off the
Mekhar sl ave ship, but it seemed he had escaped slavery only for what sounded |ike certain death
at the hands of terrible, unknown Hunters. He thought, even the man who said, "G ve ne Liberty or
give me Death," had had the kindness to preface it by saying that he knew not what course others
m ght take. Besides, Dane hadn't been given the choice between |iberty and death, but between
sl avery and what sounded |i ke certain death anyway.

Dallith, her nowfamiliar trick of reading his nood, said angrily, "Wy, then, did the
Mekhar captai n speak of honorabl e escape as an alternate to honorabl e and bl oody deat h?"

The Mekhar | ooked startled. "I thought you knew," he said. "Surely you did not think we
woul d condemrm any brave creatures to a certain death! The Hunt-as ail those who know of the
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Hunters shoul d knowruns from Eclipse to Eclipse of the Red Moon. Those who still |ive when the
Ecl i pse comes again-go free. Free, and with a great prize, and great honor. Wiy else would | be
her e?"

The Mekhar turned his back on them whiskers tw tching, and Dane stood watching him
trying to take this in.

A chance for escape-but fromfierce people, so fierce that they had no ot her nane than
Hunters, feared even by the Mekhars. An eneny no one had seen except in the nonent of being killed
by them So that they must fight, or flee, or sonmehow escape them for the period of Eclipse-
however |ong that was-never know ng what formtheir enenmy would take, or if he m ght cone,
invisible, out of the air.

For a monent, ignobly, he wi shed he were back on the slave ship. He'd been |ooking for
adventure all his Iife, but a journey across the Gal axy, even as a slave, was enough adventure for
one lifetine!

Then, for no good reason at all, he found hinself nore cheerful. If the Hunters nade a
quasi-religious ritual out of the Hunt, part of their fun would probably be in the risk involved
Hunters on Earth didn't get ail excited about going out to shoot rabbits. Fox-hunters nade a big
thi ng about not shooting the fox. The real nystique about hunting, for those who got involved in
it, even on Earth, seenmed to be the stalk, the danger, the thrill of running a risk. Therefore,

t he humans invol ved-or whatever races their Quarry night be-would somehow be given something Iike
a fair chance

_|I've gone soft, Dane thought, |I' _mout of condition, | used to be in fair fighting trim
_those lessons in Japan in aikido and karate, the strenuous night-and-day hard ework of solo
sai ling-_but three weeks of conplete inactivity have softened ne up. Aratak night make it; he's
huge and tough. The women-_well, if it was physical strength that counted, Dallith at |east would
have to be protected-_although she'd been fierce enough, fighting the Mekhar, to scare him But
the Mekhars hadn't tested them for physical strength, Dane realized. The Mekhars had tested them
for desperation, courage, willingness to take risks, and the ability to think out the | oophole
left for escape. So these nust be the qualities the Hunters wanted in their Quarry, to give thema
good fight He said al oud, "Maybe we've got a chance, after all Not a good one. But a chance."

Dal lith gasped and clutched his arm for the door at the far end of the | ong room was
sliding open; Dane turned, wondering if they were to see the first of the mysterious Hunters.
I nstead what he saw was a tall, narrow netal columm, which seened to glide forward as if on
invisible wheels. It had small slits covered with nmetal mesh, and small blinking lights or I|enses,
and after a nonent Dane decided that it nust be some sort of robot, even before it began to speak
in the sane sort of mechani cal voice he had heard fromthe Mekhar ship's console.

"Wl conme to this House of the Sacred Prey," it said, in that flat, netallic voice. "Food
will be brought to you of whatever kind you desire, if you will state your preferred nutritiona
requi renents. W have also for you"-the nmetal columm whirred, turned slightly, and extruded a |ong
metal arm" garnments suitable to the sacredness of your condition. Please to bathe in one of the
pools or fountains, as you desire and as your custom suggests to your mnd, and cl othe yoursel ves
in them" The clothing extended on the netal armwas of the same brick-red col or that Dane had
seen on the others in the great garden. Then they, too, were anong the-what was that word the
robot had used-the Sacred Prey? _All of then? Dane suddenly wondered if the Hunters woul d hunt
them down singly, or all together?

The Mekhar turned on the robot and snarled, "You nmetal nothing, it is not the customof ny
peopl e to wear any garnents ot her than our own!"

The robot said passionlessly, "It is inpossible to insult a creature constructed of netal
by describing himas such, but we deduce that this was your intention, and the intended insult is
regi stered and acknow edged as such."

The Mekhar scow ed and said, "You nean if | insult you, your masters the Hunters will
regard it as an insult to thenP"

"Ch, no." The robot's inflection did not change. "However, we have been infornmed that it
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is frustrating for a sapient being to insult another creature if the one insulted is not aware of
the intended insult. We wish deeply to avoid giving cause for frustration to any of the Sacred
Prey, so we were only reassuring you that we are aware of the intention to insult. Pray do not be
frustrated.”

Dane burst into a gurgle of laughter. He couldn't help it. The robot glided toward hi mand
i nqui red anxi ously, "Are you in distress?"

Dane, managing to get his face and voice straight, reassured the featurel ess robot that he
was quite all right. The robot returned to the Mekhar who turned his back and the robot calmy
glided around to face himagain. The Mekhar, with a long sigh, remained still; and as if he had
never been interrupted the robot continued. "As for your unwllingness to assunme the garnents of
the Sacred Prey, it is customary that they shall be worn. Cad in the color assigned to the Sacred
Prey, you will be admtted to any portion of the Hunting Preserves, and you will not be killed by
accident or for any disciplinary action."

"You can't win, old fellow, " said Dane to the Mekhar, trying hard to control his |aughter.
"Customs of the country, and all that Here, you-" He turned to the robot, and the inexpressive
voi ce said, "You nmay address ne as Server."

"G ve me your customary garnents, or whatever; |'Il wear them"

Aratak said in an undertone to Dane, "If | amgoing to be hunted, | want to be in decent
condition. Let's see if this-Ahem | have a problem Server-" he said hesitantly.

The robot who called hinself Server wheel ed noiselessly toward him "W are here to serve

you.

"Server, your presence proposes a problemto ne," Aratak said. "Are you a sapi ent bei ng?"

Server was notionless before the huge lizard-man. "The question neither interests us nor
makes sense to us," he said

Aratak said, "Then |let me rephrase your question. Do you partake of Universal Sapience?
Shall | regard you as an independently intelligent being? It is obvious that your answers are
responsi ve to unforeseen and unprogramed happeni ngs. Therefore, how shall | regard you?"

"It is not necessary to regard us as anything in particular," said Server. "You are Sacred
Prey, therefore transient, and we represent a permanence. But if you will forgive a suggestion
Honored Prey, we would prefer to delay any possible discussions or disputations or philosophica
questions as to the nature of our being until your material wants have been net. Have you a
mat eri al request which we may honor, or have we | eave to wait upon your conpani ons?"

"I have a material request," Aratak said. "You spoke of bathing. In traveling one bathes
as one can or nust, in whatever way will serve the needs of sanitation, but can you provide ne,
for the repair of ny integunents, with a bath of warm nud?”

Server's answer was instantaneous. "If you will proceed through that door beside the
archway and travel along the path in the direction of the shadows, you will find a pool of mud for
bathing. If the tenperature proves unsuited to your integuments, report this to us tonight and we
wi Il duplicate whatever conditions are nost suitable to you." He wheeled to the others and said,
"There are water baths both hot and cold, ice baths, steam baths, and dry sand baths, as you
prefer; make yourselves free of them Now, if you would state your food requirenents-"

He happened to be standi ng beside Ri anna at that nmonent, and after a nonment of thought she
said, "l require a diet suitable for proto-simans, and am accustoned to a m xture conpri sing
roughly a third of protein, a half of nmi xed carbohydrate and vegetable bulk, and the remai nder of
fat. My preferred flavors are either sweet or salty, with no objection to mld sournesses; |
di slike great sourness or bitterness. |Is this stated adequatel y?"

"We appl aud your explicitness," said Server, "and will do our best to conply. WIIl this
combi nati on adequately nouri sh your other proto-siman conpani ons?"
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Dane said, "That's fine by me." After Rianna's scientific analysis of the human diet he'd
have felt foolish asking for a steak dinner, although he did wonder how Server woul d have reacted
to such a request.

Dallith said, "It is suitable for ne also, with the reservation that | dislike salty
flavors, but have no objection to nmildly bitter ones. Also, it isn't customary for ny race to feed
on animal flesh."”

Server acknow edged this with a little blink of lights, and turned to the Mekhar, who said

harshly, "I'ma neat-eater.'

"You prefer to consune a diet alnost exclusively of aninmal protein or anal ogues thereof ?"
Server said. "It shall be provided for you. As for you, Honored Phil osopher-"

Aratak's gill-ruffs glowed faintly blue as he bowed to the nmetal creature. He said

politely, "The phil osophical nman consunes what nature sends his way. Fortunately our netabolism
has adapted to the point where | can digest nearly anything, provided there is enough of it. An
advantage to a harsh world where survival depends upon flexibility."

"W will attenpt to please not only your digestion but your palate," Server said, and
roll ed away, while Dane stood narveling at a nmetal robot which coul d-al nbst-match Aratak in
courteous phil osophi zi ng!

Aratak was evidently troubled. "I nust specul ate upon the place in Universal Sapience
occupi ed by intelligent beings who are neverthel ess constructed, rather than evol ved by the grace
of the Divine Egg. If you will forgive me, | will assunme the customary garnments and go to repair

my integument in a pool of hot mnud."
He stunped away toward the door which Server had indicated.
Ri anna said to Dallith, "A hot bath sounds marvel ous. Shall we go and | ook for one?"
Dallith turned to Dane, hesitantly. "Shouldn't we stay together?"

"I guess we're pretty safe here. Go and get your bath before supper.” He didn't know if
ni xed bat hing was customary in either of the wonen's worlds, but it wasn't anything he cared to
bring up just now Left alone with the Mekhar, he asked, "Wat sort of bath do you generally use?
You-1 can't just keep calling you 'you'; what is your name?"

The Mekhar growled, "I amknown as Ciff-Cinmber; you may call ne diff for the sake of
brevity. And | prefer a bath of cool water, preferably in a stationary pool where swinming is
possi bl e."

_Well, Dane thought, _there's that one touch of nature that nmakes the whole world Kkin.
never imagined |'d find anything in conmon with a giant sapient cat. He said aloud, "I could do
with a swmnyself. Let's go |ook for one out there."

CHAPTER

SEVEN

Qut doors, the Hunter's Wirld was cold; the great red noon, obscuring nuch of the sky, cast
down a fiery light which seemed to suggest warnth, but Dane was glad of the woolly-textured tunic,
and diff-Cinber was shivering before they had gone a hundred yards fromthe building. Cats |iked
heat, Dane thought; they were all jungle creatures originally. The Mekhar ship had been steany hot

The path | ed away between green | awns and gardens; it was apparently a vast park, garden
or forest preserve.

Bef ore they had gone very far they passed a vast pool which | ooked Iike yellow nud and
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smel led to high heaven of sulfur; little plops and gurgles all over its surface proclai ned

vol cani c action beneath, and small w sps of odoriferous steam escaped in gusts fromthem A |ong,
reptilian snout energed fromthe nud, surnounted by two oddly familiar eyes; then the creature
heaved itself up, and Dane recogni zed Arat ak.

"Most confortable,” he runmbled, "WII you join me?"

Dane pantom nmed cl ot hespi n-on-nose. "If that's your idea of a confortable bath, old
fellow, | wish you joy of it, but 1"'mgoing to find something that snmells a little better!"

"Suit your own tastes, of course,"” Aratak said, settling himself confortably back in the
stinking yell ow nmud, neck-deep. "But | cannot inmagi ne how this delightful fragrance can displ ease
you. Well, | rejoice with you in the infinite diversity of Creation."

Dane | ooked at diff-Clinber. "Feel free to join him if you'd rather!"

The Mekhar grimaced expressive disgust, and they nmoved on. They passed a bubbling spring
whose waters were so icy that Dane shuddered when he stuck a careful toe into them noved on to an
area where a natural hot spring had been diverted so that the water flowed into a | arge bathing
pool surrounded by a variety of small stone-circled round pools or tubs. In one of these R anna
lay at |ength, naked, her red hah* curling with the steam and surroundi ng her body with floating
rings. She lifted a hand in greeting to Dane, quite unabashed.

_ Wiy, she's beautiful | didn't realize it; |'ve never thought of it. But she's a beautifu

In the central hot pool, a variety of nen and wonen were bathing or swi mm ng; seven or
ei ght who seenmed as human as hinself, with five or six others of varying alien species. Dane had
grown used to this on the Mekhar slave ship, and no | onger stared with goggl e-eyed wonder at their
st rangeness.

_Yeah, quite the blase sophisticated Galactic traveler . , . he told hinself sourly. _Just
anot her spi der-nman, another proto-canine or proto-feline species-

_Wonder what the hell the Hunters are |ike!

At the far end of the pool he spotted, close together, two beings who closely resenbl ed
the Mekhar at his side.

diff-dinber saw them at al nost the sane instant, and his claws contracted and rel axed.

"I nmust go and see if they are people of ny own world,"” he said, and noved away, circling
the pool with his quick, bounding run

Dane was not sorry to see himgo. The close proximty of the Mekhar-word or no word-had
been di sconcerting. The hot water | ooked good, and it was too cold for a swm so he decided to
enter the pool hinself.

He hesitated a nonment before dropping his garment, but evidently there were no nodesty
taboos here. _When in Ronme, do as the Romans do, he told hinself, stripping off the warmtunic and
dropping it on the stone rim He stuck in one foot, found that the water was as pleasantly warm as
a heated swi mm ng pool at honme, and deepened toward the center for sw mmng, although at the edges
it was no nore than ankl e-deep. He struck out toward the center and swam around for a few nonents,
enjoying the warnmth after the chilly air.

The warm wat er seened to ease the kinks fromhis nuscles, aching and sore fromthe |ong
confinenent. _|'mout of condition, he thought. I _hope | get a chance to |inber up before the
Hunt !

He turned on his back to float, and soneone beside hi m spoke his nane.

" Dane?"

He turned to see Dallith floating beside him
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"I thought you were probably soaking in a hot tub like R anna."

"I was, for a tinme," she said. "The water in the smaller pools is nmuch hotter than this,
and very"-she sought for a word-"very conforting. Then | felt you com ng and swam out to speak to
you. "

They floated side by side for a nonent, Dane |ooking up at the enornous red noon in the
sky.

"Calling it a noon is really not quite right," Dallith said. "It nust be another planet,
and al most the twin of this one."

"I't looks larger than this planet's sun," Dane agreed. The sun was an undi sti ngui shed
yel | ow-orange ball, the apparent size of a dinner plate; the noon covered al nost a sixth of the
visible sky. "The man in the nmoon is a giant here," he said hunorously, |ooking at the strange
mar ki ngs on the full red face.

Dallith said soberly, "W will soon be the nen in the noon."
"What do you nean, Dallith?"

"There are two men here froma world in the Unity," she said. "They know ny world and know
of nmy people, although they have never been there. They were, of course, surprised to see one of
my race away from our home worl d-when we nust travel we do so in groups, for we cannot be al one,
as you know and they asked me nmany questions, and in return they told ne what they knew of the
Hunt." She gestured with one hand at the great red di sk above. "The Hunt takes place on the noon."

She expl ai ned. The planet of the Hunters, and the Red Moon, revolved around one another in

a stable path, so that eclipses of the sun were frequent on the Hunters' Wrld, and eclipses of
the noon al nost as common. During the next eclipse of the sun--as seen fromthe noon-the Prey
woul d be taken to the noon, and there, as the light returned, would be hunted. The Prey's only
task was to survive until the darkness of the next eclipse-at which time the Hunt would end. The
Hunt ers who had been victorious, and successfully killed their Prey, would bring the bodi es back
to the Hunters' World for cerenonial feasting, and great cerenony; the Prey who had nanaged to
survive woul d be honored, rewarded, and gi ven safe passage back to wherever they wi shed to go.

Dane asked, "Do they know what the Hunters are |ike?"

Dallith said, "No. I"'mtold no one knows that. They quoted the same thing diff-Cunber
said: The Hunter is seen only by the Prey he kills.""

"That's ridicul ous," Dane said. "Sone people nust have fought a Hunter and lived to tel
about it"

"Maybe they're unkillable," suggested Dallith, in all seriousness. "Sonme races are said to
be. When wounded, they sinply regenerate their own parts.”

"I don't think so," Dane said slowy. "If the Hunt is virtually a religious ritual for
these people, Hunters, it nmust be associated with sonme genui ne danger and risk for them Mbst
religions enphasi ze, one way or another, a conquest over death. A people who nade a religion out
of hunting, and went to such lengths to secure really dangerous prey, nust be vulnerable. If they
just wanted the fun of killing things, they could pick and choose anong all the slave races, but
they pay enornous suns and go to enornous amounts of trouble to get brave and des perate people
for their Prey. So it hardly stands to reason that they'd make it a massacre. W nust have sone
chance- maybe not a good chance, but a chance of some sort-at killing themright back."

Dallith did not reply. She struck out for the shore; Dane followed her. Near the edge of
t he pool he overtook her. She was standi ng knee-deep in the water, and for the first tine he saw
her whol Iy naked,, without the all-envel oping | oose white robe of her home planet.

_She is beautiful too, he thought. Wen |I first saw her she seenmed all beauty to ne,
i nconparabl e. Yet he did not react to her nakedness with the i rmedi ate sensual response as he had
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felt for Rranna. _Is it only the habit of protecting her, caring for her, sparing her all trouble
and fear? He quickly stifled the automatic response, knowi ng she would-with that eerie enpathic
sensitivity-pick it up fromhis mnd and enoti ons.

I _love her. And yet she doesn't appeal to me-_sexually-_half as nuch as R anna. | | ook at
Ri anna |ying naked in her bath, and | revert to the barbarian-_I could junp on her right there,
the way all proto-simans are supposed to do. And! don't even particularly |like her!

The air struck icy and chill after the hot water, and Dane made haste to get into his warm
tunic, belting it around him He | ooked down at his bare legs and thought, _It's funny how nuch we
depend for our self-inmage on our clothes. If you' d asked me, say a year ago, |'d have said

didn't give a hang about clothes, they were just sonething to keep off the cold, and keep the cops
fromrunning ne in for indecent exposure. But being w thout pants does funny things to Western
man. We even define our masculinity that way-_we talk about a man wearing the pants in his famly

He joined Dallith at the edge of the pool. The light was di mm ng, and the other sw mMmers
were |leaving the baths. In the long, |oose terra-cotta tunic, her light straight hair falling |ike
a curtain over her shoulders and nearly to her waist, Dallith | ooked shy and | ovely.

"It is strange-to feel that people are |ooking at nme.'8

“"Me too," Dane said. "Nude bathing isn't done in the part of the world | conme from though
of course |'ve traveled where it _is customary and it doesn't bother me. W have a proverb
though, "Wien in Ronme'-Ronme is a city on nmy world, a big one-'do as the Romans do,'""

Dallith snmled. "W have a sinmilar saying. 'Wen traveling on Lughar, eat fish."'"

"Probably Aratak could find a proverb fromthe Wsdomof the Divine Egg to match it," Dane
said wyly. "Human nature seens to run in the sane channels.

"Human nat ur e?"

"Uni versal Sapience,” Dallith corrected himgently. "But you're right; nost sapient beings
do discover the sane truths and put them down in their proverbs. "

Dane's nmouth twi sted. "Were do the Mekhars fit into that?" he asked, and Dallith said
slowy, "They are surely sapient beings. They seemto have their own strict codes of ethics. But
they have not yet accepted the Unity. "

Her words fell, as if of their own weight, and trailed into silence. Then she said,
"Before we began tal king of proverbs and sapi ence-l1 was saying, it feels strange to think people
are |l ooking at ne."

"Nude bathing is _not custonmary for you, then?"

"Ch, no. It _is custonmary-in fact, we seldomwear clothes at all on our own world, unless
it is snowing, or we have to travel in very wet and thorny woods-but we sel dom | ook at one
another. It's easier to react to other people of my own kind by the way they feel to our mnds. It
was so strange to feel people thinking about ny body, my outside image, rather than what | was
like inside-am| very ugly, Dane?" It sounded rather pathetic, and Dane, taken aback, said sinply,
"No. No. To ne you seem beautiful."

"And do-do nmen of your world judge wonen by their beauty?"

"I"'mafraid so. Sonetimes. The nore sensible ones, of course, try to judge wonen by their
other qualities-their intelligence, their good manners, kindness, gentleness, good nature-but |I'm
afraid too many nmen _do judge wonen by whether or not they're good-|ooking."

"And wonen judge nen that way too?" Suddenly Dallith blushed, turning away, but Dane could
see that she was al nbst as red as her tunic. She said, still not looking at him "Let's go and
find Rianna. See, the others are all coming out of the water."

Dane went with her, feeling oddly confused, wondering how nmuch of his own indecision and
sexual awareness she had picked up. R anna joined themin a mnute or two, her hair drying in a
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frizzy copper-colored cloud around her head, her tunic tucked up to her knees. She said, "Aratak
has gone to wash of f that dammable yellow slinme; | gather he considers it a precious perfune and
meant to wear it to supper, but | nanaged to convince himthat probably none of the rest of us
could manage to eat much unless he got rid of the sulfur stink. Were's the Mekhar?"

"He found a couple of conpatriots, and went off to join them"

"I hope he stays with them" Rianna said enphatically. "I don't trust him |'ve never
i ked any of the proto-feline species-they're stealthy sneaks, and you can't trust any of them
any nore than you can a pet nouse-catcher!"”

"That's a very prejudiced attitude for a scientist,” Dallith said in her grave way. "It's
like blamng a proto-siman for being curious; it's a survival nmechanism Proto-felines evol ved
from hunting carnivores; stealth is a survival mechanismfor them too. Wuld your house-nouser be
any good at hunting if he _didn't catch his dinner quietly?"

Ri anna shrugged. "Anyway, our Mekhar is wel cone to the society of his own kind-but no such
luck, for here he conies."

diff-dinber joined them Aratak |umbering along behind, as they reached the building in
whi ch they had been | odged. The giant saurian said, "I have disposed of the stench which was
inimcal to your netabolism Rianna." He nanaged to sound pitiful. She chuckl ed.

"Thank you, Aratak. |I'm aware of the sacrifices you phil osophers have to make when
traveling with us hypersensitive siman types!”

Adiff-dinber was sl eek and shining under his brick-red tunic, his lionlike mane of hair
and beard conbed into snooth and el aborate ringlets. Dane said, "I had expected you to remain with
your kindred, diff."

"My kindred?" diff-dinber nmade a hissing, spitting noise, hal fway between derision and
annoyance. "Common criminal s! Conmon thieves who escaped from Mekharvi n one pounce ahead of the
Stal kers, fled here and sold thensel ves to keep frompaying the price of their crimes! These are
the folk who give the Mekhars a bad nane all over the Gal axy!"

"OfF course,"” Rianna said with heavy irony, "slave stealers aren't in a class with _common

t hi eves. "

Adiff-dinmber took her literally. "OF course not. | could not possibly join with such
people. In the first place, | have given ny word not to harmyou, as ny conpanions. |In the second,
honor will not permit me to associate with such beings. | prefer to keep ny wath and ny killing

for the Hunters."

Dane asked-not with sarcasm he was actually interested-"Does honor pernit you to
associ ate with proto-simans and sl aves?"

"Not usually," diff-Cinber replied, as they passed into the building which was their
tenporary quarters, "but you are beings of proven bravery, and furthernore you are to be, it
seenms, ny conpanions in the Hunt. So it is necessary that | cultivate a feeling of kindliness
toward you, so that we may cooperate agai nst our mutual foes."

Dane murnured, "W nust hang together or assuredly we will all hang separately."”
Adiff-dinmber said, "Let us hope no such dishonorable fate awaits us."

Arat ak asked, "Did you manage to find out anything about exactly what fate _does await us-
and when?"

"I did," Dallith said, and repeated what she had been told about the eclipses and that the
Hunt woul d take place on this planet's satellite, the Red Moon. Ciff added, "W were brought here
too late in the day to join the other Prey in the arnory. But, I amtold, tonorrow norning we wll
be taken there."
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They were interrupted by the robot, Server, returning through the Iong door at the end of
the hall. H s extensible arns-five of them this tinme-held a variety of covered trays of food.

"If you will arrange yourselves conveniently for your preferred style of dining," Server's

mechani cal voice informed them "it will be our pleasure to serve you."

The Mekhar brought a cushion fromhis couch, dropped to the floor; after a mnute of
t hought Dane did |ikew se and the others, except Aratak, followed suit. The great saurian sinmply
stretched out, half reclining.

"It is good to dine in civilized surroundi ngs again," he said.

Server rolled noiselessly to Dallith. "Honored Prey, that it was you who requested food of
vegetable origin. It is our pleasure to informyou that the proteins in this neal are entirely of
| egum nous origin, baked or boiled, and the fats are fromthe seeds of a tree." He extended a tray
to Dallith.

To Dane, and to Rianna, he gave slightly sinmlar trays, whose contents, he inforned them
were of mxed aninal and vegetable origin. Dane, tasting it, decided it wasn't the steak di nner he
had t hought about, but it wasn't bad either. There was sonething |ike rmushroons, a sal ad of m xed
greens, and a kind of nmeat |oaf. There were al so some mixed fruits, very sweet. Dallith had the
sane kind of fruits and salad but instead of meat |oaf she had some kind of dark-red baked grains.
The tray given to diff-dinber snelled strange and unpl easant, but the Mekhar made a soft purring
grow of appreciation and began to tear at it with his claws. Aratak ate delicately, with the tips
of his claws; his food | ooked and snelled al nost as bad, to Dane, as the perfuned nmud whi ch was
his delight, but Aratak positively gl owed-blue around the gills, that sanme |um nescence-and said
to Server, "You have kept your pronise to delight ny palate as well as ny netabolism M deepest
thanks. | have not been fed so well in a hundred light-years."

Dane nuttered, "The condemmed nan al ways gets a hearty neal ."

Adiff-dinmber twitched his nuzzle and nurnured, "A hearty nmeal to one creature is garbage
to his brother.”

Dane | aughed, and at Rianna's inquiring glance said, "One man's neat is another man's
poi son. W& were talking earlier of proverbs."

Arat ak asked Server, "Are you the sane creature who cane to serve us before?"
"The question neither interests us nor has neaning."

Dal I'i t h-Dane was seated on cushi ons between her and Ri anna-rmnurnured, "He al ways speaks of
hinself in the plural."

"I noticed," Dane whispered. "Now, is he using the royal we, the editorial we, or the we
of people with tapeworns?"

Dallith giggled. "Could a robot have a tapewornP"
"Of course,"” Rianna chuckled, "a parasite that eats conputer tapes."

Aratak was cogitating, as Server rolled noiselessly away. "I nust think about this. |
asked himif he had Universal Sapience, and he did not, or could not, answer. There are many of
these Server creatures, for | saw at least four in the confines of the park. Now the question
before us at the nonent is this." He paused as if he were addressing a sem nar in philosophy. "Can
a being with no individual sense of identity partake of Universal Sapience?"

Dane was gl ad to have sonething to think about besides the inpending Hunt. "Does sapience
necessarily depend on a sense of identity?"

"It seens to ne it does," Aratak said. "For sapience evolves, it seens to ne, when a
creature begins to regard hinmsel f as individual rather than sinply followi ng the mass instincts of
hi s species. Wen, in short, he | eaves the general and begins to regard hinself as being one of
the particular.”
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"I"'mnot sure it matters,"” said Rianna, "If Server is only one of a centralized
intelligence, then wouldn't that centralized intelligence of which Server is part, partake of
Uni versal Sapience? And if he can speak for all of them or it, isn't any one of Server's parts,
or bodies, a part of such sapience?"

Arat ak | ooked troubled. "I have al ways defined sapience as a sense of one's unique
i ndividuality. How do you define it, Rianna?"

"The ability for time-binding," she replied pronptly. "Wen any species reaches the point
where it can pass al ong accunul ated knowl edge to its progeny, so that each generati on does not
recapitul ate the whole race experience in itself, but can pass along history, | believe at that
point a race is sapient"”

"Hhrmm possibly," nurnured Aratak, picking his enornous teeth. "diff-dinber, how does
your race define sapience?"

The Mekhar did not hesitate. "A sense of honor-a code of ethics. W regard any race
wi t hout such a code as animal, and any race which displays it as sapient." He bowed to them and
said, "Naturally we so regard you all."

Aratak said, "And you, Dallith? How does your race define sapience?"

"Enpathy, | think. | don't nmean the devel oped psi talent, but the ability to think oneself
into the other being's place. Maybe | sinply mean inmagi nati on. No non-sapient animal has it, and
every sapi ent species has it."

"These are all very good answers," Aratak said. "Dane, we have not heard fromyou, and
comng froma planet with only one known sapi ent species, has your race even evolved a concept of
what constitutes sapi ence?"

Dane said slowy, "It's a common enough point of philosophical speculation. W have two or
t hree speci es-dol phins, great apes-who appear to have sone, if not all, of the earmarks of
sapi ence, and peopl e have thought about it. Some peopl e have suggested that the ability to create
art, the aesthetic sense, is a mark of sapience.” In his wldest dreans he had never thought he
woul d sit around a dinner with two girls fromalien stars, a lion-man and a |izard-nman, discussing
t he possi bl e sapience of a robot. Suddenly he felt ludicrously cheerful. "Probably the mark of
sapi ence,"” he said, "is nothing nore nor Iess than the ability to ask oneself what it is; in

short, the ability to take part in philosophical discussions about sapience. That woul d cover
everything." He raised his glass, full of sonme kind of faintly bitter and al coholic drink. "I"l
drink to that!"

Once the sun had set the sky darkened quickly, and since there were no artificial lights
i nside the quarters, only the reddi sh noonlight, the five captives sought their beds. Dane coul d
not sleep for sone tine. Once he went noiselessly to the door and tested it, sinply to verify a
theory he had. It was not |ocked. But where could they go? In any case, escape now would just mean
the Hunters woul d hunt them down now, rather than later. And | ater, they would have weapons, or so
Aiff-Ainber had indicated with his talk of arnories.

Returning to his bed, he passed the two sl eeping wonen. Rianna lay flung out on her back
naked and covered only with a thin blanket; Dane hurriedly turned away. _Just like all the rest of
the proto-simans. |1've got other things on ny mnd, right now, though

Dallith slept quietly, her face half hidden in her long stream ng hair, and Dane paused
besi de her, | ooking down in an agony of |ove and regret.

| _saved your life, Dallith-_but only to bring you here. Rianna was right all along. He
turned hastily away and stunbled toward his own bed. But it was a long time before he slept.

CHAPTER Ei ght
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The next norning, after a nmeal very like-in quantity-the evening nmeal, but entirely
different in flavors and textures, the five captives were led through the great park, or preserve,
by the nechanical Server, at |ast reaching a great wi ndow ess building. It was constructed of the
same terra-cotta colored brick as everything else in this part of the planet.

"This is the Arnory," Server told them ushering themover the threshold. "Here you may
practice, every day, with the weapons of your personal choice."

The idea brought Dane up short. Weapons. Arnory. He realized that despite his brave words
| ast night, he had been thinking nore or less in terns of big ganme, or safari hunting back on
Earth, where the gane had no defense except to run and hide, or to charge with such natura
weapons as claws, teeth or tusks, or sheer size and weight might give him Wile the hunters, on
the other hand, m ght be equipped with the nbost nodern and dangerous weapons-guns, darts, special
wi ndowed shooti ng wagons-that science could provide. Wen he had spoken about a genuine risk for
the Hunters, here, he had been thinking in terms of Earth's own gane |laws, ainmed nmore at linmiting
the take, and preserving the breeding powers of the gane, rather than giving thema better chance
for Iife. Such things as the | aws agai nst shooti ng underage, or breeding fenales; |aws against
jacklighting deer, or using explosive bullets against big gamne.

But what he had said just might be literally true; in which case the Hunt | aws were nore
anal ogous to the formalized, quasi-religious sport of the bullfight; a pageant of death, involving
a serious conbat, a duello of death.

He foll owed Server into the great building.

Inside, it was evenly |ighted, padded underfoot, and divided into huge areas. It rem nded
Dane, very faintly, of a big gymasiumor practice field on Earth. Four or five Aynpic teans
coul d have worked out hi it without ever coming close enough to study one another's styles.

And all along the walls, lining them up and down, for what seened |ike acres and acres of
space, were weapons.

Weapons. Dane had never seen soO nany weapons.

There were swords of every make and kind he had ever envisioned, from great two-handed
Crusader and Viking swords to short slimrapiers to curved Persian-style sabers. Some were so tiny
and slimthat they would not have burdened a four-year-old child, and he found hinsel f specul ating
curiously about the race which could grasp and hold their tiny hilts. Qhers, on the other hand,
were so huge that he doubted if Aratak could have lifted themw th both paws.

Wth the swords there were daggers, and knives, again of every conceivable shape, form or
material. There were huge spears and smaller narrow ones. There were shields, great square or
round or triangular ones, snall |ight round ones of |eather and w cker, oddly-shaped ones
evidently neant for no human anatony since they had at |east three handles and coul d not
conveniently be Iifted with fewer hands. There were maces, and clubs. There were weapons Dane had
never seen before and did not know how to descri be.

Aratak asked Server, "What are the rules of the Hunt about these weapons?"

"You nmay choose what weapons you |ike, and practice with themfromnow until the day of
the Hunt," Server said. "Then you nay take with you whatever weapons you can carry."

Dallith's hand slid into Dane's. She asked the question in his thoughts.
"What sort of weapons do the Hunters carry?"

Server's voi ce was expressionless, as always: "Sone carry one weapon, some another. Each
Hunter has his favorite."

Ri anna said, "Do they carry any other weapons? Nerve-guns, for instance, or explosive-
propul si on weapons?”
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"They do not," Server said. "The rules of the Hunt, which are said to be older than their
very race itself, prohibit the Hunter fromcarrying any weapon denied to the Sacred Prey
t hensel ves. "

That, thought Dane, was a great relief. "Then you nean no weapons will be used agai nst us
except those which are displayed here?"

"None what soever. The Arnory contains a full assortnent of every permtted weapon."

He rolled away toward another group of people in terra-cotta tunics who were working out,
at the far end of the Arnory. Dane thought he recogni zed a couple of Mekhars anong them he
wondered if they were the sane with whom diff-dinber had arrogantly declined to associate, the
day before. They seened to be working out with something that |ooked, at this distance, |ike kendo
sticks or short, blunt quarterstaffs

He went toward the walls of the Arnory, |ooking closely at the array of weapons displ ayed
there. _A weapons collector would go mad in here, he thought _To say nothing of the curator of an
arms museumn

"I wonder if all these weapons were nmade by the Hunters for their Prey," Rianna said at
his el bow, "or whether they were collected fromall corners of the Gl axy?"

"The question had crossed ny mnd also,” Aratak runbled, "but | do not suppose we w |
ever know. "

Dane smiled grimy. "As it happens, | think |I can answer it," he said, staring with cl ose
attention at one long curved sword on the wall, in a polished black | acquer wooden sheath. "It's
likely that some, at |east, have been collected or kept in honor of sonme unusual ly dangerous or
daring Prey." He reached up and took down the sheath.

"Look," he said. "This particular sword, for instance.”

"I't's not unique," R anna said. "I can name four planets where this type of sword is used-
the sane general type, that is; |I'mnot a weapons specialist.”
"But on this, | am" Dane said, sliding the blade fromits scabbard wi th what seened

exaggerated care, and holding it at armis length. He | ooked along the bright, highly polished

bl ade. "Note that the curve runs all along the Iength of the sword-in fact, it's bow shaped. That
may be common enough all over the Galaxy-it probably is, it's an efficient enough design. Curved
swords are conmon even on ny planet But this particular blade-well, look. It's nmade of two kinds
of metal; the core of soft iron which will bend wi thout breaking; the outside of tenpered steel Do
you see that wavy |line?" Carefully, he pointed to where the netal changed color. "That's where the
steel was specially hardened, so it would take a razor edge-although, to be exact, the usual razor
is dull by conparison. |'ve seen an expert cut a silk kinmono off a human body, wi thout harm ng the
wearer. Notice the mirror finish-how highly polished it is. And of course, every culture decorates
and finishes off their swords in sone characteristic way, and this one is unm stakable. Look at
the hilt; the grip of sharkskin, wapped with silk cord in that particular pattern. This sword was
made on Earth," he concluded. "It can't be coincidence. But if you want absolute proof-" Carefully
he slid a tiny wooden peg out of the handle, and with a few deft nmovenents he renoved the grip
entirely and stood exani ning the exposed tang. He turned the blade so they coul d see the narkings.
"This is a Japanese sanurai sword, made by Mataguchi in 1572-and probably one of the finest ever
made; 1've seen other Mataguchi swords, but none this perfect”

Dallith's breath caught. "Made on your world?"

"On ny world," he said grimy, "four hundred years ago. The sanurai were a caste of the
fiercest swordsnmen who ever existed. And sonmeone-or sonme _thing-nust have | anded on Earth and
taken at | east one of them back here, to fight against the Hunters."

He gl anced caressingly down the length of the blade before replacing the grip; Ri anna
reached out as if to touch the blade and he stretched his hand to prevent her. "Do that and you'l
be picking up your finger off the floor," he said. "I told you; a razor is _dull by conparison
This one's been hanging here a long tine, it's a little weathered, but still-those robots, or
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sonet hi ng, have been taking good care of it."
He slid it carefully into the | acquered sheath.

"I don't envy any Hunter-and | don't care what kind of creatures they are-who runs up
agai nst a sanmurai with this particular sword in hand. He may have been kill ed-he probably _was
killed-but he certainly didn't give up his life cheaply."

"Per haps he was one of those who escaped,” Ri anna suggested, "and they hung the sword in
the Arnory to honor him"

"Not if | know anything about sanurai," Dane said quietly. "If he'd |lived, he would have
taken the sword with him wherever he went afterward. "The sword of the sanurai is the soul of the
sarmurai .' They'd have had to kill himto get it."

He stood for a nonent with the sheath in his hand. The Mataguchi sword-it woul d have been
a pricel ess nuseum pi ece on Earth, or the cherished heirloomof an old Japanese fanily-was a
little longer and heavier than any he had ever actually practiced with. And it had been years
since he had studi ed the Japanese style of fencing. He should probably test half a dozen swords of
the sane general type, until he found one of the perfect weight for his arm

But he felt strangely drawn to the nanel ess, unknown Japanese swordsnman of the sixteenth

century who, at some unguessable nonent in history, had been ki dnapped, |ike hinself, and taken
i ke hinself hal fway across the known Universe to face unbelievabl e opponents. "I think |'ve found
my weapon." he said. "Maybe it's a good onen."

He turned to diff-Cdinber and said, "Are there weapons here to suit your people?"

He was growi ng used to the arrogant curl of the Mekhar's upper lip. "Wapons? | need only
these," said the lion-man, flexing his great paws and flicking out long, curved claws razor-sharp
and glittering as if-No; they _had been artificially tipped with gleamnm ng netal

_Like capping a tooth, Dane thought, _but a |lot nore dangerous.
"I will nmeet any creature alive with these. It would be beneath ne to use | esser weapons."

Dane rai sed an eyebrow. "Your notto seenms to be, _be prepared. But | noticed on shipboard
you carried a nerve-gun."

"For herding aninmals," said the Mekhar with contenpt. "But | ama nmenber of the fighting
caste and | have bl ooded an eneny in a hundred duels. These"-one sneering nod took in the enornous
array of weapons which lined the walls-"are for races ungifted by Nature with weapons of their
own. Your weak claws and teeth devel oped when you abandoned Nature's weapons, and see, your people
are paying for it"

Dane shrugged.
"Each to his own weapons."

"As a matter of history," Rianna said tartly, "proto-simans never were, as you put it,
gifted with Nature's weapons. W were given brains to nake up for the deficiency."

"That, of course, is your own version," diff-Cinber said, quite unruffled.

"Well, it's none of ny business," Dane told himseriously, "but suppose they cone at you
with a | ong spear or sonething of the sort?"

Adiff-dinmber thought about that for a noment. He said, "I will trust to their honor-and
their wish for sport."

"I wish | had your confidence," Dane nuttered. Aratak was studying the I ong rows of
weapons, |ooking dissatisfied.

"W are a peaceful people,” he said. "I knowlittle of weapons. A knife is for peeling
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fruits or skinning prickle-fishes. | nust think about this." He | ooked down the [ong room where
the strangers who vaguely resenbl ed the Mekhar had hung up their |ong sticks and gone away.
"Perhaps | will confine nyself to the heaviest club | can conveniently Iift. Wth ny wei ght behind
it, it should crush alnpbst any attacker within reason. If not, then | suspect | have been
designated by the Cosnic Egg as ripe to give up this life and joinits own infinite wisdom and it
will be useless for ne to struggle to naster strange weapons."

Dane suspected he was right. The thought of Aratak weilding "the heaviest club he could
lift" was a fearsone one indeed-he inmagi ned the great, powerful lizard-nman could crush a
rhinoceros with one, if he happened to hit it foursquare between the eyebrows-and anythi ng Aratak
couldn't kill that way probably couldn't be killed.

Cradling the sanurai sword on his arm Dane turned to the girls. He said, "It doesn't seem
real. Swordplay is a sport, a gane, on our world. No one expects to have to fight for his life
with a sword, these days."

"I thought your world was full of wars," R anna said.

"There are wars enough. But nost of them are fought, now, with bonbs, or at least with
rifles. Even bayonets have gone out of style. And policenmen carry guns for when their nightsticks
aren't enough to keep the peace." He frowned in dismay. "At that |I'm probably better qualified
than the average Eart hman, who never handl ed anything nore | ethal than the Watt Street Journal ."

Ri anna shook her head in dismay. She said, "On ny world wonen never did much fighting,
even before we did away with wars for good. | used to carry a knife in case | was attacked out on
an archaeol ogi cal dig-thieves and rapists still turn up now and then in the w | der areas-and once
or twice I've had to use it. But usually it was enough to show that | had it; your average rapi st
is acoward. | wonder if | can find one |ight enough for nme."

Dane grinned a little. "If you can't, it probably doesn't exist. They've got knives up
there fromsix inches long to three feet, and Wi ghing everything fromtwo ounces to ten pounds."

Rianna finally selected a long, thin, |eaf-shaped dagger, and a small second bl ade which
could be tucked inside her skirt pocket. She blinked as she belted the | onger one around her
wai st, and said, "It takes some getting used to. The _idea of having to use this on a-a sapient
creature, or having it used on ne-" She rubbed her eyes fiercely, but Dane realized that behind
her hard courage she was trenbling with fear

He said, "Let's hope it won't cone to that, Rianna. | understand that what we have to do
is survive-and if we can do it by running, I'mgoing to run, and hide, the best | can. _I'm not
eager to fight these Hunters, either." It was just as well, he thought, that they were being given
sonme tine to accustomthenselves to the idea of a fight to the death. It wasn't anything a
civilized person could readily assimlate. And although sonme people said that civilization was
only a veneer, the veneer was thicker in sone people than in others. He'd seen it during his brief
Arnmy service-in Vietnham Sone recruits took readily to the idea of killing. Civilization peeled
off themin seconds when the drill instructor put a bayonet in their hands and told themto
charge. Too many of that kind in one division, and you got a My Lai massacre, where Kkilling
erupted and couldn't be stopped until nmen, wonen, old people, and little children all |ay dead.

O her recruits couldn't be taught to kill, went into battle and fired into the air or squeezed
their triggers at random not wanting to die but unable to face the idea of an actual human
target.

A friend of his in the police force had told himit was the same there. Some nen killed
readi |l y-maybe too readily. Qthers discovered the ability to kill only when their own |lives hung in
t he bal ance. And sone coul d never bring thenselves to shoot at all, and unless they were |ucky and
got assigned to a desk job or directing traffic in a playground, they were likely to get shot on
the job before they could bring thenselves to draw their own guns.

He had never knowi ngly killed anyone. He had studied the nmartial arts-kendo, karate,
ai kido-in the sane spirit that he had clinbed nountains and participated in solo sailing races;
for the sport and for the sake of the skills involved. _Could he kill? He wasn't sure. _But Il
damm wel |l have to nake a good stab at it-_no pun intended!
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He had a few days to talk hinself into it, anyhow. He renenbered the tine when he had gone-
as an alternate, who never got a chance to appear on the field-with the AQynpic fencing team He'd
gotten to know one of the distance-runni ng chanpi ons, a gol d-nmedal wi nner from Engl and, who had
told himthat everything-w nning, |osing, conpeting-was all in the nmind. "You psych yourself into
Wi nning, or into losing," he had said, "into finishing up with the feeling that you're going to
drop dead, or into actually dropping dead-sonme people have."

So you coul d probably psych yourself into killing.

Ciff-dinmber probably didn't need it, he thought. H's race seenmed to be killers; he had
tal ked about fighting duels. Aratak? A peaceful people, but when angered he coul d be forni dable.

He'd seen Aratak in action against the Mekhars. As for Rianna-well, her people were pretty
civilized, but if she could use a knife against a thief or woul d-be rapist, probably when the
crunch cane she'd be prepared to kill an attacker.

But Dallith?
Her people were peaceful. She was even a vegetarian. She'd cone to pieces with terror-

_And she'd been fiercer than any of us, against the Mekhars. Aratak had had to pul
Dallith off one of thembodily, to prevent her fromkilling himthen and there.

He | ooked around for her, but she was exanining a row of strange-|ooking, probably
nonhuman weapons far down the room and sonmething in the determ ned way she had her back turned to
hi m kept him fromjoining her

I _want to protect her, he thought. And | can't. I'll have all | can do to keep mnyself
alive.

Firmy, sumoning all the nental discipline he could manage, he put that right out of his
mnd. Hs fears could do nothing for Dallith except to rouse her own. diff

Cli nber had gone hal fway down the |ong room and was doing an el aborate, solitary form of
shadowboxi ng agai nst the wall

_He di sdai ns weapons. But those ot her Mekhars -were using sonething |like kendo sticks.

He wondered if the Hunters were |ike the Mekhars. diff-dinber seened to understand them
pretty well.

There were, it seened, several groups practicing with various weapons. He wondered if it
was permitted to watch others, and seeing Server-or another nechanical robot exactly like him
rolling toward their group, he put the question. He was told that the honored Sacred Prey could go
wher ever he chose within the confines of the Hunting Preserve (he wondered what woul d happen if he
went outside, but he wasn't exactly eager to find out), and that if he had firmy nmade a choi ce of
weapon, for the duration of the Hunt it would be reserved for himand no one else allowed to use
it.

Dane hesitated only a nonent before saying that he had. It mght be folly, there m ght be
some weapon better suited to his hand, but the lure of a sword fromhis own world was sonet hi ng he
could not resist. If it was pure sentinent, he was prepared to risk his life on it.

He spent the rest of the short day accustoming hinself to the feel of the hilt and sword
in his hand, to the way it balanced and felt As the sun was declining, Server came to direct them
again to the baths before the evening neal.

Still preoccupied with the discovery of the sanurai sword, he separated fromthe others
wi t hout exchangi ng any word, and | ay neck-deep in one of the volcanic pools for about half an
hour, thinking this over. Fromtime out of mind, stories had circul ated-Charles Fort had collected
t housands-of nysterious di sappearances. "Flying Saucer" contactees told all sorts of tales about
ships fromouter space. There was the old story of the Mary Celeste-the ship found floating in
the Atlantic Ocean, all lifeboats intact, the ship in perfect, seaworthy condition, the nmen's
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breakfast laid ready in the galley and the coffee still warmbut wi thout a soul on board, living
or dead. Now, in his hand, Dane Marsh had held proof of where sone of these nysteriously-
di sappeared nmen had gone.

Did it matter? No one on Earth woul d ever know, after all. Even if he survived the Hunt,
if these nysterious Hunters honored their prom ses that survivors would be set free, it was past
all belief that he would be, or could be, returned to Earth. And if he did sonehow get back, and
tried to tell his story-well, no one would believe him Mybe that chap who cl ai med he'd been
taken to Venus aboard a spaceship hadn't been so wacky, either-and naybe it hadn't been Venus.

Ahead of him |ike a great door blocking off all viewto the future, lay the Hunt. Lying
subnerged in the boiling hot pool, |ooking up at the great Red Moon that covered nore than a
quarter of the sky today, he realized that until this was over and done he could not begin to
i mgine what life would be like. _And if | get killed it won't make any difference, he thought
grimMy. _Wy plan for a future which probably won't cone?

No. That way |ay despair and certain death. The only way to insure that there would be any
future to plan for lay across the barrier of the Hunt, and he neant to survive it if he could.

The unknown sanurai whose sword he bore had probably believed that he had been brought
beyond the world's end to fight with denons. But whatever they were, the Hunters were not denons,
and they would not neet himwi th sonme nonstrous unknown weapon. They nust be fallible. Al the
odds might be rigged in their favor-but so was a bullfight rigged in favor of the _torero, and
just the same the bull sonetines killed his man.

The hot water had seeped into every pore of his body and he felt pliant, confortable, and
rel axed. He thunmbed his nose at the Red Mbon and got out of the hot pool, plunging swiftly, before
the air could chill him into the cool er swi nm ng bath.

He swam around for sone tinme, until his whole body felt alive and tingling, then haul ed
hinsel f out, dried hinself sketchily with the terra-cotta tunic, and, naked on the rimof the
pool, began to go through the _kata exercises.

"You' ve been doing that all day," Rianna said at his side. "It looks |ike a sacred dance
I thought you didn't belong to any religion with rituals."

Dane | aughed wi thout halting his rhythm going on with the quick, dancelike novenents,
whi ch m m cked attack and defense postures; sliding rhythmcally fromone to the other. "Just
getting linbered up," he said. "After today's workout, and a long hot bath, | could easily get
stiffened up."”

He finished, stopped, bent, and drew on his tunic, aware that R anna was watchi ng him
closely as he fastened it. She said, "You seemto have sonme unexpected skills you never
menti oned. "

"I never thought it would do ne the slightest good. | studied the martial arts the way a
girl mght study dancing even if she didn't intend to go on the stage."

"It is beautiful to watch,"” R anna said with a smle. "Is it an art in itself?"

Dane shook his head. "No, the exercises are fromkarate-a form of unarnmed conbat; you saw
me use it on the Mekhar ship." He came closer to her, exhilarated and excited. He was very
consci ous of the way she was |ooking up at him flushed, her eyes dilated, her hair a frothing
coppery cloud around her face, the tunic slipping fromone shoulder. Wthout any prelimnary, he
reached out for her and drew her close into his arns, feeling her respond and nelt against him

He thought, the nerest glimer of thought at the back of his mind, _This isn't love, it
isn't caring, it's sinple rut. It's instinct, in the face of iminent death . . . to breed, to
| eave something of the self. . . . But at that nonent Dane could not have cared |less for the voice
of his nmnd. He | ooked quickly around the pool (Did I notice this subconsciously, before? Was |
pl anni ng this?) where small encl osed groves or thickets of trees fell nearly to the ground,
screeni ng them from vi ew.
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"This way," he said to Rianna, his voice roughened with urgency, and pulled her into the
grove. He seized her and bore her with his weight to the grass.

It was wholly instinctive, and so was her response. Sonetine, somewhere, he heard hinself
mutter to her, "I shouldn't-not like this-"

She cl asped himcloser, nurnuring against his nouth. "Wat does it matter? Wiat have we to
| ose?"

It seened a long tinme afterward, and the light fromthe Red Moon had intensified
consi derably, so that she seened to lie bathed in a crinson glow, that she stirred, chuckling
softly deep in her throat.

"As our dear Aratak woul d say, no doubt quoting his bel oved Cosm ¢ Egg-what could you
expect of a couple of proto-simans, so deeply hi the grip of their instinctive drives?" She bent
over and kissed himquickly. "Dane, Dane, don't |ook so wetchedly apol ogetic! It's a common
reaction-of course it is. Wiy should you and | be exenpt fromit?"

He sat up and drew his tunic about him smling at the wonman.

"l suspect we'd better get back for our supper. Ot herw se that dammed robot, or one of his
comput eri zed brothers, is likely to come |ooking for us, and I'd hate to have to explain to some
bl ast ed servonech what kept us!"”

She said serenely, "lI'msure he's used to it."

It was dark enough now so that lights were gleami ng frominside the building which was
their tenporary hone and, when Dane and Ri anna cane inside, the others were already begi nning
their neal. diff-dinber |ooked up, briefly, with a satirical curl of his whiskered |ips, and
turned to his food again. Dallith, |ooking very small and fragile, was bending over her plate. As
they came hi, she raised her head and began to smle at Dane (relief at his return; had she m ssed
hin?), and it hit Dane like a ton of bricks.

_Dallith, oh God. She'll know. | love her, | love her and here | amfooling around in the
bushes with Rianna. . .. _Damm all proto-siman instincts-

The smile abruptly slid off Dallith's face; she colored deeply and bent again over her
plate, and Rianna's smle went taut, but she gripped Dane's hand al nost painfully, and Dane, for
very shame, could not draw his hand away. Instead, he put his arm around her wai st and drew her
reassuringly agai nst him

_She deserves nothing but kindness. But oh God, Dallith . . . _have |I hurt her? He | ooked
with deep misery at the bent head.

Aratak, sensing the tension in the room |ooked up in kindly inquiry, and Ri anna said
harshly, defensively, "Well, has the Divine Egg no wi sdomfor this nmonent?

Aratak runbl ed, "There are tinmes when wi sdom seens ni splaced, child. The only wisdomto
which | can lay nmy tongue at this nonent is that when all else fails, it is well to give confort
to one's belly. Eat your dinner, R anna, before it gets cold."

"Sounds |i ke a damm good idea," Dane said. He started to go to his usual place beside
Dallith, but Rianna was still clinging to his hand and he could not bring himself to pull free. He
bent and scooped up the tray and slid to the ground besi de Ri anna.

As they ate he kept raising his eyes across the circle they made, trying to catch
Dallith's eyes, but every time he | ooked at her she was bent over her tray, doggedly eating
sonething that |ooked like rice with gravy or peeling a great pale yellow fruit, her face half
hi dden between the | oose waves of her fair hair. Before Dane had half finished his meal she laid
aside her tray and went off to her couch, where she turned her back to themall and | ay
noti onl ess, asleep or pretending it. Once during the evening R anna went to her side and bent over
her as if to speak, but Dallith lay with her eyes closed and did not nove or take any notice of
her .
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They had kept, half unaware, to the sl eeping arrangenent they had assuned on first being
brought there: Dane slept at Rianna's side on a wide bed; Dallith beyond them Aratak curled in
confort on the stone; the Mekhar coiled like a cat on the softest of the beds. Dane had thought
I ast night of asking the wonmen if they would prefer to share the wi de bed and give himthe other,
but he had been hel d back by _the cal mess with which they had accepted the arrangenment. It
occurred to himnow that perhaps to the Hunters, the gender differences between human mal e and
human femal e were not of any significance.

When they lay down to sleep, Rianna laid her head in the curve of his arm She said
softly, "Dane, Dallith is so unhappy. Can she be jeal ous?"

Dane had been trying hard to avoid just this conclusion. What right had he to think
Dallith cared? "I don't know, Rianna. She may sinply be-enbarrassed because | was. | told you a
little about the-well, the sexual customs of nmy world. She picked up ny enbarrassnment when you and
Roxon-on the Mekhar ship-"

"But then she knew that Roxon and | were pretending,
sorry about this?"

Ri anna said shrewdly. "Dane, are you

"How could | be?" He put his arms around her and held her close. She had been generous in
hi s need-had shared it-and however he felt about her, it created a bond. He had no right to resent
it She drew closer to him and after a few noments she fell deeply asleep

But Dane | ay wakeful, aware beyond sight or hearing of Dallith's unhappy stillness and
withdrawal . It reminded him all too graphically, of how she had | ooked, and acted, when she was
letting herself die on the Mekhar sl ave ship.

_Does she feel |'ve withdrawn from her? Does she feel too al one?

_Stop flattering yourself, Marsh. There's no girl alive who's going to go off and die
because you nmake | ove to soneone else. Not even Dallith, special as she is.

_But she has no one else. And that is why she wanted to die before. Goddam it, | w sh
she'd turn over in her sleep or sonething.

Finally he could bear the quiet no longer. He rose and nade his way quietly across the
floor. Aratak, glow ng blue as always when he slept, stirred, opened one eye, and nodded as if in
approval, and Dane felt hinself coloring with enbarrassnment again, but he did not hesitate.

The reddi sh |ight nade barred colors through the drawn slatted blinds, falling in stripes
across Dallith's scattered fair hair. Dane |owered hinmself to her side, bending over the girl.

"Dallith," he said gently. "Look at me. Please, darling, |ook at me."

For a nonent she was still, and Dane's heart turned over-had she wi thdrawn agai n beyond
his reach?-but then, as if sensing and answering his fear, she rolled over, her dark eyes w de and
unreadabl e, and lay | ooking straight up at him

"Don't flatter yourself," she said quietly. "It isn't that inportant, is it?"

He felt an unreasonabl e surge of anger, directed half at Rianna, half at Dallith, and all
by sone inconprehensible arithnetic, at hinmself-his own clunsiness. He said, "Maybe not. | thought
you mght think so and | wanted to be sure-" Hi s voice suddenly caught. He was the product of a
soci ety where nmen did not weep; but tears suddenly stung his eyes and fl ooded them and he knew,
in agoni zed outrage, that he was going to cry. He bent down close to the girl and caught her
against him burying his face in her soft tunic. For a nonent she softened and hel d hi mcl ose;
then she | oosened her hands and said, in a tone of gentle scorn, "M too?"

It was |like a dash of cold water. (He did not stop to think that she m ght be |earning at
| ast, painfully, to protect her own vulnerability.) He said clunsily, "Dallith, I-1 was afraid-oh
what can | say to you? You seemto know it all. You' re so damm sure of yourself now "

"I's _that what you think?" She |lay back, her great wounded fawn eyes dark agai nst the
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pal | or of her cheeks and hair.

He said, stunmbling, "I love you. | want you. You know how | feel, you do, you know you do
And yet-what can | say to you? You don't have to blanme Rianna, do you? It isn't her fault, and
you' ve frightened her too."

"I"'msorry about Rianna,"” Dallith said gently. "She was kind to me, too. | behaved very
badly. I know that. Dane, it"-for the first time she sounded a little unsure-"it doesn't natter to
me-not _that. | knew. | even-lI guess | expected it."

He put his arns around her and said miserably, hiding his face against her, "I-I wish it

had been you-"

She tipped his face up so that their eyes net. She said very quietly, "No. It was reflex,
Dane. You know that, | know that-Ri anna knows it. The difference is, that | felt it too, and
fought it, because with ny people-I wouldn't have wanted it |like that, a mindless grab at each
other in the face of death, blind, instinctive-"

Desol ati on broke through then, and Dallith began to cry softly.
"But if you couldn't fight it-if you couldn't-I can't bear it that you didn't come to ne-"

He hel d her, hel pless against the stormof her grief, knowi ng that any nove he made now
must be a mstake. After a long tinme she quieted. She even | aughed and conforted him telling him
it did not matter, and sent himback to Rianna's side. "I don't want to hurt her again; | don't
want you to hurt her." She kissed him before she nade himgo, warmy and lovingly. But there was
still something wong and they both knew it

CHAPTER

NI NE
"This place," Dane said, only half to the others, "is incredible."

"Credibility is not a concept applicable to any actual event, but only to specul ative
ones," Aratak runbled at him They were standing in the Arnory, in the dull reddish |ight of
m dnor ni ng; the Red Mbon now seened to obscure a good quarter of the sky. "If an event has
actually occurred, it is by its very occurrence credible."

Dane chuckl ed. He wondered, not for the first time, exactly how his question had cone to
Aratak through the translator disks. He said, "I take it one would have trouble suggesting to you
that one should practice believing six inpossible things before breakfast?"

"Surely the essence of an inpossible thing is that it is unsuitable for belief," Aratak
began, then broke off in runbling |aughter. "Wat event has taxed your credibility just now
Mar sh?"

Dane gestured toward the back of the robot Server, who was trundling away toward the door
of the Arnory, and displayed what he held in his hands. "A few minutes ago," he said, "it occurred
to ne that | ought to have the proper materials for taking care of the edge on this sword. | told
Server that | didn't suppose he'd have the exact things | wanted, but if he could approxinmate
them 1'd be grateful; that | needed sone finely powdered |inmestone-only a few ounces-sone soft
cloth, sone |oosely woven cloth, a short stick, and a piece of string. | expected he'd cone back
with some peculiar makeshifts but he sinply rolled off and cane back with all of them Every one."
Dane shook his head. "You'd think he heard requests |ike that every day or two."

"Maybe he does,” diff-Cinber said. "There cannot be nore than a few ways of caring for
what anounts, in the long run, to a sinple piece of steel which happens to have a cutting edge.
The savage mind is sel dom devious or particularly inventive."
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Dane ignored the Mekhar. He was getting good at that. He sat down cross-|egged and began
tying one of the bits of cloth into what | ooked |ike a powder puff on the end of a stick. diff-
dinber watched himfor a nonment, then went away and began practicing his shadow dance exercise
before a long strip of mrror. (Wen asked about it, he had told themthat there was a | egendary
Mekhar duelist who had grown so agile that he could throttle his reflection in a mrror before the
reflection could raise an arm)

"When you have finished," Aratak said, "I would be appreciative if you would show ne a
little about your skills at unarned conbat. From what you have told ne, you are an expert in this
field."

"Far fromit," Dane said. "I never even reached full Black Belt stage in karate-which is a
good | ong way from being an expert. But | can show you a few of the basics. W won't have tine for
too nmuch, but |I can make a start." _Even a few basics in karate, he thought, _wll make our scaly
friend here a formi dabl e opponent. "Ri anna has taught nme something," Aratak said. "I understand

that in order to be prepared agai nst woul d-be thieves and rapists, wonen on her world are
routinely taught sonething which she calls by a name neaning sonething |ike 'The Art of Making an
Attacker Defeat Hinself.' It is nost useful, fromwhat she has shown nme, and based upon a

phil osophy | find thoroughly ethical; that a violent attacker's own strength shall be turned upon
himsel f." He went on to explain the essentials of judo in his own ininitable fashion, while Dane
thought, O course, it's a nornal discovery. But it's damn lucky Ri anna has that kind of
training. | wish to Heaven that Dallith did.

Di squi eted by the thought, he finished caring for his sword, replaced it on the wall, and
went to find Dallith. He found her listlessly exanining a wall display of some inconprehensible
and probably nonhunman weapons. She took no notice of him and Dane felt again the m xture of anger
and unexpl ai nabl e guilt.

_Sonmet hi ng was wong. Sonething was deeply wong between themstill.
"Dallith,” he said, "have you chosen a weapon? You nust have sonething to protect you-"

She turned on himal nost fiercely and said, "Do you think | am expecting _you to protect

ne?"

I _only wish | thought 1'd be able to, Dane thought with a spasmof fear. He said soberly,
"Whet her you expect it or not, Dallith, I will as nuch as | can. But |I'mnot sure. For all | know,
they'Il come and take us away, one by one, each of us to face the Hunters alone.” He did not

realize until that very nonment how deeply the anal ogy of the bullfight had penetrated his
thoughts; the image of the arena, the nental concept of yelling spectators, egging the conbatants
on, facel ess creatures whose very evol utionary stock he could not even guess.

As if the picture in his mnd had reached her, Dallith went pale.
al one?"

_Are we to go out

"I don't know. | hope to God we can stay together," he said. | _could work the four of us-
_no, the five of us-_into a reasonably efficient fighting unit. "W'Ill have to hope for the best,
but we've also got to be prepared for the worst."”

_Fool's, choosing Dallith for their prey, just because in a mad panic she fought like a
tiger. . . . But if she has to fight alone they could tear her to pieces. He |ooked, in a sort of
angui sh, at the frail and girlish body, the pale cheeks, the thin wists, the neck so delicate
that her poised head | ooked |ike a flower on a narrow stem How could he protect her? _She | ooks
Iike one of the Christians ready to be thrown to the lions, he thought, then firmy controlled his
t hought s-t hey coul d only exaggerate her defensel essness.

"I know very little about nobst of these weapons," she said, with a linp gesture at the
wal | displays, the swords and shields and knives and spears. "My people do not fight with one
anot her, except now and then in sport or trials of strength. And even there we are-careful. You
see, the one who killed another-or even inflicted injury in a trial of strength-would share the
experi ence of death, or pain, with his victim..."

The gift, or curse, of enpathy would have several side effects and that woul d be
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probably, the nost inportant It had produced a tinmd culture, at |east where inflicting the
slightest pain or distress was concerned, since everyone else's pain would be as inportant and
accessi bl e as one's own. ..

She took down a sling fromthe wall and spun it lightly around her head. "I thought," she
said hesitantly, "that | might use this. My people use them sonetines, to drive away pests from
the fields and fl ower gardens. O, sonetines, to shoot at marks in conpetition, for prizes. It
does not matter, now that ny world is gone-" Her eyes were full of tears.

Dane put his arnms around her, and said softly, "Wat is it, Dallith?"

The sling was | oose in her hand. She said, "It is only fair; it is ny fate, | suppose-l1 am
here because of a weapon like this-"

He | ooked at her in startled question

She said in a stifled voice, "I was reckoned a good shot; twice | had won a silk scarf in
the conpetitions. | was vain of ny skill and | did not want to | ose ny-nmy nane. A few days before,
| was practicing with ny sling in a distant part of the garden, and | was so intent on ny practice
that | did not know anyone had entered the garden. Then | heard a cry and felt-oh, such pain-and
saw nmy best friend anong the wonmen |ying senseless on the ground." She was shaking and crying. "I

knew- 1 knew the sling could kill; | had not been careful enough. No, she did not die, but she
suf fered shock and concussi on and days of unconsci ousness, and we all thought she would die. |
Il oved her. | would rather have killed nmyself than her. She was ny own father's daughter-and so

when she was out of danger | was sentenced to a season of exile fromthe places where people
live."

"It seens to ne," Dane said, holding her gently against him "that you' d been punished
enough al ready. "

"There is never _enough punishnment for such an offense,” Dallith said, rebukingly. "But
since she did not die, and spoke for ne-she said she too had been careless, not to realize that |
was not aware of her presence-I was sent away only for a season and not for a full year. But while
I was alone in the place of exile-the Mekhar slave ship cane and took nme. And the rest you know. "
Resol utely, she dried her tears. "And so it seens to ne," she said, "that if a sling could nearly
kill my dear friend and sister, it should serve against the Hunters. Since | have decided to live,
there is no sense in letting themkill me now "

“I't ought to do," Dane said thoughtfully. In the Roman arena, hadn't one of the ngjor
spect acl es been the sight of a slinger fromthe Balearic isles, pitted against a nan with a net
and trident? O course, the Romans who arranged gl adi atorial conmbats hadn't always been at pains
to be fair about it-the inportant thing seemed to be bl oodshed-but nobst of them hadn't gone in for
massacres, either. They were the kind of fighters who would have had nore fun in seeing a fight
where the contestants were reasonably matched, if only to nake the fight |ast |onger, and see nore
bl ood shed. There was al so the story of David and Goliath. "But how accurately _can one shoot wth
asling? I'mnot at all fanmiliar with them"™

Dallith picked up the sling and fitted a small round ball into it. It |ooked |ike an
ordi nary pebble. "Look," she said, pointing to a small pale mark on the Arnory wall, a projecting
bit of brickwork. It was only three or four inches square and about forty feet away. She spun the
sling around her head and let it go; alnost sinultaneously sonmething struck the pale mark with a
sound like a rifle shot and the projecting bit of brick broke away and clattered to the floor

"If that had been the head of a Mekhar," Dallith said, "I do not think he would have much
to purr about."

Dane knew she was right. She was better protected than he had thought possible. O course,
they did not know what the Hunters were like; if they were huge boneheaded creatures |ike sone of
the saurians, her pellet mght not be of much use, but that was just one of the chances they al
had to take, and Dallith probably knew it as well as he did.

"Just the sane," he said grimy, "I think you ought to | earn sonething about using a
knife. In case-well, in case you need sonething at close quarters."
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A grimace of revul sion passed over her features, but she said soberly, "I suppose you're
right. Rianna has chosen to use knives, and perhaps her techni ques would be nore suited to a
woman. "

"Perhaps. And she has had serious training," Dane said. In any case, teaching Dallith
woul d sharpen up Ri anna's own techni que, and he woul d keep a damm cl ose eye on both of them

If _they could all stay together

He spent much of that day watching as Ri anna denonstrated to Dallith the kind of training
she had had in close-quarter knife play. (Dallith was slightly appalled at the thought of a rapi st
and Dane reflected that this would be one problem no woman woul d have on a world of enpaths.)

He renmenbered what Aratak had said about Rianna's skill at unarmed conbat; judo had never
been his own field of interest-although, |ike npost people who have studi ed karate, he knew some of
it-and he wondered how good she was at it. But when he put the question she gave hi m her crooked
grin and said, "Try, if you want to."

He picked up one of the "kendo sticks"-he had asked Server to bring himone about the same
wei ght as the samurai sword, and Server had taken himso literally that there was probably | ess
than an ounce of difference between its weight and the sword' s-and said, "Anyone com ng at you
wi |l probably be armed, Rianna. You don't think you can take me with a sword, do you?"

"Probably not," she said. "Your big razor there mght cut my hand off before | could get
my knife out. But with the stick, certainly. O a club. O a short knife. Come on. Try."

He said, "I don't want to hurt you. But you asked for it." _Take a little of the conceit
out of her now and save her worst trouble later, he thought and was surprised at his own sense of
resentment. He lifted the stick-it was made of sone |ight wood not too unlike banboo-and rushed at
her .

He never knew exactly what happened, but he abruptly found hinself shoved backward, the
stick thrust into his stomach harshly enough to knock all the breath out of him he recovered
hinmself in an instant, jerked the stick free, raised it again-and once again found hinself
wenching it from R anna's hands. Her foot kicked his ankle and he nearly went down.

She stepped back quickly and said, "I don't want to hurt you, Dane. But as you can see,
I"mnot really afraid unless they do conme at me with sonmething |ike your razor-edge there."

He shook his head ruefully; but the experinment had taught hima great deal in a short
| esson, nevertheless: He could not count on the Hunters using any known weapon or technique. It
was literally a case of having to be prepared for _anything. After some thought, he added to the
sword a short curved knife. It wasn't nuch |ike the dagger a sanurai woul d have had as the normal
acconpani nent to his sword-briefly he wondered what had happened to the sanurai's knife and ot her
gear-but it was going to be damm hel pful in close-range fighting.

As he was caring for the sword that night before putting it away-tapping it all along its
I ength gently with his powder puff of powdered |inestone, wiping it gently with the cloth-he
| ooked at the bl ood-etching near the curved end of the blade and wondered. Had it been nade on
Earth? O here. . .? And what strange creature's blood had di scolored the steel ?

During the next few days he concentrated on regaining old skills and refl exes, and spent
sonme tine thinking about welding theminto a matched group. O course, until he knew for certain
that they would be allowed to go out together, there was not nuch use in concentrating on that.
Each of them should first reach optimum Il evel for individual survival

The task of teaching Dallith close-quarter fighting was none too easy; she had a horror of
hurting any of themand would wi thdraw at the |last split second before making a stroke even with
t he breakabl e banboo stick they had found for teaching her knife skills. But remenbering how she
had suddenly gone berserk when she faced the Mekhar, he supposed that if someone came at her with
murder on his mmd, she'd react as she'd done then; by picking up her attacker's murderous rage.
And so he concentrated on getting the basics of attack into her head.
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| can't teach her vul nerabl e points, though. W don't know what vul nerable points the
Hunters have-_or if they have any!

During all this tinme it struck himas strange that they never came cl ose enough to other
groups of the "Sacred Prey" to work out with them Wether it was an unwitten |aw of the Hunters
that they should not or by sheer coincidence, he wasn't sure. He suspected that the Hunters,

t hough, discouraged any such pooling of survival skills, and this gave himsonme hope that _their
five woul d be sent out together, since they had not been separated and forced to wait for the Hunt
i ndi vi dual | y.

He suspected sonetines that Server-or the whole conpl ex of robot mechani sms whi ch went by
that collective nane-watched over themat a distance and would intervene if they showed any signs
of being too curious about the other prisoners. He realized, after five or six days of this
unobtrusive surveillance, that he had not even any idea of how many other prisoners dwelt in the
huge park-conpl ex; he could still only surm se as he had done the first day, by seeing the others
at a distance, or frombrief and interrupted encounters in Arnory or baths, that there m ght be
bet ween a dozen and thirty humans, and about as many nore assorted aliens of other biologica

types.

It was a few days later, in the Arnory, when he noticed again a pair of proto-felines,
very much (at least in the distance, and to him |ike the Mekhar, once again working out with a
pair of something |ike kendo sticks. He asked diff-Cinmber about them

"Are those the two you called conmon crimnals? You seened to feel that it was beneath the
dignity of your kind to use weapons. Do those two use them because they do not share your
st andar ds?"

Adiff-dinber | ooked at them curiously. "They are not the same ones,"” he said. "I think

will go and see. If sone nenbers of ny own clan should be here-"

He bounded away, at his curious loping run, but sone tine |ater he cane back, | ooking
puzzl ed. To Dane's question he answered, "I did not see themor speak to them"™ He | ooked quickly
toward the far end of the Arnory, with one of those novenents that rem nded Dane of a caged tiger
and said angrily, "This place naddens nme! Mrrors, and reflections, and peopl e who di sappear and
wal k through walls when you try to cone near them" He stal ked away, giving Dane the inpression
that if he had actually had a tail (he didn't) he would have been switching it angrily from side
to side.

Not too nuch later, though, he cane to Dane carrying one of the kendo sticks. He said, "I
notice you do not use these seriously as weapons. But for footwork and agility they seem a
sensi bl e training device." He said no nore, and Dane, quite unexpectedly feeling a strange kind of
synpat hy for the Mekhar's alienation said, "You want to try working out with thenP"

"I't would seem a sensible precaution,” diff-dinber said stiffly, "to accustom nmysel f
enotionally to the thought that | shall be facing an opponent of sone other biological type than
my own. For this you are probably the nost suitable one against which to test nyself."

"Damm right," Dane agreed. "For ne, too." For all he knew, he m ght be facing sonething
nmore difficult to guard against than Aiff-Clinmber with his artificially steel-tipped claws! It
was all part of the business of arming hinmself psychologically, of psyching hinself to kill.

He found Aiff-Cdinber appallingly fast on his feet; but against him the old karate
refl exes began to cone back fast. It made himrealize, too, that Aratak-or anyone of his proto-
saurian speci es-woul d be a nost form dabl e opponent, and that night, with Aiff-Cinmber's
concurrence, they persuaded the giant saurian to take turns working out agai nst both of them At
the end of these sessions, Dane had brui ses and scrapes which had to be lengthily soaked out in
the hot vol canic pool s-he even accepted Aratak's offer of the hot sulfur-snelling nud for a
poultice, and discovered that in spite of the snell it had remarkabl e healing qualities-but he
felt a lot better prepared to neet his invisible opponents.

They initiated then a regular series of workouts; Rianna wel coned the chance to try her
unarmed conbat skills against Ciff-Cinber, and the ensuing conbat rem nded Dane of nothing so
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much as an old _Avengers TV show on Earth, with the redoubtable Enma Peel fighting against a
variety of any kind of antagonist fromtiger-cats to robots.

After each of them had cone to a gasping draw, diff-Cinber (looking at her wi th wonder
and respect) apol ogized to Rianna for the bloody scratch on her arm "I forgot nyself," he said,
extending his claws and their razor-steel tips. "But | think you have sprained nmy foot, so we are
equal . "

Wat ching Ri anna and Aratak was al so sonething of a revelation; although by sheer weight
and size the enormous proto-saurian had the advantage, and eventually denonstrated that when al
el se failed he could trip Rianna up and sit on her, she was by no nmeans hel pl ess.

Dallith could not be persuaded to take part, and finally Dane, renenbering how she had
exploded into instinctive violence, realized that this was what she feared; this, or hurting one
of those she now considered friends and allies.

At last he accepted Aratak's advice to | eave her al one. "She knows best what is safe for
her," he said. Dane was afraid that it night, once again, be a withdrawal into willed death; but
if it was there was nothing he could do.

CHAPTER

TEN

Even during the day, the red light of the nmoon was brighter than the sun; the Red Mbon
seenmed to obscure half the sky now, when, one evening, Ri anna said to himnear the baths, "There
are nen here-1 nean humans, proto-simans very |like us-who do not belong to the Unity."

"Of course. There's me. Why do you think the Hunters would confine thenselves to raiding
just your group of worlds in the Unity?"

“I don't mean that. | went and greeted themand they did not-or could not-answer. They
evidently did not have translator disks."

"Poor bastards," Dane said. "They nmust be pretty confused.”

"If so, they certainly didn't act it. | went to talk to them" Rianna said. "lI've been
taught nonverbal comunication techniques. But they slipped away before |I could come near them |
don't know where they went-of course this place is confusing, but still, it was |ike sonething

done with mrrors."
diff-dinmber had had an experience sonething |ike that.

"I wonder if it ever occurred to you," Dane said soberly, "that they night have been
Hunt ers-or their servants."

"Hardly servants, when Server and all his pack are around. Dane! Do you nean the Hunters
nm ght be-human?"

He nodded. "It seens reasonable," he said. "There seemto be as many humans here as al
ot her biol ogical types put together."

"Wul d nmen hunt nen?"

"They do," he said with a shrug, and explained his theory that possibly the Hunters
preferred prey who could give thema good, equal fight. "And it would be a good way to size us up
observe us for the Hunt, decide what weapons we'll be carrying. Maybe even, now and then, take on
one of us for a workout, though so far no one's cone near enough for that."

_O pick out which of us would make the best trophies. . . . Hs mind refused to put away
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a gruesome picture which had cone to him one night, in a nightmare: the head of a Japanese
samurai, still in arnmor and preserved four hundred years by sone unguessabl e techni que, hangi ng on
the wall of a Hunter's dwelling...

Involuntarily, Dane shuddered, and Ri anna reached for himand held onto him hard. He
cl asped her in his arns, feeling her warnth and cl oseness as the only confort on this strange,
cold, red, nysterious world.

It was a bond. Unwanted. Undesired. But a bond. If he lived, he and R anna woul d al ways
bel ong to one anot her.

Over their neal that night, |ooking across at Aratak, Rianna brought that up again,

"If the Hunters are human, would they really want to take on soneone the size and-and
fierceness of Aratak?"

"Even on nmy world, big game hunting is regarded as nore of a sport than shooting rabbits,"”
Dane said. "A man who kills a tiger is considered braver than one who kills a deer." Once again he
wonder ed how the words were comng across to the others through their transl ator disks.

He asked them curious, and Rianna said with a shrug, "On ny world, as on nost, there are
|l arge fierce predators and small gentle ones regarded nostly as a source of food. If you' d given
the scientific name of the creatures probably it woul d have cone through as a strange sound and
you'd have had to explain it. But normally the translator gives the nearest equivalent in your own
| anguage. "

He accepted it at that. He had to; the technol ogy which could evol ve such a device was as
far beyond Earth's best as a |inear conputer was beyond a spinni ng wheel

Adiff-dinmber said roughly, "I don't believe a race could acquire such a | egendary
reputation for ferocity if they were proto-siman. It is nore likely that they are proto-felines,
not too unlike the Mekhars. There are also a great many nmenbers of my own kind here-or, | should

say, of biological types not altogether different fromnmy own. "

"That doesn't prove anything," Rianna flared, "except that we're both nmenbers of dangerous

speci es!"
Arat ak nmused, "Wat you have said is interesting. My own species are of a peaceful habit,
and if any of us proto-saurians are renowned for ferocity, | should be surprised, and yet-"

Dane interrupted. "I find that hard to believe. The nost terrible predator in my planet's
hi story- _tyrannosaurus rex-was of saurian origin."

Arat ak had no eyebrows but gave the inpression of raising themanyhow "Wre they sapient,
t hough?"

"No," Dane confessed, "they had no brain to speak of."

"Ch, well. Animal species of proto-siman type are often fierce," Aratak said, "And the
fierce ones are extinct, which proves the wi sdomof the Divine Egg, in that those who seek for
bl ood nmeet only bl oody death. But when sauri ans devel op sapi ence they usually display a peacefu
manner of life. | can give you only phil osophical reasons why this should be so, but | assure you
I know of no exceptions within the Unity, at least."

"He's right, Dane,"” Ri anna said. "As far as anyone knows, there aren't any, except in old
| egends. "

Aratak bowed. "To resune. As | said, we are peaceful creatures; | amhere al nost by
accident, as one nmight say. And yet, watching as we exercise, | have seen one of ny own kind, and
when | went to salute himin the nane of the Divine Egg, believing hima fellow prisoner, he
vani shed quite suddenly and | could not find himagain. For a noment it occurred to ne that | had
been the victimof sone sort of optical illusion, but now | have another theory."

"Let's have it," Dane said. He had the highest possible opinion of the giant saurian's
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intelligence.

"This; that the Hunters are not a single race, but a clan or congloneration; that they
collect to thensel ves nenbers fromthe renegades, the outlaws, the outcasts, and fierce mavericks
of all peoples. A nadnman of ny people, or an outlaw, might find hinself here, one way or another.
Most of us are peaceful people, and one who was not mght find hinmself everywhere an outcast. As |
said, | saw at |east one, who has been tested presunably as we were tested, for desperation and
courage; but if he had been a fellow prisoner he would not have tried to elude ne."

"That doesn't follow " Dallith said unexpectedly. "He m ght be-ashaned to be found here. A
peaceful creature who had-when tested-discovered strange and frightening ferocity in himself. He
woul d hardly want to face soneone who knew what he _should be like...."

Dane realized that Dallith was speaking of herself; it was the first time it had occurred
to himthat she might deeply regret her outburst of wild fury on the Mekhar ship.

Aratak courteously considered Dallith's theory for a nonent before shaking his head. "No,"
he said, "for he would know that | was in |ike case and would cone to condole with me. So |
concl ude that he was one of the Hunters watching me, and that the Hunters are not one species but
many. That woul d al so explain why they choose Prey of such varying forms."

It was a val uabl e theory, Dane thought. It deserved consideration. It would explain why
the Hunters had no recogni zable formin legend; it would also explain why they did not show
themselves to their Prey, but let all contact, even with the slave ships bringing their Quarry,
come through the robot Servers. That way they could be certain no hint of their secret escaped.

And yet... he wasn't convinced. Could _a conglonerate of renegades devel op so fornmalized,
so ritualistic an approach to the Hunt? And even nore; would not sone hint of their recruitnment
have stolen out into the Gal axy? They argued it far into the night, but went to bed unconvinced.

The shape and formof the Hunters! It obsessed himnow, night and day. As the Red Moon
grew in the sky toward the full, they took shape after shape in his nightnmares, terrifyingly
form ess. He found a nonsense rhyme from Earth repeating itself again and again at odd nonents in
hi s consci ousness:

| engage with the Snark, every night after dark, In a dreany delirious fight.

But instead of hunting the Snark, it was hunting HM. . . and there was every possibility
that he would, indeed, "Softly and silently vani sh away, and never be heard of again."

At times like this he would draw the sanurai sword and look grimy at its edge before
putting it away again. _Not so softly and not so silently, he pronised hinself.

Later he thought that if this period of uncertainty had been prol onged nuch nore he
probably woul d have gone insane; as it was, Ri anna shook hi m awake out of nightnare once or tw ce
every night. (But they all suffered fromnightmares. Once Dallith woke screaming wildly, rousing
themall; and once Ciff-Cinber staggered up in his sleep, roaring and fighting, and by the tine
t hey managed, by throwing cold water over him to get himawake, both Aratak and Dane had | ong
bl eedi ng scratches fromhis razored cl awns.

Abruptly the period of waiting ended.

The great Red Mbon had grown day by day; when it was all but full it seemed to hang | ow
and suspended over themw th a bloody light, cutting away al most all normal sunshine, ghastly and
I um nous and so large that Dane hated to look up at it; it was |ike wal king under a great floating
di sk suspended by invisible nmeans. It gave himcl austrophobia; knowing it was ridicul ous, he stil
coul d not banish the image of the moon sonehow slipping, plunging down, crushing themall beneath
it. ... He had wondered what woul d happen when it was conpletely full, and on this night, as they
were returning fromthe baths, he | ooked up, seeing the shadow begi nning to creep across the great
red disk. O course, the nmoon was half the size of the primary planet; when the Hunter's World
came between nobon and sun, the Red Moon would be wholly eclipsed, darkened...

Wth startling rapidity the shadow crept over the face, blotting out the red and | umi nous
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di sk, etching away nore and nore of the huge red face. Around them the whole color of the
| andscape changed, grow ng darker and stranger; there were odd rustlings, and from sonewhere a
strong rushing wi nd sprang up.

The five prisoners stood cl ose together, Dane between Ri anna and Dallith, know ng they
were both clinging to himin the eerie darkness, as the Red Mon slowy faded from crescent to
slimfingernail-paring to a pale red glimer along one edge. And then, for the first tine on this
world, there was total darkness. Behind the great blot on the sky, dimstars sprang out.

"The Hunt is over," Dallith whispered. "Wth the noon in eclipse-the Hunt is over."

In the darkness diff-Cinber's rough voice nuttered, "There are dead Hunters there, and
dead Prey. And soon it will be our turn."

"But when?" Rianna said into the darkness. No one answered her. They stood there for
hours, watching the Red Moon slowy energe from darkness, the stars fade again into the background
of crinmson light. Finally, when it was glowing in its accustonmed place again, they went silently
to their quarters, but none of them ate nuch, and Dane, at |east, slept little. Was it their turn
next ?

The next norning, when Server brought their nmorning neal, he told them "Last night was
the night of the eclipse; last night, the Hunt ended. Today, the Sacred Prey who survived the Hunt-
if there were any-will be rewarded and rel eased; and you are bidden to the feast." None of them
had much appetite for breakfast after that. As the sun drew higher in the sky-a strange bright sun
with the Red Moon invisible, far away on the other side of the planet-they went briefly to the
Arnory, and to the baths. But none of themdid nuch in the way of training.

Dane said at one point, "I sonetines wonder. The survivors of the Hunt-we'll see them
bei ng feasted and rewarded, so they say, and freed. But | wonder if they are really freed, or if
their feasts and rewards aren't for _our benefit, to encourage us, and if perhaps they'll be

quietly put out of the way afterward."

"That's a nice thing to bring up,” R anna said in disgust. "What are you trying to do to
us, Dane?"

Aratak said soberly, "The possibility had occurred to me, as well."

Adiff-dinmber turned fromhis shadow dance before the mrror. He said, "No, they're freed,
true enough. There is a man on ny world-he is a distant connection to nmy clan-who returned from
the Hunter's Wrld, rich and successful. He founded an Arms Museumwi th his prize noney; | have
seen the nmuseum though the man died when | was still young."

"But he said nothing about the Hunters? He left no word about then?" Ri anna said
i ncredul ously. "Scientists have been searching for centuries for some reliable know edge of the
Hunt ers; most people think of themas | egends! He should have witten up the account of his
experiences!”

Adiff-dinmber said indifferently, "Wy? Wy should anyone care?"

Ri anna | ooked i ndi gnant, but Dane nodded. He was getting used to diff-dinber's |ack of
what nost people would call scientific curiosity. He said to Rianna, "The old proverb on ny world
says that _curiosity killed the cat, and diffs people seemto have taken it to heart. Let's face
it; scientific investigation is a proto-siman characteristic, at least curiosity for its own
sake. Even-ordinary cats seldom show nuch curiosity about anything unless they can eat it or play
with it, or they think it's a danger to them™

Dallith said peacefully, "The inmportant thing is that survivors _are freed." She sorted
out an assortment of small, round, conpletely snmooth stones for her sling and tied theminto a
sack at her waist. They were all |ooking over their weapons, knowi ng the hour was at hand. Ri anna
had shar pened one of her knives to a slashing edge and the other point for a thrusting edge; Dane
lifted a | ong spear off the wall and handed it to her. He said, "Carry this. It's not so nuch that
you have to use it, but there should be one |ong-distance weapon."

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...er%20-%20Hunters%200f%20the%20Red%20Moon.txt (54 of 98) [2/1/2004 3:26:01 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Bradl ey,%20M ari on%20Zi mmer%20-%20H unters%200f %20the%20Red%20M oon.txt

She lifted it, balanced it, saying, "This one is too long for ne," and chose a shorter
one. Dane, watching her conpletely absorbed in the weapon, had no particular qualns for her. Hs
attenpt to work her into a fighting machi ne had succeeded better than he had hoped.

Briefly, he explained his plan to them if it turned out that they could stay and fi ght
toget her instead of singly. R anna, at the center of a wedge with her |ong spear, would present a
form dable front to an attacker, with her knives and diff-Cinber's razor-claws for close-quarter
attack; Dane and Aratak to either side, Dane with the sanmurai sword, Aratak with his great club
and the short ax he had tied to his belt; and Dallith bringing up the rear with her sling to pick
of f anyone trying to rush them from behi nd.

diff-dinber frowned, and Dane knew t hat the Mekhar was the weak link. Cdiff-dinber
preferred to think of this as a series of duels against individual attackers.

"Can't you see,” Dallith said patiently, "that is what the Hunters will be expecting-that
we will fight singly. If we remain a unit, and back one another up, we may all have a better
chance. "

diff-dinmber frowed again, as if he snelled sonething bad, and Dane wi shed Dallith had
l et Rianna speak to him diff-dinber had cone to respect Ri anna as a fighter agai nst whom he
hi nsel f needed to be seriously on guard; Dallith, to him was a nonentity. The cat-man | ooked now
to Rianna as if expecting that she would back himup, but she said firmy, "Dallith is right," and
he shrugged.

"I gave you ny word; you have none of you given ne cause to break it, so for now | wll
not withdraw. | warn you, however, that | refuse to conprom se ny honor."

Wth that, they had to be content.

Dane held the samurai sword on his knee for sone tinme, thinking about the unknown | ong-
dead Earthman. He did not know how the samurai warrior had died, but he knew he nmust have done it
valiantly. But Dane was a man of another century and another life, and he wanted main |y to |ive.
The sanurai woul d probably have understood diff-dinber better than Dane hinself. diff-dinber
was concerned to die with honor; Dane intended, if he nust die, to sell his life as dearly as
possi bl e, but nostly he intended to stay alive-he intended that all of them should stay alive!

The bright day was shortening toward afternoon, and the sun dropping, when R anna cl utched
Dane's armand said, in a tense undertone, "Look!"

At the far end of the Arnmory, a small procession was entering, and a strange one. There
was a whole small arny of the mechani cal servomechs of Server's type, surrounding a single living
creature. He wore the terracotta tunic of the Sacred Prey. He was hung heavily with garl ands of
green | eaves and flowers. Servers bore his weapons-a | ong spear, a round spi ked shi el d-
cerenoniously on trays of precious nmetal, and as the prisoners |ooked on, hung the weapons in a
prom nent place on the Arnory wall

cdiff-dinber said, |owvoiced, "He nmust be the survivor of the Hunt."

"An only survivor," Aratak said grimy, and his gills gl owed bl ue.

Dane said, "A spider-man," in surprise. There had been one of them aboard the Mekhar sl ave
ship, and he had spent all his tine huddl ed, hissing, in a corner. The spider-things were
certainly the last race Dane woul d have t hought of as fierce enough to survive a Hunt! And yet one
of them had done so, for here he was, being honored.

He said, half to himself, "He net the Hunters, and lived. 1'd like to have a word with
him . . ." But, the weapons hung, the victorious survivor was being carefully shepherded out of
the Arnory again, encircled by his guard of attentive and solicitous robot Servers.

_Well, well, thought Dane. _You never know. If that thing could live through el even days
of a Hunt, there's certainly plenty of chance for us.

"That's by no nmeans certain,” Dallith said close to his ear, and Dane realized she was
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pi cking up his thoughts again. "Miybe he was |ucky, or maybe he nanaged to spend all el even days
in hiding."

Dane nodded. "Maybe." But that neant it was not an arena, it neant there was sonme cover
and sone place to hide if necessary.

It neant that sonehow or other he, Dane, nust nanage to get a word alone with the
victor....

The sun was beginning to go down when Server returned to direct themto the baths. He
brought fresh clothing for themall-the sane terra-cotta col or dedicated to the Sacred Prey, but
this was definitely fighting gear. The tunics provided for the women were short and could be
tucked up even shorter. For Dane, Rianna, and Dallith there were new strong-sol ed sandal s,
al though neither diff-Cinber nor Aratak needed any protection for their feet.

"You are to adorn yourselves for the feast of reward and victory, so that you may see what
may be in store for you," Server said. "Grd yourselves with your chosen weapons, for you will be
taken directly fromthe feast to the place of the Hunt."

Dane said to the robot, voicing a thought that had come to himas a di msuspicion nore
than once, "You seempretty involved hi all this, Server. Answer nme one question, wll you?"

"A dozen, if it is necessary,"” the servomech said in his flat mechanical voice. "W are
here to serve and to instruct and aid you."

"Are you peopl e-you robots-are you yourselves the Hunters?"

It would explain so nuch. It would explain the fact that they were the only ones who
contacted the Mekhar ship. It would explain the way they cared for their Prey. It would explain
the way they clustered around to protect and honor the victor.

But the thought of facing a group of abnormally know ng servonechani sns, in duel, was
horrifying. . . . These thoughts raced through his brain as he awaited Server's answer. It
actual ly seened, insofar as a faceless nmetal nechanismw th no features except small netal-mesh
apertures could express anything, that Server had expected any question but that one and perhaps,
even, that Dane had found at |ast a question that the robot was not programmed to answer!

At |ast, however, Server said, in the same flat and inexpressive nmechanical tone, "As we
have told you, we are Servers, You will meet with the Hunters at the appointed tinme. May we assi st
you now to your baths?" Dane went with him There was nothing else he could do. _He didn't really
answer, he thought grimy. He said, W are Servers. He didn't say, W are not Hunters.

He caught up with Dallith and Ri anna as they were separating fromdiff-Cinber and

Aratak, and said hastily, "Cover for nme if that netal nonstrosity cones around snooping. |I'm going
off and see if |I can get a line on where they're keeping the victor stashed until this fancy
feast. If | could have ten mnutes when he's not being surrounded, | estimate our chances for life

woul d be roughly doubled."

Ri anna nodded. "If they cone |ooking for you here, I'Il tell themyou went for a nud bath
with Aratak, and, Aratak, if they look for himthere, tell themhe's sw nmming."

Dane hurried off across the garden-park. He had observed the direction in which the
processi on of Servers had taken the garl anded spi der-nan.

I _hope to hell he's got a translator disk; Rianna said sone of themdidn't, he thought,
as he went warily through the gardens and clustered flowering bushes. The sun was sinking fast,
and on the horizon was a strange bl ood-red Iight which showed where the full Red Moon was ri sing
agai n.

"1l _be up there by norning, he thought. _It's the payoff. His throat felt tight and he
reached in the dusk for the grip of the samurai sword which hung girded at his side.

Near the high wall of shrubbery that nmarked the outer linits of the gane preserve, or
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park, dedicated to the Sacred Prey, he had noticed once before a smaller building than nost, and
seeing the survivor garlanded with flowers he now suspected what it was; for the door of this
smal |l building was garlanded with simlar flowers. Cautiously, Dane slipped up to one of the
banboo- sl atted wi ndows and peered in.

The spider-man sat hunched on the floor, |ooking solitary and dejected. He had been robed
in long garnents and was still hung about with garlands. Dane whistled softly, hoping to attract
his attention. He had to repeat the sound twi ce before the spider-man tilted his head and | ooked
around.

"Over here,
can't cone in."

Dane whi spered hoarsely. "lI'ma prisoner too. Conme over by the w ndow; |

The spi der-nman heaved hinself to his feet, noving with a quick, scuttling agility. He
darted quick glances fromside to side, and Dane, watching his fantastic al ertness, thought, _It
woul d take sonme Hunter even to get near himl Maybe it isn't so surprising he survived

Hi s voi ce sounded rusty and hissing. "Wwo isss it? Wwo sssspoke there?"

Dane shrank agai nst the shadows of the building. "I'mup against the Hunters tonorrow,
friend. What are they like? What weapons do they carry?"

But before the question had nore than left his nmouth, he was seized in a firmgrip from
behi nd and jerked backward. He gripped at his sword, whipping it partway fromthe sheath.

H's wist was seized in a steel grip-quite literally; metal clanped over it, and Server's
expressionl ess voice said, "It would be a pity to break your excellent blade. It is forbidden for
the Prey to cone here. Please permt us to escort you back to the feast, honored Prey; you are
awai ted there."

As Dane told R anna and Dallith |ater, seated between them at one of the long tables while
a whol e congl onerate of robots-all exactly Iike Server, and each one of them answering each and
every question or request just as if it had been he, individually, who had |ast spoken to the
guest i oner - passed out the food:

"I hal fway expected they wouldn't let ne get near the victor. There is sonething damm
funny about these Hunters; damm funny."

"I find it the reverse of amusing," Aratak runbl ed. Dane repeated his theory that the
Servers were, in fact, the Hunters.

“I'n that case," diff-dinber said harshly, swiveling his head toward them "I'mw th you
and | remain with you throughout the Hunt! | sold nyself to the Hunt, willing to neet in conbat
any creature of flesh and blood! But | did not volunteer to fight nothing-nmen who hide behind
shi el ding of netal!"

_Thai's anot her thought, Dane's mnd junped quickly. _Maybe they're giant ampebas or
sonmet hing hiding behind all that netal; maybe they're not robots at all. | never thought of that.
But at least it had diff-Cinber with them again.

He | ooked around, wondering if-as in the Arnmory-Hunters nmingled with Prey. It was hard to
tell; the feasting hall was not well I|ighted.

"Alnost," Dallith said, "as if they didn't want us to get too good a | ook at our fell ow
Prey."

"Or as if they're afraid we'd gang up on them" Rianna ventured. "I wonder if it's ever
happened before and they don't want to take any nore chances."

He did see what | ooked |ike one or two Mekhars; an enornobus ursine creature with a hairy
and shaggy pelt; if there were any proto-saurians of Aratak's type they were hidden in the
dar kness. Again, humans of his own general type-nman al nbst as he ni ght appear on Earth-out nunbered
all other races alnpst two to one. They were badly illuminated, and | ocated at sone di stance-while
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the five of them had been seated all at one table-but he noticed that their general types ranged
from enornous and fair-skinned to huge and Negroid, while there were a few ethnic stocks he did
not recogni ze as having any counterpart on Earth; two tall thin men with red skins, not the

reddi sh-brown of the American Indian, but the very color of sunburn; a tiny creature wth bl uish-
gray skin and long white fluffy hair, whose very sex was indeterm nate. They bore all kinds of
weapons he had ever heard of and sonme he hadn't.

The food was incredibly good, and there was a very great deal of it. Dane ate well
al t hough not stuffing hinself; he didn't know what arrangenents had been nade for feeding them
during the Hunt, nor where his next square neal would cone from but on the other hand he didn't
want to be overstuffed and drowsy when it began, which |ooked as if it might be fairly soon. He
encouraged the others to do the sane.

They had reached the end of the neal -apparently celebrated with sonething Iike a sweet
soup and piles of fruits, nuts, and various confections-when one of the various incarnations of
Server trundled into the center of the banquet hall and led in the garlanded and robed spider-
t hi ng.

"G ve honor to the Masters of the Hunt!" Server proclainmed, and for once the nmetallic
voi ce seened to quiver with sonmething |ike enotion.

Dane said nothing. Did they expect himto applaud? The other prisoners-Sacred Prey-around
the hall evidently reacted with nuch the sanme attitude, for although there was a slight stir and
rustle all around, there was no particul ar reaction.

"G ve honor to the Hunters! In the nine-hundred-and sixty-fourth Hunt in our illustrious
history, forty-seven individuals hunted gallantly fromEclipse to Eclipse and nineteen have gone
to join their illustrious ancestors!”

“"I"'d like to applaud to that," Rianna whispered fiercely. Dane held her hand. "The point
woul d probably be nmissed anyhow. "

"G ve honor to the Sacred Prey! Seventy-four fought us valiantly and provided us with a
spl endid Hunt, and for the three-hundred-and-ninety-eighth tinme, there was at | east one survivor,
who has been brought here so that you nay see the rewards which await a successful Prey!"

The spider-man cane forward. He still |ooked awkward in his |ong saggi ng garlands, and his
figure was stooped and apprehensi ve.

_How the hell did THAT survive all this? Dane's mind picked at the statistics; seventy-
four fought valiantly (and there may have been a few who didn't); one survived. There were forty-
seven Hunters; roughly two to a Hunter. And there's one survivor. _Wat kind of creatures are they
anyhow?

He paid little attention as the Servers | oaded down the spider-thing with gens and
precious netals and stated that he would be taken off by a Mekhar ship under bond to deliver him
wherever, within a hundred |light-years, he chose to go.

Ri anna said grimy, "That would put himwell within the Unity. | happen to know what
pl anet he comes from"

Dallith nurnured, "That neans-if we live-l1 can return to ny own world...."

She was trenbling with enotion; Dane clasped her hand. It was |long odds and a big _if, but
the incentive was there. She could go home ... so could Rianna, Aratak, diff-dinber

Coul d he? Did he even want to?

He set aside the thought. It was a long road and the way honme, if there was one, |ay past
the Hunt . . . past the Hunt, and the Eclipse, and the Red Moon

CHAPTER El even
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The nmultitude of Servers had prepared Dane for a high |level of technol ogy; therefore he
was prepared, as they went out into the night, for the small ship which stood waiting for them to
take them aboard. In any case, even Earth's noon had been reached | ong ago. However, this noon was
evidently no airless hulk, but a planet capable of sustaining the |lives of these assorted Prey.

He never saw who was at the controls of the little ship. But he had a strong i npression
that it was Server-or one of him He sat between Dallith and Ri anna, hol ding a hand of each, but
they didn't talk. It was either too late or too early for that. He tried, at least partly for
Dallith's sake, to keep his thoughts cal mand confident; she'd pick up his attitude. On the other
hand there was no sense in pretending a conplete calmhe didn't feel; she'd know it was phony.

Aratak put his thoughts into words, as he had a habit of doing sonetines.

"The man who feels fear without cause is a fool; but the man is twice a fool who does not
feel fear when there is cause."

"That may all be true,” Cdiff-Cinber nuttered, "but to speak of fear often gives it form
and substance."

Ri anna said wyly, "Looks like this one has plenty of formand substance already."

Dane wondered if the Hunters were on this ship; he looked inquiringly at Dallith but she
shook her head. "I don't feel anything one way or the other. But then-so nany alien presences and
nmost of them hostile to us; it would be hard to tell."

Dane | ooked around the seni darkened cabin, wondering a little grimy if these were al
prisoners or if sone of them mingled anong them were the Hunters, observing the Prey at close
quarters; but he did not Iike to nention the thought again

It seened a long tine of waiting-although he supposed it was not nore than an hour-before
the viewscreen flared to life with a picture of the Red Mon, growi ng and growi nhg and apparently
hurtling straight at them About the sane time the speaker at the front of the cabin nmade a few
metallic, prenonitory rasping noises. Dallith grasped Dane's hand, painfully hard, in the
dar kness.

"Honorabl e and Sacred Prey." The voice was not unlike that of the Servers, but sonehow
held a different quality. . . the original, perhaps, fromwhich the voice of the Servers had been
designed? Dane felt a queer atavistic stirring and knew that the hair along his arnms was
bristling; diff-Cinber jerked alert, his whiskers and the el aborately curl ed topknot he had
brushed up for the feast jutting up spikily.

"Honor abl e and Sacred Prey, we wel come you to the nine-hundred-and-sixty-fifth cycle of
hunting of this recorded era," the strange voice said. "Very soon now you will be rel eased upon
the Hunting G ounds which have been, since the very begi nning of recorded tine, sacred to our
Hunt. You will have the period of tine until the dawn to scatter and find for yoursel ves the nost
advant ageous stance; you have our word, which has not been broken for seven hundred and thirteen
cycles of the Hunt, that you will not be pursued until the sun stands conpletely clear of the
hori zon. "

Dane whi spered, "Wonder what happened seven hundred and thirteen cycles ago?"
Ri anna said urgently, " Hush!"

"The Hunt will be suspended every evening at dusk in order that Hunters and Hunted may
feed and refresh thenselves; the areas lighted by yellow lights and patrolled by Servers are
neutral areas, and fromdusk until m dnight no Hunter may approach them closer than four thousand
yards." Dane's translator disk evidently had given the closest equivalent; evidently all the
ot hers conprehended the neasurenment. "Qther areas are set aside for the Hunters and no Prey wl|
be pernmitted to enter themon pain of instant and di shonorabl e death."

That was sonmething. It indicated that the Hunt was formalized and ritualized to the extent
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where it seened unlikely that Hunters would wait outside the neutral areas to pick themoff as
they canme out, either

The voi ce paused a nonent, then continued: "In a few nonents, the ship will cone to rest.
The Hunt will commence at dawn. Until we nmeet you in nortal conbat, then, we salute you, and we
honor you, our Sacred Prey. Those who live shall see how generously we reward the valiant anpbng
you; we wish you all an honorable survival and reward-or a bl oody and honorabl e death."

The voice crackled into silence; and at that noment there was a slight jar, as if the ship
had cone conpletely to rest. There was a short hiss as of pressure chanbers, and a deep nurnur as
the doors glided slowy open

Dane grasped the hilt of his sword and noved toward the door, following in Aratak's wake
He coul d see the great proto-ursine, bearlike creature, lunbering toward the doorway. Dallith was
grasping his elbow, R anna and diff-dinber nmoving behind. Dallith said in a wavering voice
"Panic-every single identity going his own way-hang onto ne, Dane. |-1 want to run, to scatter-"

"Easy." He grasped her hand firmly in his. "It's not yours. You've nothing to panic about.
You're picking it up fromthe others."

"But suppose-suppose | can't free nyself fromit...?"

They were emerging through a narrow corridor at the top of a flight of steps; Dane paused
for a nonment before the crush of others at his back forced himdown, to | ook out on the surface of
the Red Moon.

He stood a few feet above a dark and ruined | andscape, broken and hilly and, in the near-
dar kness, covered with a thick blackish underbrush. Dark hills rose behind him and overhead a
dark-blue sky lowered, with thinly scattered pale clouds barely perceptible across the face of the
huge orb that hung above them the Hunter's World, glowing brick red in the sky, and nore huge,
nore crinson-lighted, nmore enormous than the Red Moon itself upon which they stood. In the gl ow ng
red world-light, brighter than the brightest Earthly noonlight, Dane saw dark forms, fleeing from
one corner to another of the landscape. Dallith nmade a stunbling step away fromthe ship and he
grabbed her by the hand; he found his other hand grasping Aiff-Clinber's hairy forearm He said
tensel y:

"Don't run! There's no percentage in _that! Stop here and think! _Think! Remenber what we
deci ded!"

Aratak was glowing faintly blue all over in the darkness. Calmy, Dane |ed his group of
five until, noving at a slow and steady pace, they were about a quarter of a mle fromthe
Hunt ers' ship.

"It's a good idea to get well away," he said calmy. "If it takes off again-well, | don't
know what kind of fuel their ships use, but breathing it isn't likely to be very healthy. Now
let's sit down here and deci de what to do. W've got till dawn to work out strategy for the Hunt;
judgi ng by the way everybody else is taking off in all directions at once, |1'd say we al ready had
a good edge. There are five of us, not one; any Hunter who cones at us is going to find hinself in
trouble. Dallith-"

Her voice trenbled, but she replied quite steadily, "I'mhere, Dane. Wat can | do?"

"We found out too late, on the Mekhar slave ship, that it was a trap. If I'd listened to

you, | mght have known; you kept insisting that for some reason they _-wanted us to attack them
I think your main weapon for us is going to have to be your sensitivity. Do you think you'll be
able to tell if someone's stalking us, and ready to attack?"

She said, "I'"Il try."

"Tell nme. Did you ever sense anything-any kind of enotion or personal awareness-from any
of the Servers?" |If they were indeed the Hunters, Dallith should have been able to discover it, it
seened.
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She shook her head. "They felt just about |ike any other robots. The thought of telepathic
or enphatic contact with a robot-" She shook her head. "I can't even begin to imagine it, so
didn't _try to pick up anything."

It was probably too late now in any case, so Dane let it pass, saying, "All right, then
Dallith is our early warning signal and |long-range dispatch. Dallith, if you' re aware of anyone
definitely beginning an attack, don't wait; pick themoff with your sling. Disable, if you can't
kill.

"Aratak, you're the heavywei ght fighter; anyone who gets past Dallith's warning, try to
crush them by sheer weight, and 1'll have the sword to cut down anyone who cones cl oser. Ri anna
and Ciff-Cinber are there for close-in fighting, hand to hand. Anmong us, we should be able to
mat ch damm near anything they throw at us. Did you all stock up with sonething portable to eat, at
t he banquets?" Dane had put some sweets into the capaci ous pocket he had found in his tunic; he
had advi sed the others to do |ikew se.

Suddenly there was a roar and a rush of crinson flane and the small ship which had brought
them there rushed upward and was gone, briefly blinding them but afterward, as their eyes
adapted, they studied the brilliantly world-lit |andscape. Hlls, underbrush, valleys; at the edge
of vision, a waterfall, gleaming with Iight as it rushed downward; and far out on the horizon,
sonme dark and oddly regul ar structures. Dane wondered if they were buildings and if they were the
Hunter areas into which no Prey could cone on pain of instant-and-di shonorable death.

Strange that they shoul d have used the Mekhar phrase, he thought. (O was it entirely the
same?) In any case if these Hunters had a concept of honorabl e death and di shonorabl e, maybe there
was nore of a chance than he thought.

Aratak said, "Are we going to wait here till dawn?"

"I don't know that one place has any advantage over another," Dane said slowy. "I suspect
all the _obvious bits of cover as being the places where the Hunters will wait to pick off their
| east wary Prey. This is a test too, renmenber. They probably kill off the easier Prey first, to
| eave nore tine and energy for an el aborate duel of strength-or brains-with the nore dangerous
ones; remenber they paid something extra for us because we'd al ready been pretested and positively
_certified dangerous. Even on Earth, hunters differ in their approach to sport There are probably
a few here who just want to make an easy catch and go hone with a trophy." He wondered, wldly and
absurdly, what the gane laws were and if there was sone sort of "bag limt" for each Hunter. "Let
me think. Aratak, what is your suggestion?"

The big saurian said, "There is no wisdomin weariness. | suggest that we sleep or rest
until an hour or so before dawn, watching in turns so that the Iight will not take us unawares.
Wien there is a sonewhat stronger light-but well before sunrise,-we can | ook about intelligently
for a kind of cover which is not an obvi ous stakeout."

That struck themall as a good idea. Aratak volunteered to take first watch. "Since," he
said, "it is purely formality; the beginning of the Hunt is hours away."

"And I will watch with him" diff-Cinber said, "since ny species is at |east partly
nocturnal and I am wakeful now. "

Dane and Ri anna and Dallith wapped thensel ves in the warm cl oaks whi ch had been supplied
with the fighting tunics and |ay down. The ground beneath them just here was covered with an
al ternation of rocks and soft noss, rather nmore rocks than noss, and it took thema while to find
confortable resting places, but at |ast they stretched out side by side, Dane between the wonen.
Ri anna qui ckly slept, relaxing and breathing deeply, but Dane was too tense to rest. He trusted
Aratak entirely-there were tinmes when he forgot that the giant saurian was not a man in every
sense of the word-but diff-dinber was another matter

He drifted after a time into a dark and unreal daze, shot with nightnmares, but never nore
than half asleep. It must have been a couple of hours | ater when, starting awake again (the head
of a sanurai, fixed in a hideous nightmare grin, |ooked down fromthe wall of a Frankenstein
| aboratory; Hunters, with a thousand shifting shapes flowing into one another |ike water, saluted
it with upraised goblets), he felt Dallith trenbling, as if with cold. He drew a fold of his cloak
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around her, carefully so as not to disturb her sleep, but she turned and nurnured, "I'm not
asl eep," and he drew her protectively agai nst his shoul der.

"You should rest," he said softly. "Tonorrow s likely to be a rough day." He was consci ous
of the ridiculous understatenent of the words as he said themand felt from somewhere an idi ot
| aught er bubbling up, which he recognized as hysteria and qui ckly suppressed.

"I"'mglad R anna can sleep,"” she said, and they were silent. Dane lay still, racing inmages
nmovi ng through his mnd, very conscious of the girl's soft body, warminside the cloak, against
his. I _want her. | love her. This is a hell of a tinme to be thinking about that. Wat did R anna
say? Blind instinct in the face of death. Wiy should | be any different than any other proto-
siman? Dallith wouldn't want it to be this way, she said so . . . clutching at each other |ike

animals in the face of death.

Her arms went around himin the darkness, gently and with infinite conpassion. "Wuat |
want is what you want," she whispered. "I can't help it. Maybe it's not what | would want on ny
own. But it's real, Dane, it's real." He strained her close to him losing hinself in her pliant
yielding, and for a little while, for the first tine in days, he forgot the great brick-red orb of
the Hunter's

World, forgot the sanurai sword and the shadow of death and the Hunters thensel ves. Later
she pillowed his head agai nst her slender breasts and whi spered tenderly, "Sleep a little, now,
Dane. Sleep while you can," and he tunbled down a dizzying, bottonl ess abyss of silence and sl eep

The darkness had deepened considerably and the red Hunter's Wrld was | ow on the horizon
when Aratak's hand on his shoul der roused him "Sorry to disturb you, Dane," he nuttered, "but |I'm
hal f asleep. diff-dinber's been napping for a couple of hours.™

He sat up, gently disengaging himself fromDallith, who slept quietly, encircled in his
arms, and, covering her with her cloak, nodded to Aratak. "Good. Get some rest”

He took Aratak's place at the highest point on the slope; the great saurian |ay down,

covering his head with his cloak, and was still. diff-Cinmber was curled up, only a dark snoring
ball. After a few mnutes a dark formnoved in the shadows; Dane was instantly alert but R anna
whi spered, "I've slept enough. Let Dallith sleep; | think she was awake nost of the night..."

He nodded and the girl lowered herself at his side and sat there, silent. After a time her
hand-smal |l and firmand slightly call oused-stole out and cl asped his; he returned the pressure,
gently, and they sat there in the thinning darkness, watching for the gl ow on the horizon which
woul d mark the com ng dawmn. Once Ri anna, |ooking across at Aratak, who had thrown off his cloak
and was glowing blue all over in the dimess, said, "That could be dangerous. Before dark tonight,
we' ve got to do sonething about it," and Dane nodded. But nobst of the tine they sat silently, side
by side and wat chful.

"It's strange,"” she said once, into the conplete darkness and silence, as the Hunter's

Worl d sank bel ow the edge of a faraway hill. "lI'ma scientist. |'ve spent nost of ny life studying
the remmants of other people's lives, and |'ve been happy doing it. It never occurred to ne that |
could be so deeply involved in-in a struggle for my very life, I would have been horrified at the
thought. | wonder if I'mless civilized than I thought?"

"Soneone in ny culture said, civilization is only a thin veneer over the prinordial ape."

"I"'mafraid the layer in nmy case is pretty thin. 1"'mnot really unhappy about this, Dane
Not-well, not the way Dallith is. She's really civilized."

Dallith. The feel of her was still on his skin. He said, "I wonder. She reacts so to
what's around her. Perhaps she's civilized because she's with civilized people-"

"Maybe. Dane, how do you feel about this?"

"The Hunt ?" He paused to consider. It occurred to himthat he hadn't really thought about
it. He'd been angry, scared, reluctantly concedi ng necessity. And yet, down at the bottom beneath
everything el se, he becane aware that fromthe very first, there had been a core of deep response.
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Al his life he had been an adventurer, kicking away fromcivilizations to imrerse hinself
in one far-out interest after another. The martial arts. Muntain clinbing alone. Solo round-the-
world sailing. And wasn't this the ultinmate adventure, the last risk, a gane played in deadly
earnest, with his very life as the stake, and an opponent not blind and unaware |like the storns at
sea or the North Face, but alert, alive, wary, and playing the other side-an opponent worthy of
hi nsel f?

"I guess," he said slowy, "I'mnot very civilized either."

And they were silent again.

It was another hour before the brightening light in the sky-they could see one another's
faces clearly, now made Dane say reluctantly, "We'd better wake the others." In an odd way he was
sorry to bring this interval of quiet to an end, not entirely because of the urgent fear of the
Hunt, but because, in the last couple of hours, in his own grow ng awareness of his own feelings,
and Ri anna's adni ssion of her own deep response to the Hunt, he had realized that they had shared
a deeper intinmacy than the sexual contact of the |ast few weeks.

_Rianna was right, he thought, _and so was Dallith; it's human in the face of danger, it's
natural and even inevitable and therefore nothing to feel guilt about. | was a fool about that.
But it isn't all thai inportant either

_Not now.
_Just now, nothing exists except-_the Hunt!

Adiff-dinber stretched, with a deep snarl in his throat, and woke. He flexed his claws
and sprang up, briefly falling into a fighting stance. Then he rel axed and | ooked around with a
fierce grin.

"There's water there,” he said. "I'"'mfor a quick wash and a drink and then-bring on the
Hunters!" He bounded off toward the sound of the falling waterfall, and Dane, follow ng slowy,
gl ancing back to see Dallith rise and fasten her tunic and cloak, felt a sharp surge of Kkinship
Adiff-dinber was al so a good one to have on his side.

He thrust his head under the waterfall, feeling the icy sharpness of the water |ike a
pl easant shock, and realized that his systemwas flooded with adrenalin. _Good, I'll need it. He
| ooked with positive affection on Aratak as the ten-foot-tall saurian joined them Everything
| ooked very clear and sharp in the growing light, etched sharply on consci ousness and wth bright
cl ean new edges, as if everything was new fromthe hand of Creation, hinself included; new and
just a little unreal

Dane | ooked at all his conrades with something very akin to | ove before he said briskly,
"We've got about an hour before full dawn. Let's start thinking about sonme kind of cover."

CHAPTER TWELVE

The day broke slowy, light growing on the horizon and the orange sun sliding up from
behind a bank of cloud. The increasing |light reveal ed a broken and desol ate | andscape, sharp
treeless hills rising fromvalleys filled thickly with heavy spi ky underbrush; rock-strewn sl opes
openi ng here and there in dark cave-nouths. Far away on the horizon were the dark regul ar shapes
whi ch Dane had identified by nmoonlight as buildings. But nowin the Iight he could see that it was
acity inruins: the tall towers broken, the roofs gaping open to the sky.

It would be easy enough to take cover, Dane thought; what would be hard would be to avoid
bei ng trapped hi whatever cover they chose. For that reason he vetoed i mmediately Ri anna's
suggestion that a cave-nouth woul d provide shelter in darkness and that the narrow entry coul d be
easily defended. After nine-hundred-and-what ever-it-was Hunts, he told her grinmy, he'd bet even
nmoney that the Hunters knew the caves like the very in-sides of their own pockets. Mst caves had
nore than one entrance-and nore than one exit. Maybe they coul d defend the cave-nouth where they
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wer e-but they would be wholly vulnerable to an attack from behind. The same was true of the ruined
bui | di ngs. They woul d be no better than traps.

Fromthe waterfall they noved cautiously down through the valley, keeping the defensive
pattern Dane had worked out; Aratak going in front with his great knobbed club, and the short ax-
_he called it a short ax, Dane didn't-girded at his belt Dane thought of it as Paul Bunyan's Boy
Scout Ax; the shaft was so thick that Dane could barely have gotten both hands around it, and it
was so heavy that all Dane could have done with it was to lift it over his head and drop it.

Al t hough anyt hing he dropped it on probably wouldn't get up again.

Dane went warily a few feet away fromhim sword |oose in its scabbard, and behind t hem
hol ding the center, R anna with her |ong spear and knives. Just behind her right shoulder, Ciff-
Climber noved softly, alert to either side; and at the left, Dallith brought up the rear with her
sling. He had warned themall to avoid the thickest of the underbrush; only R anna and the Mekhar
were equi pped for really close-in fighting. "Aratak and | need sword-room and Dallith needs a
clear field for a shot. But if they come at us, we've got to be prepared for for anything."

So they noved across the deserted | and, weapons at the ready, nerves drawn tight, scouting
out for a piece of high ground-possibly the top of a steep sl ope-where nothing could cone at them
unseen. Dane had half expected that with the rising of the sun the |and woul d expl ode into
viol ence, battle cries, bloodshed; instead they noved through country that night have never known
the print of any living creature, except thenselves.

_The Hunt |asts el even days. Dane told hinself. That's the hell of it. W can't relax for
a mnute.

_Far fromit. The I onger we go unnol ested, the nore chance that they' |l spot our defense
formati on and be prepared to neet it.

Hour after hour noved by. The sun reached its height and began to angl e downward; the
short day drew near its close and as yet there was no sign of Hunters or of any other Prey. In
m daft ernoon they stopped near a heap of rocks, where water gushed in a spring froma split
outcrop of stone, and ate the sweets and confections they had brought with them Ri anna began to
step behind the rocks and Dane said. "No. W all stay together."

She lifted her brows and said, "I conpletely see your point, but what does one do about
what one could nodestly refer to as a call of nature?"

"Take Dallith with you," Dane said shortly, "and stay within earshot. Until the sun sets,
and we find one of the neutral feeding areas, we don't relax-or |ay our weapons down-for even five
m nutes. "

Adiff-Cinmber said with a feral grin. "There's where | have the advantage over you proto-
simans. My weapons are always ready to ny hands." Neverthel ess, as Dane wal ked away fromthe
group to urinate, he noted that the great cat stayed braced and alert, and kept his eye on where
Aratak awaited themw th his great club.

_The Hunters could be watching us, of course, even now, tracking us. Trying to get sone
i dea of our weapons and fighting style, Dane thought.

Fi ni shing, and fastening his clothes, he | ooked around and decided to scout a little
farther ahead. They were in a long, steep valley, heading in a roughly northerly direction toward
the long range of hills at the foot of the ruined city.

_We ought to head up the slopes, he thought; _they could hunt us into the tip of the
vall ey and trap us there. Besides, we've got to |locate a hilltop near sundown, and | ook for those
areas of yellow lights. For all | know, the Hunters nmay treat themlike salt licks, and station
t hensel ves outside to pick us off as we cone out, but we can't get along for el even days wi thout
food and sl eep.

He had cone a considerable way fromthe others, although he could still see them bel ow,
the wonen had rejoined Aratak, and were standing on the rock, looking warily around, and diff -
Clinber was conming up the slope to join him Dane reached a | evel spot, and awaited the Mekhar,
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stepping out toward diff-dinber

It wasn't diff-Clinber, he realized in a split second lurch of awareness. He's got a
swor d!

Al nost before the thought had fully reached consci ous awareness, his own blade slid free
of his scabbard; he stepped back automatically into fighting stance, staring at the Mekhar's
throat past the tip of his own blade. The |ion-man stopped, raising his weapon to a guard
posi tion.

Dane's throat was dry, and the sound of his heart was loud in his owm ears. _This was it!-
but his training was paying off, and he could listen to the pounding of his heart with a detached
calm

But was this Hunter or Prey?

_Maybe there aren't any real Hunters. Maybe they get their kicks by watching us slaughter
each ot her.

"Who are you?" he shouted, and was surprised that his voice did not waver. "What do you
want? Are you after ne?"

Wth a feline screamof rage the Mekhar | eaped, and Dane had barely tinme to catch a
vicious cut at his head. The creature's body twisted in nidair and Dane's answering cut fell short
as the cat-man hit the ground, |landing on his feet lightly, and bounded back out of range.

Dane held his ground, studying his opponent.

_That stance is alnost |ike a saber stance, he thought; but the Mekhar's bl ade was | ong
and straight, rmuch lighter than his own. He forced his right hand to relax, to let the left hold
nost of the weight. He'll have reach on ne, he thought; _that stance should give himthe sane
extension as a foil-fencer. And those junps! But of course the gravity here is lighter; the nmoon
is only about half the size of his own world.

But there was no nore tine to think. The |long straight blade drove in a |ong |unge toward
Dane's chest. He parried and stepped in as the Mekhar's sword gl anced harm essly over his right
shoul der, Dane's anis swi nging up for the cut.

The |ion-man spun away, drawing his sword back over his head, and with a ring of steel the
force of Dane's bl ow drove the back of the straight blade into the Mekhar's scal p.

Then it was Dane's turn to junp back, away froma | ow sweeping cut at his |l eg. The Mekhar
snarl ed, a | ow harsh sound, wordl ess.

The two faced each other at a distance of about three paces. The cat-man crouched, his
bl ade outstretched before him Bl ood was oozing fromthe slight scal p-wound. But Dane's bl ade no
| onger pointed at the Hunter's throat; instead it was fixed skyward, behind him held firmy over
his head with both hands. _Chudan no Kanme, Jodan no Kamme; technical terns and expl anati ons
flowed through his head in a nmeani ngl ess stream but his body, unconcerned, was doing its own
thing, gracefully shifting into the perfect dancelike posture, carefully turning the sword-edge to
t he exact angl e-

The cat-man sl ashed at his unguarded belly.

Dane stepped forward, and the old sanurai blade caught the Hunter's armat the el bow Hand
and sword fell to the ground.

The cat-man screaned, a hi deous sound neither feline nor human, that turned to a choking
gurgle as Dane's point found his throat But he bent on, down, across the point, toward the severed
arm he snatched it up, and jerked free of Dane's sword-point, and ran, scrabbling up the slope,
dodgi ng, shifting fromside to side.

Sur pri se-di smay-pri soned Dane for a second before he could foll ow. Fromthe arm wound
al one, the creature should be bleeding to death! And the stab in the throat-there was no question
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about it. That would have finished him That _had finished him And yet-and yet-there he was,
runni ng up the slope, not even sl owed down.

The creature-the Hunter?-dodged behind a rock. Warily, sword still unsheathed in his hand,
Dane foll owed, braced for an anbush.

But there was nothing behind the rock. Nothing. No cat-creature. No severed arm _Not hi ng.

No bl ood. Not a bloodstain on the ground. Dane wal ked back to the scene of the fight, his
lips pursed, whistling faintly in wonder and astoni shnment. He'd seen the thing bleed fromthe
scal p. Bl ood-bl ood that | ooked exactly like ordinary bl ood-had spurted fromthe severed hand and
arm

There was bl ood on the ground here, too. But not nuch. Less that five feet away fromthe
spot where Dane had | opped off the thing's arm the bl ood-spots dwindled to a few drops and
st opped.

Thought ful Iy, Dane sheathed his sword. First blood, he thought. What _was that thing? It
sure as hell wasn't a Mekhar. He'd seen diff-Clinber bleed. But equally sure as hell, it had
| ooked |ike a Mekhar

A variant species of proto-feline?
Was that what the Hunters were, just variant proto-felines?

Yeah, sure. Proto-felines. Sapient cats which could pick up an armyou'd | opped of f-after
bei ng stabbed right through the juglar veins-and run off with it, and then vanish into thin air

He began slowy to clinb down the slope to where he had left his friends. Aratak and
Ri anna were running toward him evidently they had heard the thing's final yell. Wth a dazed
feeling, he realized that he had left themless than five m nutes ago.

Ri anna demanded, "What was it? A Hunter? | thought for a monment it was diff-dinber-"
"So did I, at first," Dane said grimy, "until | saw he had a sword."
"And | saw diff-Cinmber -still with us. W began to ran-Dane, did you kill hinP"

"I should have." Dane told themthe story. One by one they canme up to | ook at the bl ood;
but none of them had any explanation. diff-Cinber was openly scatching; it was evident that he
didn't believe a word of Dane's story.

"“Your |ast stroke m ssed him obviously," he said, "and he sinply ran behind the rock and-

"And wal ked straight through the rock wall ?"

"Probably he hid behind some of the bushes. There might be a cave-nouth there sonmewhere,
and he worked his way down to it when you weren't watching."

Dane | ooked grimy at the Mekhar. "Could _you pick up your armand run away with it if |
| opped it off, Ciff?"

Adiff-dinmber shook his head. "Perhaps you only thought you cut off his hand. It was your
first fight Maybe you were overexcited," he said patronizingly. "If you killed him his body woul d
be there. It's as sinple as that."

Dane didn't answer. He couldn't afford to fight with Aiff-dinber, and he knew if he
answered this time, he would. In silence, he turned away and gestured to themto come along. "In
any case | think we'd better get out of this valley," he said. "If one of the Hunters is here,
there are likely to be others."

But they saw no other living thing as they toiled up to the lip of the valley and canme up
into a long, level, rock-strewn plain. The sun was setting behind the ruins of the city, and the

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...er%20-%20Hunters%200f%20the%20Red%20Moon.txt (66 of 98) [2/1/2004 3:26:01 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Bradl ey,%20M ari on%20Zi mmer%20-%20H unters%200f %20the%20Red%20M oon.txt
shadowy shapes rose against the light |ike jagged teeth protruding froma broken skull -bone.
"What's that?" Dallith asked, and pointed to a |light against the horizon
"The noon-excuse nme, the Hunter's Wrld-coming up,"” Ri anna said. Dane shook Ms head.

"No. The light's yellow," he said. "Neutral zone, and the sun's set The Hunt's off till
m dni ght We'd better go down there and see what we can get to eat."

Wearily, they turned toward the lights. Dane was very tired, and R anna was stunbling with
weari ness; even Aratak dragged his club behind himinstead of carrying it jauntily over his
shoul der. The lights seened very far away, and even the know edge that safety |ay beyond those
lights hardly kept Dane noving. He wondered if they would reach them before he fell in his tracks.

The great brick-red disk of the Hunter's World was high over the ruined city before they
reached the first of the lights. The whole area was brilliantly lighted with great yell ow gl obes
rai sed high on enornous netal poles; within the great circle-three or four acres at |east-enclosed
by the poles, Servers noved, inperturbable; gliding back and forth as snoothly here am d rocks and
noss and underbrush as they did in the Arnory itself. There was no other living creature within
the circle of the lights except the huge proto-ursine creature, who slept in a furry huddle with
the remmants of a |large neal beside him

_OF course. There are other neutral areas; other prisoners nmust have found those. W will,
_too, if we live I ong enough, Dane thought

At the very center of the ring of lights, there was an assortnent of food in great bins,
col or-coded as food had been coded on the Mekhar slave ship.

It was, Dane thought, a synbol of how well this day had wel ded them together in adversity
that they all turned to Dane before touching the food. He said, "Eat what you can, and sleep for a
little while. But not too long. I want to be well away from here before m dni ght-and that's when
the Hunt's on again."

"I want sleep even nore than food," Dallith said, but dutifully she went and ate sone
fruit before wapping herself in her cloak and casting herself down on the thick noss. The others
foll oned her exanple. Dane said to Aratak, "Get a couple of hours of sleep, and then you stay
awake while | do the sane."”

"You don't think we're safe here? You don't trust the Hunters?"

"l trust themto be Hunters," Dane said. "I think we're safe here. But | don't want to
wal k out straight into their arns. Get some sleep, Aratak. Til tell you all about it afterward."

The giant saurian |lay down and soon was glowing blue all over as he slept Dane watched
him nmoodily thinking over his plans. He let Aratak sleep for a couple of hours, then awoke him
and |ay down to rest hinself.

When he woke, as if his plan had been maturing in his sleep, he knew exactly what he neant
to do. Quietly he woke Ciff-Cinber and the wonen.

"Each of you nake up a small portable pack with food for two or three days,"” he directed.
"Maybe they do call the Hunt off every night at dusk; for all | know they're sleeping the sleep
of the unjust-or holding the Hunter equivalent of a canpfire and singsong-over in their own rest
areas. But renmenber how the Mekhars _tested us, on the ship, for thinking ahead? |'mwilling to
bet this is the same thing here; maybe for the first night, or the first two or three nights, it
will be safe to sleep till midnight and then cone out, but |I'mbetting that sooner or.later anyone
who gets into that nice safe routine, and _trusts it, will find hinself being cut down to nake
Hunt er soup. From now on we canp in the open-standi ng watches for each other-and go in very
briefly, just after dusk, once in two or three days to get food."

"That makes sense,” diff-dinber agreed. "I was thinking roughly along those lines."

"Good." Dane went and began to sel ect food which would keep-nuts, dried fruits, hard
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wafers of sonme dried grain. When he had seen this laid out anong the nore perishable food (and, he
supposed, its equival ent for non-humans) he had realized that here was another test; if the
Hunters intended themto be safe every night for nealtinmes, they would have provided only food to
be eaten at once. Once again, they were sorting out the nore intelligent and wary of their prey,
providing themwi th opportunity-if they were intelligent enough to seize the opportunity-to
prolong their lives and even to evade capture until the Hunt ended.

| don't imagine they're doing it for our benefit, Dane thought, _or even out of any
exaggerated sense of fair play. They want to prolong the Hunt-_stalk us longer. And if we give
thema really _good time, they don't nind letting one or two of us go.

Hs mnd |leaped. If _|I could bring all five of us through . . . No. That was | ooking too
far ahead. Concentrate on surviving through the day-on getting through this night.

He saw Dallith wapping herself up in her cloak, the sack of dried fruit and nuts tucked
inside the front of her tunic; she had knotted her hair into a single long plait He canme up beside
her and said quietly, "Do you have a hairpin or sonething to screw that up on top of your head?
Just now, hangi ng down |ike that, anyone who cane after you would find that braid of yours a damm
good thing to grab you by."

She snmiled waveringly. "I never thought of that One doesn't I'll cut it off if you want ne
to."

He touched it, a gentle regretful touch, with the tip of his fingers. "It is beautifu
hair," he said and on an inpul se kissed the fine ends of the braid. "But if we live, it will grow

again, and |'d feel safer about you if you didn't have any-handl es for easy grabbing."

She drew her knife out of the Iight |eather sheath; with a quick novenent she cut through
the pale braid and let it fall to the ground. She smiled at himand noved away. Dane stood | ooking
after her for a nonent, then bent, on a strange inpulse, and lifted the long silky coil in his
hands. It clung there, fine and snmooth and springy! he coiled it into a roll and thrust it inside
his tunic next to his skin. _A favor fromnmy |ady, he thought

Seeing that the others were girded up and ready, he gestured to themand led Ms little
group into the darkness. Long before the Hunter's Wrld swng at zenith, the yellow |lights of the
neutral area had receded to a tw nkle and then vani shed far behind them

They slept again, in turns, for a few hours, hidden in a fold of the hills; and at dawn
nmoved on up through the foothills, going in the general direction of the ruined city. Once,
shortly after the light broke, they heard fromfar off a sharp clashing as of swords and shiel ds
and a high, screanming bellow a death-cry; but it faded into silence and the | andscape was once
again as still as death.

_As still as death. As still as all the death it's seen. How true these old cliches can
be. ...

It was | ate afternoon again when they reached a | ong rock-strewn hill and paused for a
break, to eat a few nouthfuls of food and drink fromone of the streans of water that flowed from
the rocky cliffs.

It was the suspense and tension that was getting him Dane realized No one could keep the
bowstring at full tension for days on end. So the gane was rigged, after all, and rigged in favor
of the Hunters, he thought, because they could stalk their Prey, tire themout, conme at them at
| ei sure. They could take a break w thout danger; the Hunted were unlikely to cone up on them
unawar es or take them by surprise, chewing sonmething that |ooked |like strings of dried beef jerky;
but probably wasn't. Dallith said to Dane, "If | live through this, I will never hunt for sport
again."

Dane felt just the same way. Not that he'd ever been much of a hunter, except with a
camera, but he'd always appreciated the nystique of the chase.

He | ooked at Ri anna, who was resting with her head on her arm Dallith had finished eating
and was standing on a rock, her cropped head tilted to one side as if she were listening for sone

file:///ID]|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...er%20-%20Hunters%200f%20the%20Red%20Moon.txt (68 of 98) [2/1/2004 3:26:01 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Bradl ey,%20M ari on%20Zi mmer%20-%20H unters%200f %20the%20Red%20M oon.txt
di stant sound. He called softly to her, "Did you hear sonething?"
"No-1 don't think so-1'"mnot sure," she said, and her thin face | ooked drained and drawn.

If she looks like this on the second day of the Hunt, what's it going to do to her? How
I ong can she keep up?

He et themall rest for another half hour before calling themall together again and
starting up the long slope. The top of the hill mght be a good place to spend the night, if they
were going to spend it in the open. They could sleep fearlessly the first part of the night, and
keep watch the rest of the tinme wi thout worrying about anyone sneaki ng up on them

"Be careful at the top of the hill," he warned, as they started upward. "It's about the
same tine of day that the Hunter attacked us yesterday. Maybe they prefer to attack shortly before
sunset . "

He began to take his place in line, but diff-dinber thrust forward. "I claimthe right
to lead,” he said proudly. "Yesterday you were at the fore, and you took the first blood. This is
my turn! Do you want all the glory?"

_Gory be damed, friend, Dane thought, but he didn't say the words al oud. He was
begi nning, slowy, to understand a little about how the Mekhar's m nd worked. A hunman strategi st
thought in terns of efficiency. But diff-Cdinber wasn't human and he cared no nore for efficiency
than he did for the advancenent of science. He was, in general, cooperating alnost incredibly well
with them but if Ms norale sagged, he wouldn't. If it made him happy to | ead and take the risks
sonetines, Dane felt he shouldn't fight with himabout it.

Adiff-dinmber said eagerly, "In any case, ny ears are the sharpest. Let ne scout ahead."
Dane shrugged. "Lead on, MacDuff. But back himup with the spear, Ri anna."

They started up the rocky slope, diff-dinber bounding eagerly ahead of them The path
was steep and Rianna fell farther and farther behind; the cat-nman | eaped ninbly over the sanme soi
whi ch slipped and slithered away under Dane's feet and started little showers of rocks bel ow
Ri anna's feet went from under her and she fell, just mssing getting her feet tangled in the
spear; Dane braced his hand under her el bow. She recovered her feet quickly and said, "Help
Dal lith," picking her way deftly through the stones.

Dane lingered to give Dallith a hand, noting that Aratak was falling farther and farther
behind. _A fine fighting group we meke, he thought, _strung out all over this hillside. He raised
his head to shout at diff-Clinber to wait.

Dallith gave a strangl ed gasp; for an instant he wondered if she had picked up his fear
but at that same nonent the Mekhar hissed sharply, throwi ng hinself down behind a boul der and
gesturing with his armfor the others to take cover

Dane half pulled Dallith, then R anna, into the shadow of a huge rock nearby and fl attened
hi msel f against its side. Aratak had thrown hinself flat. There was no cover nearby in which he
could hide but, notionless, he blended into the rocky sl ope |ike another rock

Above them Dane saw Cliff-Cinber go up the side of his boul der quickly and quietly and
crouch, nore catlike than ever, at the top. _They certainly gave himthe right nane, he thought.
At Dane's side Dallith gave a | ow nban, and above Mm he saw the lion-man stiffen. _\Watever it is,
it's com ng, Dane knew.

He saw it, then. A proto-feline, |ike the Mekhar. Dane renmenbered the cat-nman he had
killed-or failed to kill-and Ms hand ti ghtened about his sword hilt He tensed, ready to draw.

There was a sudden peculiar change in Dallith's breathing, but before he could analyze or
understand it, he saw Ciff-Clinber leap to Ms feet, to stand atop the rock, silhouetted agai nst
the sky, in plain view of the newcormer.

_That crazy Mekhar! He's going to challenge himto single conbat!
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The other cat-man had not stopped at the sight of diff-dinber, but came strai ght down
the slope toward the Mekhar. And then, insanely, diff-dinber turned toward them and waved.

"It's all right," he called dowmn to them and there was joy in his voice. "He wears the
topknot of my clan. He is one of my kindred!" He | eaped down fromthe rock and ran toward the
other, calling out to himwhat sounded like a ritual greeting:

"Heart h-sharer and Hunt - hel per-"

Dallith came to her feet, screanming. "No! No! diff-Cdinber, no, no, it's-" She gripped
Dane's arm her nails digging painfully into his forearm "Stop him Help him It's a trick, a
trap-" Suddenly she bent to the ground and fitted a stone quickly to her sling.

Confused, Dane | ooked up the hill, to see diff-Cinber bound up to the other Mekhar with
every evidence of joy and trust-and to see the sun glint on the razor-steel of tipped claws that
flashed for Ciff-Cdinber's unguarded throat

Then Dane was shouting and his sword was out, and dirt and small stones were sliding out
fromunder his feet as he charged recklessly up the hill, expecting any nonent to fall and skewer
hi nsel f on his own sword. Above himhe saw diff-dinber reel back, blood spurting froma wound in
his throat, and then, staggering, close with his attacker

From bel ow cane a deep, runbling bellow that could only have been Aratak. Dane shouted
agai n, and fought for bal ance on the treacherous sl ope.

The two great cats rolled down the hill toward him |ocked together in a death-struggle,
both covered in blood: red blood streaning fromdiff-Cinber's throat, snmearing his opponent's
claws; diff-Cinber's own claws raking down for eyes, entrails. But diff-dinber was weakeni ng,
and as Dane cane panting past the boul der where the Mekhar had crouched, diff-Cinber gave a
sudden convul sive shudder and lay still, blood still gurgling fromhis torn throat.

The other proto-feline crouched over the body, raised his eyes to glare at Dane. One of
Adiff-Cinber's hands was still entangled in his nane at the throat-_No! Startled, Dane saw that
the dead Mekhar's claws were still sunk deep in his killer's throat, frozen there in a death-grip

_At least he gave as good as he got, Dane thought _He took the bastard with him

And then, incredibly, the cat-man gripped Aiff-Clinber's dead armw th both hands, and
| eaned back. Dane saw the Mekhar's stiffening claws pull _through the neck of the other. Bl ood
wel l ed out briefly, then stopped. The cat-nan rose, apparently unwounded, and stood facing Dane,
crouched in a fighting stance, as the Earthman ran toward him

Sonmet hing hit the Hunter on the shoul der and spun himaround. One of Dallith's sling
stones, Dane realized. And from behind came such a crashing and sliding of rock as could only be
Aratak forcing his great bulk up the sl ope.

Anot her sling stone cracked on the rock behind the Hunter, and for a noment he hesitated,
gripping diff-Cinber's body as if to carry it away. But as Dane cane into striking range the
creature wheel ed and | eaped away up the slope, noving at a speed Dane could not match. He paused
on the crest, and a great boul der canme |oose fromits bed and clattered down, forcing Aratak to
|l eap out of its way; then he vani shed over the brow of the hill

Dane cl anbered stolidly on, cresting the hill. But, as he had hal fway expected, diff-
Clinmber's killer was nowhere in sight

_He vani shed just the way the other one did. And he clinbed that slope with his throat
torn out.

_That probably neans the one | killed isn't dead either....

He turned back down the slope. Dallith crouched by diff-Cinber's body. He thought for a
monment that she was weepi ng, but she turned a white tearless face up to him
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"That was a Hunter?"
"That," he said grimy, "was a Hunter, God help us all."

Ri anna bent by diff-Cinber's bl ood-sneared corpse. Tears were falling on his matted fur
as she gently closed the staring yell ow eyes.

"Hi s captain wi shed himan honorable escape, or a
11*7

bl oody and honorabl e death,” she whispered. "Wll, he got it. He got it. Rest in peace,
friend."

Dane | ooked down at the body of their dead ally, and his thoughts were grim "Do you want
all the glory?" diff-dinber had asked, and instead he'd got all the death, the first to die,
runni ng headl ong toward death. "It should have been ne," Dane said al oud.

But there was no tine to nourn, not even time to bury their dead friend.

~Onthis hillside, if that Hunter has any little pals around, we'd be sitting ducks, Dane
t hought, and grimy gave orders to nove on. Rianna protested, sobbing, and he said gently, "W
can't do himany good by getting ourselves killed along with him R anna. Let's hope that Hunter's
caught the bag limt for one day, and doesn't cone back for seconds.™

Arat ak added, taking R anna gently by the armand | eadi ng her away, "He is one with al
wi sdom now, Rianna-or else he is dust returning to dust. Either way, your duty nowis to us, as
ours is to you. Cone, ny child."

She I et the huge saurian | ead her away, but she was still shaken with sobs. Dane, too,
felt saddened. He had not realized how deeply the Mekhar had grown into a part of their group. It
was not only the gap he made in their line of defense; it was Ciff-Cinber hinself he knew he
would mss. H's courage, his cheerful ness under pressure-even his insuppressible arrogance, his
sharp, offhand insults.

One gone. Four to go, and they were beginning to know what the Hunters were |ike-and the
picture wasn't pretty.

_Can those dammed things be killed at all?

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

The worst of the Hunt, Dane thought, was the way one tended to |ose track of tine.

He was not sure whether it was the fifth or the sixth day of the Hunt. Tine seened to nelt
into endl ess stretches, endlessly braced against attack and kill. They were endlessly alert for
t he sudden appearance of soneone-or _sonet hi ng-on sl aughter bent. But since the death of diff -
Clinmber-was it three or four or even five days ago?-they had met no other Hunters, or at |east had
been attacked by none. Once indeed Dallith had brought themall to a halt, with a harsh warning;
they had taken cover in the underbrush, and far away they had heard the clash of steel and
sonet hing, a far-off dying scream sonewhere. Crouching there, hidden against the growi ng red
nmoonl i ght-or rather, world-1ight fromthe gi bbous Hunters' Wrld above-they waited for attack; but
there was nothing, and after a long tine Dallith went linp and let her sling fall to the ground.

"It's gone," she said. "Really gone."
"Dead?" Ri anna asked, and Dallith sighed and said, "How do |I know?"

Now, by daylight, Dane could see that the Hunt was telling on her, perhaps, worst of all
They were all sunburned and dusty with exposure, but under her tan Dallith | ooked every day a

file:///ID|/Documents%20and%20Settings/harryl/...er%20-%20Hunters%200f%20the%20Red%20Moon.txt (71 of 98) [2/1/2004 3:26:01 PM]



file://ID)/Documents%20and%20Setti ngs/harry/Desktop/Bradl ey,%20M ari on%20Zi mmer%20-%20H unters%200f %20the%20Red%20M oon.txt

little nore pale and drawn; every day her dark eyes sunk nore deeply into her face. R anna
sonmetimes cried with weariness; Dallith neither wept nor conplained, but every day she seened nore
wast ed and haggard.

_She needs rest, Dane thought, _and uninterrupted sleep, and freedom from fear
~We all do, but Dallith worst of all. She seens able to

_feel those dammed things even in her sleep, and it's probably kept us all alive this
| ong.

They sat resting in the lee of the far range of hills they had seen that first night,
beneath the ruins of the city. It stood far up on the top of the bluff, and the worn and eroded
cliffsides leading up to it were strewn with dark cave-nouths and |ong ruined stairs and
passageways.

Ri anna, | ooking up at the buildings, said, "I'd like to explore them soneday. Under better
condi tions."

"Not |," Dane said. "If we get off this dammed noon alive, |'ve had enough of it for two
or three lifetines."

"You don't understand," Rianna said. "If the Hunt has taken place here for centuries, the
Hunters may even have built this city-"

"Or, nore likely, hunted down and killed off whatever _did build it," Aratak suggested,
"and when all their Prey were dead, could not stop hunting...."

"Stranger things have happened, " Dane said, thinking of Earth's history and the | ong
insanity of the Crusades.

Arat ak seenmed the | east touched by the days of toil and fear; but Dane could see that even
he | ooked weary. He was sneared with gray nmud fromhead to foot-early in the Hunt they had
realized that in the |ong mdnight-to-dawn stretches, when they canped in the open, Aratak's habit
of glowi ng blue while he slept could | ead the Hunters down on thenm and they had adapted this
met hod of controlling his indiscreet |um nescence. Fortunately Aratak enjoyed nud; but he had
admtted that there was a big difference between the pleasant warnth of wet nud and the wearing of
dried mud. Now he scratched absentm ndedly at the grayish snears and said, "I think with pleasure
of the bathing pools of the Game Preserve. | hope there will be water somewhere in the rains. The
Voi ce of the Egg, may his wi sdom endure forever, once renarked that a banquet was pleasant in
hunger, but that the truly wi se man, unless he was starving, would refuse a banquet for a bath.
Alas, | have verified all too many of his divinely wise sayings in adversity of late."

"I envy your philosophy, friend," Dane said, and haul ed hinself wearily to his feet. "I
think we'll have to go into the ruins to find water; we have food for a day or so, but we need
drinking water and you need a bath."

"I thought you were worried about being trapped there,” R anna said.

"l am But between sunset and nidnight we nmight risk it. The nmoon-oh hell, it's a noon to
_us nowthe world up there is giving enough |ight now so that we can probably find our way around
wel | enough for _that, But we should be well away by m dnight. | suspect the Hunters take a great

deal of pleasure hi playing hide-and-seek in there, if any of the Prey think it mght be a good
pl ace to hide."

Ri anna | ooked up at the sky. "Near sunset. Thank goodness.™

Dallith nodded grimy. "But we're overdue for an attack. | suspect they like to attack
just before sunset because then their Prey are tired froma day of running, and are ready to |et
their guard down."

"l suspect you're right," Dane said, "which nmeans it's the best tinme to keep our guard at
top pitch. Well-let's go. 1'd like to reach the ruins just _after sunset-and avoid having to fight
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our way inside."

Days of traveling, on the alert for attack, had perfected the best |ineup; but every tine
they formed for march Dane still missed Adiff-Clinber's alertness. Now, as they crested the brow
of a small hill, Dane saw a stirring in the underbrush beneath them and the flash of brownish-
gol d. A Mekhar-or one of the catlike things they had fought twice now He gestured to the others
behind him They halted, falling into their defensive formation; Ri anna knelt and planted the butt
of her spear against a boul der behind her; Aratak and Dane took up positions to either side.
Dallith | eaped to the top of the rock, her sling ready.

The lion-man | ooked out at them for a monent, then turned and ran, nelting away into the
under brush. Dane gave a sigh of relief and | owered his bl ade.

“I don't think that was a Hunter," Dallith said, behind him "He seened too frightened. |
think he was Prey. Like ourselves."

"W can't be sure of that," Dane said. _Dam near anything, he thought, would be
frightened at the sight of that five-foot club of Aratak's. Even a Hunter might prefer easier
prey. The knob at the club's end was nearly tw ce the size of Dane's head.

Dallith junmped down fromthe rock. "It didn't _feel like that thing that killed poor diff-
Clinber," she in sisted. "It felt"-she hesitated, groping for words-"a little like Ciff hinself.
Only not so brave."

"Probably one of the Mekhars-the ones he called common thieves," Dane said, and felt in
hinsel f a curious m xed reaction: on the one hand a desire to find the poor scared Mekhar, who

was, after all, of diff-Cinber's kind if not of his class; on the other a strange aversion to
associ ation with someone diff-Cinber had evidently felt beneath him "But we could use a
Mekhar's eyes and ears now," he said, "if only to give you a rest, Dallith."

Ri anna |l et her spear drop. "l've no reason to |love the Mekhars," she said grinly; "they

brought us here. As far as |I'mconcerned, the Hunters can have them and wel come. They're al
pretty much of a kind, as far as |'m concerned.”

Dane said no nore. _After all, he thought, _it could still have been a Hunter. Dallith
m ght have been wr ong.

_I'mtired of being Prey, he thought _I'd tike to start hunting them down instead. But
that was foolish and he knew it. For one thing, they didn't even know if the Hunters could be
killed. Anything which could run away with its throat torn out was no ordinary proto-feline. _Next
time, dam it, 1'll cut the head right off and see if the critter's still so frisky!

"Shall we keep noving?" Aratak suggested. "Even if that feline was Prey, it m ght have a
Hunter after it." Slowy they noved on down the slope and began to follow the valley at the
bottom taking the easiest path to avoid tiring thenselves, but alert to the possibilities of the
pl ace for anbush.

Dane was thinking over the various encounters they had had. "Even if we may be wronging
some of our fellow Prey," he said at |ast, "we have sone idea of what sort of creature we should
avoid at all costs. Both of the Hunters we've actually faced have been Mekhars-or at |east proto-
felines, and near enough to the Mekhar type to fool diff-Cinber into thinking he was one of his
own clan. If we avoid anything that |ooks even slightly |ike a Mekhar, we ought to be safe.”

"I"'mstill not convinced," Aratak said stubbornly. "Renenber the other proto-saurian at
the Arnory, which did the sane kind of disappearing trick which the imtation Mekhar did. | stil
believe the Hunters are nore than one species."”

The sun angl ed downward. Furtive figures sonetines watched themfrom a di stance, and once
Dallith said she felt sure that one of the stal kers was near, but no one approached.

"The very fact that we're traveling together may be sone protection," Aratak said. "Mst
of the other Prey might feel that any organized group nust be Hunters.”
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"And the Hunters," Dane said, "are probably picking off the easy ones first O the ones
they can trick-like poor diff-Cinber."

Aratak said grimy, "If I'"'mright, and there are nore than one species, then if | were
you, Dane, | would be very careful of anything that |looks like a man and tries to get too near."
"Damm it," Rianna said suddenly. "I have this feeling that | _ought to know the answer.

But | can't put ny finger onit. It nakes ny brain itch."

"Save your breath,"” Dane said gently. "Tell us later. W're within an hour or so of
sunset, and then we can rest"

They noved along for sone time in silence; suddenly, as she emerged fromthe | engthening
shadow of a rock, Dallith started as if she had been stung, and called softly for themto wait

They stood still and tense as deer scenting the wind, until she spoke. "One of _themis
very close, and it's _stalking . . . it's on sone kind of scent . . . but | think it's after
sonmeone else.... | can feel. "

She stopped as there canme a shriek fromnearby, then sounds as of netal striking netal
"They're fighting-over there, beyond that pass-"

She poi nted ahead where two pillars of stone rose, forming a narrow, gate-like cleft Dane
suddenl y whi pped out his sword.

"To the devil with this! They're just waiting to kill off sonme of the other poor suckers
before coming after us! They want to kill us off one by one, and we're not cooperating, so they're
saving us for last Let's turn the tables on themif we can-and start by hel ping that poor devil in

there!"

"You're crazy," Rianna said flatly, but Aratak shoul dered his giant club and started
toward the cleft "There is wisdomin cooperation,” he said. "If we can get there in time to hel p-
and if we can tell Hunter fromHunted." He broke into his lunbering run; Dane hurried after him
Dallith stood frozen a nmonent, than ran after them and Ri anna, reluctantly, brought up the rear

But as he threaded his way through the cleft Dane's rage began to cool. Maybe this was
crazy! His entire being revolted at the thought of standing by, not getting involved, while a
fell ow creature was done to death alnost within earshot; but he was risking Aratak's life as well,
and the lives of both the wonmen, to help soneone they didn't know, couldn't trust, probably
couldn't save anyway; and to kill sonething which mght not even be kill-able in the first place
_We've still got four or five days to go; we should save our strength, he thought.

He thrust through the cleft and stood | ooking down into a little round natura
anphi t heat er bel ow. Behind himRi anna cried out softly with disnay.

One of the cat-nen |lay apparently dead, off to one side. Another, brandishing what | ooked
i ke a European two-handed sword, stood facing a spider-man-one like the survivor of the |ast
Hunt, |ike the one they had seen feted and honored in the Gane Preserve back on the Hunters
Worl d. And now he could tell how that spindly, frail-looking creature had managed to survive,
al one, through an entire Hunt.

The spider-thing scuttled in and out on four of its curiously-segnented |inbs, deftly
avoi di ng the slashing thrusts of the cat-nman, while its other four |inbs-Dane stared. One arm was
al ways occupied with holding the small nmetal shield with which it parried the Mekhar's, or pseudo-
Mekhar's, attacks. The other three linbs were _twirling a | ong, sharp-bladed | ance, the head of
whi ch was al nost sword-length. And at |east once Dane saw the creature shift the shield fromone
armto another with incredible swiftness. The creature was _juggling with its weapons!

And how deadly that style was they saw al nost at once; even before they had fully cone out
of the pass they saw the butt-end of the spear swing down to catch the pseudo- Mekhar behind the
leg, tripping him as he fell, the blade of the spear was already sl ashing toward his head. The
lion-man caught it on his heavy sword, but only barely, and staggered to his feet. Then the butt-
end drove in again and this time Dane saw the cat-creature doubled over as the shaft drove into
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his md-section. The shield bashed agai nst the two-handed sword, pushing it aside, and then the
spear head swept around; and suddenly the lionlike head was rolling on the ground. The body swayed
for a nonent, blood gushing fromits severed neck, and crunpled to the ground, where it convul sed
briefly and lay still.

Behi nd him he heard Dallith gasp with horror and shock, but he could not hold back a
monment of wild elation. He got one of the devils-_no! Two of theml Wonder what kind of price the
Mekhars get for these spider~ things?

Al oud he said, "If we can get himto join up with us, we ought to be dam near
invincible." He | ooked down and saw the spider-man wi ping his weapon. "Let's go down."

"Remenber how tinmd these creatures are," said Aratak. "Let nme go down alone, first, and
greet himin the nane of Universal Sapience. Perhaps he will not fear nme." The huge |izard-man
| owered his club and began wal ki ng down the hill, his hands spread open and enpty in front of him
Dane sheathed his sword. Rianna cane up behind him half supporting Dallith, who seened to be in
shock. O course-she had sensed the death of the Hunter. He turned toward her, concerned, taking
her hands in his. They were cold and strengthless and for a nminute he thought she would fall over
ina faint.

Thr ough his preoccupation with Dallith he heard Aratak's deep runbling voice, and,
gl anci ng qui ckly over his shoul der, glinpsed the spider-nman backing away, his shield raised and
his long | ance bal anced, nenaci ng.

"Do not be afraid. | amno Hunter, but Prey like yourself," they heard Aratak say. Dallith
shook her cropped head and seened to cone a little nore to herself, listening, alert and tense, to
Aratak's words

"I salute you hi the nane of Universal Sapience and Peace,"” Aratak said. "If we can join
t oget her agai nst our enenies, our chance for survival will be greatly increased. Can you
understand what | say? Can you answer ne?"

Dallith stirred. "Wat's he doing down there?" she asked in a faint voice, and then
suddenly her eyes grew very wi de; she pulled away from Dane and Ri anna, funbling for her sling.

"Aratak, watch out!" she screaned, " _That's the Hunter!"

Dane whirled and saw the spider-man scuttling forward, his spear ained at the saurian's
unpr ot ect ed chest.

Dane shouted encouragenent, drawing his sword as he raced down the hill. Aratak's left arm
came up in a karate block that Dane had taught him and he knocked the spear to one side, his other
hand clutching at the ax in his belt.

One of Dallith's sling stones hissed through the air, and struck the spider-thing's
abdonen with an audi bl e thud. The spider-man scuttled back, unhurt but startled; he recovered at
once, but Aratak had his ax in hand; he roared, a huge earthshaking bellow, and the nonster ax
hurtl ed down, to be bl ocked unerringly by the shield. Watever the metal was, it was tough

But Aratak had to dodge back against a return thrust fromthe spear, and Dane realized
that the shield al one gave the spider-man a maj or advantage, even without the deadly effectiveness
of the three-arned twirling spear. It was like trying to walk into the spinning blades of a
hel i copter.

It would be deadly enough, just spinning; it could break the bones of any ordinary living
thing. But it's got that |ong-edged blade on the end. . . . Dane ran on down the hill, not certain
what actual aid he could give his friend except to die with him

Wth his club, Aratak m ght have had a chance; at |east he'd have reach. As it was, the
| ength of the spear gave all the advantage to the Hunter; the lizard-man couldn't use his ax
unl ess he could get within arms reach of Ms foe, but anywhere within fifteen feet he'd be within
the range of that deadly whirling spear. A normal |ance technique, depending on straight thrusts,
woul d have given Aratak the advantage if he could get inside the spear-range; but with all those
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hands, the spider could probably spin the spear dowmn to cut a fly off his nose if he wanted to.

Anot her sling stone whirred through the air and struck the spider-nman in the mdsection
on the gray and hairy thorax. The spider staggered, with a wailing sort of scream only an
instant, but it interrupted the even spin of the spear. It whirled down, and struck Aratak a bl ow
that sent himspraw ing-and woul d have crushed the skull of anything but a proto-saurian-but it
had been a gl ancing bl ow, and Aratak nmanaged to roll out of range before the spider-man coul d
regai n conplete control of his weapon. Dane was there by that tine, darting to one side to try to
conme in on the spider-man's rear

The Hunter saw him the | ance spun nmenacingly in his direction and only the crash of
anot her sling stone against one of the gray and fuzzy arnms kept Dane from being annihil ated; he
danced out of the way barely in tine. H's nove had been pure distraction, of no possible use as an
attack; but it worked this tinme, for Aratak was clinbing painfully to his feet.

But dodgi ng woul dn't work. The thing was too fast.

Another of Dallith's sling stones smashed into the creature's side; this one nmust have
hurt him for he junped away, startled by the inpact, and Dane ran in close and sliced at the
fuzzy gray skin of the thing s abdonen

It was like slicing cheese. The bl ade sheared through easily, but no blood ran; the only
reacti on was the sudden spear-thrust that drove into the ground as Dane sprang away, only the
lighter gravity saving him There was sonething gray and sticky on Dane's bl ade. Another stone
crashed against the creature's side as Dane backed frantically away froma second thrust. He
yelled to Aratak, "Now, while he's dazed-before he gets that spear whirling again," but the great
saurian was weaving slowy fromside to side, trying to haul out his ax but still dizzied by the
bl ow he'd taken

And suddenly Dane saw Ri anna, spear down and extended in bayonet style, running toward
them _Good girl, maybe that's the answer-_Ch, God, no, her spear isn't |ong enough and he's got
the shield! She's gone, unless | can distract him_fast!

He ran in yelling, his blade back against his shoulder in the traditional guard agai nst
spear attack. _Wat good it'll be against that dammed airplane propellor | don't know And at the
sane instant Aratak roared again and charged.

The spear whirled into a disklike blur. It drewa red Iine across Aratak's chest, struck
Ri anna' s spear contenptuously out of her hands to fly, broken, into the darkness, and whi pped down
toward! her |eg,

Dane heard her scream of agony through a darkening blur; he junped at one of the spider-
thing's legs and hewed with all his mght.

That wor ked. He shoul d have thought of it before. The great bul k coll apsed backward. The
thing turned the spear on Dane, thrusting straight back with his two rearnost arns; but a thrust
Dane coul d handle. H s sword whi pped across his body with the full force of his shoul ders behind
it, and as the spear slid harnmlessly past he swng at the other leg on that side. _Cripple him
enough to get away-

But the | eg noved away fromhis cut with |ightning speed. Over the hunched back of the
creature he suddenly saw Aratak, his ax lifted for a terrible stroke at the thing' s mdsection

The spear snapped back; the butt caught Aratak near the shoul der, knocki ng hi m backward;
the creature junped straight up into the air on its three good legs and twisted in mdair, |anding
in a ball at sone distance and bringing hinself up in a crouched, scuttling heap. Geat red eyes
swivel ed to watch them

Dane spared a quick glance back to where Ri anna | ay, noaning, on the ground. She was stil
alive, but one armlay crunpled beneath her, and the side of her tunic was dyed red with bl ood.
Aratak seenmed unhurt, although he was hol ding his shoul der where the | ance butt had struck at it.

Is it going to run? Or attack agai n?
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From the spider-thing cane a high wail-alnbst |ike the sound that cat-thing made when Dane
got his armfollowed alnost a once by Dallith's shriek fromthe hill

"Cet away quick! He's calling for help-1 _Watch out!™
And the spider-man attacked.

He had dropped one of the "arnms" to the ground to serve in place of the severed | eg, and
had four linbs to walk on; he scurried at themat alarm ng speed, whirling the spear with two arns
while with the third he covered his head and upper body. Aratak and Dane had no tinme for anything
but to draw together, weapons ready. A sling stone struck one of the spider's |egs; he caught a
second with a deft notion of the shield. _But his head nust be vul nerable, or he wouldn't bother
with the shield! Dane thought

Then he was upon them and the whirling | ance-point forced themto give ground before him
But Dane was counting the strokes, trying to tine the spin. If he could junp in fast enough, get
the spider's head before the shaft caught him

Dallith's sling stones were still whizzing around the creature's head, although nost of
them |l anded with a crack agai nst the shield.

_She's caught on about the head. . . . Ch, good girl, Dane thought.

Suddenly there was a sharp crack! The thing shud dered and one of his arnms went |linp; the
spear-spi n sl ackened, out of control

Dane | eaped.

But the shield thrust out at the end of the |ong shaggy arm and suddenly Dane's bl ade was
bei ng forced back against his body, pinned by the pressure on the guard. Hopel essly, he saw the
| ance-point driving at his throat.

And then the spider-thing's head exploded into a fountain of jetting bl ood as one of the
sling stones crashed directly into his skull; at the same nonent Aratak's ax hewed off the arm
hol di ng the spear. The thing coll apsed, blood still punping fromhis shattered head.

Dane staggered back. Was it really dead? Aratak evidently shared his doubts, for he
heaved up the great ax and sheared through the juncture of upper body and abdonmen. More bl ood
poured out; slowed to a trickle; stopped.

"Hurry!" Dallith was shouting at them "They're conming! This way, quick!" And indeed,
figures were appearing over the far crest of the hill

Dane, sheathing his sword, ran to R anna's side. She gasped with pain as he lifted her
but threw her uninjured arm around his shoul der; he saw her bite down on her lip to keep from
crying out as he heaved her up and ran with her in his arms for the stone cleft, Aratak close on
hi s heel s.

They ran up toward the cleft where Dallith stood waiting, her sling still whirling around
her head, interrupted every nonent or two for the fitting of another stone. Aratak stooped to
retrieve his club and Dane saw he had al so picked up the dead Hunter's spear

"Wher e now?"

"The ruins. \What other chance have we?'" W can't run far and carry Rianna," he said,
gasping, "but we can hide there.”" R anna was a small wonman, but she seenmed to weigh a ton; he
suspected that in normal gravity he couldn't have carried her at all

"Here." Aratak slung his club over his shoulder and bent to Iift Rianna from Dane's arms.
"Bring the spear," he said, and broke into a lunbering run with Rianna in his arms, Dane and
Dal lith hurrying behind. He | ooked back, briefly, as they came under the shadow of the city wall.
Aratak had evidently been right. A group of Hunters-they nust be Hunters-were clinbing up the
sl ope behind them There was a catman of Mekhar type.
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There were one or two forms that | ooked human. And Dane's hair felt as if it were standing
straight on end as he saw one of the spider-creatures.

My God, we killed that one, | was sure we killed it, or was there another one? | thought
they were rare

The group of Prey were slowed by R anna's wei ght, and behind themthe Hunters were gani ng
Aratak jogged along the ruined wall, looking for a gap. Rianna was linmp in his arns-dead or
unconsci ous, Dane coul d not even guess-and Dallith was stunbling.

"Here," Aratak said, his breath conming in great sobbing gasps. He set Ri anna on the
ground, and thrust against a fallen stone which blocked a gap in the wall. Dallith stunbled
through. Dane picked up Rianna's apparently |ifeless body and followed Dallith through into the
sem darkness. Aratak, behind them heaved the rock back into place. And behind themthe sun sank
and was gone.

Arat ak dropped, panting, to the ground. "Sunset," he said grimy. "Look. They're going

away. "

' Tal k about being saved by the bell," Dane agreed.

Dallith nurnured, "I'msurprised. | thought they'd follow us-so close-" Now that it was
all over, she was sobbing in reaction

Dane, too, was surprised-it seened that they were near enough that the Hunters woul d have
finished themoff, sunset or no sunset. He felt grim He bent over Rianna, prepared to di scover
that she was dead.

But she was breathing, and he explored her injuries, Dallith kneeling at his side.

Her armwas |inp and she nbaned when he touched the shoul der; he suspected the arm was
broken or at |east dislocated. The bl ood on her tunic came froma |long, angry gash whi ch began
hi gh on her buttock and ran down her thigh; it had cut nearly to the bone, but when he exami ned it
inthe fading light it seenmed nostly to be a flesh wound, for already the blood had clotted to an
ooze.

Aratak tore several long strips fromhis tunic, saying quietly, "I can spare them better.
My hide needs | ess protection than yours." This was so obviously true that neither Dane nor
Dallith protested; Aratak normally wore no clothing at all, and had put on the tunic only at

Server's insistence. He bandaged Ri anna's | eg wound and expl ored the danaged arm "A tendon _in
the shoulder is torn," he said. "She won't use it for a while. But better her armthan her |eg.
She can still walk if she has too."

Dallith went off to |ook for water and returned saying that there was a stone pool, with
runni ng water which had evidently once been a fountain, not far away. They carried Ri anna there by
the last of the light, and laid her on her own cloak and Aratak's; then they sat on the rimof the
stone pool, resting and eating sone of their stored provisions.

"We're safe till midnight," Dane said, "but after that there's nothing to keep them from
breaki ng down that wall and coming in after us. | don't know why they didn't."

Aratak said thoughtfully, "I think I know. Remenber what high value they put on courage
and skill? We're evidently sonething special and they'll play by the rul es just because of that.

Remenber, too, they probably think they've killed Ri anna."

"W seemto have done sone killing too," Dane said. "If those things can be killed at
all," he added. "Do they come back to Iife again? | |ooked back and saw that same spider-thing, or
his twin brother, follow ng us."

"We can't rule out the possibility," Aratak said. "They are certainly no formof life

know. "

Dane was thinking it over. He had killed a Hunter who | ooked |ike a Mekhar, and the thing
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had run amay with his throat torn out. They had had to cut the spider-man's head fromhis body to
kill him "You said they were nore than one species," he said. "Have the Hunters sinply | earned
how to give their recruits the power of regenerating |ost parts?"

Aratak said grimy, "Perhaps this is the Happy Hunting Gound; there is a legend in the
fol kl ore of the Sal amanders-as in nost warlike races-that somewhere there is a great Hunting
G ound where every good hunter goes after death, to live in eternal battle-to fight every day, and
then every night to feast while his wounds heal again to fight the next day. Needless to say it is
not _ny idea of heaven, but the Sal amanders seened content with it."

Dane said, "W have that |legend too. W call it Valhalla." His skin prickled, but he said
firmy, "I refuse to believe that all the dead heros of the Gal axy cone here after death to enjoy
fighting through all eternity."

"I didn't say | believe it," Aratak said. "But we seemto be faced with an anal ogous
situation. Perhaps it is hypnotismthe Hunters are all one formbut can work on our minds to nake
us see themin any formwe fear nost."

Dallith said, "I don't think so. If they broadcast fear into our mnds to nake us see them
one way or the other, why would we all see themin the same way? Ciff-Cinber woul d have felt no
fear of the Mekhar-in fact he rejoiced to neet him _He took that formto trap Aiff!"

Dane said, "Are you seriously telling ne that you think those things change their shape?"

"I can't prove it," she said. She was chewing a piece of dried fruit; she finished,
swal l owed it, and discarded the stone. "But | believe it."

Aratak said, "It may be that they cannot be killed at all ... that even at the end of the
Hunt, the gane is sinply for us to keep killing themuntil the Eclipse frees us. If we are stil
alive, we have won the gane."

"No, they can be killed," Dane said. "Renenber the feast? _Ni neteen have gone to join
their illustrious ancestors. . .. They're not easy to kill, but I'll bet that one we fought is
dead. "

Dallith said hesitantly, "Wen they were following us, | had the sense that sone terrible
cat astrophe had been averted-for them that is. That sonehow they were terribly afraid of
_sonmething we could do to them™"

"Wsh to hell | knew what it was," Dane said nmorosely "lI'd love to do it."

But before he could say nore, Rianna noaned slightly, opened her eyes, and tried to sit
up. Dallith went quickly to her

"Don't nove," she said. "You'll be all right But try to rest while you can."

Ri anna' s voi ce sounded | ow and dazed. "I was sure you were all dead," she said, "and |'d
be waking up alone with your bodies all around ne-what happened? Did you kill that thing?"

Anong them they gave her a quick fill-in about the end of the battle. She | ooked around at

the shadowy ruins, the brick-red Hunters' World just rising over them

"Here | amin the city," she said. "I wanted to know nore about it. And I'mnot in any
shape to go exploring, worse luck!" Carefully, she noved her armand leg. "

seemto be reasonably well in one piece, but I'"'mhalf dead of thirst. |I hear running
water; can | have a drink?"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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By midnight there was no chance of noving out of the city, for R anna's wounded | eg had
swollen so that it would not bear her weight Her face was hot and Dane wondered if she had
devel oped a fever or the wound had becone infected fromthe far-fromsanitary bandage whi ch they
had used for lack of a better one. There was no way to tell, but no matter what happened they
could not nove her just at this nonent They could, perhaps, carry her a little way, but they
certainly could not carry her as far as one of the neutral zones. Nor, if they were attacked at
the gates of the city-and it seened likely, after last night, that they would be-could they fight
of f an attacker with Ri anna, hel pless, to protect.

“I't looks pretty bad," Dane said to Aratak, noving out of earshot of the wonen-why, he
didn't really know, Ri anna was to weak to pay any attention; Dallith knew how he was feeling
anyway.

The saurian nodded in. agreenent. He had washed the dried mud from his body and was
glowi ng again in the dark, and Dane realized that if there were Hunters around it would draw t hem
Well, if there were Hunters around they'd probably be found even w thout Aratak; there was no
poi nt in making hi munconfortable when all their lives night depend on his fighting trim

They stayed in the open square near the pool and the ruined fountain until dawn. Dane
slept little, though he made Aratak lie down and rest. Although Dallith wanted to watch with him
he said soberly that she should lie down by Rianna and try to keep her warm It was the one thing
they could do for Ri anna now. He thought of changi ng the bandages fromthe partially mnmud-stiffened
ones they had made from Aratak's tunic, but Dallith vetoed that She said gravely that the one
thing they _could be sure of was that any bacteria, or fungi, which mght be harbored in Aratak's
clothing certainly would _not get into Rianna's wounds to infect them "Cross-infection al nost
never goes from bi ol ogi cal stock to biological stock," she said. "And Aratak isn't even
war nbl ooded. Di sease organi sns harnful to himare probably conpletely innocuous in a proto-siman
bl oodstream whereas anything we m ght be carrying could transfer quite happily fromus to
Ri anna. "

VWil e his conpanions slept, Dane sat with his back to the ruined fountain, |ooking up at
the strange world glowing high in the sky, seemng to obscure at least a quarter of it. Strange,
strange, to think that three nonths ago he had been peacefully sailing in _Seadrift, alone and
content to be so; in fact, if you' d asked himhe would have had to say he was not involved with
anot her human being on Earth. Well, he wasn't on Earth, now, but he was certainly involved, with
not one wonan but two depending on himfor care and support. And for the first time in his Me he
had a deeply loved friend of his own sex, and it wasn't a man but a proto-saurian ten feet tall

He watched the red world sink when the sky was already flushing with dawn, and thought to
hinself that on Earth the nmoon wouldn't be nore than a few days off full. And the nonth was
shorter here. But could they last even three or four days? They had food enough, at a pinch-after
the last hasty visit, a few days ago, to a neutral zone-to last for the rest of the Hunt; he'd
gone without food for five or six days at a time in the mountains on Earth, once or tw ce. They
had plenty of drinking water. Could they sonehow nanage to hide in the ruins until R anna was abl e
to wal k?

Coul d they, hell! Wether they could or not, they'd have to.

So when dawn broke, he let the wonmen sleep until the sun was high-since all seened quiet-
then had Aratak carry Rianna inside one of the larger buildings, with Dallith to | ook after her
Toward sunset, when the chance of an attack was naxi num rmaybe Dallith could get up on the roof
and keep a | ookout, picking off any attackers with her sling. Meanwhile he and Aratak woul d patro
by turns.

The buil ding where they | aid Ri anna was huge enough to have been an anphitheater, wth
enornous rows of columms all built of an odd sun-dried reddish brick, and the remants of stone
couches and platforns scattered at odd intervals. They all had curious di sk-shaped hollows in the
stone, and Dane found hinsel f wondering what uni magi nably strange form had made them Rianna m ght
know, but she was in no shape to be asked. That inevitably brought his mnd back to specul ation
about the Hunters; and that |ed nowhere, although by now he'd had a dammed severe object |esson: a
Hunter mght turn up |ooking |ike _anything.
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_If in doubt, it's probably a Hunter, so kill him That would have to be their notto if
they wanted to survive, and dam the ethics of maybe killing innocent Prey.

He slept during the norning for an hour or so, since Dallith reported that the city was
quiet, with no alien feel of anything near. He hardly allowed hinself to think that maybe they
were safe here, maybe this was a taboo place to the Hunters, an unmarked safety spot in this odd
game whi ch nmight be Tag.

Later he went out to take a cautious look fromthe walls. If Hunters were approaching the
city, he mght be able to see themconing. He left the women with Aratak and cautiously skirted
the square of the fountain, threading a I ong wi de street between ruined, and partially fallen-in
bui | di ngs.

The strangest thing to himwas how _little strangeness there seemed in the city. It seened
no nore alien, no nore renmoved fromhim than the tine he'd wal ked through Stonehenge; or the
night he'd spent in the Valley of the Kings before they flooded it for the great dam Those were
renoved fromhimin time; this city only in space. But they were unm stakably houses, and what did
it mtter what kind of beings had built then? Proto-siman, proto-feline, proto-saurian, or
what ever strange stock, they were people who had lived and suffered and rejoiced and then died,
and not only human nature but what Aratak called Universal Sapience never changed-

He realized suddenly that w thout conscious thought he had his hand on his sword. \Wat
sound, outside the threshold of ordinary conci ousness had roused his alert

ness? Yes; now he heard it again. It was soft, like a cat rustling in the stones.

Sonet hi ng dark flashed across the outer edges of his vision and rushed hi mfrom behi nd;
but Dane had the sanurai sword ready. He whirled, slashed, and only then did he see the
col I apsi ng, convul sing body of a Mekhar, which fell, slashed half through, and lay still.

Dane | ooked at it with a certain anmount of regret as he sheathed his sword. _Not a Hunter
then. They don't kill that easy.

But evidently sonmething was after the Mekhar, and if it was coming after him it probably
woul dn't mind a bit changing direction and killing Dane instead. O maybe they were hunting Dane
and scared the Mekhar out of hiding.

O maybe, even, the poor devil thought this was a good place to hide and, hearing Dane,
t hought he was a Hunter

_But if there are Hunters here, stalking either himor us, we'd better find a good safe
pl ace to make a stand. That building where |I left the wonen isn't safe.

He turned to retrace his steps, and then, half expected, heard Dallith's shrill scream

He broke into a run, pounding through the brick-paved street, jogging unevenly on its
broken stones. His sword was out again; he burst out of the end of the street into the fountain
square, and saw her; and, at the far edge of the fountain, where the running water still trickled
fromthe broken lip, a man, dressed |ike hinmself in brick-red tunic, swayed and pitched to the
ground, his face covered in blood. But Dane's first concern was for her

She was standing with the sling hanging idle at her side, a | ook of utter horror on her
face; but when she saw Dane she cried out in relief and threw herself, weeping, on his shoul der

"It wasn't your body . . . oh, Dane, Dane, | was afraid I'd killed you too. . . ." He
could hardly make out her words through her wild and uncontroll abl e sobbi ng.

“"Tell me, darling," he urged, holding her close. Then he | et her go and whirl ed around,
sword in hand again, thrusting her violently away at a sudden sound; but it was only Aratak com ng
warily into the square, his club raised, and Rianna, linping at his side, |eaning on the spear
they had taken fromthe spider-man Hunter
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He turned his attention to Dallith, holding her against him dismayed.

If _she's beginning to break up, he thought, we're probably all as good as dead. She
hasn't cried, but now

Her hysterical weeping finally began to calma little and her sobs becane coherent words.
"I came here for water-to bathe Rianna's wound. She wanted to cone with ne but | said if there was
any danger | had nmy sling and | could cope with it better than she could. | came out into the
square here by the fountain, and | |ooked up, and | saw _you, Dane. Only a minute, of course, and
I knew it _wasn't you, that it was-it was just that _thing that killed Aiff-Cinber. And that it
meant to do the sane thing to ne. Only-only | wasn't afraid. | _felt the same eway he did! Do you
understand? He stood there, trying to lure ne away and kill me, and I was working out how I was
going to trap him Oh, | felt so clever-and so cruel!" She shuddered with the nenory. "I waved and
smled, just as if | really thought it was you, and all the tine | was turning so that | could
load nmy sling without his seeing. And | gestured for himto conme closer, and waited while he
crossed the square, and | snmiled at him sweetly-and then when he got just where | wanted him when

I had an absolutely clear shot, | let himhave it right between the eyes!" Her expression of
horror deepened. "He saw the sling, of course, at the last mnute when it was too |late. And that
was the worst part. | _wanted himto see it! | wanted himto know that |1'd outdone himin

craftiness, that | was cleverer than he was, nore stealthy-that 1'd won-1 was _proud of it!"

She strained herself to Dane and cried harder than ever. "Ch, Dane, | don't _|ike these
people; | don't ever want to be part of anything like that again, to think like that or feel I|ike
that. It isn't just that they want to kill me. | can stand that. The Mekhars were fierce, they

were savage, but it was-oh, how can | say it-it was clean conpared to this! diff-Cinber-1 really
got to like him at the end; he fought everything so fairly and honestly. He woul d never, ever
have done anything like that-he'd have called it cowardly and di shonorabl e-" Once again, sobbing
drowned out her words.

Through the sound of her sobs, Dane heard Aratak's voice.

"Dane," the big lizard-man said quietly, "when you can, when she'll |et you, cone here for
a mnute. There's sonething over here that you should see-and that Dil lith definitely should
_not" And Dane heard, clearly, the sound of ripping cloth.

Dallith's sobs had | essened, and it was plain that she had heard what Aratak had said. Her

own voice was low and stifled. "After the-the thing died, it all went away," she said, "I didn't
feel like that anynore. That was when | screaned. Because | was afraid that some-sone bodil ess
_thing had got into _your body, taken over _your mind, and when I'd killed it, 1'd killed _you-1'd
have died if that had happened."” And Dane knew that she was speaking the literal truth.

"Here, I'Il look after her, Dane," Rianna said gently, and unclasped Dallith's arns from
his neck. Dallith, comng to herself a little, said, "I'mall right, R anna; | ought to be I ooking

after _you-" but she et R anna hold her. Dane left themand went to where Aratak was standing,
| eaning on his club and | ooki ng down at the dead body of the Hunter

The thing had had the formof a man. Dane's own form But now, |ooking down at what [ay on
t he pavi ng-stones, under the tunic which Aratak had ripped down, Dane, in one nonment of
ast oni shment and conprehensi on, saw the secret of the Hunters.

The thing which lay on the pavenent was vaguely gl obular; only swiftly shrinking buds,
like tentacles, showed where it had had arms, and | egs, which were no | onger even renotely hunman.

The head was round, encased in a rounded skull, cracked open by Dallith's sling stone, and the
horror was that hair, and Dane's features, still clung like a thin skin over the front of the gray
spilling brain. As he watched they flattened and snoothed and there was only the round shattered

skull with strange flat black eyehol es deadly staring at the sky. Attached by a thinning stalk to
the head and shattered skull was a pulsing, slowi ng glob of alnpbst transparent flesh, enclosing
great bl ood vessels and oddly col ored organs just visible through the nmenbrane that surrounded the
t hi ng.

Dane whistled slowy. Aratak had apparently ripped off the tunic to observe the process as
the dead Hunter reverted to what must have been its original form
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So they didn't use hypnotism They didn't come back to life after they were killed, and
they didn't reaninate the bodies of their fallen enemes. Wth that kind of organs they'd be hard
to kill, but once they were really killed they were dead. But if you didn't hit a vital spot-the
brain, the great pulsing internal system which nmust be the creature's heart and lungs-if you only
sliced the buddi ng organs which had differentiated out of the transparent flesh, then the _thing
could sinply reconstitute its original form

He shoul d have known. The thing ran away with a severed armand again with a torn throat.
The spider-thing could handl e cut off |legs but when Dallith got his head he was dead, and only the
arrival of reinforcenments had kept them from seeing his body change back l|ike this.

So they'd badly wounded one Hunter, and now they'd killed _at |least two. And know ng the
creatures' vital spots nmeant they had a fair chance of killing nore of them

And yet- the Hunter is never seen except by the Quarry he kills. No runmors of this had
come back then, that the Hunters were shape-changers. Perhaps the only survivors of npbst Hunts
wer e those who never encountered true Hunters, but hid, or killed off other Prey?

And were the Hunters going to let themlive to take the story back?

Oh, God. Suppose they had a group consciousness |ike the Servers? They'd progranmed the
Servers; maybe they had no sense of individuality. Wat one knew, maybe all knew, and, in that
case, if one of them found out that they now knew the real shape-_ We're going to be prine targets
for every Hunter on the Red Moon, he thought

He said sonmething of this to Aratak, but the great lizard only said, "Wy borrow troubl e?
We don't _know t hey have group consciousness. And if they did, how could they have such a fierce,
i ndi vidual sense of triunph in the Hunt? Renenber what Dallith told you."

That was true, yet Dane wasn't convinced. Wasps and bees could sting individually, even
t hough there was anpl e evidence their consci ousness was a group one.

But wasps and bees weren't sapient. Aratak seemed to think sapience depended on a sense of
i ndi viduality, and who was to say he was wong? And the Hunters were certainly sapient. _Aratak's
right. Way borrow troubl e? W have plenty to be going on with.

"Ri anna, can you wal k? W've got to get out of the city before they all hit us at once. If
they know we're here-and |'m sure they do, otherwi se how could they take Dane's fornP-it's going
to be nothing but a trap.”

She said, "I can do anything | have to do." Her face was pale, but she | ooked resol ute.

There was little to carry, except their weapons and a snall residue of food. Aratak said,
"We shoul d reach a neutral zone tonight, and replenish our supplies.”

Dane said, "Well, we'll see."” He tied his cloak over Ms shoulders. "I don't really trust
the Servers-and they do have group consci ousness, so anything one Server knows the whol e gang
knows. And who knows? Maybe they tell the Hunters where the gane's noving."

"Wuld that fit their concept of honor?" Rianna asked.

"How t he hell do | know?" Dane yelled, startling her her into a shocked silence. "Let's
get noving."

In silence they noved toward the gates. Dane said curtly, "Dallith, keep a | ookout. You're
the psychic. Tell us if any of those _things are coming."

She whirled toward him her face drawn and rebellious. "No!" she said harshly. "I won't, |
can't | can't bear it! | can't bear _touching those-those things!"

Dane felt her anguish, but he dared not allow hinself to feel pity for the girl or he
woul d conme apart. He strode angrily toward her and | ooked down, his face hard as rock.
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"You want to live, don't you?"

Her voice was a dreary nonotone. "Not particularly. But I want _you to-all of you. Al
right, Dane; I'lIl do what | can. But if | get too close to them if |I becone _part of them |
nm ght |ead you-not away fromthem but _into them"”

Dane's face twi sted spasnodically. He had never thought of that-that she mi ght pick up not
only the fear of the Hunted, but the craft of the Hunter. He touched her shoul der gently. "Do
what's best," he said. "But try to give us a few seconds' warning before we're attacked." He
turned away wi thout touching her again, He didn't dare. "Let's go," he said, and strode away in
the general direction of the city gates.

They had to cross the fountain square yet again, and Dane's skin prickled. He knew, he
_knew soneone was wat chi ng t hem

The attack, when it canme, was sudden and so di sorgani zed that to the day of his death Dane
never could renmenber anything except dark fornms-three or four of themsuddenly all around them
Dallith screaming wild Iy, Rianna stunbling backward, bracing herself on her spear and whi pping
out her knife with her good arm Aratak's huge club crunching down. Dane was slashing with his
sword, aimng at the belly of a great thing which could have been the Hound of the Baskervilles.

It howl ed and spouted bl ood and fell; Dallith snatched up Rianna's fallen spear and thrust
sonet hi ng through the chest; he saw Rianna flee into the darkness of a building. At one point
during the fight Dane was lying on the ground and sl ashing up at something which blotted out the
Iight.

Then there were dead dissolving forns all over the ground, cut to bits, and the Hunters
wer e gone.

And so was Ri anna.

FI FTEEN

They searched for her all through the ruined city, until darkness fell; disregarding
caution and crying her name al oud, shouting for her, searching the nearest of the buildings and
finding only blind passages and cul -de-sacs, with no sign of R anna. Sunset fell; Dane renenbered

renotely that they had intended to be in a neutral zone by now, but it didn't seemto matter. They
ate the last of their food as they searched, and rested for a few hours before noonrise, but Dane
could not sleep, and his thoughts were bitter

He had hoped to bring his group all through alive. I've lost diff-dinmber and now
Rianna. Dallith lay close to him holding himin her arms; she was crying, too, and Dane knew t hat
she shared his own agoni zed grief and sense of loss as if it were her owmn. He clung to the
know edge that they had not found her body, or so nuch as a drop of blood. But where can she go,
wounded, al one, wi thout food or water, for all we know dyi ng?

_Maybe dying alone, while we lie here waiting, he thought Finally, since he could not
rest, as soon as Dallith and Aratak had rested a little, he got up and nade them search the ruins
by noonl i ght.

_This would be a fine tinme for themto hit us. Wio cares?

As the sun cane up, bathing the ruins with clear light, Aratak finally called a halt.
"Dane, ny dear, my very dear friend," he said gently, "we cannot search every old building in this
city. If she could have heard us, she would have answered. If she could nove, she would have cone
back to us. Dallith says she does not feel Rianna's presence anywhere. | fear, ny dear friend, we
nmust bow to the inevitable. R anna is dead, and the dead are beyond our pity or our help. W nust
save our strength now for ourselves."

"I can't give up like that,"” Dane said, despairing. "W should all live, or all die,
toget her!™"

Dallith was drowned in tears. Aratak came and enbraced them both, a giant arm around each
of their shoulders, as if they were little children clinging to an adult. He said in his deepest
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voice, "Believe nme, | share your grief. But would Ri anna want you to die?"

"No," Dallith said, wi ping her face on a corner of her cloak. "Rianna would tell nme to
stay alive and | ook after both of you. I'msorry, Aratak. W'Ill go."

Dane grimy summoned his strength. Ri anna was gone-maybe. But Dallith was alive and she
still needed his protection. "Let's not go back to the fountain square," he said. "Let's get
t hrough the ruined wall somewhere else."

"I't will nean clinbing down that long cliff-" Aratak denurred

"So much the better," Dane said. "It's too steep for anything to come on us unawares. |f
they come at us from below, we can hold the slope. If they cone at us from above, we can push them
down. "

But there was no need for either attack or defense. The sun shone brilliantly over the
broken wal | s and abandoned buil dings and on the slope below the city, but no living forns noved
except their own.

_We nust have killed four of themlast night. | wonder how many Prey ever bag six Hunters
at a clip? Dane thought.

_It'"s no price for Rlanna. But it's better than nothing.

_At the last Hunt there were forty-seven Hunters and eighty or ninety Prey. And nineteen
Hunters kitted, and one surviving Prey.

_We're not doing so badly. But then, they said they had a hard tine getting dangerous
ones. | guess they got their noney's worth on us.

It occurred to Dane that possibly, in a day of Universal Sapience and the like, a
barbarian froma world with a warlike history had a better chance. The Hunters wanted a fair
fight, maybe, and not just mass slaughter. But a race which could take literally any form Yes,
they woul d have trouble finding Prey fierce enough to give thema good gane. . . . Maybe a few
hundred years ago there were nore fighters in the Galaxy. Now there seened to be the Mekhars, the
spi der-nen, and not nuch el se that was tough enough to fight Wthout his help, Dallith and R anna
woul d probably have been killed off first thing. Dane had organi zed their defense. Hell-without
his help maybe the others would all have gone peacefully enough to the Gorbahl slave nart-and
Dal l'ith woul d have peacefully died.

_Maybe that woul d have been better. For all of us. But what's done is done.

At the foot of the long hill, where the boulders lay strewn |ike vast tunbled giants'
heads, Dane gave the signal for extra caution; this was all too good a place for an attack. He
gl anced quickly over his shoulder, taking a long last |ook at the city. Ri anna had wanted to
explore it; now she would lie there forever

At the edge of his vision a solitary figure caught his eye; small, slight, sturdy, crowned
with a cloud of curling red hair. Dane's grief and rage exploded in wild fury and he ran forward,
sword whi pped out, ready to run the Hunter through, the foul thing that had taken Ri anna's shape
as one of them had taken his own before Dallith. He ran, swinging his sword, until Dallith's
shri ek caught him

"Dane! No, no, no, it's Rianna, it's Rianna, it's _really R anna-"

Monmentum carried Dane on so that he could only turn aside, at the |ast noment, gasping. He
| owered the sword and spun around, |ooking at Rianna in suspicious, disbelieving amazenent

"It's really ne," R anna said hoarsely. "Don't run ne through, Dane."

Then he believed her. Never yet had he heard any Hunter utter any sound except the
characteristic wailing screamwhen wounded. Dallith ran to clasp the other girl in her arns.

"I thought we'd lost you for good," she said shakily, and R anna said, "I thought so too.
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| was sure you'd have gone away by m dnight; | only hoped to find you at one of the neutral zones-

"What happened? What happened?" Dane caught her close, in surprise and relief. _Too good
to be true, too good . . . _but don't question it, accept it, this fantastic gift of their |uck
It was really Rianna, returned to them beyond hope.

“I'"1l tell you, but let's nove along," she said soberly. "I think perhaps there aren't
many Hunters around. There's sonething very funny about this place-"

They cl ustered together, nmoving across the rock-strewn plain and beyond the cleft where
they had fought the spider-man, Dallith keeping a defensive | ookout to the rear; but none of them
wanted to |l et Rianna out of reach

“I ran into the building,"” she said. "I heard one of thembehind ne, | thought | tried to
turn around and make a stand, but | couldn't see anything; |'d come beyond daylight. | wandered in
the dark, trying to find ny way out, getting nore and nore lost in the darkness, and then they
canme. "

_They cane? Who are _they?"

"I don't know. | never saw themclearly," she said, and she | ooked and sounded puzzl ed.
"They coul dn't have been Hunters. In the first place-I told you I've been taught nonverba
communi cati on techni ques for peoples without translator disks-they nade it clear to ne that that
meant me no harm They gave me food-it wasn't good, some kind of fungus, but they evidently knew I
could eat it without being harnmed. And they rebandaged nmy wounds, cleaned them set ny elbow, it
wasn't broken, just dislocated. Look." She showed them her arm fixed in a careful sling of sone

dark-red fiber, quite unlike the terra-cotta tunic material. "But even at the best it was sem dark-
there are mles and mles of caves and tunnels under the city. There aren't many of them. . . the
people, | nean; they nust be the old inhabitants of the city. But | suspect that's why there are

as many survivors of the Hunt as there are; evidently hel ping the Hunted is nothing newto them"

She was silent, puzzling it out Finally she said, "In the norning they | ed ne down,
t hrough the caves, and showed me an entrance-an exit, | should say-at the foot of the cliff bel ow
the city. But | never got a |look at them"

They journeyed in silence for sone tine, each of themthinking over this new factor _in
the Hunt. If there were only sone way to find out what they could do . . but probably the Hunters
came near enough to exterminating them ages ago...

Aratak said quietly, "On ny owmn planet's satellite-our world's twin, as this one is the
Hunters' World-we had a like civilization, and they cane near to wi ping us out. But in the end
they | earned enough of our philosophy to realize that one hand cannot clap al one; and now they are
our brothers. This tells me again what mi ght have becone of our world w thout that-"

They left the rock-strewn plain and began to traverse again the hilly land, cut through by
streans and underbrush. Dane figured, roughly, that the nearest neutral zone lay about six mles
away, now. |f they weren't delayed by fighting they could reach it before sunset Since the Hunters
liked to attack at sunset it was very likely they'd use it as a salt lick-waiting here for the
Prey to come for rest or refreshment-but that was a chance they had to take. Maybe they could
stand themoff until sunset again. Wen, when, _when was that damed Eclipse? Dane tried to reckon
up how many days they had conme, but he found he had untraceably lost track of time. He kept trying
to add up days and nights and coming up with different suns. _Let's see, was that the night we
slept in the neutral zone? Did this happen before or after we lost Aiff-Cinber? Ws that the
seventh or the ninth day we fought the spider-nman?

_It's getting toward afternoon and the Hunters? World isn't in the sky yet. That neans
it's near full, and when it's full, the Eclipse cones; it's near, but God, how near? The Eclipse
coul d be tonorrow night or even tonight-_if it is, we mght, we just mght make it....

_Is it tonight? And again he began the obsessive counting up. _The first night when we
sl ept here and the Hunt began at dawn and Dallith and | were together,
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_and we spent one or was it two nights in the city. , . . _The night -we forded the stream
No use. His brain, half dazed by fatigue and stress and enotion, conpletely refused to
focus on tinme. The Hunt was all there was and he could not tie it to tine at al

_The last mile's always the hardest. Aboard the _Sea-drift the worst stage of the voyage
had al ways been when he was actually within sight of |and.

Dallith touched his arm She said in an undertone, "Hunters. Along that rise and beyond-in

t he underbrush.” _Damm, Dane thought. | _nmeant to go that way. He nodded, tight-1lipped, and said,
"Right. Don't stay hi contact any nore than you have to," and beckoned to Aratak to change his
course. It would nmean a |ong detour, but they could still nake the neutral zone by nightfall
_Better yet, just after. I'd hate to have to fight our way in.

After a tinme Dallith nodded in agreenent and Dane relaxed a little, knowi ng they were at
| east tenporarily out of range.

_God, when is that damed Eclipse? Ri anna was wal ki ng better. Evidently food and rest, and
the tendi ng of her wounds, had done her a |lot of good. | _only wish Dallith | ooked as good, poor
kid! Rianna's armwas still in the bandage, but it wasn't her knife-arm

_The neutral zone shouldn't be nore than a few mles, across that ridge-

"Hunters," Dallith said in a shaky whisper, "It's us they're hunting. Ch, Dane, Dane, they
have a _picture of us ... | _sawit-"

"Easy. Easy." He put his free armaround her. "Get out as fast as you can. Here. Hang onto
me if you want to. Here, down this way. "

Ri anna said, |lowvoiced, "I think they're _herding us, Dane. Trying to trap us down in the
wedge of the hills here. Look-" She drew a quick diagramwith the spear-point. "Hlls to the
right. Hills to the left. The neutral zone down here, off sunward, but they're driving us down
away fromit."

Dane considered that for a minute. By now the Hunters nust surely know that they were
traveling in a pack and sooner or later the Hunters were sure to gang up and attack themthat way.

"We'll avoid themwhile we can," he said, "but if we have to nake a stand, better to do it before
sunset than after midnight. I'mnot eager to fight those critters in the dark-not even by
moonl i ght ™"

"The Divine Egg has told us; it is well to see one's eneny by daylight," Aratak said.
Dane said sourly, "I'lIl bet you'll quote the Divine Egg on your deathbed."

"If I amfortunate enough to have one, what better place?" Aratak retorted. And that was
so incontrovertibly true that Dane only said, "Let's start |looking for a place to nake a stand."

If the Hunters were herding them they flushed out one or two other of the Prey; once Dane
saw a fleeing formfar away, another indescribably strange one pursuing it; a distant bellow of
triunph or rage, a clash of swords as they turned and faced one another. Something died, and |ay
noti onl ess, and since the survivor did not flee but quietly nelted into the underbrush again, Dane
surnmi sed that another Hunter had his catch for the day.

"Dallith. Can you tell if they're still follow ng us?"

She nodded wordl essly. He thought, If _they hit us, she's exhausted, and finally nade a
deci si on.

They were finally conming out of the hills laden with underbrush that they had travel ed al
afternoon, and into the bottomof the valley. To the left lay a deep stream or perhaps a shall ow
river; over it hung a dark cliff shadowed with caves.

"W don't want to get trapped between the cliff and the stream" Dane said. "Let's ford
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the stream before it gets any deeper, and nake for the underbrush. The neutral zone is that way.
If we can hold themoff till dark-"

Ri anna hel d hi m back, and pointed. On the far side of the streamstood a tall figure.

Dane's instant reaction was, "Is that a bear, or a Russian, or what?" R anna, literal as always,
said, "It's a Hunter. In proto-ursine shape-he probably killed the proto-ursine we saw on the
ship."

Dane had his sword out. Dallith said, uneasily, "Wy doesn't he attack?" She had her sling
out, but the Hunter was out of range. "He just doesn't want us to cross the stream"”

Dane said grimy, "Maybe he's already picked his own choice of fighting grounds. O maybe
he's waiting for reinforcenents." He thought, _if it's as near the end as | think, there may be no
other Prey left alive-_and they're

_free to concentrate on us. One survivor last tinme, one survivor last time, pounded in his
head. Prine targets, that's us. Good sport.

Dane | ooked around. To the left the streamflowed; at their back the cliff was sheltered
by an overhang, and to the right there was a flat place, hard and rock-strewn; Dane's nind
trained to crisis, thought, _Fighting room

"We'll wait here,” he said briefly. "W're all tired fromthat forced march. If they keep
driving us, we're playing right into their hands-tire us out, then pick us off. If we stand here
until his reinforcenments arrive, we get sone rest."

Ri anna demurred. "I don't like it. W're boxed in."

"W could be boxed in tighter," Dane said, "if we let himherd us into his own favorite
fighting grounds.” He didn't like the way the Hunter was regarding them his skin prickled. _Is he
measuring me for a spot on his wall? Does he have a grudge? Is he, maybe, the one | fought before
and drove off, in pseudo-Mekhar shape, twice? He did not need Dallith's half unconscious nod of
agreenment to know he had guessed right, and that this nust be the leader, if there was a | eader,
to the Hunt.

At least the wait here was letting themget their breath back. Dane felt that he could do
with a good dinner, but instead he knelt by the stream cupping up water, drinking. H s skin
prickled as if he were expecting a blow, or an arrow, but none cane, and he thought, _Maybe they
don't use bow and arrows. Maybe they like to feel the blade go in. The water tasted cool and
surprisingly good.

_Tonight, if 1 get to the neutral zone, |'mgoing to ask old Server for that steak di nner
and see what he says.

He repeated this to R anna, and she smiled faintly. "I was thinking about that nyself.
That victory feast, if we get that far, is going to taste awfully damed good."

Dallith was twi sting her hands nervously. "Wiy don't they attack? He wants to attack, he

want s-"

Aratak laid his huge paw on her shoulder. "Calm ny dear one, calm Every nonment they do
not attack is a noment we have to regather our strength. | beg you to rest yourself as nuch as
possi bl e."

"Think I'lIl do the sane,"” Rianna said hi an undertone. "My leg could use it." She sat
down, carefully keeping the spear at hand.

Dane | ooked at her bandaged leg, but it seemed not too swollen and she had no signs of
fever. _It will be all over soon and we can rest. Wnder if they intend to polish us off for a
final tidbit before the Eclipse?

_We probably can't stand themoff. It's hope that hurts,

He rested, sword in hand and alert but his body rel axed, between Dallith and Ri anna.
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_\What ever happens to us now, |'ve |oved themboth. H's mnd persisted hi grinning behind his back
at that. _Just like a proto-siman to be thinking about that now. Once again his mnd had the acid-
etched, fatigue-sharpened, awareness of reality of the first norning of the Hunt He thought, _What
better tine?

_I thought all nmy Iife | was |ooking for adventure, and now at the edge of death |'ve
found out what | was really looking for. | was |ooking for reality-_the two realities that are
never found in twentieth-century civilization with Us enphasis on sex, not |ove, and cruelty, not
deat h.

_And here |I've found them naybe too late, but |I've found the two things which are the
only things worth coming to terms with: [ove and death. Once you've cone to terns with those, you
know what life is. Everything else is just the trimm ngs.

Love-Ri anna and Dallith by his side. And Aratak.

And Death-that Hunter across the hill, and all his little brothers in every shape and
form For an instant, half in a dream he radiated a nad | ove toward the Hunter as well, the
Hunter who had taught hi mabout Death as Rianna and Dallith had taught himabout Love. . . . He

knew he was fey, and tried consciously to grasp reality, the physical situation. The cliff. The
fighting ground. The rocks. The hilt of the sword in his hand. But some insane atom of his brain
persisted in telling himthat this was reality. Each man kills the thing he loves.,. *

_Loves any man the thing he would not kill..".
_Love thine enemes...
_Li ebest od.

Dal lith suddenly flung her arms around himand ki ssed him Her nouth was scal di ng hot and
her face flushed, and he strained her tight in his arms, but he kept his voice | ow and calm
through the bursting excitenent.

"Take it easy. It's going to be OK." But he kept wondering, _|Is she fey too?

Ri anna's hand was hard on his. She was breathing deeply.

"Dane-if anythi ng happens-"

"No," he interrupted. "Don't say it! Don't say it! Say it afterward!"

And at that nonent Dallith cried a wordl ess warning, and then the Hunters were on them

There was no way to tell how many there were. They cane in suddenly fromall sides,
bursting out fromthe underbrush so quickly that there was barely tine to formtheir defensive
line. Dallith dropped one and then another with her sling while she was running to take up her
pl ace, atop a snmall pile of stones that |lay against the overhang. Aratak stepped toward the
stream his great club raised

Dane canme to his feet and even as his fingers found the sword hilt a Mekhar-_no! A Hunter
in Mekhar form -came running at themthrough the rocks at their right, sword upraised; behind were
t hree human shapes.

On inpul se Dane waited until his enemy was al nost upon him then whi pped his blade from
the scabbard in a cut that brought it across his foenman's eyes. Before the cat-thing could recover
he clapped his left hand to the hilt and, swi nging the bl ade two-handed, brought it down in the
"pear-splitting" stroke, cleaving the | eonine head. It gouted bl ood and fell two ways. Freeing his
bl ade, Dane stepped to neet the first of the human shapes-

And found hinself staring into a face indisputably Japanese. A |l ean and hawk-nosed face,
dark eyes alert and watchful, short whipcord body in the garb of a sanurai of four centuries
before. And his long curved blade was rising hi the classic _Men cut to the head, and Dane knew,
in a flash, that this was the face of the man whose sword he bore.
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For an instant the recognition froze himwhere he stood, and then the same face again, in
perfect duplication, behind the other's shoul der, showed hi mthat he faced no ghost, but a Hunter
who, as a knight might wear the arnor of a gallant, fallen foe, chose to wear the face of a nman
dead four centuries.

The pseudo-sanurai's sword was rai sed above his head; as it fell; Dane's old sanurai bl ade-
_the original ?-rose to neet it. The sides of the two bl ades brushed in passing, diverting the
downward stroke so that it whistled harm essly past Dane's el bow, then Dane's own bl ade snhapped
down sharply. For half a second he thought his stroke had missed, but then a thin red line
appeared on the forehead where the razor-keen blade had bitten. Blood canme pouring out, and the
manl i ke form swayed and fell on its borrowed face.

_Do they live that | ong? Dane wondered in a rush. _O do they filmthe Hunts; do they
somewhere have filns four hundred years old showi ng how one brave, |ost Earthman di ed? Behind him
he heard spl ashing sounds and Aratak's deep roaring bellow but he was too hard-pressed to turn

As his blade rose to neet the second ersatz samurai, he saw the flaws in the man's, the
pseudo- man's, basic technique, the slight unsureness in stance and grip. _They're copying
movenents they' ve seen, he thought, _and only the sinplest at that. Wth ny training, |'ma better
imtation samurai than they are

The Hunter charged, bl ade brandi shed over his head, exactly as the other had. Dane
sidestepped in a long lunge to the right, his sword dropping across his body in the classic _Doh
cut, the blade's razor-sharp tip shearing the other's body just below the ribs. Bright arteria
bl ood spurted and hoarse breathing stopped with a choked gasp; the Hunter fell without a cry. _It
woul d have taken a human hours to die fromthat cut. | nust have hit whatever it uses for a heart.

He felt a sudden, fierce exultation, an al nost painful stab of hope. _They're vul nerabl e.
God damm them they're vulnerable after all, they're even easy to kill when you know how. But God!
It's hard to | earn how

Even as his bl ade snapped out to the end of the stroke he was already sizing up his fourth
opponent and found hinsel f, without surprise, looking into his own face. Watever effect it m ght
have had on him before, now it seenmed only the natural thing, even obvious. _Maybe they thought
whil e the sanurai types polished me off, this one could get Ri anna or Aratak. As the one that took
Aiff-Ainber off guard did. But as this thought streamed through his head his body did not even
pause in its flowing notion; a sharp snap of the wists reversed the direction of his edge. The
pseudo- Dane cane in warily, his own blade at the center of the body approxinating Dane's guard
position; but the point was too | ow. Dane's blade | ashed down in the Priest's-robe stroke,
through the I eft shoul der and deep into the chest; and as the Hunter hit the ground, Dane turned
on his heel and ran back toward the others. The Hunters he had killed were already regaining their
original senblance, flesh flowing |ike water. _Does anyone ever live to tell about it? he
wondered. _Is that why they like to attack near dark?

Arat ak stood on the bank of the stream spear and club both bl oodi ed; there was bl ood on
the slope and and already form ess bodies were floating in the stream show ng where they had been
at work. A few nan-shaped and Mekhar-shaped bodies were in the water, weapons on guard, but for
the nmonent they were keeping their distance. One of the dead bodies in the water was rnuch bigger
than the others; it was already dissolving, but Dane could see that it had been enornous and
hai ry. He wondered how t hey nanaged si ze.

On the opposite bank, dripping as if he had started to wade across and changed Ms mi nd,
was a mniature copy of Aratak; only eight feel tall, but arned with club and ax al nost as big as
the real Aratak's and carrying a shield as well. Beside him also dripping, stood the huge proto-
ursi ne Dane had nonentarily identified as the | eader of the Hunt,

There were what | ooked |i ke a dozen-perhaps nore pseudo-nmen and perhaps as nany nore
pseudo- Mek-hars. Sone of the cat-nmen, he noticed, had tails-and so did sone of the hunmanoid types.
Copi es, he wondered, of slightly differing species? But nen and Mekhars were still in the
majority. There were a couple of things, he sawin a flash, that |ooked as if then- ancestors had
been wol ves or raccoons, and a creature rather |ike a man-sized octopus, only it had ten linbs
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i nstead of eight and each brandi shed a different weapon. And at the back of the crowd of Hunters
in all shapes, Dane saw a huge spider-man twirling its deadly spear. A chill touched him That
ot her spider-nman had cone so close to killing themall single-handed, and now they had all these
to fight But then he saw the spider-man funble with his spear and drop it The first inmtation
spi der-nan had been a natural, or maybe had practiced nore, but even he had been slower than the
real spider-nman aboard the Mekhars' slave ship

He and Aratak had killed everyone in the first wave and the others had not yet crossed the
stream He spared an instant to | ook back at the girls. Bodies in the water showed where Dallith
had been at work; Rianna stood |eaning again on her spear, backed against the cliff. Two
di ssol ving Hunter corpses were at her feet.

_But no snell of blood. Their bl ood nust evaporate as soon as its shed, alnbst. . . . Dane
stood, getting his breath, readying hinmself for the next attack. Matter of tinme, he thought, _but
they've got to kill us. They can't let four survivors get back to spread runors about their rea

shape- _or lack of it.
_Not too far to sunset. WII even that stop them now? They're throwi ng everything at us.

He noticed that they had, as well as the pseudo-Aratak and the pseudo-Dane he'd killed, a
false Dallith and an imtation Rianna. "Dallith" even bore a sling. Suddenly that frightened him
badl y.

_They nust have been mimcs, once, like sone insects, hiding from _or trapping-_their
enem es by resenbling them Had he nmet one of those during the first wave of the battle, rattier
than the sanurai, he might well have hesitated, unmanned, just |ong enough to be finished off. He
tried to steel hinself to the thought of slicing off "Dallith's" |ovely head, or running his sword
through "Ri anna's" soft body-a body he'd held in his arnms so often-but even while he remni nded
hi nsel f that they were just Hunters, his horror grew and he knew his nerve would break. |I'_mno
enpath, | could never be sure it wasn't the real one-

H s agony and distress must have reached Dallith, and its cause; for an instant |later he
heard the whirring of her sling stone through the air; the fal se-Rianna crunpled, her face a nass
of blood. The false-Dallith, naybe guessing what was happening, whirled her own sling, but the
shot flew wi de-so wide there was no way of knowi ng who she had ained at, though Dane suspected it
was hinself. The real Dallith's answering stone took her in the tenple, and Dane nonentarily
closed his eyes to avoid seeing her fall

He opened them qui ckly, knowing that this would bring the others across the streamfor the
attack; and already they were splashing in the shallow water. One of the nanlike ones (only it
| ooked |ike a wonman, with brick-red skin and | ong bl ue-black hair) came wiggling up the bank
Ri anna' s spear pierced the vital sac fromthe back and the thing gouted blood and lay still. One
of the pseudo-Mekhars nmade it hal fway up the bank before Aratak's club crunched down and crushed
in his skull.

Dane waited, sword raised, but no nore of themclinbed the bank. The huge proto-ursine
called, with that wailing cry he had heard before, and they fell back and stood waiting, clustered
in the center of the stream Dallith's sling cracked an unprotected skull open, and they fell back
alittle.

Dane threw a puzzl ed glance at the great |eader. _He's holding themback. Why? Surely he
knows we couldn't hold the bank if they rushed it all at once-

An arrow arched over the stream and sank quivering in the ground, followed by another
both flew wi de. Dane picked out the archer, a tall gray-skinned creature with a prehensile tai
that fitted the arrows while he held the bow two-handed. _That could be a mean one, but | guess
they don't practice nuch with projectile weapons, or those pseudo-linbs can't handl e them sonehow.
Maybe they | ose interest when they don't get the kick of feeling the blade go in-

One of Dallith's stones nmade a crater in the nud on the far bank; another splashed between
the archer and another man. _What's wong? She usually shoots better than that. . . . Dane turned
swiftly to look. Dallith's face was pasty white, and her eyes were blinded with tears; her lip
bl ed where she had bitten it through. Her hands were shaking.
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_Oh, God. | knew it would come. She's breaking down, killing that thing with her own face
must have been the last straw. . . . He started to run toward her, to confort her, if only by
taking a stand near her, when suddenly, along the streamto his left, he saw a flicker in the
underbrush. _So that's what they're waiting for....

Swiftly he ran back toward Ri anna. "Fall back by the diff,"” he ordered. "Aratak, hold the
bank if you can, but don't wait too long; get back to the cliff if you have to. Dallith may not be
able to help much-" He raised his voice, shouting with a cheerful ness he was far fromfeeling:
"Dallith! Save your stones for the spider-man! We'll handle the rest of them™

And at that nonent the Hunt | eader gave another of those strange wails Dane saw t hem surge
forward, and ran to neet the horde of Hunters who boiled toward themfromthe path al ong the
stream

If I'd stood there gawki ng another m nute, they'd have cut us off fromthe cliff-_and
fromDallith. Ch, God, Dallith. Poor, tortured darling...

Two pseudo- Mekhars had bounded ahead of Mm She dodged as one cut at him junped away from
the other, his sword dipping for the _Doh stroke and slicing through the Hunter's body. The
falling corpse bl ocked the second cat-thing' s stroke just |ong enough; Dane split its head open
and ran on.

Even though he knew now, with absolute certainty, that they were all going to die, that
not hi ng coul d save them now, Dane felt a wave of elation sweep through him and a curious light-
headed giddiness. _Is this the battle-joy they used to wite about-_Viking sagas?

Then he saw the second spider-man. Pseudo- humans-with | ong spears surrounded him and his
own long lance flickered and twirled in the slanting sunlight. He | ooned om nously huge anong his
man- shaped ki ndred.

As they burst out of the narrow way, Dane flung hinself upon them seeing no other course
but headl ong attack. There were still splashings fromthe streamand the crunch, crunch, crunch of
Aratak's great club. He had no idea how | ong Aratak could hold the stream he knew he shoul d
retreat to the cliff so that he and Ri anna coul d cover one -another, but first he nust kill sone
more. CGod, it was satisfying to attack instead of run; he was going to kill every one who cane
within reach of his sword

Let the Hunters beware! Before they hung his head on the wall, he'd send as nmany as he
could to tell their God dammed illustrious ancestors that they could raise fee price for humans
these days, the Prey was getting rougher. And when he and the old samurai were hangi ng side by
side on sone Hunter's wall, he could tell his fellow Earthman that he'd kept his sword well-fed
while it was in his keeping!

The two | eadi ng spearmen lunged at his chest; with a snap of his shoul ders he drove one
| ance aside so that it fouled the other; his sword canme flashing down on his foreman's spine, and
as the bl ood spurted fromthe first one's severed neck Dane reached over the falling body to kill
the other spearman with a slash to the head. And then the spider-thing was upon him its shield
pressed agai nst his sword, and he saw the deadly | ance whirling down.

Ti me seened to have di sappeared, to have stretched itself out into endless consecutive
fragnents. He threw hinself slowy to the ground-but in his insane nood he seened to nove in slow
not i on- sonehow managi ng to keep the razor-edge of his blade away fromhinself as he rolled. _The
spi nning lance mssed himtw ce by bare inches, striking sparks fromthe rock. Sonmewhere al ong
there he became aware of Hunters in human form with |ong spears stabbing at him he curled his
knees up over his belly and was anazed to find that he could fend off the spears easily with the
sword fromthis position, snapping his blade across his body. Then one spearnan canme too cl ose and
Dane snashed his kneecap with a karate kick; the spearnan fell across two of his own kind s spears
and in the confusion-the Hunter with the smashed knee was inpaled on his friend s spear-Dane
rolled to his feet. He slashed one through the throat, renenbered just in tine he couldn't kil
himthat way, and brought the blade down on his head. _Nine, by God, nine, or is it ten? Wo's
counti ng?
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He swatted one spear aside a fraction late and the cloth of his tunic ripped; pain slashed
along his armand the sting of of it cleared his head-_God in Heaven! Wat was happening to the
others? The spider man had gone right past him He raised his sword and yelled, and as the
remai ni ng spearmnmen braced thensel ves for his new attack he turned and ran like hell for the cliff.

Aratak was falling back fromthe stream his club poundi ng down again and again on the
shield which sheltered the octopus-thing, which crawl ed al ong the bank sl ashing at Aratak's ankles
with its various weapons; up the now undefended bank came a wave of the Hunters, |ed by the great
proto-ursine and the pseudo-Aratak, and the |arger of the spider-things.

The ot her spider-man stood poised between Aratak and the cliff; the Iong | ance spun
menaci ngly as the great red eyes noved from Aratak to the girls and back again. Arrogance was
stanped in every line of the spindly gray body, so different fromthe stooped and crouchi ng stance
of the real spider-man he'd seen. A sling stone whirred past his head; he did not even turn.
_Aratak's going to be trapped between the spider-man and that octopus-critter! Dane opened his
mouth to shout a warning, but his voice would not carry.

Anot her stone struck the spider-man where the upper body joined the abdonen; the Hunter
whirled with lightning speed and scuttled toward Dallith and R anna.

Dane ran, although he knew he could never match that thing's speed. He saw Ri anna brace
her spear to neet the thing and saw nore clearly than anything el se, sharp-edged as if etched in
acid, Dallith's white, tear-drenched face as stone after stone flew fromher sling without a
pause. Qut of the corner of his eye he saw Aratak sink back into a sudden crouch, then hurl his
great bulk in the air, over the weapons slashing at his feet, to come down _on top of the
octopoi d. One great paw gripped the shield; shield and tentacle went flying through the air, torn
fromthe Hunter's body; the club snashed down and the octopoid squashed into a form ess nmass. The
lizard-man turned and ran toward the cliff.

Dallith straightened, flung her sling away, and stared with horror, her hand cl apped over
her face. The spider-nman had reached the cliff now, Rianna lunged for himwth the spear, but the
Hunter's shield brushed it aside and at the same instant two of his arms snapped his spear into a
straight thrust that passed over R anna's |unging head and pierced Dallith's slender body between
t he breasts.

Dane screanmed her nane; his one thought now was to kill that thing and throw away his
sword and hold her in his arns.

But Aratak was there before him and before the spider-thing could draw his |ance back
fromDallith's crunpling body Aratak's great paw gripped two of his spindly arnms and heaved the
creature over on his side. The terrible club crashed once and both vital spots splattered bl ood
for yards around; the powerful |izard-man heaved the dead Hunter up in his arnms and hurled the
great body into the onconi ng pack

Dane's mind was nunmb. _Dallith! It -wasn't true! Dallith-He screamed her name again,
wi t hout conscious thought; a cat-thing canme lunging at himwith a sword and Dane killed him It
was automatic. He wasn't thinking. He was just a killing machi ne, scream ng. Aratak and Ri anna
were fighting desperately over Dallith's fallen body, and a little part of himstirred and woke.

_Her body is mne. Not theirs to eat, or stuff, or hang on a wall. Dead or alive, she's
mne; they won't get her even if | have to kill every Hunter on this accursed noon...

Wth a tiny fragment of his brain he knew he was conpletely mad, but his body,

undi stracted by thought, exploded into a deadly ballet of death. The nearest spearnan went down
with his chest shorn open; a Mekhar-type swordsman | ost his head. He was half consci ous of Aratak
fighting at his side, ax and club alternating in a deadly rhythm Long spears were snashed asi de
or shattered and their owners died; swordsnen died before they cane into reach. Ri anna crouched
behi nd them agai nst the wall, her lance thrusting fromthe | evel of Aratak's knees. The man-sized
Hunters clustered around Dane, getting in one another's way; he cut down a couple of them It was
automatic by now Over Aratak's head he saw that the disk of the sun had touched the edge of the
horizon. _Who cared, now? Kill themall or die trying!
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_A bearded man-shape ran toward Dane, a round netal shield raised before his body, a
strai ght heavy sword whirling over his head. A fleeting nenory of the way the spider-man had
trapped his sword nade Dane lunge to the left, drawing his bl ade away fromthe shield, pivoting
while his own sword flashed in a great circle that sheared through the man's right shoul der and
into his chest.

The next few instants were confused, inpossible to sort out. Aratak somehow sent the
bearli ke Hunt |eader flying through the air, his blade broken by a blow fromthe lizard-man's
cl ub; stooping, he began to search for another weapon through the gl obul ar, dissolving bodies of
hi s dead; Dane and Aratak rushed himtogether and the false |izard-man, rushing up to join battle,
struck Aratak on the knee with a replica of his own great club. He went down with a grunt, but his
ax whirled out and, as the Hunter's shield went out to intercept it, R anna's |ance drove in under
his rimand the pseudo-Aratak went down. For a nmonent Dane thought it was his friend who had
fallen; real Aratak and fal se one | ay together on the ground. The great proto-ursine had picked up
a lance like R anna's and cane rushing on, but stunbled over one of his own nen, the gray-skinned
archer. Al around him the Hunters were falling back, toward the stream and Dane, |ooking around
through a mist of blood over his eyes, realized that the last scrap of the sun had vani shed.

_Sunset. The battle was over.,..

The Hunters who still lived-there could hardly be a dozen of themleft, Dane thought in a
dream i ke despair-were splashing back through the water. The great bear-thing shouted, as if to
rally them raised his club, as if to urge a final attack; one or two of the Hunters paused,
fingering their weapons, but the others kept on going and, after a m nute, dejected, the giant
proto-ursine turned away, brandi shing his weapons in a final menace, and retreated.

_Aratak and | nust have kitted nore than half of them I'Il bet every Hunter on this
pl anet was here- _there were only forty-seven in the whole Hunt |ast tine.

But the price was too high. Even if they' d exterm nated the whole breed, it would have
been too high...

He turned and ran to where Dallith lay anong the rocks. Behind himhe saw what he thought
for a noment was the pseudo-Aratak rising to his feet, but at that noment he didn't care. Then he
knew it was the real one, and he didn't care about that either

Dallith lay on her back across the heap of rocks where she had made her final stand, her
arms flung out to both sides, her great dark eyes-eyes of a wounded fawn-staring up blindly into
t he darkeni ng sky.

Love and death. Love and death,

He cradl ed her cold body in his arns; then slipped down and |ay unnoving, half
unconsci ous, his head resting against her |ifeless breast.

CHAPTER

SI XTEEN

The Hunters' World was high in the sky, round and full and gl ow ng brick-red, apparently
obscuring nost of the sky. Again Dane had that sense of claustrophobia, of nmoving under a |owering
brightness that could cone crashing down on him _(Wo cared? Let the sky fall; Chicken Little was
right all along. .. .)

He hadn't wanted to leave Dallith's body. Neither Aratak nor Rianna could help himcarry
her, and he finally had realized that it wasn't just that they didn't

_want to, as he'd screaned at them ("You want to | eave her here, for some danmm Hunter to
stuff for sone kind of obscene trophy!') Then he'd realized that they were both wounded, Rianna's
| eg sl ash broken open again, Aratak's leg so badly twisted that he had to | ean heavily on his
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club. Dazed and apathetic, Dane went along with themtoward the neutral zone. He heard Ri anna say
sonet hi ng about battle fatigue and knew with some snall fragnment of hinself that she was right,
heard Aratak say that the Eclipse couldn't be far away now (but whenever it canme it would be too
|ate). But he wal ked in the dazed, dreanlike know edge of Dallith's death and nothing el se
mat t er ed.

_Her braid of hair is still inside ny tunic, he thought He funbled at it in an agony of
grief, and only then realized that he was bl eeding froma wound on the forearm and anot her slight
one on the scalp.

He wal ked in a dark dreamuntil Rianna gave a slight mpan and col | apsed, her wounded | eg
crunpling under her; then, forcing hinself to care, to pick her up again, he tore a strip fromhis
own tunic and bandaged it up with robotlike efficiency. He | et her |ean on his shoul der; he would
have picked her up and carried her if she hadn't protested. He hinself would have col | apsed right
there and slept, but renptely and without the slightest awareness that it had anything to do with
him he realized that the girl needed food and rest hi safety. It could not have been nore than a
hal f hour that they wal ked before reaching the Iights of the neutral zone, but to Dane it was a
great anorphous stretch of tine longer than the battle before it, |longer than the Hunt, an abyss
cleaving his life in tw. He still had his Iife. For what that was worth.

Inside the neutral zone he snelled food, but the snell sonehow made his stomach turn over.
Ri anna brought hima plateful, and he said, "I"mnot hungry, | couldn't eat,"” but when she put it
into his hand he began autonatically shoveling it into his mouth without tasting it. He finished
it all and she brought him sone nore, and suddenly his head cl eared. The dark ni ghtmare was gone
but at the same time it was nore real. Dallith was dead, and he sat here eating the steak dinner
he'd planned to ask for-In sudden horror he put down the remants of the second plateful. There
wasn't much left.

He wanted to vonit. He said in a sort of dazed wonder, "How | can sit here eating-"

Ri anna didn't say anything. She sinply laid her small hard hand over his w thout a word,
and he saw that her own eyes were streaming with tears. She hadn't sobbed, she didn't w pe them
away, she sinply went on eating and crying at the sane tinme, and Dane's mind and enptions awoke,
aching. He took her plate away and put his armaround her. He wi ped her face with his tunic and
said, "Darling, if you keep on stuffing yourself, you'll be sick."

_What a pig | am he thought _She's wounded and she had to | ook after ne. He | ooked with
amazenment at the anmount of food they had devoured. OF course, after a hell of a fight like that.
_How many did | kill, anyhow? |I guess |'Il never know, but | doubt if the old Samurai woul d be
ashaned of me. He nust have put up a damm good fight hinmself, if they still remenber himwell
enough to wear his face after three hundred years.

Again he wiped Rianna's wet face, tenderly. Dallith was gone, and nothing in the world
seemed worth living for, but Ri anna was alive and she still needed him

She said, beginning to sob at last, "I |loved her too, Dane. But she couldn't have gone on
living, with the nenory of that The Hunt had destroyed her, had been worse than death for her-"

Aratak cane close to them He said in Ms gentle runble, "She feared to go on |iving when
her whol e being had absorbed part of the Hunters. Ri anna was right, Dane; enpaths of Spica Four
_always die, away fromtheir world al one. She began to die when she left her world, but she stayed
with you while she coul d, because you needed her so terribly and she knewit..."

Dane bowed his head. He had thought Dallith had |ived because he had taught her to want to
live. Maybe, for a little while, she had shared his own desire to live, as she had shared so much
with himin that little while. But he realized that what Aratak said was true. He had saved
Dallith's life not for her own sake but for his; while he fed her will to live he was hol ding at
bay ids own fear of coming too close to her death.

_Life and death, |ove and death-I _thought | understood them But perhaps no one ever
knows everything about them...

They were the only ones in the neutral zone; probably, he thought, the only Prey |eft
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alive at all. The Servers, noving silently about the area and not speaki ng, neverthel ess seened to
convey to thema certain sense of awe.

_We're still the Sacred _Prey, he thought.

He and Rianna lay down at last to rest, deathly weary, wapped in a single cloak; desire
stirred and flickered briefly in his body, but in the very thought exhaustion took him and his
weary body and exhausted nmind fell down a bottom ess cliff of deathlike sleep

When he awoke the dawn had conme and the sun was rising, and for an instant, realizing that
they had all long overslept the tine of safety, he wondered why they had not been slaughtered in
their sleep. And then, seeing the Servers ranged around him and a scant half dozen Hunters
standi ng inside the neutral zone, he understood. After such a fight as this they respected the
sl eep of the gallant fighter. R anna awoke at the sane instant and shrank agai nst Mn at the sight
of the Hunters. Aratak reached for his club, wincing as he tried to put his weight on his foot

And at the same nonent Dane realized that above the sun the great brick-colored, crinson-
gl owi ng Hunters* Wirld hung in the sky, a round and untouched di sk, and the sun was rapidly rising
to neet it....

The great proto-ursine Hunt |eader strode toward him Dane rose to his feet, reaching
instinctively for his sword.

The Hunt | eader gestured to himto | eave his weapon, but Dane grasped it anyway. He
hi msel f was weaponl ess, although his sword was in the hands of one of the metal Servers and the
tall, featureless robot rolled quickly toward Dane.

The proto-ursine spoke. Dane could not understand him but the Server's flat,
expressionl ess voice rolled out.

"Qur | eader has a personal score to settle with you. You have killed five of his hive-
brethren, but so gallant a Prey, who has nade this Hunt greater sport than in the | ast seven-
hundr ed- and- ei ght een cycl es, deserves sone special attention to his end. The hour of the Eclipse
is upon us. |If you are willing, since your two conpani ons are wounded and t hey too have fought
with a truly Sacred bravery, we offer themtheir lives; had you not slain his five brethren of the
hi ve, he would offer yours as well and see to your rewarding. As it is, he asked that you grant
hima final bout in single conbat. If you are the survivor, all of you shall be released; if you
di e, your conpanions will be freed in your nenory."

"W fight to deat h?" Dane asked.
"Unl ess the Hour of the Eclipse frees us first," said the Server
Dane | ooked around at Ri anna and Aratak. Wthout consulting them he said, "I'Il doit."

"Dane-" Rianna protested, and Aratak said, "Don't be a fool They've got to kill us. They
won't let us live and tell their secret-how easy they are to kill."

But strangely Dane still trusted to their word. Maybe because fee had no choice. He said
to Server, 'Tell himl accept"

Maybe the communicati on was tel epathic, for Server said nothing he could hear, but the
| eader took his vast shield and sword, and Dane drew his own. The leader's left side was turned to
him vast shaggy chest al nost hidden with the shield; the deep bend of the |egs kept the | ower
body covered as well. The sword was hi dden behind the body, probably straight back

_It's a fencing stance in reverse, Dane thought; _he can strike and guard at the sane
time. | can't.

_But he'll have to nove the shield in order to cut. Go for his shoulder....

_Watch it, Marsh, he warned hinself. _Don't get over-confident. Every tine you've faced a
shield, you've had friends to help. This is single conbat.
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The Hunter advanced by cautious sliding steps that kept his body turned and covered by the
shield. It looked Iike the Hunter wasn't too confident either and wasn't going to oblige Dane by
rushing to trap his sword, so Dane could use the sidestep that had won the other fight. Dane ran
forward, leaping into the air for a cut to the head. The Hunter lunged to neet the attack, shield
shappi ng up to catch the sword and press it back, and as Dane junped back he saw the tip of the
broad bl ade as it arched across his thigh. The hack that would have taken his leg off only
scratched the skin. The shield clung to his blade as if glued there, hindering Dane's novenents;
the broadsword was whistling toward Dane's tenple and he sidestepped quickly.

Dane's long lunge back and to the left took himunder Ms eneny's cut, though the w nd of
it stirred his hair, and at last he could free his sword fromthe shield. He spun to cut at the
other's shoul der, but the bear-man pivoted to face him shield rising to catch the blow. Dane's
sword was pressed back against his left shoulder and the Hunter's bl ade was com ng down at his
head.

Like lightning Dane let his left knee crunple under him managing to get his blade over
hi s head; he took the shock in his wists as the other's bl ade struck, the cold steel of his own
sword striking himlightly and snappi ng back. He slashed out at the giant's thick shaggy knees.

_There's no way to get at his head or chest with that shield. Aleg blowwon't kill him
but will weaken him _the pseudo- Mekhar howl ed and ran away when | |opped off an arm If he traps
my sword again, |I'mdead. He's dammed good-_too good. But he knows a |leg blow won't kill him so

he m ght be carel ess-

They circled one another slowy and deliberately for a mnute. Then Dane shouted and
| eaped forward, his blade rising up over his head, drawn back until it rested between his shoul der
bl ades. The ursine's shield lifted; Dane threw hinself to the left, his blade falling away to the
right in a great circling slash that sheared through the | eg at the knee, cane up w thout pausing
to bl ock the broadsword bl ow that Dane had hal f expected.

But it never canme. He whirled, blade lifted, but the Hunter had rolled to a sitting
position, balancing hinself with the uninjured |l eg, shield raised over himand sword-armraised to
strike.

_Good God! Now all he has to do is guard his head and chest; it's a draw, | can't hurt him
but he can't attack. Al | have to do is stay out of his reach, until-

Ri anna shouted and Dane, flicking a glance upward, realized that the shadow was sweeping
over the land; the disk of the sun, seenmng tiny, was already half gone behind the huge mass of
the Hunters' World. Below his astonished gl ance the | eader was crunpling, collapsing; the severed
leg flowed into shapel essness; the sword fell froma paw which could no | onger grasp it As the
Iight |essened and was darkened, a wi nd sprang up and the shield crunpled down on the Hunter's
body, fast |iquefying.

_OF course, Dane thought. That's the secret. They turn back to their own shape when they
die-_or in darkness. But by bright noonlight they can attack. But the Eclipse ends the Hunt.

_They all go back to globblies...

Two servers rolled up, trundling a third between them and, while Dane and R anna watched
in the dying light, they gently lifted, on their extensible arns, the globular and transparent
formof the Hunter. They packed it tenderly into the netal shell, and closed down the |lid, and at
once the strange netal voice of a Server spoke fromit.

"My nost gallant foe. In these |last nmonents before | return to the hive-know edge of ny
resting-life I pledge to you that you shall go free, whatever the cost. If I |ive another thousand
cycles | shall know no such Hunt Now I nust spend another half year in the dormant stage, with no
i ndi vi dual know edge of self, before | energe again, but | pledge nyself to fight only in your
shape for a hundred cycles in your nenory...."

Oh, God. They spent half their tinme in those netal cans, as Servers. Not robots at all, no
wonder the Servers tended and cherished the Sacred Prey . . . they represented the only individua
life and awareness the Hunters knew. . . . Only during the Hunt were they alive as individuals,
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and at no other tine were they, perhaps, truly sapient Was a hi ve-consci ousness sapi ence? Dane
wonder ed.

"Again | salute you-in ny last nmonments while | amself, |-we-"

The Hunt | eader's voice vani shed; from another of the netal Servers came, w thout
interruption, the unbroken breath.

"W honor you. And yet you may have ended our Hunt for all time, if we release you, as
honor demands, to tell our secret throughout the Gal axy."

"Not a bit of it," Dane said, sheathing his sword. "Remenber the Mekhars kept running away
to volunteer? Once it's openly known that you do exist, that it's not a neaningl ess slaughter but
a duel, and that you reward the survivors richly-the tougher citizens of the Galaxy will be lining
up on your doorstep; you can pick and choose your own Prey, instead of buying or stealing them Do
you wonder a lot of themhave no will to live, facing only fornm ess fear? But give thema chance-
and you'll have so many volunteers that you'll have to put themon a waiting list!"

Server's flat voice sonehow nmanaged to convey joy. "Perhaps it will be so. In any case
Honor abl e and Sacred Survivors, |let us now serve and refresh you. The next Prey await your victory
banquet to give them cour age and hope, and our brethren who have spent the |ast nmoon readying for
t he onconing Hunt are even now boarding the ship to cone here and nmake all ready."

The Servers couldn't do enough for them They were conducted to baths and fed again
| avishly, and clothed in fresh clothes and garlands of flowers. R anna clung to Dane and it seened
like a dreamto him

"Ri ches," she nurnured," enough to start a scientific foundati on-maybe to cone back here
and explore the old city and find out about the old race that saved ny life-"

Aratak said quietly, "The Divine Egg has seen fit to preserve ny Me; he nust have work for
me sonewhere in the Unity. But before | go and do it, I will journey to Spica Four and tel
Dallith's people how she died-and Ciff-dinmber's. | have no other use for wealth."

Dane stroked the scabbard of the samurai sword. Had the old Samurai been the only survivor
ever to commit suppuku when he realized he nust give up his sword to his victors? |I' _d like to
keep it, but probably I'll never use a sword seriously again.

Ri anna said, "Dane, you can go hone!"

"What -and spend the rest of nmy life sounding like a flying saucer contactee?" he demanded,
and drew her tightly into his arns.

First-Dallith's world, with Aratak, to tell her people how she died. And then-well, it was
a big Galaxy, and he had a lot of the rest of his |life to live, and this was going to be the
bi ggest adventure of all.

He hugged Ri anna exultantly to him and | aughed al oud.

_Love and Death. For the rest of his life he would carry Dallith in the innernost core of
his heart as he carried her braid of hair next to his skin; but he had no | onger any fear either
of love or death.

He had mastered them both and come out alive, and he woul d keep | earning about themuntil
he mastered his own death soneday.
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