=THE DOOR THROUGH SPACE=

Marion Zi nmer Bradl ey

=Author's Note:--=

|'ve al ways wanted to wite. But not until | discovered the old pulp
sci ence-fantasy magazi nes, at the age of sixteen, did this general
desire beconme a specific urge to wite science-fantasy adventures.

| took a ot of detours on the way. | discovered s-f in its golden age:
the age of Kuttner, C. L. More, Leigh Brackett, Ed Hamilton and Jack
Vance. But while | was still collecting rejection slips for ny early

efforts, the fashion changed. Adventures on faraway worlds and strange
di mensi ons went out of fashion, and the new | ook in
sci ence-fiction--enphasis on the _science_--cane in.

So ny first stories were straight science-fiction, and I"'mnot trying to
put down that kind of story. It has its place. By and | arge, the kind of
science-fiction which nakes tonorrow s headlines as near as this

norni ng' s cof fee, has enl arged popul ar awareness of the nodern
mracul ous world of science we live in. It has hel ped generations of
young people feel at ease with a rapidly changi ng world.

But fashions change, old loves return, and now that Sputniks clutter up
the sky with new and unfam liar noons, the readers of science-fiction
are willing to wait for tonorrow to read tonmorrow s headlines. Once
again, | think, there is a place, a wish, a need and hunger for the
wonder and col or of the world way out. The world beyond the stars. The
world we won't_ live to see. That is why | wote THE DOOR THROUGH
SPACE

-- MARI ON ZI MMER BRADLEY

* * * * *

CHAPTER ONE

Beyond the spaceport gates, the nen of the Kharsa were hunting down a
thief. I heard the shrill cries, the pad-padding of feet in strides just
alittle too long and loping to be human, raising echoes all down the
dark and dusty streets |leading up to the main square.

But the square itself lay enpty in the crinmson noon of Wl f. Overhead
the dimred enber of Phi Coronis, WIf's old and dyi ng sun, gave out a
pal e and heatless light. The pair of Spaceforce guards at the gates,
wearing the black | eathers of the Terran Enpire, shockers hol stered at
their belts, were drowsing under the arched gateway where the

st ar-and-rocket enbl em procl ai ned the domain of Terra. One of them a
snub- nosed youngster only a few weeks out from Earth, cocked an
inquisitive ear at the cries and scuffling feet, then jerked his head at
ne.



"Hey, Cargill, you can talk their lingo. What's going on out there?"

| stepped out past the gateway to listen. There was still no one to be
seen in the square. It lay white and wi ndswept, a barricade of

enptiness; to one side the spaceport and the white skyscraper of the
Terran Headquarters, and at the other side, the clutter of |ow

buil dings, the street-shrine, the little spaceport cafe snelling of
coffee and _jaco_, and the dark opening mouths of streets that ranbled
down into the Kharsa--the old town, the native quarter. But | was al one
in the square with the shrill cries--closer now, raising echoes fromthe
encl osing wall s--and the | oping of many feet down one of the dirty
streets.

Then | saw hi mrunni ng, dodgi ng, a hail of stones flying round his head;
someone or somnething small and cl oaked and agile. Behind himthe
still-facel ess mob how ed and threw stones. | could not yet understand
the cries; but they were out for blood, and I knew it.

| said briefly, "Trouble com ng," just before the nob spilled out into
the square. The fleeing dwarf stared about wildly for an instant, his
head jerking fromside to side so rapidly that it was inpossible to get
even a fleeting inpression of his face--human or nonhuman, famliar or
bi zarre. Then, like a pellet |oosed fromits sling, he rmade straight for
t he gateway and safety.

And behind himthe | oping mob yell ed and how ed and cane pouring over
hal f the square. Just half. Then by that sudden intuition which
permeat es even the nost crazed nmob with sone senbl ance of reason, they
cane to a ragged halt, heads turning fromside to side.

| stepped up on the | ower step of the Headquarters buil ding, and | ooked
t hem over.

Most of themwere chaks , the furred man-tall nonhumans of the Kharsa,
and not the better class. Their fur was unkenpt, their tails naked with
filth and di sease. Their |eather aprons hung in tatters. One or two in

the crowd were hunmans, the dregs of the Kharsa. But the star-and-rocket
enbl em bl azoned across the spaceport gates sobered even the wil dest

bl ood-1ust sonewhat; they mlled and shifted uneasily in their half of

t he square.

For a nonent | did not see where their quarry had gone. Then | saw him
crouched, not four feet fromme, in a patch of shadow. Sinmultaneously
the nmob saw him huddl ed just beyond the gateway, and a how of
frustration and rage went ringing round the square. Soneone threw a
stone. It zipped over ny head, narrowy missing me, and | anded at the
feet of the black-1eathered guard. He jerked his head up and gestured
wi th the shocker which had suddenly cone unhol stered.

The gesture should have been enough. On WIf, Terran | aw has been
witten in blood and fire and expl oding atons; and the line is drawn
firmand clear. The nen of Spaceforce do not interfere in the old town,
or in any of the native cities. But when viol ence steps over the

t hreshol d, passing the blazon of the star and rocket, punishnent is
swift and terrible. The threat should have been enough

Instead a how of abuse went up fromthe crowd.

_Terranan! _



"Son of the Ape!"

The Spaceforce guards were shoul der to shoul der behind nme now The
snub-nosed kid, looking slightly pale, called out. "Get inside the
gates, Cargill! If | have to shoot--"

The ol der man notioned himto silence. "Wait. Cargill,"” he called.
| nodded to show that | heard.

"You talk their lingo. Tell themto haul off! Damed if | want to
shoot ! "

| stepped down and wal ked into the open square, across the crunbl ed
white stones, toward the ragged nob. Even with two armed Spaceforce nen
at nmy back, it nade ny skin crawl, but |I flung up ny enpty hand in token
of peace:

"Take your nmob out of the square,” | shouted in the jargon of the
Kharsa. "This territory is held in conpact of peace! Settle your
guarrel s el sewhere!"

There was a little stirring in the crowmd. The shock of being addressed
in their own tongue, instead of the Terran Standard whi ch the Enpire has
forced on WIf, held themsilent for a minute. | had | earned that |ong
ago: that speaking in any of the |anguages of WIf would give ne a

m nut e' s advant age.

But only a minute. Then one of the nob yelled, "W'Il go if you give' m
to us! He's no right to Terran sanctuary!"

| wal ked over to the huddled dwarf, mserably trying to make hinself
smal l er against the wall. | nudged himw th ny foot.

"CGet up. Wio are you?"

The hood fell away fromhis face as he twitched to his feet. He was
trenbling violently. In the shadow of the hood | saw a furred face, a
qui vering vel vety nuzzle, and great soft gol den eyes which held
intelligence and terror.

"What have you done? Can't you tal k?"

He held out the tray which he had shi el ded under his cloak, an ordinary
peddl er's tray. "Toys. Sell toys. Children. You got' nP"

| shook ny head and pushed the creature away, with only a glance at the
array of delicately crafted manikins, tiny animals, prisns and crysta
whirligigs. "You' d better get out of here. Scram Down that street." |
poi nt ed.

A voice fromthe crowd shouted again, and it had a very ugly sound. "He
is a spy of Nebran!"

" _Nebran--_" The dwarfish nonhuman gabbl ed sonet hi ng t hen doubl ed
behind ne. | saw himdodge, feint in the direction of the gates, then
as the crowd surged that way, run for the street-shrine across the
square, slipping fromrecess to recess of the wall. A hail of stones

went flying in that direction. The little toy-seller dodged into the



street-shrine

Then there was a hoarse "Ah, aaah!" of terror, and the crowd edged away,
surged backward. The next minute it had begun to nelt away, its entity
di ssolving into separate creatures, slipping into the side alleys and
the dark streets that disgorged into the square. Wthin three m nutes
the square lay enpty again in the pal e-crinson noon

The kid in black leather let his breath go and swore, slipping his
shocker into its holster. He stared and demanded profanely, "Were'd the
little fell ow go?"

"Who knows?" the other shrugged. "Probably sneaked into one of the
alleys. Did you see where he went, Cargill?"

| came slowy back to the gateway. To ne, it had seened that he ducked
into the street-shrine and vani shed into thin air, but |I've lived on
Wl f | ong enough to know you can't trust your eyes here. | said so, and
the kid swore again, gulping, nore upset than he wanted to adnmit. "Does
this kind of thing happen often?"

"Al'l the time," his conpanion assured him soberly, with a sidew se w nk
at ne. | didn't return the w nk.

The kid wouldn't let it drop. "Were did you learn their lingo, M.
Cargil I ?"

"I"ve been on WIf along tine," | said, spun on ny heel and wal ked
toward Headquarters. | tried not to hear, but their voices followed ne
anyhow, discreetly |owered, but not |owered enough

"Kid, don't you know who he is? That's Cargill of the Secret Servicel
Si x years ago he was the best man in Intelligence, before--" The voice
| ower ed anot her decibel, and then there was the kid' s voice asking,
shaken, "But what the hell happened to his face?"

| should have been used to it by now 1'd been hearing it, nore or |ess
behi nd ny back, for six years. Wll, if ny luck held, 1'd never hear it
again. | strode up the white steps of the skyscraper, to finish the

arrangenents that would take me away from Wl f forever. To the other end
of the Enpire, to the other end of the gal axy--anywhere, so long as |
need not wear my past |ike a nedallion around nmy neck, or blazoned and
branded on what was left of my ruined face.

CHAPTER TWO

The Terran Enpire has set its blazon on four hundred planets circling
nore than three hundred suns. But no matter what the color of the sun

t he nunber of noons overhead, or the geography of the planet, once you
step inside a Headquarters building, you are on Earth. And Earth woul d
be alien to many who cal |l ed thensel ves Earthnen, judging by the
strangeness | always felt when | stepped into that marbl e-and-gl ass
worl d inside the skyscraper. | heard the sound of my steps ringing into
thin resonance along the marble corridor, and squinted ny eyes,

readj usting thempainfully to the cold yell owess of the lights.



The Traffic Division was efficiency nade insolent, in glass and chrone
and polished steel, mrrors and wi ndows and | oom ng electronic clerica
machi nes. Mst of one wall was taken up by a TV nonitor which gave a

vi ew of the spaceport; a vast open space lighted with blue-white nercury

vapor |anps, and a chai ned-down skyscraper of a starship, littered over
with swarm ng ants. The process crew was getting the big ship ready for
skylift tomorrow norning. | gave it a second and then a third look. 1'd

be on it when it |ifted.

Turning away fromthe nonitored spaceport, | watched myself stride
forward in the mrrored surfaces that were everywhere; a tall man, a

| ean man, bl eached out by years under a red sun, and deeply scarred on
bot h cheeks and around the nmouth. Even after six years behind a desk, ny
neat business clothes--suitable for an Earthman with a desk job--didn't
fit quite right, and | still rose unconsciously on the balls of ny feet,
approxi mating the | ean stooping wal k of a Dry-towner fromthe Coronis

pl ai ns.

The clerk behind the sign marked TRANSPORTATION was a little rabbit of a
man with a sunlanp tan, barricaded by a small-sized spaceport of desk,
and | ooking as if he liked being shut up there. He | ooked up in civil

i nquiry.
"Can | do something for you?"
"My nane's Cargill. Have you a pass for ne?"

He stared. A free pass aboard a starship is rare except for professiona
spacenen, which | obviously wasn't. "Let ne check my records,"” he
hedged, and punched scanni ng buttons on the gl assy surface. Shadows cane
and went, and | saw nyself half-reflected, a tipsy shadowin a flurry of
racing colors. The pattern finally stabilized and the clerk read off
nanes.

"Brill, Canmeron ... ah, yes. Cargill, Race Andrew, Departnment 38
transfer transportation. Is that you?"

| admitted it and he started punching nore buttons when the sound of the
nane nade connection in whatever desk-clerks use for a brain. He stopped
with his hand hal fway to the button.

"Are you Race Cargill of the Secret Service, sir? _The_ Race Cargill?"

"It's right there," | said, gesturing wearily at the projected pattern
under the gl assy surface.

"Why, | thought--1 rnean, everybody took it for granted--that is, |
heard--"

"You thought Cargill had been killed a long time ago because his nane
never turned up in news di spatches any nmore?" | grinned sourly, seeing
nmy i mage dissolve in blurring shadows, and feeling the |ong-heal ed scar
on nmy mouth draw up to nake the grin hideous. "I"'mCargill, all right.

|'ve been up on Floor 38 for six years, holding dowmn a desk any clerk
could handle. You for instance."”

He gaped. He was a rabbit of a man who had never stepped out of the safe
fam | iar boundaries of the Terran Trade City. "You mean _you're_ the man
who went to Charin in disguise, and routed out The Lisse? The nan who
scouted the Bl ack Ri dge and Shai nsa? And you' ve been working at a desk



upstairs all these years? It's--hard to believe, sir.

My nouth twitched. It had been hard for nme to believe while | was doing
it. "The pass?"
"Right away, sir." He punched buttons and a printed chip of plastic
extruded froma slot on the desk top. "Your fingerprint, please?" He

pressed ny finger into the still-soft surface of the plastic, indelibly
recording the print; waited a monent for it to harden, then laid the
chip in the slot of a pneumatic tube. | heard it whoosh away.

"They' Il check your fingerprint against that when you board the ship.

Skylift isn't till dawn, but you can go aboard as soon as the process
crew finishes with her." He glanced at the nmonitor screen, where the
swarnmng crew were still doing inexplicable things to the i mobile
spacecraft. "It will be another hour or two. Were are you going, M.
Cargil I ?"

"Some planet in the Hyades Cluster. Vainwal, | think, sonething Iike
that."

"What's it like there?"

"How should I know?" 1'd never been there either. I only knew that

Vai nwal had a red sun, and that the Terran Legate could use a trained
Intelligence officer. And _not_ pin himdown to a desk

There was respect, and even envy in the little man's voice. "Could
| --buy you a drink before you go aboard, M. Cargill?"

"Thanks, but | have a few | oose ends to tie up." | didn't, but I was
dammed if 1'd spend ny | ast hour on Wbl f under the eyes of a deskbound
rabbit who preferred his adventure safely secondhand.

But after I'd left the office and the building, |I alnmost wshed I'd
taken himup on it. It would be at |east an hour before | could board
the starship, with nothing to do but hash over old nmenories, better
forgotten.

The sun was | ower now. Phi Coronis is a dimstar, a dying star, and once
past the crimson zenith of noon, its light slants into a | ong

pal e-reddi sh twilight. Four of Wlf's five noons were clustered in a
pal e bouquet overhead, mingling thin violet noonlight into the crimson
dusk.

The shadows were blue and purple in the enpty square as | wal ked across
the stones and stood | ooki ng down one of the side streets.

A few steps, and I was in an untidy slum which mght have been on
another world fromthe neat bright Trade City which lay west of the
spaceport. The Kharsa was alive and reeking with the sounds and snells
of human and hal f-human [ife. A naked child, dimnutive and

gol den-furred, darted between two of the chinked pebbl e- houses, and

di sappeared, spilling fragile laughter |ike breaking gl ass.

Alittle beast, half snake and half cat, crawl ed across a roof, spread
| eathery wings, and flapped to the ground. The sour pungent reek of
i ncense fromthe open street-shrine made nmy nostrils twitch, and a
hul ked forminside, not human, cast me a surly green glare as | passed.



| turned, retracing my steps. There was no danger, of course, so close
to the Trade City. Even on such planets as WIf, Terra's |laws are
respected within earshot of their gates. But there had been rioting here
and in Charin during the last nmonth. After the display of nob viol ence
this afternoon, a |lone Terran, unarmed, might turn up as a solitary
corpse flung on the steps of the HQ buil di ng.

There had been a tinme when | had wal ked al one from Shainsa to the Pol ar
Colony. | had known how to nmelt into this kind of night, shabby and

i nconspi cuous, a worn shirtcloak hunched round ny shoul ders, weaponl ess
except for the razor-sharp skean in the clasp of the cloak; wal king on
the balls of ny feet like a Dry-towner, not |ooking or sounding or
snelling |like an Earthman.

That rabbit in the Traffic office had stirred up things |I'd be wiser to
forget. It had been six years; six years of slow death behind a desk,
since the day when Rakhal Sensar had left me a marked man; deat h-warrant
witten on ny scarred face anywhere outside the narrow confines of the
Terran | aw on Wl f.

Rakhal Sensar--ny fists clenched with the old inpotent hate. _If | could
get ny hands on him _

It had been Rakhal who first led nme through the byways of the Kharsa,
teaching ne the jargon of a dozen tribes, the chirping call of the
Ya-nen, the way of the catnen of the rain-forests, the argot of thieves
markets, the wal k and step of the Dry-towners from Shai nsa and Daill on
and Ardcarran--the parched cities of dusty, salt stone which spread out
in the bottons of Wl f's vani shed oceans. Rakhal was from Shai nsa,

human, tall as an Earthman, weathered by salt and sun, and he had worked
for Terran Intelligence since we were boys. W had traveled all over our
worl d together, and found it good.

And then, for sonme reason | had never known, it had come to an end.
Even now | was not wholly sure why he had erupted, that day, into

vi ol ence and a final explosion. Then he had di sappeared, |eaving ne a
marked man. And a lonely one: Juli had gone with him

| strode the streets of the slumunseeing, ny thoughts running a
fam liar channel. Juli, nmy kid sister, clinging around Rakhal's neck,
her gray eyes hating ne. | had never seen her again.

That had been six years ago. One nore adventure had shown nme that ny
useful ness to the Secret Service was over. Rakhal had vani shed, but he
had left me a |l egacy: nmy nane, witten on the sure scrolls of death

anywhere outside the safe boundaries of Terran |aw. A marked man, | had
gone back to slow stagnation behind a desk. I'd stood it as long as |
coul d.

When it finally got too bad, Magnusson had been sympathetic. He was the
Chief of Terran Intelligence on Wlf, and | was next in line for his
job, but he understood when | quit. He'd arranged the transfer and the
pass, and | was | eaving tonight.

| was nearly back to the spaceport by now, across fromthe street-shrine
at the edge of the square. It was here that the little toy-seller had
vani shed. But it was exactly like a thousand, a hundred thousand ot her
such street-shrines on Wl f, a srmudge of incense reeking and stinking
before the squatting i mage of Nebran, the Toad God whose face and synbol
are everywhere on Wl f. | stared for a nonment at the ugly idol, then



slowy noved away.

The lighted curtains of the spaceport cafe attracted my attention and
went inside. A few spaceport personnel in stormgear were drinking
coffee at the counter, a pair of furred _chaks_, |ounging beneath the
mrrors at the far end, and a trio of Dry-towners, rangy, weathered nen
in crimson and blue shirt cloaks, were standing at a wall shelf, eating
Terran food with al oof dignity.

In ny business clothes | felt nore conspicuous than the _chaks_. What
pl ace had a civilian here, between the uniforns of the spacenen and the
colorful brilliance of the Dry-towners?

A snub-nosed girl with al abaster hair canme to take ny order. | asked for
_jaco_ and bunlets, and carried the food to a wall shelf near the
Dry-towners. Their dialect fell soft and famliar on ny ears. One of
them without altering the expression on his face or the easy tone of
his voi ce, began to make el aborate conments on ny entrance, ny

appear ance, ny ancestry and probably personal habits, all defined in the
colorfully obscene dial ect of Shainsa.

That had happened before. The Wl fan sense of hunmor is only half-human.
The finest joke is to criticize and insult a stranger, preferably an
Eart hman, to his very face, in an unknown | anguage, perfectly deadpan.
In ny civilian clothes | was obviously fair gane.

A l ook or gesture of resentnent would have | ost face and dignity--what
the Dry-towners call their _kihar_--permanently. | |eaned over and
remarked in their own dialect that | would, at sonme future and
unspecified time, appreciate the opportunity to return their
conpl i ments.

By rights they should have | aughed, made sone barbed remark about ny
conmmand of | anguage and crossed their hands in synmbol of a jest decently
reversed on thensel ves. Then we woul d have bought each other a drink

and that would be that.

But it didn't happen that way. Not this time. The tallest of the three
whirl ed, upsetting his drink in the process. | heard its thin shatter

t hrough the squeal of the alabaster-haired girl, as a chair crashed
over. They faced ne three abreast, and one of themfunbled in the clasp
of his shirtcl oak.

| edged backward, my own hand racing up for a skean | hadn't carried in
six years, and fronted them squarely, hoping |I could face down the

prospect of a roughhouse. They wouldn't kill ne, this close to the HQ
but at least | was in for an unpleasant nauling. | couldn't handle three
men; and if nerves were this taut in the Kharsa, | might get knifed.

Quite by accident, of course.

The _chaks_ npaned and gi bbered. The Dry-towners glared at nme and |
tensed for the nmonent when their steady stare woul d explode into
vi ol ence.

Then | becane aware that they were gazing, not at ne, but at sonething
or someone behind nme. The skeans snicked back into the clasps of their
cl oaks.

Then they broke rank, turned and ran. They _ran_, blundering into
stool s, |eaving havoc of upset benches and broken crockery in their



wake. One man barged into the counter, swore and ran on, linping. | let
nmy breath go. Sonething had put the fear of God into those brutes, and
it wasn't ny own ugly mug. | turned and saw the girl.

She was slight, with waving hair |ike spun black glass, circled with
faint tracery of stars. A black glass belt bound her narrow wai st |ike
cl asped hands, and her robe, stark white, bore an ugly enbroidery across
the breasts, the flat spraw of a conventionalized Toad God, Nebran. Her
features were delicate, chiseled, pale; a Dry-town face, all human, al
worman, but set in an alien and unearthly repose. The great eyes gl eaned
red. They were fixed, al nbst unseeing, but the crimson |lips were curved
with i nhuman nali ce.

She stood notionless, looking at me as if wondering why | had not run
with the others. In half a second, the snmile flickered off and was
repl aced by a startled | ook of--recognition?

Whoever and what ever she was, she had saved ne a mauling. | started to
phrase formal thanks, then broke off in astoni shnent. The cafe had
enptied and we were entirely alone. Even the _chaks_ had | eaped through
an open wi ndow -1 saw the whi sk of a di sappearing tail.

W stood frozen, |ooking at one another while the Toad God spraw ed
across her breasts rose and fell for half a dozen breaths.

Then | took one step forward, and she took one step backward, at the
sane instant. In one swift novenent she was outside in the dark street.
It took ne only an instant to get into the street after her, but as |

st epped across the door there was a little stirring in the air, like the
ri sing of heat waves across the salt flats at noon. Then the
street-shrine was enpty, and nowhere was there any sign of the girl. She
had vani shed. She sinmply was not there.

| gaped at the enpty shrine. She had stepped inside and vani shed, like a
waith of snoke, |ike--

--Like the little toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa.

There were eyes in the street again and, becom ng aware of where | was,
I moved away. The shrines of Nebran are on every corner of Wl f, but
this is one instance when faniliarity does not breed contenpt. The
street was dark and seenmed enpty, but it was packed with all the little
noi ses of living. I was not unobserved. And nmeddling with a
street-shrine would be just as dangerous as the skeans of mny three

| oud- nout hed Dry-town roughnecks.

| turned and crossed the square for the last time, turning toward the
| oom of the spaceship, filing the girl away as just another riddle of
VWIf |I'd never solve

How wong | was!

CHAPTER THREE

From t he spaceport gates, exchanging brief greetings with the guards,
took a |l ast ook at the Kharsa. For a mnute | toyed with the notion of



just di sappeari ng down one of those streets. It's not hard to di sappear
on Wlf, if you know how. And | knew, or had known once. Loyalty to
Terra? What had Terra given ne except a taste of color and adventure,
out there in the Dry-towns, and then taken it away agai n?

If an Earthman is very lucky and very careful, he lasts about ten years
in Intelligence. | had had two years nore than ny share. | still knew
enough to leave nmy Terran identity behind |ike a worn-out jacket. |
could seek out Rakhal, settle our blood-feud, see Juli again...

How could | see Juli again? As her husband's murderer? No other way.

Bl ood-feud on WIf is a terrible and el aborate ritual of the code
duell o. And once | stepped outside the borders of Terran | aw, sooner or
| ater Rakhal and | woul d nmeet. And one of us would die.

| |1 ooked back, just once, at the dark ranbling streets away fromthe
square. Then | turned toward the blue-white lights that hurt mnmy eyes,
and the starship that |oomed, huge and hateful, before ne.

A steward in white took ny fingerprint and led me to a coffin-sized
chanmber. He brought ne cof fee and sandw ches--1 hadn't, after all, eaten
in the spaceport cafe--then got ne into the skyhook and strapped ne,
deftly and firmy, into the accel eration cushions, tugging at the
Garensen belts until | ached all over. A long needle went into ny
arm-the narcotic that would keep ne safely drowsy all through the
terrible tug of interstellar acceleration

Doors cl anged, buzzers vibrated | ower down in the ship, men tranped the
corridors calling to one another in the | anguage of the spaceports. |
under st ood one word in four. |I shut ny eyes, not caring. At the end of
the trip there woul d be another star, another world, another |anguage.
Anot her life.

| had spent all ny adult Iife on Wl f. Juli had been a child under the
red star. But it was a pair of wide crimson eyes and bl ack hair conbed

into ringlets like spun black glass that went down with ne into the
bottom ess pit of sleep...

* * * * *
Soneone was shaki ng ne.

"Ah, cone on, Cargill. Wake up, man. Shake your boots!"

My nouth, foul-tasting and stiff, funmbled at the shapes of words. "Wha'
happened? Wha' y' want?" My eyes throbbed. Wen |I got them open |I saw

two nmen in black | eathers bending over me. W were still inside gravity.

"Cet out of the skyhook. You're coming with us."

"Wha' --" Even through the layers of the sedative, that got to me. Only a
crimnal, under interstellar law, can be renoved from a passage-paid
starship once he has formally checked in on board. | was legally, at

this moment, on ny "planet of destination.”
"I haven't been charged--"
"Did I say you had?" snapped one man.

"Shut up, he's doped,"” the other said hurriedly. "Look," he continued,



pronounci ng every word loudly and distinctly, "get up now, and come wth
us. The co-ordinator will hold up blastoff if we don't get off in three
m nutes, and Operations will scream Come on, please."

Then | was stunbling along the lighted, enpty corridor, swaying between
the two men, foggily realizing the crew nust think me a fugitive caught
trying to | eave the planet.

The | ocks dilated. A uniformed spacenman wat ched us, fussily regarding a
chrononeter. He fretted. "The dispatcher's office--"

"We're doing the best we can,"
Cargil I ?"

the Spaceforce man said. "Can you wal k,

| could, though ny feet were a little shaky on the | adders. The viol et
nmoonl i ght had deepened to mauve, and gusty w nds spun tendrils of grit
across ny face. The Spaceforce nen shepherded ne, one on either side, to
t he gat eway.

"What the hell is all this? Is something wong with nmy pass?"

The guard shook his head. "How would | know? Magnusson put out the
order, take it up with him"

"Believe ne," | nmuttered, "I will."

They | ooked at each other. "Hell," said one, "he's not under arrest, we
don't have to haul himaround like a convict. Can you walk all right
now, Cargill? You know where the Secret Service office is, don't you?
Fl oor 38. The Chief wants you, and make it fast."

I knew it made no sense to ask questions, they obviously knew no nore
than | did. | asked anyhow.

"Are they holding the ship for ne? I'm supposed to be leaving on it."

"Not that one," the guard answered, jerking his head toward the
spaceport. | |ooked back just in time to see the dust-dimed ship | eap
upward, briefly whitened in the field searchlights, and vanish into the
sur gi ng cl ouds above.

My head was cl earing fast, and anger speeded up the process. The HQ

buil ding was enpty in the chill silence of just before dawmn. | had to
rout out a dozing el evator operator, and as the lift swooped upward ny
anger rose with it. I wasn't working for Magnusson any nore. \Wat right
had he, or anybody, to grab me off an outbound starship like a crimnal?
By the time | barged into his office, | was spoiling for a fight.

The Secret Service office was full of grayish-pink nmorning and yel | ow
lights left on fromthe night before. Magnusson, at his desk, |ooked as
if he'd slept in his runpled uniform He was a big bull of a nan, and
his littered desk | ooked, as always, like the track of a typhoon in the
salt flats.

The clutter was wei ghted down, here and there, with solidopic cubes of
the five Magnusson youngsters, and as usual, Magnusson was fiddling with
one of the cubes. He said, not |ooking up, "Sorry to pull this at the
last m nute, Race. There was just tinme to put out a pull order and get
you of f the ship, but no tine to explain."



| glared at him "Seems | can't even get off the planet w thout trouble!
You raised hell all the tine | was here, but when | try to | eave--what
is this, anyhow? |I'm sick of being shoved around!"

Magnusson made a conciliating gesture. "Wait until you hear--" he began
and broke off, |ooking at soneone who was sitting in the chair in front
of his desk, sonebody whose back was turned to ne. Then the person

twi sted and | stopped cold, blinking and wondering if this were a

hal | uci nation and I'd wake up in the starship's skyhook, far out in
space.

Then the woman cried, "Race, _Race_! Don't you know ne?"

| took one dazed step and another. Then she flew across the space
bet ween us, her thin arms tangling around ny neck, and | caught her up
still disbelieving.

" Julit_"

"Ch, Race, | thought 1'd die when Mack told ne you were | eaving tonight.
It's been the only thing that's kept me alive, know ng--knowing |'d see
you." She sobbed and | aughed, her face buried in nmy shoul der

| let her cry for a minute, then held ny sister at armis Ilength. For a
nmonent | had forgotten the six years that |ay between us. Now | saw
them all of them printed plain on her face. Juli had been a pretty
girl. Six years had fined her face into beauty, but there was tension in
the set of her shoul ders, and her gray eyes had | ooked on horrors.

She | ooked tiny and thin and unbearably frail under the scanty folds of
her fur robe, a Dry-town woman's robe. Her wists were manacl ed, the
jewel ed tight bracelets fastened together by the links of a long fine
chain of silvered gilt that clashed a little, thinly, as her hands fel
to her sides.

"What's wrong, Juli? \Were's Rakhal ?"
She shivered and now | could see that she was in a state of shock

"Gone. He's gone, that's all | know And--oh, Race, Race, he took Ri ndy
with him"

From the tone of her voice | had thought she was sobbing. Now I realized
that her eyes were dry; she was long past tears. Gently | unclasped her
cl enched fingers and put her back in the chair. She sat like a doll, her
hands falling to her sides with a thin clash of chains. Wen | picked
themup and laid themin her lap she let themlie there notionless. |
stood over her and demanded, "Who's Ri ndy?" She didn't nove.

"My daughter, Race. Qur little girl."

Magnusson broke in, his voice harsh. "Well, Cargill, should | have |et
you | eave?"

"Don't be a damm fool!"

"I was afraid you'd tell the poor kid she had to live with her own
m st akes, " growl ed Magnusson. "You're capable of it."

For the first tine Juli showed a sign of animation. "I was afraid to



cone to you, Mack. You never wanted ne to marry Rakhal, either.”
"Wat er under the bridge," Magnusson grunted. "And |'ve got |ads of ny
own, Mss Cargill--Ms.--" he stopped in distress, vaguely renenbering
that in the Dry-towns an inproper form of address can be a deadly
insul t.

But she guessed his predi canment.

"You used to call nme Juli, Mack. It will do now "

"You' ve changed," he said quietly. "Juli, then. Tell Race what you told
me. All of it."

She turned to nme. "I shouldn't have come for nyself--"

| knew that. Juli was proud, and she had always had the courage to live

with her own m stakes. When | first saw her, | knew this wouldn't be
anything so sinple as the conplaint of an abused wife or even an
abandoned or deserted nother. | took a chair, watching her and

[ i stening.

She began. "You made a m stake when you turned Rakhal out of the
Service, Mack. In his way he was the nost |oyal man you had on Wl f."

Magnusson had evidently not expected her to take this tack. He scow ed
and | ooked di sconcerted, shifting uneasily in his big chair, but when
Juli did not continue, obviously awaiting his answer, he said, "Juli, he
left me no choice. | never knew how his mind worked. That final deal he
engi neer ed- - have you any idea how nuch that cost the Service? And have
you taken a good | ook at your brother's face, Juli girl?"

Juli raised her eyes slowy, and | saw her flinch. | knew how she felt.
For three years | had kept ny mirror covered, growing an untidy
straggl e of beard because it hid the scars and saved me the ordeal of
facing nyself to shave

Juli whi spered, "Rakhal's is just as bad. Wrse."

"That's sone satisfaction," | said, and Mack stared at us, baffl ed.
"Even now | don't know what it was all about."

"And you never will," | said for the hundredth tinme. "We' ve been over
this before. Nobody could understand it unless he'd lived in the
Dry-towns. Let's not talk about it. You talk, Juli. Wat brought you
here |ike this? What about the kid?"

"There's no way | can tell you the end without telling you the
begi nning," she said reasonably. "At first Rakhal worked as a trader in
Shai nsa. "

I wasn't surprised. The Dry-towns were the core of Terran trade on Wl f,
and it was through their cooperation that Terra existed here peaceably,
on a world only half human, or |ess.

The nmen of the Dry-towns existed strangely poi sed between two worl ds.
They had nade dealings with the first Terran ships, and thus gave
entrance to the wedge of the Terran Enpire. And yet they stood proud and
apart. They al one had never yielded to the Terrani zi ng which overtakes
all Enmpire planets sooner or |ater



There were no Trade Cities in the Dry-towns; an Earthman who went there
unprotected faced a thousand deat hs, each one worse than the |last. There
were those who said that the nen of Shainsa and Daillon and Ardcarran
had sold the rest of WIf to the Terrans, to keep the Terrans fromtheir
own door.

Even Rakhal, who had worked with Terra since boyhood, had finally cone
to a point of decision and gone his owmn way. And it was not Terra's way.

That was what Juli was sayi ng now

"He didn't like what Terra was doing on Wolf. I'mnot so sure | like it
nmysel f--"

Magnusson interrupted her again. "Do you know what Wl f was |ike when we
cane here? Have you seen the Slave Colony, the Idiot's Village? Your own
brot her went to Shainsa and routed out The Lisse."

"And Rakhal helped him" Juli rem nded him "Even after he left you, he
tried to keep out of things. He could have told them a good deal that
woul d hurt you, after ten years in Intelligence, you know. "

| knew. It was, although |I wasn't going to tell Juli this, one reason
why, at the end--during that terrible explosion of violence which no
normal Terran mind coul d conprehend--1 had done ny best to kill him W
had both known that after this, the planet would not hold the two of us.
W could both go on living only by dividing it unevenly. | had been
given the slow death of the Terran Zone. And he had all the rest.

"But he never told themanything! | tell you, he was one of the npst
| oyal --"

Mack grunted, "Yeah, he's an angel. Go ahead.™

She didn't, not imediately. Instead she asked what sounded like an
irrelevant question. "lIs it true what he told nme? That the Enpire has a
standing offer of a reward for a working nodel of a matter transmitter?"

"That offer's been standing for three hundred years, Terran reckoning.
One mllion credits cash. Don't tell me he was figuring to i nvent one?"

"I don't think so. But I think he heard runors about one. He said with
that kind of noney he could bargain the Terrans right out of Shainsa.
That was where it started. He began com ng and going at odd tines, but
he never said any nore about it. He wouldn't talk to ne at all."

"When was all this?"
"About four nmonths ago."
"I'n other words, just about the tine of the riots in Charin."

She nodded. "Yes. He was away in Charin when the Ghost Wnd blew, and he
cane back with knife cuts in his thigh. | asked if he had been m xed-up
in the anti-Terran rioting, but he wouldn't tell me. Race, | don't know
anyt hi ng about politics. | don't really care. But just about that tine,
the G eat House in Shainsa changed hands. |'m sure Rakhal had sonet hing
to do with that.



"And then--" Juli tw sted her chai ned hands together in her |ap--"he
tried to mix Rndy up init. It was crazy, awful! He'd brought her sone
sort of nonhuman toy fromone of the lowand towns, Charin | think. It
was a weird thing, scared me. But he'd sit Rindy down in the sunlight
and have her look into it, and R ndy woul d gabble all sorts of nonsense
about little nmen and birds and a toymaker."

The chains about Juli's wists clashed as she twi sted her hands
together. | stared sonberly at the fetters. The chain, which was |ong,
did not really hanper her novenments much. Such chains were synbolic
ornanents, and nost Dry-town wonen went all their l[ives with fettered
hands. But even after the years |I'd spent in the Dry-towns, the sight
still brought an uneasiness to ny throat, a vague disconfort.

"We had a terrible fight over that,"” Juli went on. "I was afraid, afraid
of what it was doing to Rindy. | threwit out, and R ndy woke up and
screamed--" Juli checked hersel f and caught at vani shing self-control

"But you don't want to hear about that. It was then | threatened to

| eave him and take Rindy. The next day--" Suddenly the hysteria Juli had
been forcing back broke free, and she rocked back and forth in her

chair, shaken and strangled with sobs. "He took Ri ndy! Ch, Race, he's
crazy, crazy. | think he hates Ri ndy, he--he, Race, _he smashed her
toys_. He took every toy the child had and broke them one by one,
smashed theminto powder, every toy the child had--"

"Juli, please, please,"
with a maniac--"

Magnusson pl eaded, shaken. "If we're dealing

"l don't dare think he'd harmher! He warned ne not to cone here, or I'd
never see her again, but if it meant war against Terra | had to cone.

But Mack, please, don't do anything agai nst him please, please. He's
got ny baby, he's got ny little girl...." Her voice failed and she
buried her face in her hands.

Mack picked up the solidopic cube of his five-year-old son, and turned
it between his pudgy fingers, saying unhappily, "Juli, we'll take every
precaution. But can't you see, we've got to get hin? If there's a
guestion of a matter transnmitter, or anything like that, in the hands of
Terra's enem es--"

| could see that, too, but Juli's agonized face came between ne and the
picture of disaster. |I clenched ny fist around the chair arm not
surprised to see the fragile plastic buckle, crack and split under ny
grip. _If it had been Rakhal's neck...._

"Mack, let me handle this. Juli, shall | find Rindy for you?"

A hope was born in her ravaged face, and died, while | |ooked. "Race,
he'd kill you. O have you killed."

"He'd try," | admitted. The noment Rakhal knew | was outside the Terran
zone, |'d walk with death. | had accepted the code during ny years in
Shai nsa. But now | was an Earthnman and felt only contenpt.

"Can't you see? Once he knows |'mat |arge, that very code of his wll
force himto abandon any intrigue, whatever you call it, conspiracy, and
cone after me first. That way we do two things: we get himout of

hi di ng, and we get himout of the conspiracy, if there is one."



| looked at the shaking Juli and sonething snapped. | stooped and lifted
her, not gently, ny hands biting her shoulders. "And | won't kill him
do you hear? He may wish | had; by the time | get through with him-1"'1]
beat the living hell out of him I'Il crammy fists down his throat. But
"Il settle it with himlike an Earthman. | won't kill him _Hear ne,
Juli?_ Because that's the worst thing | could do to him-catch him and
let himlive afterward!"

Magnhusson stepped toward nme and pried ny crushing hands off her arns.
Juli rubbed the bruises mechanically, not know ng she was doing it. Mack
said, "You can't do it, Cargill. You wouldn't get as far as Daillon. You
haven't been out of the zone in six years. Besides--"

H s eyes rested full on ny face. "I hate to say this, Race, but dam it,
man, go and take a good | ook at yourself in a mrror. Do you think I'd
ever have pulled you off the Secret Service otherw se? How in hell can
you di sgui se yoursel f now?"

"There are plenty of scarred nen in the Dry-towns," | said. "Rakhal will
renmenmber ny scars, but | don't think anyone el se woul d | ook twice."

Magnusson wal ked to the wi ndow. Hi s huge form bul ked against the |ight,
percepti bly darkening the office. He | ooked over the faraway panorana,

the neat bright Trade Gty bel ow and the vast wi |l derness |ying outside.
| could al nost hear the wheels grinding in his head. Finally he swing

around.

"Race, |'ve heard these runors before. But you're the only man I could
have sent to track them down, and | wouldn't send you out in cold blood
to be killed. I won't now. Spaceforce will pick himup."

| heard the harsh inward gasp of Juli's breath and said, "Damm it, no.
The first nmove you make--" | couldn't finish. Rindy was in his hands,
and when | knew Rakhal, he hadn't been given to making idle threats. W
all three knew what Rakhal might do at the first hint of the Iong arm of
Terran | aw reaching out for him

| said, "For God's sake let's keep Spaceforce out of it. Let it |ook
like a personal matter between Rakhal and ne, and let us settle it on
those terns. Renenber he's got the kid."

Magnusson si ghed. Again he picked up one of the cubes and stared into
the clear plastic, where the three-dinmensional imge of a nine-year-old
girl | ooked out at him smling and innocent. Hi s face was transparent
as the plastic cube. Mack acts tough, but he has five kids and he is as
soft as a dish of pudding where a kid is concerned.

"I know. Another thing, too. If we send out Spaceforce, after all the
riots--how many Terrans are on this planet? A few thousand, no nore.
What chance would we have, if it turned into a full-scale rebellion?
None at all, unless we wanted to order a massacre. Sure, we have bonbs
and di s-guns and all that.

"But would we dare to use then? And where would we be after that? We're
here to keep the pot fromboiling over, to keep out of planetary

i ncidents, not push themalong to a point where bluff won't work. That's
why we've got to pick up Rakhal before this gets out of hand."

| said, "Gve ne a nonth. Then you can nove in, if you have to. Rakha
can't do nuch against Terra in that time. And | might be able to keep



Rindy out of it."

Magnhusson stared at me, hard-eyed. "If you do this against ny advice,
won't be able to step in and pull you out of a jamlater on, you know
And CGod help you if you start up the machines and can't stop them"

| knew that. A nonth wasn't much. WIf is forty thousand m | es of
di ameter, at |east half unexplored; nountain and forest swarmng with
nonhuman and sem - human cities where Terrans had never been

Fi ndi ng Rakhal, or any one nman, would be Iike picking out one star in
t he Androneda nebul a. Not inmpossible. Not _quite_ inpossible.

Mack' s eyes wandered again to his child' s face, deep in the transparent

cube. He turned it in his hands. "Ckay, Cargill," he said slowy, "so
we're all crazy. 1'll be crazy too. Try it your way."

CHAPTER FOUR

By sunset | was ready to leave. | hadn't had any | oose ends to tie up in
the Trade City, since |I'd already di sposed of nost of nmy gear before
boarding the starship. I'd never been in better circunstances to take
of f for parts unknown.

Mack, still disapproving, had opened the files to me, and |'d spent npst

of the day in the back roons of Floor 38, searching Intelligence files
to refresh ny nenory, scanning the pages of ny own old reports sent
years ago from Shainsa and Daillon. He had sent out one of the nonhumans
who worked for us, to buy or acquire somewhere in the dd Town a
Dry-towner's outfit and the other things | would wear and carry.

I would have liked to go nyself. | felt that | needed the practice. |
was only now beginning to realize how nuch I mght have forgotten in the
years behind a desk. But until | was ready to nake ny presence known, no

one nust know that Race Cargill had not left WIf on the starship.

Above all, | nust not be seen in the Kharsa until | went there in the
Dry-town di sgui se whi ch had becone, years ago, a deep second nature,
al nost an alternate personality.

About sunset | wal ked through the clean little streets of the Terran
Trade City toward the Magnusson home where Juli was waiting for nmne.

Most of the men who go into Civil Service of the Enpire come from Earth,
or fromthe close-in planets of Proxi ma and Al pha Centaurus. They go out
unmarried, and they stay that way, or marry wonmen native to the planets
where they are sent.

But Joanna Magnusson was one of the rare Earth wonen who had conme out

wi th her husband, twenty years ago. There are two kinds of Earthwonen
like that. They make their quarterings a little bit of home, or alittle
bit of hell. Joanna had nade their house | ook |ike a transported corner
of Earth.

| never knew quite what to think of the Magnusson household. It seened
to ne al nost madness to live under a red sun, yet cone inside to yell ow



light, tolive on a world with the wild beauty of WIf and yet live as
they m ght have lived on their hone planet. O naybe | was the one who
was out of step. | had done the reprehensible thing they called "going
native." Possibly I had done just that, and in absorbing myself into the
new world, had lost the ability to fit into the old.

Joanna, a chubby confortable woman in her forties, opened the door and
gave nme her hand. "Cone in, Race. Juli's expecting you."

"It's good of you." | broke off, unable to express ny gratitude. Jul
and | had come from Earth--our father had been an officer on the old
starship _Landfall _ when Juli was only a child. He had died in a weck

of f Procyon, and Mack Magnusson had found ne a place in Intelligence
because | spoke four of the WIf |anguages and haunted the Kharsa with
Rakhal whenever | could get away.

They had al so taken Juli into their own home, |ike a younger sister
They hadn't said nuch--because they had |iked Rakhal --when the breakup
cane. But that terrible night when Rakhal and | nearly killed each

ot her, and Rakhal cane with his face bl eeding and took Juli away with
him had hurt themhard. Yet it had made themall the kinder to ne.

Joanna said forthrightly, "Nonsense, Race! Wat el se could we do?" She
drew me along the hall. "You can talk in here."

| delayed a minute before going through the door she indicated. "How is
Juli?"

"Better, | think. | put her to bed in Meta's room and she slept nost of
the day. She'll be all right. I'lIl leave you to talk." Joanna opened the
door, and went away.

Juli was awake and dressed, and already sonme of the terrible frozen
horror was gone from her face. She was still tense and devil-ridden, but
not hysterical now.

The room one of the children's bedroons, wasn't a big one. Even at the
top of the Secret Service, a cop doesn't live too well. Not on Terra's
Civil Service pay scale. Not, with five youngsters. It |ooked as if al
five of the kids had taken it to pieces, one at a tine.

| sat down on a too-low chair and said, "Juli, we haven't nuch tine,
I've got to be out of the city before dark. | want to know about Rakhal
what he does, what he's |like now. Renenber, | haven't seen himfor

years. Tell me everything--his friends, his amusenents, everything you
know. "

"I always thought you knew himbetter than | did." Juli had a fidgety
little way of coiling the links of the chain around her wists and it
nmade ne nervous.

"It's routine, Juli. Police work. Mstly | play by ear, but | try to
start out by being nethodical."

She answered everything | asked her, but the sumtotal wasn't nuch and
it wouldn't help much. As | said, it's easy to disappear on Wl f. Jul
knew he had been friendly with the new hol ders of the G eat House on
Shai nsa, but she didn't even know their nane.

| heard one of the Magnusson children fly to the street door and return



shouting for her nother. Joanna knocked at the door of the room and cane
in.

"There's a _chak_ outside who wants to see you, Race."

| nodded. "Probably my fancy dress. Can | change in the back room
Joanna? WIIl you keep ny clothes here till | get back?"

I went to the door and spoke to the furred nonhuman in the sibilant
jargon of the Kharsa and he handed ne what | ooked |ike a bundle of rags.
There were hard lunps inside. The _chak_said softly, "I hear a runor in
the Kharsa, _Raiss_. Perhaps it will help you. Three men from Shai nsa
are in the city. They came here to seek a woman who has vani shed, and a
toymaker. They are returning at sunrise. Perhaps you can arrange to
travel in their caravan."

| thanked himand carried the bundle inside. In the enpty back room I
stripped to the skin and unrolled the bundle. There was a pair of baggy
striped breeches, a worn and shabby shirtcl oak wi th capaci ous pockets, a
| ooped belt with half the gilt rubbed away and the base netal show ng

t hrough, and a scuffed pair of ankle-boots tied with frayed thongs of
different colors. There was a little cluster of anulets and seals.

chose two or three of the commnest kind, and strung them around ny
neck.

One of the lunmps in the bundle was a small jar, holding nothing but the
ordinary spices sold in the market, with which the average Dry-towner
flavors food. | rubbed sone of the powder on ny body, put a pinch in the
pocket of ny shirtcloak, and chewed a few of the buds, winkling my nose
at the long-unfaniliar pungency.

The second |l unp was a skean, and unlike the worn and shabby garnents,
this was brand-new and sharp and bright, and its edge held a razor
glint. | tucked it into the clasp of ny shirtcloak, a reassuring weight.
It was the only weapon | could dare to carry.

The last of the solid objects in the bundle was a flat wooden case,
about nine by ten inches. | slid it open. It was divided carefully into
sections cushioned with sponge-absorbent plastic, and in themlay tiny
slips of glass, on WIf as precious as jewels. They were | enses--canera
| enses, nicroscope | enses, even eyegl ass | enses. Packed cl ose, there
were nearly a hundred of them nested by the shock-absorbent stuff.

They were my excuse for travel to Shainsa. Over and above the
necessities of trade, a fewitens of Terran manufacture--vacuum tubes,
transistors, lenses for cameras and binocul ars, liquors and finely
forged small tools--are literally worth their weight in platinum

Even in cities where Terrans have never gone, these things bring
exorbitant prices, and trading in themis a Dry-town privil ege. Rakha
had been a trader, so Juli told ne, in fine wire and surgica
instruments. Wl f is not a nmechani zed pl anet, and has never devel oped
any indigenous industrial systen the psychol ogy of the nonhuman sel dom
runs to technol ogi cal advances.

I went down the hallway again to the roomwhere Juli was waiting.
Catching a glinpse in a full-length mrror, | was startled. Al traces
of the Terran civil servant, clumsy and unconfortable in his ill-fitting
cl ot hes, had dropped away. A Dry-towner, rangy and scarred, |ooked out
at me, and it seened that the expression on his face was one of



amazenent .

Joanna whirled as | cane into the roomand visibly pal ed before,
recovering her self-control, she gave a nervous little giggle.
"Goodness, Race, | didn't know you!"

Juli whispered, "Yes, I--1 remenber you better like that. You're--you
| ook so nuch I|ike--"

The door flew open and M ckey Magnusson scanpered into the room a
chubby little boy browned by a Terra-type sunlanp and glowing with
health. In his hand he held some sparkling thing that gave off tiny
flashes and glints of color.

| gave the kid a grin before | realized that | was disgui sed anyhow and
probably a hideous sight. The little boy backed off, but Joanna put her
pl unmp hand on his shoul der, rmurmuring soothing things.

M ckey toddl ed toward Juli, holding up the shining thing in his hands as
if to display sonething very precious and bel oved. Juli bent and held
out her arms, then her face contracted and she snatched at the

pl ayt hi ng.

"M ckey, what's that?"

He thrust it protectively behind his back. "M ne!"

"M ckey, don't be naughty," Joanna chi ded.

"Please let ne see," Juli coaxed, and he brought it out, slowy, stil
suspicious. It was an angled prismof crystal, star-shaped, set in a
frame which could get the star spinning like a solidopic. But it

di spl ayed a new and comical face every time it was turned.

M ckey turned it round and round, charned at being the center of
attention. There seened to be dozens of faces, shifting with each spin
of the prism human and nonhuman, all dimand slightly distorted. My own
face, Juli's, Joanna's cane out of the crystal surface, not a reflection
but a caricature.

A choked sound fromJuli made ne turn in dismay. She had | et herself
drop to the floor and was sitting there, white as death, supporting
herself with her two hands.

"Race! Find out where he got that--that _thing!"

| bent and shook her. "Wat's the matter with you?" | demanded. She had
| apsed into the dazed, sleepwal king horror of this norning. She

whi spered, "It's not a toy. Ri ndy had one. Joanna, _where did he get
it_?" She pointed at the shining thing with an expression of horror

whi ch woul d have been | aughable had it been less real, less filled with
terror.

Joanna cocked her head to one side and winkled her forehead,
reflectively. "Way, | don't know, now you conme to ask me. | thought
maybe one of the _chaks_ had given it to Mckey. Bought it in the
bazaar, maybe. He loves it. Do get up off the floor, Juli!"

Juli scranbled to her feet. She said, "Rindy had one. It--it terrified
me. She would sit and | ook at it by the hour, and--1 told you about it,



Race. | threw it out once, and she woke up and screanmed. She shrieked
for hours and hours and she ran out in the dark and dug for it in the
trash pile, where I'd buried it. She went out in the dark, broke all her
fingernails, but she dug it out again." She checked hersel f, staring at
Joanna, her eyes wi de in appeal

"Well, dear," said Joanna with m|ld, rebuking kindness, "you needn't be
so upset. | don't think Mckey's so attached to it as all that, and
anyhow |'mnot going to throw it away." She patted Juli reassuringly on
t he shoul der, then gave Mckey a little shove toward the door and turned
to follow him "You'll want to talk alone before Race |eaves. Good |uck
wher ever you're going, Race." She held out her hand forthrightly.

"And don't worry about Juli," she added in an undertone. "We'll take

good care of her."

When | cane back to Juli she was standing by the w ndow, | ooking through
the oddly filtered glass that dimed the red sun to orange. "Joanna
thinks 1I'mcrazy, Race."

"She thinks you' re upset."

"Rindy's an odd child, a real Dry-towner. But it's not ny inmagination
Race, it's not. There's something--" Suddenly she sobbed al oud agai n.

"Honesi ck, Juli?"

"I was, alittle, the first years. But | was happy, believe ne." She
turned her face to me, shining with tears. "You' ve got to believe |
never regretted it for a mnute."

"I"'mglad," | said dully. _That made it just fine._

"Only that toy--"

"Who knows? It might be a clue to sonething.” The toy had rem nded nme of
something, too, and | tried to renenber what it was. |'d seen nonhuman
toys in the Kharsa, even bought themfor Mack's kids. Wen a single nman
is invited frequently to a hone with five youngsters, it's about the
only way he can repay that hospitality, by bringing the children odd
trifles and kni cknacks. But | had never seen anything quite like this
one, until--

--Until yesterday. The toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa, the
one who had fled into the shrine of Nebran and vani shed. He had had half
a dozen of those prism and-star sparklers.

| tried to call up a mental picture of the little toy-seller. | didn't
have nmuch luck. 1'd seen himonly in that one swi ft glance from beneath
his hood. "Juli, have you ever seen a little nman, like a _chak_ only

smal l er, tw sted, hunchbacked? He sells toys--"

She | ooked bl ank. "I don't think so, although there are dwarf _chaks_ in
the Polar GCities. But I"'msure |'ve never seen one."

"It was just an idea." But it was sonething to think about. A toy-seller
had vani shed. Rakhal, before di sappearing, had snmashed all Rindy's toys.
And the sight of a plaything of cunningly-cut crystal had sent Juli into
hysterics.



"I'"d better go before it's too dark,” | said. | buckled the final clasp
of my shirtcloak, fitted nmy skean another notch into it, and counted the
nmoney Mack had advanced ne for expenses. "I want to get into the Kharsa
and hunt up the caravan to Shainsa."

"You're going there first?"
"Where el se?"

Juli turned, |eaning one hand against the wall. She | ooked frail and
ill, years older than she was. Suddenly she flung her thin arns around
me, and a link of the chain on her fettered hands struck ne hard, as she
cried out, "Race, Race, he'll kill you! How can | live with that on ny
consci ence too?"

"You can live with a hell of a lot on your conscience." | disengaged her
arms firmy fromny neck. Alink of the chain caught on the clasp of ny
shirtcl oak, and agai n sonething snapped inside ne. | grasped the chain
in my two hands and gave a mighty heave, bracing nmy foot against the
wal I . The links snapped asunder. A flying end struck Juli under the eye.
| ripped at the seals of the jeweled cuffs, tore them from her arns,
find threw the whol e assenbly into a corner, where it fell with a

cl ash.

"Dam it," | roared, "that's over! You' re never going to wear _those_
t hi ngs again!" Maybe after six years in the Dry-towns, Juli was
begi nning to guess what those six years behind a desk had neant to ne.

"Juli, 1"l find your Rindy for you, and I'Il bring Rakhal in alive. But
don't ask nmore than that. Just _alive_ . And don't ask ne how. "

He'd be alive when | got through with him Sure, he'd be alive.

Just .

CHAPTER FI VE

It was getting dark when | slipped through a side gate, shabby and

i nconspi cuous, into the spaceport square. Beyond the yellow | anps, |
knew that the old city was beginning to take on life with the falling
night. Qut of the chinked pebbl e-houses, nmen and wonan, human and
nonhuman, cane forth into the noonlit streets.

| f anyone noticed nme cross the square, which | doubted, they took me for
just another Dry-town vagabond, curious about the world of the strangers
from beyond the stars, and who, curiosity satisfied, was drifting back
where he bel onged. | turned down one of the dark alleys that |ed away,
and soon was wal king in the dark

The Kharsa was not unfamiliar to nme as a Terran, but for the last six
years | had seen only its daytime face. | doubted if there were a dozen
Earthmen in the A d Town tonight, though | saw one in the bazaar, dirty
and | urching drunk; one of those who run renegade and homel ess between
wor |l ds, belonging to neither. This was what | had nearly becone.

| went further up the hill with the rising streets. Once | turned, and



saw bel ow me the bright-1ighted spaceport, the black many-w ndowed | oom
of the skyscraper |like a patch of alien shadow in the red-viol et
moonlight. | turned nmy back on them and wal ked on

At the fringe of the thieves market | paused outside a w neshop where
Dry-towners were made wel cone. A gol den nonhuman child mnurnmured

somet hing as she pattered by me in the street, and | stopped, gripped by
a spasm of stagefright. Had the dial ect of Shainsa grown rusty on ny
tongue? Spies were given short shrift on Wl f, and a mle fromthe
spaceport, | might as well have been on one of those moons. There were
no spaceport shockers at mnmy back now. And someone m ght renenber the
tale of an Earthman with a scarred face who had gone to Shainsa in

di sgui se. ..

| shrugged the shirtcloak around my shoul ders, pushed the door and went
in. | had renmenbered that Rakhal was waiting for me. Not beyond this
door, but at the end of the trail, behind sone other door, sonewhere.
And we have a byword in Shainsa: _A trail without begi nning has no end_.

Ri ght there | stopped thinking about Juli, Rindy, the Terran Enpire, or
what Rakhal, who knew too many of Terra's secrets, mght do if he had
turned renegade. My fingers went up and stroked, nusingly, the ridge of
scar tissue along nmy nouth. At that nonent | was thinking only of
Rakhal , of an unsettled bl ood-feud, and of ny revenge.

Red | anps were burning inside the w neshop, where nmen reclined on frowsy
couches. | stunbl ed over one of them found an enpty place and | et
nmysel f sink down on it, arranging nyself automatically in the spraw of
Dry-towners indoors. In public they stood, rigid and formal, even to eat
and drink. Anong thensel ves, anything |less than a | oose-Ilinbed spraw
betrayed insulting watchful ness; only a nan who fears secret nurder
keeps hinsel f on guard.

A girl with a tangled rope of hair down her back cane toward me. Her
hands were unchai ned, mneani ng she was a woman of the | owest class, not
wort h saf eguardi ng. Her fur snmock was shabby and matted with filth. |
sent her for wine. Wien it canme it was surprisingly good, the sweet and
treacherous wi ne of Ardcarran. | sipped it slowy, |ooking round.

If a caravan for Shainsa were |eaving tomorrow, it would be known here.
A word dropped that | was returning there would bring ne, by ironbound
custom an invitation to travel in their conpany.

When | sent the woman for wine a second tinme, a man on a nearby couch
got up, and wal ked over to ne.

He was tall even for a Dry-towner, and there was sonethi ng vaguely

fam liar about him He was no riffraff of the Kharsa, either, for his
shirtcloak was of rich silk interwoven with netallic threads, and
crusted with heavy enbroideries. The hilt of his skean was carved froma
single green gem He stood | ooking down at nme for sone tine before he
spoke.

"I never forget a voice, although | cannot bring your face to mind. Have
| a duty toward you?"

| had spoken a jargon to the girl, but he addressed ne in the lilting,
si ng-song speech of Shainsa. | made no answer, gesturing himto be
seated. On WIf, formal courtesy requires a series of polite _non
sequiturs_, and while a direct question nerely borders on rudeness, a



direct answer is the mark of a sinpleton
"A drink?"

"I joined you unasked," he retorted, and summoned the tangl e- headed
girl. "Bring us better wine than this swill!"

Wth that word and gesture | recognized himand ny teeth clanped hard on
my lip. This was the | oudnmouth who had shown fight in the spaceport

cafe, and run away before the dark girl with the sign of Nebran spraw ed
on her breast.

But in this poor Iight he had not recognized me. | noved deliberately
into the full red glow If he did not know ne for the Terran he had
chal |l enged | ast night in the spaceport cafe, it was unlikely that anyone
el se woul d. He stared at me for sone nminutes, but in the end he only
shrugged and poured wi ne fromthe bottle he had ordered.

Three drinks later | knew that his name was Kyral and that he was a
trader in wire and fine steel tools through the nonhuman towns. And
had gi ven himthe name | had chosen, Rascar

He asked, "Are you thinking of returning to Shai nsa?"

Wary of a trap, | hesitated, but the question seened harmess, so | only
countered, "Have you been long in the Kharsa?"

"Several weeks."
"Tr adi ng?"

"No." He applied hinself to the wine again. "I was searching for a
menber of ny famly."

"Did you find hinP"

"Her," said Kyral, and cerenoniously spat. "No, | didn't find her. Wat
i s your business in Shainsa?"

| chuckled briefly. "As a matter of fact, | amsearching for a nmenber of
nmy famly."

He narrowed his eyelids as if he suspected ne of nocking him but
personal privacy is the nost rigid convention of the Dry-towns and such
nockery showed a sensible disregard for prying questions if | did not
choose to answer them He questioned no further

"I can use an extra man to handl e the | oads. Are you good w th pack
animal s? If so, you are welcone to travel under the protection of ny
caravan."

| agreed. Then, reflecting that Juli and Rakhal nust, after all, be
known in Shainsa, | asked, "Do you know a trader who calls hinself
Sensar ?"

He started slightly; | saw his eyes nmove along nmy scars. Then reserve,

like a lowered curtain, shut itself over his face, concealing a brief
satisfied glimer. "No," he lied, and stood up

"W | eave at first daylight. Have your gear ready." He flipped sonething



at me, and | caught it in mdair. It was a stone incised with Kyral's
nane in the ideographs of Shainsa. "You can sleep with the caravan if
you care to. Show that token to Cuinn."

* * * * *

Kyral's caravan was encanped in a barred field past the furthest gates
of the Kharsa. About a dozen nen were busy | oading the pack

ani mal s--horses shipped in from Darkover, nostly. | asked the first man
I met for Cuinn. He pointed out a burly fellowin a shiny red

shirtcl oak, who was busy at chewi ng out one of the young nen for the way
he'd put a packsaddl e on his beast.

Shainsa is a good | anguage for cursing, but Cuinn had a special talent
at it. | blinked in admration while | waited for himto get his breath
so | could hand himKyral's token

In the light of the fire | saw what |1'd half expected: he was the second
of the Dry-towners who'd tried to rough me up in the spaceport cafe.

Cui nn barely glanced at the cut stone and tossed it back, pointing out
one of the packhorses. "Load your personal gear on that one, then get
busy and show t his nmush- headed wearer of sandal s"--an insult carrying
particularly filthy inplications in Shainsa--"howto fasten a
packstrap. "

He drew breath and began to swear at the |uckless youngster again, and
rel axed. He evidently hadn't recognized ne, either. | took the strap in
my hand, guiding it through the saddle loop. "Like that," | told the
kid, and Cui nn stopped swearing |ong enough to give me a curt nod of
acknow edgnent and point out a heap of boxed and crated objects.

"Help himload up. W want to get clear of the city by daybreak," he
ordered, and went off to swear at soneone el se.

Kyral turned up at dawn, and a few mnutes |later the camp had vani shed
into a small scattering of litter and we were on our way.

Kyral's caravan, in spite of Cuinn's cursing, was well-managed and

wel | - handl ed. The men were Dry-towners, eleven of them silent and
capabl e and nost of themvery young. They were cheerful on the trail
handl ed t he pack animals conpetently, during the day, and spent nost of
the nights grouped around the fire, ganbling silently on the fall of the
cut-crystal prisnms they used for dice.

Three days out of the Kharsa | began to worry about Cuinn

It was of course a spectacul ar piece of bad luck to find all three of
the men fromthe spaceport cafe in Kyral's caravan. Kyral had obviously
not known ne, and even by daylight he paid no attention to ne except to
gi ve an occasional order. The second of the three was a gangling kid who
probably never gave nme a second | ook, let alone a third.

But Cui nn was another matter. He was a man ny own age, and his fierce
eyes had a shrewdness in themthat | did not trust. Mre than once
caught hi mwatching ne, and on the two or three occasions when he drew

me into conversation, | found his questions nore direct than Dry-town
good manners allowed. | weighed the possibility that | mght have to
ki1l him before we reached Shai nsa.

W crossed the foothills and began to clinb upward toward the nountains.



The first few days | found nyself short of breath as we worked upward
into thinner air, then ny acclimtization returned and | began to fal
into the pattern of the days and nights on the trail. The Trade City
was still a beacon in the night, but its glow on the horizon grew di nmer
wi th each day's march.

H gher we clinbed, al ong dangerous trails where men had to di snount and
| et the pack animals pick their way, foot by foot. Here in these
altitudes the sun at noonday bl azed redder and brighter, and the
Dry-towners, who cone fromthe parched lands in the sea-bottons, were
burned and blistered by the fierce light. | had grown up under the

bl azing sun of Terra, and a red sun like WIf, even at its hottest,
caused ne no disconfort. This al one would have made me suspect. Once
again | found Cuinn's fierce eyes watching ne.

As we crossed the passes and began to descend the long trail through the
thick forests, we got into nonhuman country. Raci ng agai nst the CGhost
Wnd, we skirted the country around Charin, and the woods inhabited by
the terrible Ya-nmen, birdlike creatures who turn canni bal when the Chost
Wnd bl ows.

Later the trail wound through thicker forests of indigo trees and

grayi sh-purpl e brushwood, and at night we heard the how s of the catnen
of these latitudes. At night we set guards about the caravan, and the
dark spaces and shadows were filled with noi ses and queer snells and
rustlings.

Nevert hel ess, the day's marches and the night watches passed w t hout
event until the night | shared guard with Cuinn. | had posted nysel f at
t he edge of the canp, the fire behind ne. The nen were sleeping rolls of
snores, huddled close around the fire. The aninmals, hobbled with double
ropes, front feet to hind feet, shifted uneasily and |l et out |ong
uncanny whi nes.

| heard Cuinn pacing behind me. | heard a rustle at the edge of the
forest, a stir and whi sper beyond the trees, and turned to speak to him
then saw himslipping away toward the outskirts of the clearing.

For a nmonent | thought nothing of it, thinking that he was taking a few
steps toward the gap in the trees where he had di sappeared. | suppose
had the idea that he had slipped away to investigate some noi se or
shadow, and that | should be at hand.

Then | saw the flicker of |ights beyond the trees--light fromthe
| antern Cuinn had been carrying in his hand! He was signaling!

| slipped the safety clasp fromthe hilt of my skean and went after him
In the dimming glow of the fire I fancied | saw | um nous eyes wat chi ng
me, and the skin on ny back crawl ed. | crept up behind himand | eaped.
W went down in a tangle of flailing legs and arns, and in less than a
second he had his skean out and | was gripping his wist, trying
desperately to force the blade away fromny throat.

| gasped, "Don't be a fool! One yell and the whole canp will be awake!
Who were you signaling?"

In the light of the fallen lantern, lips drawn back in a snarl, he
| ooked al nost i nhuman. He strained at the knife for a nonent, then
dropped it. "Let me up," he said.



| got up and kicked the fallen skean toward him "Put that away. \Wat in
hell were you doing, trying to bring the catmen down on us?"

For a nonent he | ooked taken aback, then his fierce face cl osed down
again and he said wathfully, "Can't a man wal k away from the canp
wi t hout being hal f strangl ed?"

| glared at him but realized | really had nothing to go by. He m ght
have been answering a call of nature, and the nmovenent of the lantern
accidental. And if soneone had junped nme from behind, | night have
pulled a knife on himmyself. So | only said, "Don't do it again. W're
all too jumpy."

There were no other incidents that night, or the next. The night after
while | lay huddled in nmy shirtcloak and bl anket by the fire, | saw
Cuinn slip out of his bedroll and steal away. A nonent |later there was a
gleamin the darkness, but before | could summon the resolve to get up
and face it out with him he returned, |ooked cautiously at the snoring
nmen, and crawl ed back into his bl ankets.

Whil e we were unpacki ng at the next canp, Kyral halted beside ne. "Heard
anyt hing queer lately? |I've got the notion we're being trailed. We'll be
out of these forests tonorrow, and after that it's clear road all the
way to Shainsa. If anything's going to happen, it wll happen tonight."

| debated speaking to himabout Cuinn's signals. No, | had ny own
busi ness waiting for ne in Shainsa. Wiy mx nyself up in sone other
private intrigue?

He said, "I'mputting you and Cuinn on watch again. The old nmen doze
of f, and the young fellows get to daydream ng or fooling around. That's
all right nost of the time, but | want someone who'll keep his eyes open

tonight. Did you ever know Cui nn before this?"
"Never set eyes on him"

"Funny, | had the notion--" He shrugged, turned away, then stopped.

"Don't think twi ce about rousing the canp if there's any disturbance.
Better a false alarmthan an anbush that catches us all in our blankets.
If it cane to a fight, we mght be in a bad way. W all carry skeans,
but I don't think there's a shocker in the whole canp, let alone a gun
You don't have one by any chance?"

After the men had turned in, Cuinn patrolling the canp, halted a minute
besi de me and cocked his head toward the rustling forest.

"What's going on in there?"

"Who knows? Catnen on the prowl, probably, thinking the horses would
make a good neal, or nmaybe that we would."

"Think it will come to a fight?"
"I wouldn't know. "
He surveyed me for a nmoment without speaking. "And if it did?"

"We'd fight." Then | sucked in ny breath, for Cuinn had spoken Terran
Standard, and |, wi thout thinking had answered in the same | anguage. He



grinned, showing white teeth filed to a point.
"I thought so!"

| seized his shoul der and demanded roughly, "And what are you going to
do about it?"

"That depends on you," he answered, "and what you want in Shainsa. Tel
me the truth. What were you doing in the Terran Zone?" He gave nme no
chance to answer. "You know who Kyral is, don't you?"

"Atrader," | said, "who pays ny wages and minds his own affairs.”
nmoved backward, hand on ny skean, braced for a sudden rush. He made no
aggressi ve nmoti on, however.

"Kyral told ne you'd been asking questions about Rakhal Sensar," he
said. "Clever. Now |, for one, could have told you he'd never set eyes
on Rakhal . [I--"

He broke off, hearing a noise in the forest, a long eerie how.
muttered, "If you've brought them down on us--"

He shook his head urgently. "I had to take that chance, to get word to
the others. It won't work. \Where's the girl?"

| hardly heard him | was hearing tw gs snap, and silent sneaking feet.
| turned for a yell that would rouse the canp and Cui nn grabbed ne hard,
saying insistently, "Quick! Were's the girl! Go back and tell her it
won't work! If Kyral suspected--"

He never finished the sentence. Just behind us cane another of the |ong
eerie hows. | knocked Cui nn away, and suddenly the night was filled
wi th crouching forms that came down on us like a whirlw nd.

| shouted madly as the canp cane alive with nen struggling out of

bl ankets, fighting for life itself. | ran hard, still shouting, for the
encl osure where we had tied the horses. A catman, slimand bl ack-furred,
was crouched and cutting the hobbl e-strings of the nearest aninal.

hurl ed nyself on him He expl oded, claw ng, raking ny shoulder wth
talons that ripped the rough cloth like paper. | whipped out nmy skean
and sl ashed upward. The talons contracted in my shoul der and | gasped
with pain. Then the thing how ed and fell away, clawing at the air. It
twitched and lay still.

Four shots in rapid succession cracked in the clearing. Kyral to the
contrary, soneone nust have had a pistol. | heard one of the cat-things
wai |, a hoarse dying rattle. Something dark clawed ny armand | sl ashed
with the knife, going down as another set of talons fastened in ny back,
rolling and cl ut chi ng.

| managed to get the thing's forelinbs wedged under ny el bow, ny knee in
its spine. | heaved, bent it backward, backward till it screaned, a high
wai | .

Then | felt the spine snap and the dead thing new ed once, just air
escapi ng fromcollapsing lungs, and slid linp frommy thigh. Erect it
had not been over four feet tall and in the light of the dying fire it
m ght have been a dead |ynx.

"Rascar...." | heard a gasp, a groan. | whirled and saw Kyral go down,



struggling, drowning in half a dozen or nore of the fierce half-humans.
| leaped at the snmother of bodies, ripped one away with a strangl ehol d,
sl ashed at its throat.

They were easy to kill.

| heard a high, urgent screamin their mew ng tongue. Then the furred
bl ack things seened to nmelt into the forest as silently as they had
cone. Kyral, dazed, his forehead running blood, his arm slashed to the
bone, was sitting on the ground, still stunned.

Sonebody had to take charge. | bellowed, "Lights! Get lights. They won't
cone back if we have enough light, they can only see well in the dark."

Soneone stirred the fire. It blazed up as they piled on dead branches,
and | roughly commanded one of the kids to fill every lantern he could
find, and get them burning. Four of the dead things were lying in the
clearing. The youngster |'d hel ped | oading horses, the first day, gazed
down at one of the catmen, half-di senbowel ed by sonebody's skean, and
suddenly bolted for the bushes, where |I heard himretching.

| set the others with stronger stomachs to draggi ng the bodies away from
the clearing, and went back to see how badly Kyral was hurt. He had the
ripin his armand his face was covered with bl ood froma shall ow scal p
wound, but he insisted on getting up to inspect the hurts of the others.

There was no one without a clawwound in | eg or back or shoul der, but
none were serious, and we were all feeling fairly cheerful when soneone
demanded, "Where's Cuinn?"

He didn't seemto be anywhere. Kyral, staggering slightly, insisted on
searching, but | felt we wouldn't find him "He probably went off wth
his friends," | snorted, and told about the signaling. Kyral | ooked
grave.

"You should have told me," he began, but shouts fromthe far end of the
clearing sent us racing there. W nearly stunbled over a single,
solitary, nmotionless form outstretched and lifeless, blind eyes staring
upward at the noons.

It was Cuinn. And his throat had been torn conpletely out.

CHAPTER SI X

Once we were free of the forest, the road to the Dry-towns | ay straight
before us, with no hidden dangers. Sone of us linped for a day or two,
or favored an armor leg clawed by the catnen, but | knew that what
Kyral said was true; it was a lucky caravan which had to fight off only
one attack.

Cui nn haunted me. A night or two of turning over his cryptic words in ny
m nd had convinced ne that whoever, or whatever he'd been signaling, it

wasn't the catnmen. And his urgent question "Were's the girl?" swam

endl essly in my brain, naking no nore sense than when | had first heard

it. Who had he mistaken ne for? What did he think I was m xed up in? And
who, above all, were the "others" who had to be signaled, at the risk of



an attack by catnmen which had nmeant his own death?

Wth Cuinn dead, and Kyral thinking 1'd saved his life, a large part of
the responsibility for the caravan now fell on ne. And strangely I
enjoyed it, nmaking the nost of this interval when | was separated from

t he t hought of bl ood-feud or revenge, the need of spying or the threat
of exposure. During those days and nights on the trail | grew back
slowy into the Dry-towner | once had been. | knew | would be sorry when
the walls of Shainsa rose on the horizon, bringing me back inescapably
to my own quest.

W swung wide, leaving the straight trail to Shainsa, and Kyra
announced his intention of stopping for half a day at Canarsa, one of
the wal |l ed nonhurman cities which lay well off the traveled road. To ny
i nadvertent show of surprise, he returned that he had trading
connections there.

"We all need a day's rest, and the Silent Ones will buy fromme, though
t hey have few dealings with nen. Look here, | owe you sonething. You
have | enses? You can get a better price in Canarsa than you'd get in
Ardcarran or Shainsa. Cone along with ne, and I'Il vouch for you."

Kyral had been nost friendly since the night I had dug himout from

under the catnen, and | knew no way to refuse w thout exposing nyself
for the shamtrader | was. But | was deathly apprehensive. Even wth
Rakhal | had never entered any of the nonhuman towns.

On WI f, human and nonhuman have |ived side by side for centuries. And
the human is not always the superior being. | mght pass, anong the
Dry-towners and the relatively stupid humanoid _chaks_, for another
Dry-towner. But Rakhal had cautioned me |I could not pass anong nonhumans
for native Wl fan, and warned me agai nst trying.

Nevert hel ess, | acconpani ed Kyral, carrying the box which had cost about
a week's pay in the Terran Zone and was worth a small fortune in the
Dry-towns.

Canarsa seened, inside the gates, |like any other town. The houses were
round, beehive fashion, and the streets totally enpty. Just inside the
gates a hooded figure greeted us, and gestured us by signs to foll ow
him He was covered fromhead to foot with sone coarse and shiny fiber
woven into stuff that |ooked |ike sacking.

But under the thick hooding was horror. It slithered and it had not hing
like a recogni zabl e human shape or walk, and I felt the prineval ape in
me cowering and gibbering in a corner of my brain. Kyral muttered, close
to ny ear, "No outsider is ever allowed to look on the Silent Ones in
their real form | think they're deaf and dunb, but be damm careful."

"You bet," | whispered, and was glad the streets were enpty. | wal ked
al ong, trying not to | ook at the gliding notion of that shrouded thing
up ahead.

The trading was done in an open hut of reeds which |ooked as if it had
been built in a hurry, and was not square, round, hexagonal or any other
recogni zabl e geonetrical shape. It formed a pattern of its own,
presunmably, but ny hunan eyes couldn't see it. Kyral said in a breath of
a whisper, "They'll tear it down and burn it after we |leave. W're
supposed to have contam nated it too greatly for any of the Silent Ones
ever to enter again. My fanily has traded with themfor centuries, and



we' re alnost the only ones who have ever entered the city."

Then two of the Silent Ones of Canarsa, al so covered with that coarse
shiny stuff, slithered into the hut, and Kyral choked off his words as
if he had swal | owed t hem

It was the strangest trading | had ever done. Kyral laid out the small
forged-steel tools and the coils of thin fine wire, and | unpacked ny

| enses and laid themout in neat rows. The Silent Ones neither spoke nor
nmoved, but through a thin place in the gray veiling | saw a speck which
m ght have been a phosphorescent eye, noving back and forth as if
scanning the things laid out for their inspection

Then | snothered a gasp, for suddenly blank spaces appeared in the rows
of merchandise. Certain small tools--wirecutters, calipers, surgica

sci ssors--had vani shed, and all the coils of wire had di sappeared.

Bl anks equal ly had appeared in the rows of lenses; all of ny tiny,

power ful microscope | enses had vani shed. | cast a quick glance at Kyral
but he seened unsurprised. | recalled vague runors of the Silent Ones,
and concluded that, eerie though it seened, this was nerely their way of
doi ng busi ness.

Kyral pointed at one of the tools, at an exceptionally fine pair of

bi nocul ar |l enses, at the last of the coils of wire. The shrouded ones
did not nove, but the |lenses and the wire vani shed. The snmall too
remai ned, and after a nmonent Kyral dropped his hand.

I took nmy cue from Kyral and remnai ned notionl ess, awaiting whatever
surprise was comng. | had hal fway expected what happened next. In the
bl ank spaces, little points of |light began to glimer, and after a
nmonent, blue and red and green gem stones appeared there. To nme the
substitution appeared roughly equitable and fair, though | am no judge
of the fine points of gens.

Kyral scowl ed slightly and pointed to one of the green gens, and after a
monent it whi sked away and a bl ue one took its place. In another spot
where a fine set of surgical instrunents had lain, Kyral pointed at the
bl ue gem whi ch now | ay there, shook his head and held out three fingers.
After a nonment, a second blue stone | ay wi nking beside the first.

Kyral did not nove, but inexorably held out the three fingers. There was
alittle swirling in the air, and then both gens vani shed, and the case
of surgical instrunents lay in their place.

Still Kyral did not nove, but held the three fingers out for a ful

m nute. Finally he dropped them and bent to pick up the case
instruments. Again the little swirl in the air, and the instrunents

vani shed. In their place lay three of the blue gens. My mouth tw tched
inthe first amusenent | had felt since we entered this uncanny place.
Evidently bargaining with the Silent Ones was not a great deal different
t han bargai ning with anyone anywhere. Neverthel ess, under the eyes of

t hose shrouded but horrible forms--if they had eyes, which | doubted--I
had no inpulse to protest their offered prices.

| gathered up the rejected | enses, repacked them neatly, and hel ped
Kyral recrate the tools and instrunments the Silent Ones had not wanted.
| noticed that in addition to the mcroscope | enses and surgica
instruments, they had taken all the fine wire. | couldn't inmagine, and
didn't particularly want to imagi ne, what they intended to do with it.



On our way back through the streets, unshepherded this time, Kyral's
tongue was | oosened as if with a great release fromtension. "They're
psychoki netics,” he told me. "Quite a few of the nonhuman races are. |
guess they have to be, having no eyes and no hands. But sonetines I
wonder if we of the Dry-towns ought to deal with themat all."

"What do you mean?" | asked, not really listening. | was thinking nostly
about the way the small objects had nelted away and reappeared. The
sight had stirred sone unconfortable menory, a vague sense of danger. It
was not tangible enough for me to know why | feared it, but just a
subl i mi nal uneasi ness that kept prodding at ne, like a tooth that isn't
quite aching yet.

Kyral said, "W of Shainsa |live between fire and flood. Terra on the one
hand, and on the other maybe somnethi ng worse, who knows? We know so
little about the Silent Ones, and those |like them Wo knows, naybe
we're giving themthe weapons to destroy us--" He broke off, with a
gasp, and stood staring down one of the streets.

It lay open and bare between two rows of round houses, and Kyral was
staring fixedly at a doorway which had opened there. | followed his
paral yzed gaze, and saw the girl.

Hair |ike spun black glass fell in hard waves around her shoul ders, and
the red eyes smled with alien malice, alien mschief, beneath the dark
crown of little stars. And the Toad God spraw ed in hi deous

enbroi deries across the white folds of her breast.

Kyral gul ped hoarsely. H's hand flew up as he clutched the charnms strung
about his neck. | inmtated the gesture nechanically, watching Kyral
wondering if he would turn and run again. But he stood frozen for a

m nute. Then the spell broke and he took one step toward the girl, arns
out st r et ched.

"Mellyn!'" he cried, and there was heartbreak in his voice. And again,
the cry making ringing echoes in the strange street:

"Mellynl Mellyn! _

This time it was the girl who whirled and fled. Her white robes
fluttered and | saw the twi nkle of her flying feet as she vanished into
a space between the houses and was gone.

Kyral took one blind step down the street, then another. But before he
could burst into a run | had himby the arm draggi ng himback to
sanity.

"Man, you've gone nmad! Chase, in a nonhuman town?"

He struggled for a minute, then, with a harsh sigh, he said, "It's al
right, I won't--" and shook | oose frommy arm

He did not speak again until we reached the gates of Canarsa and they
closed, silently and untouched, behind us. | had forgotten the place

already. | had space only to think of the girl, whose face | had not

forgotten since the nonent when she saved ne and di sappeared. Now she
had appeared again to Kyral. Wat did it all nean?

| asked, as we wal ked toward the canp, "Do you know that girl?" But |
knew t he question was futile. Kyral's face was cl osed, concedi ng



not hi ng, and his friendliness had vani shed conpletely.

He said, "Now | know you. You saved me fromthe catnen, and again in
Canarsa, so ny hands are bound from harm ng you. But it is evil to have
dealings with those who have been touched by the Toad God." He spat
noisily on the ground, |ooked at me with |oathing, and said, "W wll
reach Shainsa in three days. Stay away from ne."

CHAPTER SEVEN

Shainsa, first in the chain of Dry-towns that lie in the bed of a

| ong-dried ocean, is set at the center of a great alkali plain; a dusty,
parched city bl eached by a mllion years of sun. The houses are high
spreadi ng buildings with many roons and wi de wi ndows. The poorer sort
were made of sun-dried brick, the nore inposing being cut fromthe

bl eached salt stone of the cliffs that rise behind the city.

News travels fast in the Dry-towns. |If Rakhal were in the city, he'd

soon know that | was here, and guess who | was or why |'d cone. | m ght
di sgui se nyself so that my own sister, or the nother who bore nme, would
not know nme. But | had no illusions about ny ability to disguise mnmyself

from Rakhal . He had created the disguise that was ne.

When the second sun set, red and burning, behind the salt cliffs, | knew
he was not in Shainsa, but | stayed on, waiting for something to happen
At night | slept in a cubbyhole behind a wi neshop, paying an inordinate
price for that very dubious privilege. And every day in the sleepy
silence of the blood-red noon | paced the public square of Shainsa.

This went on for four days. No one took the slightest notice of another
nanel ess man in a shabby shirtcl oak, wi thout name or identity or known
busi ness. No one appeared to see nme except the dusty children, with pale
fleecy hair, who played their patient games on the w ndswept curbing of
t he square. They surveyed my scarred face with neither curiosity or
fear, and it occurred to ne that Ri ndy night be such another as these.

If | had still been thinking like an Earthman, | might have tried to
qguestion one of the children, or win their confidence. But | had a
deeper gane in hand.

On the fifth day | was so nuch a fixture that nmy paci ng went unnoticed
even by the children. On the gray noss of the square, a few
dried-1oo0king old nen, their faces as faded as their shirtcl oaks and
bearing the knife scars of a hundred forgotten fights, drowsed on the
stone benches. And along the flagged wal k at the edge of the square, as
suddenly as an autum stormin the salt flats, a woman cane wal ki ng.

She was tall, with a proud swi nging wal k, and a netallic clashing kept
rhythmto her swift steps. Her arms were fettered, each wist bound with
a jewel ed bracelet and the bracelets |Iinked together by a | ong,
silver-gilt chain passed through a silken | oop at her waist. Fromthe

| oop swng a tiny golden padl ock, but in the |ock stood an even tinier
key, signifying that she was a higher caste than her husband or consort,
that her fettering was by choice and not command.

She stopped directly before ne and raised her armin formal greeting



like a man. The chain made a tinkling sound in the hushed square as her
ot her hand was pulled up tight against the silken | oop at her waist. She
stood surveying nme for sone nonents, and finally |I raised ny head and
returned her gaze. | don't know why | had expected her to have hair |ike
spun bl ack glass and eyes that burned with a red reflection of the
burni ng star.

This woman's eyes were darker than the poi son-berries of the salt

cliffs, and her mouth was a cut berry that |ooked just as dangerous. She
was young, the slimess of her shoul ders and the narrow steel -chai ned
wists told me how very young she was, but her face had seen weat her and
stornms, and her dark eyes had weat hered worse psychic storms than that.
She did not flinch at the sight of ny scars, and met ny gaze wi thout

dr oppi ng her eyes.

"You are a stranger. \Wat is your business in Shai nsa?"

I met the direct question with the insolence it demanded, hardly noving
my lips. "I have cone to buy wonmen for the brothels of Ardcarran.

Per haps when washed you m ght be suitable. Wwo could arrange for your
sal e?"

She took the rebuke inpassively, though the bitter crinmson of her nouth
twitched a little in mschief or rage. But she made no sign. The battle
was j oi ned between us, and | knew already that it would be fought to the
end.

From somewhere in her draperies, sonething fell to the ground with a
little tinkle. But | knew that trick too and I did not nove. Finally she
went away without bending to retrieve it and when | | ooked around | saw
that all the fleece-haired children had stolen away, |eaving their

pl ayt hings Iying on the curbing. But one or two of the gaffers on the
stone benches, who were old enough to show curiosity w thout |osing
face, were watching ne with inpassive eyes.

| could have asked the woman's nane then, but | held back, knowi ng it
could only lessen the prestige | had gained fromthe encounter.

gl anced down, wi thout seeming to do so, at the tiny mrror which had
fallen fromthe recesses of the fur robe. Her name m ght have been

i nscri bed on the reverse.

But | left it Iying there to be picked up by the children when they
returned, and went back to the wi neshop. | had acconplished ny first
objective; if you can't be inconspicuous, be so dammed conspi cuous t hat
nobody can mss you. And that in itself is a fair conceal ment. How nany
peopl e can accurately describe a street riot?

I was finishing off a bad meal with a stone bottle of worse w ne when
the _chak_ came in, disregarding the proprietor, and made straight for
me. He was furred i mmacul ately white. H s velvet nmuzzl e was contracted
as if the very snmells mght soil it, and he kept a dainty paw
outstretched to ward off accidental contact with greasy counters or
tables or tapestries. His fur was scented, and his throat circled with a
col lar of enbroidered silk. This panpered ninion surveyed ne with the

i nnocent malice of an uninvol ved nonhuman for merely human intrigues.

"You are wanted in the Great House of Shanitha, thcarred man." He spoke
the Shainsa dialect with an affected lisp. "WII it pleathe you, cone
wis' ne?"



| came, with no nore than polite protest, but was startled. | had not
expected the encounter to reach the G eat House so soon. Shainsa' s G eat
House had changed hands four times since |I had |ast been in Shainsa.
wasn't overly anxious to appear there.

The white _chak_, as out of place in the rough Dry-town as a jewel in
the streets or a raindrop in the desert, led nme along a w nding

boul evard to an outlying district. He made no attenpt to engage ne in
conversation, and indeed | got the distinct inpression that this
cocksconb of a nonhuman considered me well beneath his notice. He seened
much nore aware of the blowi ng dust in the street, which ruffled and
snudged his carefully comnbed fur.

The G eat House was carved from bl ocks of rough pink basalt, the entry
guarded by two great caryatids enwapped in chains of carved netal, set
somehow into the surface of the basalt. The gilt had | ong ago worn away
fromthe chains so that it alternately gl eamed gold or snudged base
nmetal . The caryatids were patient and blind, their jewel-eyes |ong

vani shed under a hotter sun than today's.

The entrance hall was enormous. A Terran starship could have stood
upright inside it, was ny first inpression, but | dismssed that thought
qui ckly; any Terran thought was apt to betray nme. But the nmain hall was
built on a scale even nore huge, and it was even col der than the

| egendary hell of the _chaks . It was far too big for the people in it.

There was a little solar heater in the ceiling, but it didn't help much.
A dimglow cane froma netal brazier but that didn't help rmuch either
The _chak_ nelted into the shadows, and | went down the steps into the
hal | by nyself, feeling carefully for each step with ny feet and trying
not to seemto be doing so. My conparative night-blindness is the only
significant way in which I really differ froma native Wl fan

There were three nen, two wonen and a child in the room They were al
Dry-towners and had an obscure famly |ikeness, and they all wore rich
garments of fur dyed in many colors. One of the men, old and stooped and
wi t hered, was doing sonething to the brazier. A slimboy of fourteen was
sitting cross-legged on a pile of cushions in the corner. There was
somet hing wong with his |egs.

A girl of ten in a too-short snock that showed | ong spider-thin |egs
above her | ow | eather boots was playing with sone sort of shinmery
crystals, spilling themout into patterns and scoopi ng them up again
fromthe uneven stones of the floor. One of the wonen was a fat, creased
slattern, whose jewels and dyed furs did not disguise her greasy

sl ovenl i ness.

Her hands were unchai ned, and she was biting into a fruit which dripped
red juice down the rich blue fur of her robe. The old man gave her a

| ook Iike nurder as | cane in, and she straightened slightly but did not
discard the fruit. The whole room had a curious | ook of austere,

di gnified poverty, to which the fat woman was the only di scordant note.

But it was the remaining man and wonman who drew ny attention, so that |
noticed the others only peripherally, in their outernost orbit. One was
Kyral, standing at the foot of the dais and gl owering at ne.

The ot her was the dark-eyed woman | had rebuked today in the public
squar e.



Kyral said, "So it's you." And his voice held nothing. Not rebuke, not
friendliness or a lack of it, not even hatred.

Not hi ng

There was only one way to nmeet it. | faced the girl--she was sitting on
a thronelike chair next to the fat woman, and | ooked |ike a doe next to
a pig--and said boldly, "I assune this sumons to nean that you i nforned

your Kkinsnmen of nmy offer.”

She flushed, and that was triunph enough. | held back the triunph,
however, wary of overconfidence. The gaffer |aughed the hi gh cackle of
age, and Kyral broke in with a sharp, angry nonosyllable by which I knew
that nmy remark had i ndeed been repeated, and had | ost nothing in the
telling. But only the line of his jaw betrayed the anger as he said
calmy, "Be quiet, Dallisa. Where did you pick this up?"

| said boldly, "The Great House has changed rulers since last |I snelled
the salt cliffs. Newconers do not know my nane and theirs is unknown to
ne."

The old gaffer said thinly to Kyral, "Qur nane has |ost _kihar_. One
daughter is lured away by the Toymaker and anot her babbles wth
strangers in the square, and a honel ess no-good of the streets does not
know our nane."

My eyes, grow ng accustoned to the dark blaze of the brazier, saw that
Kyral was biting his lip and scow ing. Then he gestured to a table where
an array of glassware was set, and at the gesture, the white _chak_ cane
on noi sel ess feet and poured wi ne.

"I'f you have no blood-feud with my famly, will you drink with ne?"

"I will," | said, relaxing. Even if he had associated the trader with
the scarred Earthman of the spaceport, he seenmed to have decided to drop
the matter. He seened startled, but he waited until | had lifted the

gl ass and taken a sip. Then, with a novenment |ike |ightning, he |eaped
fromthe dais and struck the glass frommy |ips.

| staggered back, w ping ny cut mouth, in a split-second juggling
possibilities. The insult was terrible and deadly. | could do nothing
now but fight. Men had been nmurdered in Shainsa for far less. | had cone
to settle one feud, not involve nyself in another, but even while these
lightning thoughts flickered in ny nmind, | had whi pped out ny skean and
| was surprised at the shrillness of my own voice.

"You contrive of fense beneath your own roof--"

"Spy and renegade!" Kyral thundered. He did not touch his skean. From
the tabl e he caught a | ong four-thonged whip, naking it whistle through
the air. The long-1egged child scuttled backward. | stepped back one
pace, trying to conceal ny desperate puzzlenent. | could not guess what
had pronpted Kyral's attack, but whatever it was, | nust have nmade sone
bad m stake and could count nyself lucky to get out of there alive.

Kyral's voice perceptibly trenmbled with rage. "You dare to conme into ny
own horme after | have tracked you to the Kharsa and back, blind foo
that I was! But now you shall pay."

The whip sang through the air, hissing past ny shoulders. | dodged to



one side, retreating step by step as Kyral swung the powerful thongs. It
cracked again, and a pain like the burning of red-hot irons seared ny
upper arm M skean rattled down from nunb fingers.

The whi p whacked the fl oor.

"Pick up your skean," said Kyral. "Pick it up if you dare.'
the | ash again.

He poi sed

The fat woman screaned.

| stood rigid, gauging ny chances of disarming himw th a sudden | eap
Suddenly the girl Dallisa | eaped fromher seat with a harsh nusica
chi mi ng of chai ns.

"Kyral, no! No, Kyral!"

He noved slightly, but did not take his eyes fromme. "Get back
Dallisa."

"No! Wait!" She ran to himand caught his whip-arm dragging it down,
and spoke to himhurriedly and urgently. Kyral's face changed as she
spoke; he drew a long breath and threw the whi p down beside ny skean on
the floor.

"Answer straight, on your life. Wat are you doing in Shai nsa?"

| could hardly take it in that for the nonment | was reprieved from
sudden death, from being beaten into bl oody death there at Kyral's feet.
The girl went back to her thronelike chair. Now | nust either tell the
truth or a convincing lie, and I was lost in a gane where | didn't know
the rules. The explanation | thought m ght get nme out alive night be the
very one which would bring down instant and pai nful death. Suddenly,
with a poighancy that was al nost pain, | w shed Rakhal were standing
here at ny side.

But | had to bluff it out alone.

If they had recognized me for Race Cargill, the Terran spy who had often
been in Shainsa, they might release nme--it was possible, | supposed,

that they were Terran synpathizers. On the other hand, Kyral's shouts of
"Spy, renegade!" seemed to suggest the opposite.

| stood trying to ignore the searing pain in ny |lashed arm but | knew
that bl ood was running hot down ny shoulder. Finally | said, "I came to

settl e bl ood-feud."

Kyral's lips thinned i n what m ght have been nmeant for a smile. "You
shal I, assuredly. But with whom remains to be seen.”

Knowi ng | had nothing nore to lose, | said, "Wth a renegade call ed
Rakhal Sensar."

Only the old man echoed nmy words dully, "Rakhal Sensar?"
| felt heartened, seeing | wasn't dead yet.
"l have sworn to kill him"

Kyral suddenly cl apped his hands and shouted to the white _chak_to



cl ean up the broken glass on the floor. He said huskily, "You are not
your sel f Rakhal Sensar?"
"I _told_ you he wasn't,"
you he wasn't."

said Dallisa, high and hysterically. "I _told_

"A scarred man, tall--what was | to think?" Kyral sounded and | ooked
badly shaken. He filled a glass hinmself and handed it to nme, saying
hoarsely, "l did not believe even the renegade Rakhal woul d break the
code so far as to drink with ne."

"He would not." | could be positive about this. The codes of Terra had
made sone superficial inpress on Rakhal, but down deep his own world
held sway. If these nmen were at bl ood-feud w th Rakhal and he stood here
where | stood, he would have let hinself be beaten into bl oody rags
before tasting their w ne.

| took the glass, raised it and drained it. Then, holding it out before

me, | said, "Rakhal's life is mne. But | swear by the red star and by
t he unnovi ng nount ai ns, by the black snow and by the Ghost Wnd, | have
no quarrel with any beneath this roof." | cast the glass to the floor

where it shattered on the stones.

Kyral hesitated, but under the blazing eyes of the girl he quickly
poured hinself a glass of the wine and drank a few sips, then flung down
the glass. He stepped forward and | aid his hands on ny shoul ders. |

wi nced as he touched the welt of the lash and could not raise ny own arm
to conplete the cerenonial toast.

Kyral stepped away and shrugged. "Shall | have one of the wonen see to
your hurt?" He | ooked at Dallisa, but she twi sted her nouth. "Do it
yoursel f1"

"It is nothing," | said, not truthfully. "But | demand in requital that
since we are bound by spilled blood under your roof, that you give ne
what news you have of Rakhal, the spy and renegade."

Kyral said fiercely, "If | knew, would | be under nmy own roof?"
The old gaffer on the dais broke into shrill whining laughter. "You have
drunk wi' him Kyral, now he's bound you not to do himharm | know the

story of Rakhal! He was spy for Terra twelve years. Twel ve years, and
then he fought and flung their filthy noney in their faces and left '
But his partner was sone Dry-town hal fbreed or Terran spy and they
fought wi' clawed gl oves, and near killed one another except the
Terrans, who have no honor, stopped 'em See the marks of the _kifirgh_
on his face!"

em

"By Sharra the gol den-chained," said Kyral, gazing at me with sonet hi ng
like a grin. "You are, if nothing else, a very clever man. \WWat are you,
spy, or half-caste of some Ardcarran slut?"

"What | am doesn't matter to you," | said. "You have bl ood-feud wth
Rakhal , but mine is older than yours and his life is mne. As you are
bound in honor to kill"--the formal phrases cane easily nowto ny

tongue; the Earthnman had slipped away--"so you are bound in honor to
help ne kill. If anyone beneath your roof knows anything of Rakhal--"

Kyral's snile bared his teeth



"Rakhal works against the Son of the Ape," he said, using the insulting

Wl f termfor the Terrans. "If we help you to kill him we renove a goad
fromtheir flanks. | prefer to let the filthy _Terranan_ spend their
strength trying to renove it thensel ves. Mreover, | believe you are

yoursel f an Eart hman.

"You have no right to the courtesy | extend to we, the People of the
Sky. Yet you have drunk wine with ne and | have no quarrel with you." He
rai sed his hand in dismssal, outfencing ne. "Leave ny roof in safety
and ny city with honor."

I could not protest or plead. A man's _kihar_, his personal dignity, is
a precious thing in Shainsa, and he had placed ne so | could not
conprom se nmine further in words. Yet | lost _kihar_ equally if | left
at his bidding, like an inferior dismssed.

One desperate ganbl e remai ned.
"Awrd," | said, raising ny hand, and while he half turned, startled,

believing I was indeed about to conpromise ny dignity by a further plea,
| flung it at him

"I will bet _shegri_ with you."

H s iron conposure | ooked shaken. | had delivered a blowto his belief
that | was an Earthman, for it is doubtful if there are six Earthnen on
Wl f who know about _shegri_, the dangerous gane of the Dry-towns.

It is no ordinary ganble, for what the better stakes is his life,
possi bly his reason. Rarely indeed will a man beg _shegri_ unl ess he has
nothing further to | ose.

It is a cruel, possibly decadent gane, which has no parallel anywhere in
t he known uni ver se.

But | had no choice. | had struck a cold trail in Shainsa. Rakhal m ght
be anywhere on the planet and half of Magnusson's nonth was al ready up
Unless | could force Kyral to tell what he knew, | nmight as well quit.

So | repeated: "I will bet _shegri_ with you."

And Kyral stood unmovi ng.

For what the _shegrin_ wagers is his courage and endurance in the face
of torture and an unknown fate. On his side, the stakes are clearly

det erm ned beforehand. But if he |oses, his punishnent or penalty is at
t he whi m of the one who has accepted him and he may be put to whatever
doom the w nner determ nes.

And this is the contest:

The _shegrin_ pernits hinmself to be tortured fromsunrise to sunset. |f
he endures he wins. It is as sinple as that. He can stop the torture at
any noment by a word, but to do so is a concession of defeat.

This is not as dangerous as it mght, at first, seem The other party to
the bet is bound by the ironclad codes of WIf to inflict no permanent
physi cal damage (no injury that will not heal with three suncourses).

But fromsunrise to sunset, any tornent or painful ingenuity which the
hal f - human nmentality of Wl f can devi se nust be endured.



The man who can outthink the torture of the nonent, the man who can hol d
in his mind the single thought of his goal--that man can claimthe
stakes he has set, as well as other concessions nmade traditional

The silence grewin the hall. Dallisa had strai ghtened and was wat chi ng
me intently, her lips parted and the tip of a little red tongue visible
bet ween her teeth. The only sound was the tiny crunching as the fat
woman ni bbl ed at nuts and cast their shells into the brazier. Even the
child on the steps had abandoned her gane with the crystal dice, and sat
| ooking up at me with her nmouth open. Finally Kyral demanded, " Your

st akes?"

"Tell me all you know of Rakhal Sensar and keep silence about nme in
Shai nsa. "

"By the red shadow," Kyral burst out, "you have courage, Rascar!"
"Say only yes or no!" | retorted.

Rebuked, he fell silent. Dallisa | eaned forward and again, for sone

unknown reason, | thought of a girl with hair |ike spun black gl ass.
Kyral raised his hand. "I say no. | have bl ood-feud with Rakhal and
will not sell his death to another. Further, | believe you are Terran
and I will not deal with you. And finally, you have twice saved ny life
and | would find small pleasure in torturing you. | say no. Drink again

with me and we part without a quarrel."

Beaten, | turned to go.

"Wait," said Dallisa.

She stood up and canme down fromthe dais, slowy this time, walking with
dignity to the rhythm of her nusically clashing chains. "I have a

quarrel with this man."

| started to say that | did not quarrel with wonmen, and stopped nyself.
The Terran concept of chivalry has no equival ent on Wl f.

She | ooked at me with her dark poison-berry eyes, icy and | evel and

anused, and said, "I will bet _shegri_ with you, unless you fear ne,
Rascar."
And | knew suddenly that if | lost, | mght better have trusted nyself

to Kyral and his whip, or to the wild beast-things of the nountains.

CHAPTER EI GHT

| slept little that night.

There is a tale told in Daillon of a _shegri_ where the chal |l enger was
left in a room alone, where he was blindfolded and told to await the
begi nning of the tornent.

Sonmewhere in those dark hours of waiting, between the unknown and the



unexpected, the hours of telling over to hinself the horrors of past
_shegri_, the torture of anticipation alone becane the unbearable. A
little past noon he collapsed in screans of horror and died raving,
unmarred, untouched.

Daybreak cane slowy, and with the first streaners of |ight cane Dallisa
and the white _chak_, maliciously uninvolved, sniffing his way through

t he shabby poverty of the great hall. They took me to a | ower dungeon
where the slant of the sunlight was less visible. Dallisa said, "The sun
has risen."

| said nothing. Any word may be interpreted as a confession of defeat. |
resol ved to give themno excuse. But ny skin crawl ed and | had that
peculiar prickling sensation where the hair on ny forearns was
bristling erect with tension and fear

Dallisa said to the _chak_, "Hi s gear was not searched. See that he has
swal | owed no anesthetic drugs."

Briefly | gave her credit for thoroughness, even while | wondered in a
split second why |I had not thought of this. Drugs could blur

consci ousness, at least, or suspend reality. The white nonhuman sprang
forward and pinioned ny arms with one strong, spring-steel forearm Wth
his other hand he forced ny jaws open. | felt the furred fingers at the
back of ny throat, gagged, struggled briefly and doubled up in
uncontrol | abl e retching.

Dal I i sa's poi son-berry-eyes regarded nme levelly as | struggl ed upright,
fighting off the dizzy sickness of disgust. Something about her

i npassi ve face stopped ne cold. | had been, nmomentarily, raging with
fury and humiliation. Now | realized that this had been a cal cul at ed,
careful gesture to nmake nme |l ose nmy tenper and thus sap ny resistance.

If she could set me to fighting, if she could nake ne spend ny strength
in rage, nmy own inmagination would fight on her side to nmake nme | ose
control before the end. Swimm ng in the glare of her eyes, | realized
she had never thought for a nonent that | had taken any drug. Acting on
Kyral's hint that | was a Terran, she was taking advantage of the

wel | -known Terran revul sion for the nonhuman.

"Blindfold him" Dallisa cormmanded, then instantly counternmanded that:
"No, strip himfirst."

The _chak_ ripped off shirtcloak, shirt, shoes, breeches, and | had ny
first triunmph when the weal ed cl awrarks on nmy shoul ders--worse, if
possi bl e, than those which disfigured ny face--were laid bare. The
_chak_ screwed up his muzzle in fastidious horror, and Dallisa | ooked
shaken. | could al nost read her thoughts:

_If he endured this, what hope have | to make himcry nercy?_

Briefly I remenbered the nonths | lay feverish and hal f dead, waiting
for the wounds Rakhal had inflicted to heal, those nonths when | had
bel i eved that nothing would ever hurt me again, that | had known the
worst of all suffering. But | had been younger then.

Dal I i sa had picked up two snmall sharp knives. She wei ghed them
briefly, gesturing to the _chak . Wthout resisting, | let nyself be
manhandl ed backward, spreadeagl ed agai nst the wall



Dal | i sa commanded, "Drive the knives through his palms to the wall!"

My hands twitched convul sively, anticipating the slash of steel, and ny
throat closed in spasnodic dread. This was breaki ng the conpact, bound
as they were not to inflict physical danmage. | opened my lips to protest
this breaking of the bond of honor and net her dark bl azing stare, and
suddenly the sweat broke out on ny forehead. | had placed nmyself wholly
in their hands, and as Kyral had said, they were in no way bound by
honor to respect a pledge to a Terran

Then, as ny hands clenched into fists, | forced nyself to relax. This
was a bluff, a nmental trick to needle ne into breaking the pact and
pl eading for nercy. | set ny lips, spread ny pal ns wi de agai nst the wall

and wai ted inpassively.

She said in her lilting voice, "Take care not to sever the tendons, or
hi s hands woul d be paral yzed and he may cl ai m we have broken our
compact . "

The points of the steel, razor-sharp, touched ny palns, and | felt blood
run down ny hand before the pain. Wth an effort that turned ny face
white, | did not pull away fromthe point. The knives drove deeper.

Dal | i sa gestured to the _chak_. The knives dropped. Two pinpricks, a
quarter of an inch deep, stung in ny palm | had outbluffed her. Had I?

If | had expected her to betray disappointnment--and | had--1 was

di sappoi nted. Abruptly, as if the game had weari ed her already, she
gestured, and | could not hold back a gasp as ny arms were haul ed up
over my head, twisted violently around one another and trussed with thin
cords that bit deep into the flesh. Then the rough upward pull al nost
jerked ny shoulders fromtheir sockets and | heard the giant _chak_
grunt with effort as I was haul ed upward until ny feet barely, on

ti ptoe, touched the floor.

"Blindfold him" said Dallisa languidly, "so that he cannot watch the
ascent of the sun or its descent or know what is to cone."

A dark softness nuffled ny eyes. After a little | heard her steps
retreating. My arnms, wenched overhead and nunbed with the bite of the
cords, were beginning to hurt badly now But it wasn't too bad. Surely
she did not nean that this should be all....

Sternly | controlled nmy imagination, taking a tight rein on ny thoughts.
There was only one way to nmeet this--hanging blind and racked in space,
nmy toes barely scrabbling at the floor--and that was to take each thing
as it came and not | ook ahead for an instant. First of all | tried to
get ny feet under ne, and di scovered that by arching upwards to ny
fullest height | could bear ny weight on tiptoe and ease, a little, the
di sl ocating ache in ny arnpits by slackening the overhead rope.

But after a little, a cramping pain began to flare through the arches of
my feet, and it becane inpossible to support ny weight on tiptoe.

jarred down with violent strain on ny wists and wenched shoul ders
again, and for a nonment the shooting agony was so intense that | nearly
screamed. | thought | heard a soft breath near ne.

After a little it subsided to a sharp ache, then to a dull ache, and
then to the violent cranping pain again, and once nore | struggled to
get ny toes under ne. | realized that by allowing ny toes barely to



touch the floor they had doubled and tripled the pain by the tantalizing
hope of, if not nonentary relief, at least the alteration of one pain
for anot her.

I haven't the faintest idea, even now, how long | repeated that

agoni zing cycle: struggle for a toehold on rough stone, scraping ny bare
feet raw, arch upward with all mnmy strength to release for a few nonents
the strain on ny wenched shoul ders; the nomentary illusion of relief as
I found ny bal ance and the pressure lightened on ny wists.

Then the slow creeping, first of an ache, then of a pain, then of a

vi ol ent agony in the arches of feet and calves. And, delayed to the | ast
endur abl e nonent, that final terrible anguish when the drop of ny ful
wei ght pull ed shoul der and wist and el bow joints with that
bone-shattering jerk.

| started once to estinmate how rmuch tine had passed, how nmany hours had
craw ed by, then checked nyself, for that was inm nent nadness. But once
t he process had begun ny brain woul d not abandon and | found mnysel f,
wi t h compul sive precision, counting off the seconds and the nminutes in
each cycle: stretch upward, release the pressure on the arns; the

begi nning of pain in calves and arches and toes; the creeping of pain up
ribs and | oins and shoul ders; the sudden jarring drop on the arnms again.

My throat was intolerably dry. Under other circunmstances | m ght have
estimated the time by the growth of hunger and thirst, but the rough
treatment | had received nade this inpossible. There were other
unnenti onabl e, humiliating pains.

After a time, to bolster my flagging courage, | found nyself thinking of
all the ways it mght have been worse. | had heard of a _shegrin_
exposed to the bite of poisonous--not fatal, but painfully

poi sonous--insects, and to the worrying of the small gnawi ng rodents

whi ch can be trained to bite and tear. O | mght have been branded. ..

| bani shed the menmory with the powerful exorcism the man in Daillon
whose anticipation, alone, of a torture which never cane, had broken his
m nd. There was only one way to conquer this, and that was to act as if
the present nonent was the only one, and never for a nonment to forget
that the strongest of conpacts bound themnot to harmme, that the end
of this was fixed by sunset.

Gradual 'y, however, all such rational thoughts blurred in a semidelirium
of thirst and pain, narrowing to a red bl aze of agony across ny shoul der
bl ades. | eased up on ny toes again.

Wi t e- hot pain blazed through ny feet. The rough stone on which ny toes
sank had been covered with netal and | snelled scorching flesh, jerking
up my feet with a wordless snarl of rage and fury, hanging in agony by
nmy shoul ders al one.

And then | |ost consciousness, at |east for several nonments, for when |

became aware again, through the nightnare of pain, ny toes were resting
lightly and securely on cold stone. The snell of burned flesh renai ned,

and the painful stinging in ny toes. Mngled with that snell was a drift
of perfune cl ose by.

Dal lisa nmurnured, "I do not wi sh to break our bargain by damagi ng your
feet. It's only a little touch of fire to keep you fromtoo nuch
security in resting them"



| felt the taste of blood mingle in my nouth with the sour taste of
vomt. | felt delirious, Iightheaded. After another eternity | wondered
if | had really heard Dallisa's lilting croon or whether it was a

ni ght mare born of feverish pain:

_Plead with me. A word, only a word and | will rel ease you, strong nan
scarred man. Perhaps | shall demand only a little space in your arns.
Woul d not such doom be Iight upon you? Perhaps | shall set you free to
seek Rakhal if only to plague Kyral. A word, only a word fromyou. A
word, only a word fromyou...._

It died into an endl essly echoi ng whi sper. Swayi ng, blinded, | wondered

why | endured. | drew a dry tongue over lips, salty and bl oody, and
ni ght mari shly consi dered yi el ding, w nning ny way sonmehow around
Dal i sa. O knocking her suddenly sensel ess and escaping--1, who need

not be bound by Wl f's codes either. |I funbled with a stiff shape of
wor ds.

And a breath saved ne, a soft, released breath of anticipation. It was
another trick. | swayed, linp and racked. | was not Race Cargill now. I
was a dead man hanging in chains, swinging, filthy vultures pecking at
nmy dangling feet. | was...

The sound of boots rang on the stone and Kyral's voice, |low and bitter,
demanded sonmewhere behind ne, "Wat have you done wi th hinP"

She did not answer, but | heard her chains clash lightly and i magi ned
her gesture. Kyral nuttered, "Wnen have no genius at any torture
except...." H's voice faded out into great distances. Their words cane
to nme over a sort of windy ringing, like the howing of |ost nmen, dying
in the snowfast passes of the nountains.

"Speak up, you fool, he can't hear you now. "

"I'f you have let himfaint, you are clunsy!"
" You_ talk of clunsiness!" Dallisa's voice, even thinned by the
nightmare ringing in ny head, held concentrated scorn. "Perhaps | shal
rel ease him to find Rakhal when you failed! The Terrans have a price on
Rakhal's head, too. And at l|east this man will not confuse hinmself with
his prey!"

"I'f you think | would let you bargain with a _Terranan_--

Dallisa cried passionately, "You trade with the Terrans! How woul d you
stop me, then?"

"I trade with them because | must. But for a matter involving the honor
of the Great House--"

"The Great House whose steps you woul d never have clinbed, except for
Rakhal !'" Dallisa sounded as if she were chewing her words in little

pi eces and spitting themat Kyral. "Ch, you were clever to take us both
as your consorts! You did not know it was Rakhal's doing, did you? Hate
the Terrans, then!" She spat an obscenity at him "Enjoy your hate,

wal low in hating, and in the end all Shainsa will fall prey to the
Toymaker, like Mellyn."

"I'f you speak that name again," said Kyral very low, "I will kill you."



"Like Mellyn, Mellyn, Mellyn," Dallisa repeated deliberately. "You
fool, Rakhal knew nothing of Mellyn!"

"He was seen--"

"Wth ne_, you fool! Wth _ne_! You cannot yet tell twin fromtw n?
Rakhal came to ne_ to ask news of her!"

Kyral cried out hoarsely, like a man in anguish, "Wy didn't you tel
ne?"

"You don't really have to ask, do you, Kyral?"

"You bitch!" said Kyral. "You filthy bitch!" | heard the sound of a

bl ow. The next monment Kyral ripped the blindfold fromny eyes and
blinked in the blaze of light. My arnms were wholly nunb now, tw sted
above ny head, but the jar of his touch sent fresh pain racing through
me. Kyral's face swam out of the blaze of hell. "If that is true, then
this is a dammable farce, Dallisa. You have | ost our chance of | earning
what he knows of Mellyn."

"What he_  knows?" Dallisa | owered her hand from her face, where a
brui se was al ready darkeni ng.

"Mellyn has twi ce appeared when | was with him Loose him Dallisa, and
bargain with him Wat we know of Rakhal for what he knows of Mellyn."
"I'f you think | would let you bargain with _Terranan_," she nocked.
"Weakling, this quarrel is _mne_! You fool, the others in the caravan
will give me news, if you will not! _Where is Cuinn?_"

Froma mllion nmiles away Kyral |aughed. "You' ve slipped the wong hawk,
Dallisa. The catmen killed him" H s skean flicked |oose. He clinbed to
a perch near the rope at nmy wists. "Bargain with ne, Rascar!"

| coughed, unable to speak, and Kyral insisted, "WII| you bargai n? End
this dammed wonan's farce which makes a nock of _shegri _?"

The slant of sun told ne there was light left. | found a shred of voice,
not knowi ng what | was going to say until | had said it, irrevocably.
"This is between Dallisa and ne."

Kyral glared at ne in nounting rage. Wth four strides he was out of the
room flinging back a harsh, furious "I hope you kill each other!" and
t he door sl anmed.

Dallisa's face swamred, and again as before, | knew the battle which
was j oi ned between us woul d be fought to a dreadful end. She touched ny
chest lightly, but the touch jolted excruciating pain through ny

shoul ders.

"Did you kill Cuinn?"
| wondered, wearily, what this presaged.
"Did you?" In a passion, she cried, "Answer! Did you kill hinmP" She

struck me hard, and where the touch had been pain, the blow was a bl aze
of white agony. | fainted.



"Answer!" She struck nme again and the white blaze jolted nme back to
consci ousness. "Answer ne! Answer!" Each cry bought a blow until |
gasped finally, "He signaled ... set catnen on us...."

"No!" She stood staring at me and her white face was a death nask in
whi ch the eyes lived. She screanmed wildly and the huge _chak_ cane
runni ng.

"Cut himdown! Cut himdown! Cut himdown!"

A knife slashed the rope and | slunped, falling in a bone-breaking
huddle to the floor. My arnms were still tw sted over ny head. The _chak_
cut the ropes apart, pulled ny arms roughly back into place, and

gagged with the pain as the bl ood began flow ng painfully through the
chafed and swol | en hands.

And then | |ost consciousness. Mdire or |less permanently, this tine.

CHAPTER NI NE

When | cane to again | was lying with ny head in Dallisa's lap, and the
reddi sh col or of sunset was in the room Her thighs were soft under ny
head, and for an instant | wondered if, in delirium | had conceded to
her. | muttered, "Sun ... not down...."

She bent her face to mine, whispering, "Hush. Hush."

It was heaven, and | drifted off again. After a noment | felt a cup
agai nst ny |ips.

"Can you swal | ow t hi s?"

| could and did. | couldn't taste it yet, but it was cold and wet and
felt heavenly trickling down mnmy throat. She bent and | ooked into ny
eyes, and | felt as if | were falling into those reddish and storny
dept hs. She touched ny scarred nouth with a light finger. Suddenly ny
head cl eared and | sat upright.

"Is this a trick to force ne into calling ny bet?"

She recoiled as if | had struck her, then the trace of a smle flitted
around her red nouth. Yes, between us it was battle. "You are right to
be suspicious, | suppose. But if | tell you what | know of Rakhal, will
you trust me then?"

| looked straight at her and said, "No."
Surprisingly, she threw back her head and | aughed. | flexed ny freed

wrists cautiously. The skin was torn away and chafed, and nmy arnms ached
to the bone. Wien | noved harsh | ances of pain drove through nmy chest.

"Well, until sunset | have no right to ask you to trust nme," said
Dal | i sa when she had done | aughing. "And since you are bound by ny
command until the last ray has fallen, | command that you | ay your head

upon ny knees."



| blazed, "You are naking a gane of nel"
"I's that ny privilege? Do you refuse?"

"Refuse?" It was not yet sunset. This might be a torture nmore conpl ex
than any which had yet greeted me. Fromthe scarlet glint in her eyes I
felt she was playing with me, as the cat-things of the forest play with
their helpless victins. My mouth twitched in a grimace of humliation as
| lowered nyself obediently until ny head rested on her fur-clad knees.

She murnured, smiling, "lIs this so unbearable, then?"

| said nothing. Never, never for an instant could | forget that--al
human, all woman as she seened--Dallisa's race was worn and ol d when the
Terran Enmpire had not left their home star. The mind of WIf, which has
m ngl ed with the nonhuman since before the begi nnings of recorded tine,

i s unfathonmable to an outsider. | was better equipped than nost Earthnen
to keep pace with its surface acts, but | could never pretend to
understand its deeper notivations.

It works on conplex and irrational logic. Mschief is an integral part
of it. Even the deadly bl ood-feud with Rakhal had begun with an

overel aborate practical joke--which had | ost the Service, incidentally,
several thousand credits worth of spaceship.

And so | could not trust Dallisa for an instant. Yet it was wonderful to
lie here with my head resting agai nst the perfumed softness of her body.

Then suddenly her arnms were gripping nme, frantic and hungry; the subdued
thing in her voice, her eyes, flaned out hot and wild. She was pressing
the whol e I ength of her body to mine, breasts and thighs and |ong | egs,
and her voice was hoarse

"I's this torture too?"

Beneath the fur robe she was soft and white, and the subtle scent of her
hair seened a deeper entrapment than any. Frail as she seened, her arns
had the strength of steel, and pain blazed down ny wenched shoul ders,
seared through the twisted wists. Then | forgot the pain.

Over her shoul der the last dropping redness of the sun vani shed and
pl unged the roominto orchid twlight.

| caught her wists in nmy hands, prizing them backward, tw sting them
upward over her head. | said thickly, "The sun's down." And then |
stopped her wild nouth with mne.

And | knew that the battle between us had reached climax and victory
si mul t aneously, and any question about who had won it was purely
academi c.

* * * * *

During the night sonetinme, while her dark head |ay notionless on ny
shoul der, | found nyself staring into the darkness, wakeful. The

t hrobbing of ny bruises had little to do with ny sl eepl essness; | was
renmenbering other chained girls fromthe old days in the Dry-towns, and
t he honey and poison of themdistilled into Dallisa' s kisses. Her head
was very light on ny shoul ders, and she felt curiously insubstanti al

i ke a woman of feathers.



One of the tiny nmoons was visible through the slitted wi ndows. | thought
of my roons in the Terran Trade City, clean and bright and warm and al
the nights when | had paced the floor, hating, filled to the teeth with
bitterness, longing for the w ndswept stars of the Dry-towns, the salt
snell of the winds and the musical clashing of the wal k of the chained
worren.

Wth a sting of guilt, | realized that | had half forgotten Juli and ny
pl edge to her and her mi sfortune which had freed me again, for this.

Yet | had won, and what they knew had narrowed ny planet-w de search to
a pinpoint. Rakhal was in Charin.

I wasn't altogether surprised. Charin is the only city on Wl f, except
t he Kharsa, where the Terran Enpire has put down deep roots into the
pl anet, built a Trade City, a smaller spaceport. Like the Kharsa, it
lies within the circle of Terran law-and a million mles outside it.

A nonhuman town, inhabited |argely by chaks , it is the core and center
of the resistance novenent, a noisy town in a perpetual ferment. It was
the I ogical place for a renegade. | settled nyself so that the ache in
nmy racked shoul ders was | ess violent, and nmuttered, "Wy Charin?"

Slight as the novenent was, it roused Dallisa. She rolled over and
propped herself on her el bows, quoting drowsily, "The prey wal ks saf est
at the hunter's door."

| stared at the square of violet nmoonlight, trying to fit together al
the pieces of the puzzle, and asked hal f al oud, "What prey and what
hunt er s?"

Dallisa didn't answer. | hadn't expected her to answer. | asked the rea
guestion in ny mnd: "Wy does Kyral hate Rakhal Sensar, when he doesn't
even know hi m by sight?"

"There are reasons," she said somberly. "One of themis Mellyn, nmy twin
sister. Kyral clinbed the steps of the Geat House by claining us both
as his consorts. He is our father's son by another w fe."

That expl ai ned nmuch. Brother-and-sister marriages, not uncomon in the
Dry-towns, are based on expedi ency and suspicion, and are frequently,

t hough not always |oveless. It explained Dallisa's taunts, and it partly
expl ai ned, only partly, why I found her in nmy arnms. It did not explain
Rakhal *s part in this nysterious intrigue, nor why Kyral had taken ne
for Rakhal, (but only after he renenbered seeing ne in Terran clothing).

| wondered why it had never occurred to me before that | m ght be

m st aken for Rakhal. There was no cl ose resenbl ance between us, but a
casual description would apply equally well to ne or to Rakhal. My

hei ght is unusual for a Terran--within an inch of Rakhal's own--and we
had roughly the sane build, the sane coloring. | had copied his walk,
imtated his nannerisns, since we were boys together

And, blurring nminor facial characteristics, there were the scars of the
_kifirgh_ on ny nmouth, cheeks, and shoul ders. Anyone who did not know us
by sight, anyone who had known us by reputation fromthe days when we
had worked together in the Dry-towns, might easily take one of us for
the other. Even Juli had blurted, "You' re so much like--" before

t hi nki ng better of it.



O her odd bits of the puzzle floated in my mnd, stubbornly refusing to
take on recogni zabl e patterns, the disappearance of a toy-seller; Juli's
hysteri cal babbling; the way the girl--Mellyn?--had vani shed into a
shrine of Nebran; and the taunts of Dallisa and the old nan about a
nmysteri ous "Toymaker." And sonething, sone random joggling of a nenory,
in that eerie trading in the city of the Silent Ones. | knew all these
things fitted together sonehow, but | had no real hope that Dallisa
could conmplete their pattern for ne.

She said, with a vehenence that startled me, "Mellyn is only the
excuse! Kyral hates Rakhal because Rakhal will conprom se and because
he'I'l fight!"

She roll ed over and pressed herself against nme in the darkness. Her
voi ce trenmbl ed. "Race, our world is dying. W can't stand agai nst Terra.
And there are other things, worse things."

| sat up, surprised to find myself defending Terra to this girl. After
all these years | was back in my own world. And yet | heard nyself say
quietly, "The Terrans aren't exploiting WIlf. W haven't abolished the
rul e of Shai nsa. We've changed not hi ng. "

It was true. Terra held Wl f by conpact, not conquest. They paid, and
pai d generously, for the |lease of the | ands where their Trade Cities
woul d rise, and stepped beyond themonly when invited to do so.

"We let any city or state that wants to keep its independence govern
itself until it collapses, Dallisa. And they do coll apse after a
generation or so. Very few primtive planets can hold out against us.
The peopl e thensel ves get tired of living under feudal or theocratic
systens, and they beg to be taken into the Enpire. That's all."

"But that's just it," Dallisa argued. "You give the people all those

things we used to give them and you do it better. Just by being here,
you are killing the Dry-towns. They're turning to you and | eaving us,

and you let themdo it."

| shook ny head. "We've kept the Terran Peace for centuries. What do you
expect ? Should we give you arns, planes, bombs, weapons to hold your
sl aves down?"

"Yes!" she flared at nme. "The Dry-towns have rul ed Wl f
si nce--since--you, you can't even imagi ne how | ong! And we made conpact
with you to trade here--"

"And we have rewarded you by | eaving you untouched,” | said quietly.
"But we have not forbidden the Dry-towns to come into the Enpire and
work with Terra."

She said bitterly, "Men like Kyral will die first," and pressed her face

hel pl essly against me. "And | will die with them Mellyn broke away,
but | cannot! Courage is what | lack. Qur world is rotten, Race, rotten
all through, and I'"'mas rotten as the core of it. | could have killed
you today, and |I'mhere in your arms. Qur world is rotten, but |'ve no
confidence that the new world will be better!”

| put ny hand under her chin, and | ooked down gravely into her face,
only a pale oval in the darkness. There was nothing | could say; she had
said it all, and truthfully. | had hated and yearned and starved for



this, and when | found it, it turned salty and bl oody on ny lips, |ike
Dal lisa's despairing kisses. She ran her fingers over the scars on ny
face, then gripped her small thin hands around ny wists so fiercely
that | grunted protest.

"You will not forget me," she said in her strangely lilting voice. "You
will not forget ne, although you were victorious." She twi sted and | ay
| ooking up at me, her eyes glowing faintly |um nous in darkness. | knew
that she could see nme as clearly as if it were day. "I think it was ny

victory, not yours, Race Cargill."

Gently, on an inpulse | could not explain, | picked up one delicate
wrist, then the other, unclasping the heavy jewel ed bracelets. She |et
out a stifled cry of dismay. And then | tossed the chains into a corner
before | drew her savagely into ny arns again and forced her head back
under ny nout h.

* * * * *

| said good-bye to her alone, in the reddish, w ndswept space before the
Great House. She pressed her head agai nst ny shoul der and whi spered,
"Race, take me with you!"

For answer | only picked up her narrow wists and turned them over on ny
pal m The jewel ed bracelets were cl asped again around the thinly boned
joints, and on sone self-punishing inmpul se she had shortened the chains
so that she could not even put her arns around nme. | lifted the punished
wists to nmy mouth and ki ssed them gently.

"You don't want to | eave, Dallisa."

| was desperately sorry for her. She would go down with her dying world,
proud and cold and with no place in the new one. She kissed nme and
tasted bl ood, her thin fettered body straining wildly against ne, shaken
with tearing, convulsive sobs. Then she turned and fled back into the
shadow of the great dark house.

| never saw her again.

CHAPTER TEN

A few days later | found nyself nearing the end of the trail

It was twilight in Charin, hot and reeking with the gypsy glare of fires
whi ch burned, snoking, at the far end of the Street of the Six
Shepherds. | crouched in the shadow of a wall, waiting.

My skin itched fromthe dirty shirtcloak I hadn't changed in days.
Shabbi ness is wise in nonhuman parts, and Dry-towners think too much of
water to waste rmuch of it in superfluous washi ng anyhow 1 scratched
unobtrusively and gl anced cautiously down the street.

It seened enpty, except for a few sodden derelicts sprawed in
doorways--the Street of the Six Shepherds is a filthy slum-but | nade
sure nmy skean was | oose. Charin is not a particularly safe town, even
for Dry-towners, and especially not for Earthmen, at any tinmne.



Even with what Dallisa had told ne, the search had been difficult.
Charin is not Shainsa. In Charin, where human and nonhunman |ive cl oser

t oget her than anywhere el se on the planet, information about such nen as
Rakhal can be bought, but the policy is to let the buyer beware. That's
fair enough, because the life of the seller has a way of not being worth
much afterward, either

A dirty, dust-laden wind was bl owi ng up along the street, heavy with
strange snells. The pungent reek of incense froma street-shrine was in
the snmells. The heavy, acrid odor that made ny skin crawl. In the hills
behi nd Charin, the Ghost Wnd was rising.

Borne on this wind, the Ya-nen would sweep down fromthe nountains, and

everything human or nearly human woul d scatter in their path. They woul d
range through the quarter all night, and in the norning they would nelt

away, until the Ghost Wnd bl ew again. At any other tinme, | would

al ready have taken cover. | fancied that | could hear, borne on the

wi nd, the faraway yel pi ng, and envision the plumed, taloned figures

whi ch woul d cone | eapi ng down the street.

In that nonment, the quiet of the street split asunder

From somewhere a girl's voice screaned in shrill pain or panic. Then
saw her, dodgi ng between two of the chinked pebbl e-houses. She was a
child, thin and barefoot, a long tangle of black hair flying | oose as
she darted and twisted to elude the lunbering fellow at her heels. His
out stretched paw jerked cruelly at her slimwist.

The little girl screamed and wenched herself free and threw herself
straight on nme, wapping herself around ny neck with the violence of a
stormwi nd. Her hair got in ny nouth and her small hands gripped at ny
back like a cat's flexed cl aws.

"Ch, help nme," she gasped between sobs. "Don't let himget nme, don't."
And even in that broken plea | took it in that the little raganuffin did
not speak the jargon of that slum but the pure speech of Shainsa.

What | did then was as automatic as if it had been Juli. | pulled the
kid | oose, shoved her behind me, and scow ed at the brute who | urched
toward us.

"Make yourself scarce,” | advised. "W don't chase little girls where
conme from Haul off, now"

The man reeled. | snelled the rankness of his rags as he thrust one
grinmy paw at the girl. |I never was the hero type, but 1'd started

somet hing which | had to carry through. | thrust nyself between them and
put nmy hand on the skean agai n.

"You--you Dry-towner." The man set up a tipsy how, and | sucked in ny
breath. Now | was in for it. Unless | got out of there damed fast, |'d
| ose what I'd cone all the way to Charin to find.

| felt like handing the girl over. For all | knew, the bully could be
her father and she was properly in line for a spanking. This wasn't any
of my business. My business lay at the end of the street, where Rakha
was waiting at the fires. He wouldn't be there long. A ready the snell
of the Ghost Wnd was heavy and harsh, and little flurries of sand went
racing along the street, lifting the flaps of the doorways.



But | did nothing so sensible. The big lunk made a grab at the girl, and
| whi pped out ny skean and pant om ned.

"Cet going!"

"Dry-towner!" He spat out the word like filth, his pig-eyes narrowing to
slits. "Son of the Ape! _Earthman!_"

_Terranan! _" Soneone took up the howl. There was a stir, a rustle, al

al ong the street that had seenmed enpty, and from nowhere, it seened, the
space in front of me was crowded with shadowy forms, human and

ot herw se.

"Eart hman! "

| felt the nuscles across ny belly knotting into a band of ice. | didn't
believe 1'd given nyself away as an Earthman. The bully was using the

ti me-di shonored tactic of stirring up a riot in a hurry, but just the
same | | ooked quickly round, hunting a path of escape.

"Put your skean in his guts, Spilkar! Gab him"
"Hai-ai! Earthman! Hai-ai! "

It was the last cry that nmade ne panic. Through the sultry glare at the
end of the street, | could see the pluned, taloned figures of the
Ya-nen, gliding through the banners of snmpoke. The crowd nelted open

| didn't stop to reflect on the fact--suddenly very obvi ous--that Rakha
couldn't have been at the fires at all, and that nmy informant had | ed ne
into an open trap, a nest of Ya-nen already inside Charin. The crowd
edged back and nuttered, and suddenly | made ny choice. | whirled,
snatched up the girl in nmy arms and ran straight toward the advancing
figures of the Ya-nen.

Nobody followed ne. | even heard a choked shout that sounded like a
warni ng. | heard the yel ping shrieks of the Ya-men growto a wild how ,
and at the last mnute, when their stiff rustling plunes |oomed only a
few yards away, | dived sidewise into an alley, stunbled on sone rubbish

and spilled the girl down.
“Run, kid!"

She shook herself Iike a puppy clinbing out of water. Her small fingers
closed like a steel trap on ny wist. "This way," she urged in a hasty
whi sper, and | found nyself plunging out the far end of the alley and
into the shelter of a street-shrine. The sour stink of incense smarted
in my nostrils, and | could hear the yel ping of the Ya-nmen as they

| eaped and rustled down the alley, their cold and poi sonous eyes
searching out the recess where | crouched with the girl.

"Here," she panted, "stand close to nme on the stone--" | drew back,
startl ed.

"Ch, don't stop to argue," she whinpered. "Cone _here_!"
" Hai-ai!_ FEarthman! There he is!"

The girl's arnms flung round ne again. | felt her slight, hard body



pressing on mne and she literally hauled me toward the pattern of
stones at the center of the shrine. | wouldn't have been human if |
hadn't caught her cl oser yet.

The worl d reeled. The street disappeared in a cone of spinning lights,
stars danced crazily, and | plunged down through a w dening gulf of

enpty space, locked in the girl's arns. | fell, spun, plunged head over
heel s through tilting |ights and shadows that flung us through
eternities of freefall. The yelping of the Ya-nmen whirled away in

uni magi nabl e di stances, and for a second | felt the unnerciful blackout
of a power dive, with blood breaking fromny nostrils and filling ny
nout h.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Lights flared in ny eyes.

I was standing solidly on ny feet in the street-shrine, but the street
was gone. Coils of incense still snudged the air. The God squatted
toadlike in his recess. The girl was hanging linp, |locked in ny clenched
arms. As the floor straightened under ny feet | staggered, thrown off

bal ance by the sudden return of the girl's weight, and grabbed blindly
for support.

"Gve her to me," said a voice, and the girl's sagging body was lifted
fromnmnmy arms. A strong hand grasped ny elbow. | found a chair beneath ny
knees and sank gratefully into it.

"The transnission isn't smooth yet between such distant terminals," the
voi ce remarked. "I see Mellyn has fainted again. A weakling, the girl
but useful ."

| spat blood, trying to get the roomin focus. For | was inside a room
a room of sone translucent substance, w ndow ess, a skylight high above
me, through which pink daylight streaned. Daylight--and it had been

m dnight in Charin! 1'd cone hal fway around the planet in a few seconds!
From somewhere | heard the sound of hanmering, tiny, bell-like
hamrering, the chimng of a fairy anvil. | |ooked up and saw a man--a

man?- - wat chi ng ne.

On WIf you see all kinds of human, half-human and nonhuman |ife, and
consi der nyself sonething of an expert on all three. But | had never
seen anyone, or anything, who so closely resenbled the human and so
obviously wasn't. He, or it, was tall and | ean, man-shaped but oddly
muscl ed, a vague suggestion of sonmething |less than human in the | ean
hunch of his posture.

Manl i ke, he wore green tight-fitting trunks and a shirt of green fur
that reveal ed bul gi ng bi ceps where they shouldn't be, and angul ar pl anes
where there should have been swelling nuscles. The shoul ders were high

t he neck unpleasantly sinuous, and the face, a little narrower than
human, was handsonely arrogant, with a kind of wary alert mschief that
was the | east human thing about him

He bent, tilted the girl's inert body on to a divan of sone sort, and



turned his back on her, lifting his hand in an inpatient, and
unpl easantly rem ni scent, gesture.

The tinkling of the little hammers stopped as if a switch had been
di sconnect ed.

"Now, " said the nonhuman, "we can tal k."

Li ke the waif, he spoke Shainsan, and spoke it with a better accent than
any nonhuman | had ever known--so well that | |ooked again to be
certain. | wasn't too dazed to answer in the sane tongue, but | couldn't
keep back a spate of questions:

"What happened? Who are you? VWat is this place?"

The nonhuman wai ted, crossing his hands--quite passable hands, if you
didn't look too closely at what should have been nail s--and bent forward
in a sketchy gesture.

"Do not blame Mellyn. She acted under orders. It was inperative you be
brought here tonight, and we had reason to believe you mght ignore an
ordi nary sumons. You were cl ever at evadi ng our surveillance, for a
time. But there would not be two Dry-towners in Charin toni ght who woul d
dare the Ghost Wnd. Your reputation does you justice, Rakhal Sensar."

_Rakhal Sensar!_ Once agai n Rakhal

Shaken, | pulled a rag fromny pocket and wi ped bl ood frommy nouth. 1'd
figured out, in Shainsa, why the m stake was logical. And here in Charin
I'd been hangi ng around in Rakhal's old haunts, covering his old trails.
Once again, mstaken identity was natural

Natural or not, | wasn't going to deny it. If these were Rakhal's
enemies, ny real identity should be kept as an ace in reserve which

m ght--just mght--get me out alive again. If they were his friends ..
well, | could only hope that no one who knew hi mwell by sight would
wal k in on ne.

"W knew," the nonhuman continued, "that if you renai ned where you
were, the _Terranan_ Cargill would have nade his arrest. W know about
your quarrel with Cargill, among other things, but we did not consider
it necessary that you should fall into his hands at present.”

| was puzzled. "I still don't understand. Exactly where am|?"

"This is the mastershrine of Nebran."

_Nebran! _

The stray pieces of the puzzle suddenly jolted into place. Kyral had

war ned me, not knowi ng he was doing it. | hastily imtated the gesture
Kyral had rmade, gabbling a few words of an archaic charm

Li ke every Earthman who's lived on Wl f nore than a tourist season, |'d
seen faces go bl ank and inpassive at nmention of the Toad God. Runor nade
his spies omipresent, his priests omiscient, his anger all-powerful.

had believed about a tenth of what | had heard, or |ess.

The Terran Enpire has little to say to planetary religions, and Nebran's
cult is a remarkably obscure one, despite the street-shrines on every



corner. Now |l was in his mastershrine, and the device which had brought
me here was beyond doubt a working nodel of a matter transmitter

A matter transnmitter, a working nodel --the words triggered nenory.
Rakhal was after it.

"And who," | asked slowy, "are you, Lord?"

The green-cl ad creature hunched thin shoul ders again in a cerenonious
gesture. "I amcalled Evarin. Humbl e servant of Nebran and yourself," he
added, but there was no hunmility in his manner. "I amcalled the
Toymaker . "

_Evarin._ That was another nane given wei ght by runmor. A breath of
gossip in a thieves market. A scrawl ed word on smudged paper. A bl ank
folder in Terran Intelligence. Another puzzle-piece snapped into

pl ace- - _Toynaker _!

The girl on the divan sat up suddenly passing slimhands over her

di sheveled hair. "Did | faint, Evarin? | had to fight to get himinto
the stone, and the patterns were not set straight in that terminal. You
must send one of the Little Ones to set themto rights. Toymaker, you
are not listening to ne."

"Stop chattering, Mellyn," said Evarin indifferently. "You brought him
here, and that is all that matters. You aren't hurt?"

M ellyn pouted and | ooked ruefully at her bare bruised feet, patted the
wrinkles in her ragged frock with fastidious fingers. "My poor feet,"
she nmourned, "they are black and blue with the cobbles and ny hair is
filled with sand and tangl es! Toynaker, what way was this to send nme to
entice a man? Any man woul d have cone quickly, quickly, if he had seen
me | ooki ng | ovely, but you--you send ne in rags!"”

She stanped a small bare foot. She was not nerely as young as she had

| ooked in the street. Though i mrmature and underdevel oped by Terran
standards, she had a fair figure for a Dry-town woman. Her rags fell now
in graceful folds. Her hair was spun bl ack glass, and I--1 saw what the
rags and the confusion in the filthy street had kept me from seei ng

bef ore.

It was the girl of the spaceport cafe, the girl who had appeared and
vani shed in the eerie streets of Canarsa.

Evarin was regarding her with what, in a human, m ght have been rueful
i npati ence. He said, "You know you enjoyed yourself, as always, Mellyn.
Run al ong and nmake yourself beautiful again, little nuisance."

The girl danced out of the room and | was just as glad to see her go.
The Toymaker notioned to ne.

"This way," he directed, and led me through a different door. The

of fstage hamtmering | had heard, tiny bell tones like a fairy xyl ophone,
began again as the door opened, and we passed into a workroom whi ch nmade
me renenber nursery tales froma half-forgotten chil dhood on Terra. For
the workers were tiny, gnarled _trolls_!

They were _chaks_. _Chaks_ fromthe pol ar nmountains, dwarfed and furred
and hal f-human, with witchlike faces and great gol den eyes, and | had
the curious feeling that if | |ooked hard enough | would see the little



toy-seller they had hunted out of the Kharsa. | didn't look. | figured
was i n enough trouble already.

Tiny hamrers pattered on miniature anvils in a tinkling, jingling chorus
of musical clinks and taps. Gol den eyes focused |ike | enses over w nking
jewel s and gi ntracks. Busy elves. Makers of toys!

Evarin jerked his shoulders with an inperative gesture. | followed him
through a fairy workroom but could not refrain fromcasting a |lingering
| ook at the worktables. A withered | eprechaun set eyes into the head of
a mnikin hound. Furred fingers worked precious nmetals into invisible
filigree for the collarpiece of a dancing doll. Metallic feathers were
thrust with clockwork precision into the wings of a skeleton bird no

| onger than ny fingernail. The nose of the hound wabbl ed and sniffed,
the bird' s wings quivered, the eyes of the little dancer foll owed ny

f oot st eps.

Toys?
"This way," Evarin rapped, and a door slid shut behind us. The clinks
and taps grew faint, fainter, but never ceased.

My face nust have betrayed nore than conventional inpassivity, for
Evarin smled. "Now you know, Rakhal, why | amcalled Toynaker. Is it

not strange--the masterpriest of Nebran, a maker of Toys, and the shrine
of the Toad God a workshop for children's playthings?"

Evari n paused suggestively. They were obviously not children's
pl ayt hi ngs and this was ny cue to say so, but | avoided the trap. Evarin
opened a sliding panel and took out a doll.

She was perhaps the length of my |ongest finger, nolded to the precise
proportions of a woman, and costuned after the bizarre fashion of the
Ardcarran dancing girls. Evarin touched no button or key that | could
see, but when he set the figure on its feet, it executed a whirling,
arnt ossing dance in a fast, tricky tenpo.

"I am in a sense, benevolent," Evarin nurnured. He snapped his fingers
and the doll sank to her knees and poised there, silent. "Mreover, |
have the nmeans and, let us say, the ability to indulge ny snall
fant asi es.

"The little daughter of the President of the Federation of Trade Cities
on Samarra was sent such a doll recently. Wat a pity that Paol o
Arinengo was so suddenly inmpeached and bani shed!" The Toynmaker cl ucked
his teeth comm seratingly. "Perhaps this small comnpanion will conpensate
the little Carnela for her adjustnent to her new ... position."

He repl aced the dancer and pulled down sonething like a whirligig. "This
m ght interest you," he nused, and set it spinning. | stared at the
pattern of lights that flowed and di sappeared, nmelting in and out of

vi si bl e shadows. Suddenly | realized what the thing was doing.

wrested ny eyes away with an effort. Had there been a | apse of seconds
or mnutes? Had Evarin spoken?

Evarin arrested the conpelling motion with one finger. "Several of these
pretty playthings are available to the children of inportant nen," he
said absently. "An inport of value for our exploited and inpoverished
worl d. Unfortunately they are, perhaps, a little ... ah, obvious. The
i nci dence of nervous breakdowns is, ah, interfering with their sale. The



children, of course, are unaffected, and love them" Evarin set the
hypnoti ¢ wheel noving again, glanced sidewi se at me, then set it
careful l y back.

"Now'--Evarin's voice, hard with the silkiness of a cat's snarl, clawed
the silence--"we'll tal k business."”

| turned, composing nmy face. Evarin had sonething conceal ed i n one hand,
but | didn't think it was a weapon. And if 1'd known, 1'd have had to
i gnore it anyway.

"Per haps you wonder how we recogni zed and found you?" A panel cleared in
the wall and becane translucent. Confused flickers noved, dropped into
focus and | realized that the panel was an ordinary tel evision screen
and | was looking into the well-known interior of the Cafe of Three

Rai nbows in the Trade Gty of Charin.

By this time | was running low on curiosity and didn't wonder till rmuch,
much | ater how tel evised pictures were transmitted around the curve of a
pl anet. Evarin sharpened the focus down on the long Earth-type bar where
atall man in Terran clothes was talking to a pale-haired girl. Evarin
said, "By now, Race Cargill has decided, no doubt, that you fell into
his trap and into the hands of the Ya-nmen. He is off-guard now. "

And suddenly the whole thing seened so unbearably, illogically funny
that nmy shoul ders shook with the effort to keep back dangerous | aughter
Since I'd landed in Charin, |I'd taken great pains to avoid the Trade

City, or anyone who m ght have associated ne with it. And Rakhal
somehow aware of this, had conveniently filled up the gap. By posing as
ne.

It wasn't nearly as difficult as it sounded. | had found that out in
Shainsa. Charin is a long, long way fromthe major Trade City near the
Kharsa. | hadn't a single intimate friend there, or w thin hundreds of

mles, to see through the inposture. At nost, there were half a dozen of
the staff that 1'd once met, or had a drink with, eight or ten years
ago.

Rakhal coul d speak perfect Standard when he chose; if he lapsed into
Dry-town idiom that too was in ny known character. | had no doubt he
was meking a great success of it all, probably doing rmuch better with ny
identity than | could ever have done with his.

Evarin rasped, "Cargill neant to | eave the planet. \Wat stopped hin? You
could be of use to us, Rakhal. But not with this blood-feud unsettled."

That needed no elucidation. No Wolfan in his right mnd will bargain
with a Dry-towner carrying an unresol ved bl ood-feud. By |aw and custom
decl ared bl ood-feud takes precedence over any other business, public or
private, and is sufficient excuse for broken prom ses, neglected duties,
theft, even nurder.

"W want it settled once and for all." Evarin's voice was | ow and
unhurried. "And we aren't above weighting the scales. This Cargill can
and has, posed as a Dry-towner, undetected. We don't |ike Earthnen who
can do that. In settling your feud, you will be aiding us, and renoving
a danger. W would be ... grateful.”

He opened his closed hand, displaying sonething small, curled, inert.



"Every living thing emts a characteristic pattern of electrical nerve
i mpul ses. W have ways of recording those inpul ses, and we have had you
and Cargill under observation for a long tinme. W' ve had plenty of
opportunity to key this Toy to Cargill's pattern.”

On his palmthe curled thing stirred, spread wings. A fledgling bird I ay
there, small soft body throbbing slightly. Half-hidden in a ruff of
metallic feathers | glinpsed a grimy elongated beak. The pinions were
feathered with delicate down | ess than a quarter of an inch |ong. They
beat with delicate insistence against the Toynaker's prisoning fingers.

"This is not dangerous to you. Press here"--he showed me--"and if Race

Cargill is within a certain distance--and it is up to you to be _wthin_
that distance--it will find him and kill him Unerringly, inescapably,
untraceably. W will not tell you the critical distance. And we will

gi ve you three days."

He checked ny startled exclamation with a gesture. "Of course this is a

test. Wthin the hour Cargill will receive a warning. W want no
i nconpet ents who nust be hel ped too much! Nor do we want cowards! |f you
fail, or release the bird at a distance too great, or evade the

test"--the green inhuman nmalice in his eyes nade ne sweat--"we have nade
anot her bird."

By now ny brain was swi mm ng, but | thought | understood the conpl ex
i nhuman | ogi c involved. "The other bird is keyed to nme?"

Wth slow contenpt Evarin shook his head. "You? You are used to danger
and fond of a ganble. Nothing so sinple! W have given you three days.
If, within that time, the bird you carry has not killed, the other bird
will fly. And it will kill. Rakhal, you have a w fe."

Yes, Rakhal had a wife. They could threaten Rakhal's wife. And his w fe
was my sister Juli.

Everything after that was anticlimax. OF course | had to drink with
Evarin, the elaborate formal ritual w thout which no bargain on WIf is
concluded. He entertained ne with gory and techni cal descriptions of the
way in which the birds, and other of his hellish Toys, did their

killing, and worse tasks.

M ellyn danced into the room and upset the exquisite solemity of the

wi ne-ritual by perching on ny knee, stealing a sip fromny cup, and
pouting prettily when | paid her |less attention than she thought she
nmerited. | didn't dare pay much attention, even when she whispered, with
t he deli berate and thorough want onness of a Dry-town woman of hi gh-caste
who has flung aside her fetters, sonething about a rendezvous at the

Thr ee Rai nbows.

But eventually it was over and | stepped through a door that tw sted
with a giddy bl ankness, and found nyself outside a bare w ndow ess wal |
in Charin again, the night sky starred and cold. The acrid snell of the
Ghost Wnd was thinning in the streets, but I had to crouch in a cranny
of the wall when a final rustling horde of Ya-nmen, the last of their
receding tide, rustled down the street. | found ny way to ny lodging in
a filthy _chak_ hostel, and threw nyself down on the verni nous bed.

Believe it or not, | slept.



CHAPTER TWELVE

An hour before dawn there was a noise in ny room | roused, ny hand on
nmy skean. Someone or sonething was funbling under the mattress where

had thrust Evarin's bird. | struck out, encountered somethi ng warm and
breat hing, and grappled with it in the darkness. A foul-smelling

somet hing gri pped over my mouth. | tore it away and struck hard with the
skean. There was a high shrilling. The gripping filth | oosened and fel
away and sonet hing died on the floor.

| struck a light, retching in revulsion. It hadn't been human. There
woul dn't have been that nuch blood froma human. Not that color, either

The _chak_ who ran the place came and gi bbered at me. _Chaks_ have a
horror of blood and this one gave ne to understand that ny | ease was up
then and there, no argunments, no refunds. He wouldn't even let ne go
into his stone outbuilding to wash the foul stuff frommy shirtcl oak.
gave up and fished under the mattress for Evarin's Toy.

The _chak_ got a glinpse of the enbroideries on the silk in which it was
wr apped, and stood back, his loose furry Iips hangi ng open, while

gat hered ny few bel ongi ngs together and strode out of the room He would
not touch the coins | offered; | laid themon a chest and he let them
lie there, and as | went into the reddening norning they canme flying
after me into the street.

| pulled the silk fromthe Toy and tried to make sone sense from ny
predi canent. The little thing lay innocent and silent in my palm It
wouldn't tell nme whether it had been keyed to ne, the real Cargill, sone
time in the past, or to Rakhal, using ny name and reputation in the
Terran Col ony here at Charin.

If | pressed the stud it nmight play out this comedy of errors by hunting
down Rakhal, and all my troubles would be over. For a while, at |east,
until Evarin found out what had happened. | didn't deceive nyself that |
could carry the inmpersonation through another neeting.

On the other hand, if | pressed the stud, the bird might turn on nme. And
then all ny troubles would be over for good.

If | delayed past Evarin's deadline, and did nothing, the other bird in
hi s keepi ng woul d hunt down Juli and give her a swift and not too
pai nl ess deat h.

| spent nost of the day in a _chak_ dive, juggling plans. Toys, innocent
and sinister. Spies, nmessengers. Toys which killed horribly. Toys which
could be controlled, perhaps, by the pliant mnd of a child, and every
child hates its parents now and agai n!

Even in the Terran col ony, who was safe? In Mack's very home, one of the
Magnusson youngsters had a shiny thing which mght, or mght not, be one
of Evarin's hellish Toys. O was | beginning to think like a
superstitious Dry-towner?

Dam it, Evarin couldn't be infallible; he hadn't even recogni zed ne as
Race Cargill! O --suddenly the sweat broke out, again, on ny
forehead--_or had he_? Had the whol e thing been one of those sinister



deadl y and i nconprehensi bl e nonhuman j okes?

| kept coming to the same conclusion. Juli was in danger, but she was
hal f a world away. Rakhal was here in Charin. There was a child

i nvol ved--Juli's child. The first step was to get inside the Terran
col ony and see how the | and | ay.

Charin is a city shaped |like a crescent nmoon, encircling the small Trade
City: a mniature spaceport, a mniature skyscraper HQ the clustered
dwel I i ngs of the Terrans who worked there, and those who lived with them
and supplied themw th necessities, services and |uxuries.

Entry fromone to the other is through a guarded gateway, since this is
hostile territory, and Charin lies far beyond the inpress of ordinary
Terran | aw. But the gate stood w de-open, and the guards | ooked |ax and
bored. They had shockers, but they didn't look as if they'd used them
lately.

One raised an eyebrow at his conpanion as | shanbled up. | could pretty
wel | guess the inpression | made, dirty, unkenpt and stained with
nonhuman bl ood. | asked permission to go into the Terran Zone.

They asked ny nanme and business, and | toyed with the notion of giving
the nane of the man | was inadvertently inpersonating. Then | decided
that if Rakhal had passed hinself off as Race Cargill, he'd expect
exactly that. And he was al so capabl e of the nasterstroke of

i mpudence--putting out a pickup order, through Spaceforce, for his own
name!

So | gave the name we'd used from Shainsa to Charin, and tacked one of
the Secret Service passwords on the end of it. They | ooked at each ot her
again and one said, "Rascar, eh? This is the guy, all right." He took mne
into the little booth by the gate while the other used an intercom
device. Presently they took ne along into the HQ building, and into an
office that said "Legate."

| tried not to panic, but it wasn't easy! Evidently |I'd wal ked square
into another trap. One guard asked me, "All right, now, what exactly is
your business in the Trade Gity?"

I'd hoped to |l ocate Rakhal first. Now | knew |'d have no chance and at
all costs | nust straighten out this matter of identity before it went
any further.

"Put me straight through to Magnusson's office, Level 38 at Central HQ
by visi," | demanded. | was trying to renenber if Mack had ever even
heard the nane we used in Shainsa. | decided I couldn't risk it. "Name
of Race Cargill."

The guard grinned without nmoving. He said to his partner, "That's the
one, all right." He put a hand on ny shoul der, spinning nme around.

"Haul off, man. Shake your boots."
There were two of them and Spaceforce guards aren't picked for their
good | ooks. Just the sane, | gave a pretty good account of myself unti

t he i nner door opened and a nman cane storm ng out.

"What the devil is all this racket?"



One guard got a hammerlock on nme. "This Dry-towner bumtried to talk us
into making a priority call to Magnusson, the Chief at Central. He knew
a couple of the S.S. passwords. That's what got himthrough the gate.
Remenmber, Cargill passed the word that sonebody would turn up trying to
i npersonate him"

"I remenber."” The strange man's eyes were wary and col d.
"You dammed fools," | snarled. "Magnusson will identify me! Can't you
realize you' re dealing with an inmpostor?"

One of the guards said to the legate in an undertone, "Maybe we ought to
hol d himas a suspicious character."” But the | egate shook his head. "Not
worth the trouble. Cargill said it was a private affair. You m ght
search him make sure he's not concealing contraband weapons,"” he added,
and tal ked softly to the wide-eyed clerk in the background while the
guards went through ny shirtcl oak and pockets.

When they started to unwap the silk-shrouded Toy | yelled--if the thing
got set off accidentally, there'd be trouble. The | egate turned and
rebuked, "Can't you see it's enbroidered with the Toad God? It's a
religious amul et of some sort, let it alone.™

They grunbl ed, but gave it back to me, and the | egate comuanded, "Don't
mess himup any nore. G ve himback his knife and take himto the gates.
But nmake sure he doesn't cone back."

I found nyself seized and frog-marched to the gate. One guard pushed ny
skean back into its clasp. The other shoved ne hard, and | stunbl ed,

fell sprawling in the dust of the cobbled street, to the acconpani nent
of a profane statenent about what | could expect if | cane back. A
chorus of jeers froma cluster of _chak_ children and veil ed wonen broke
across ne.

| picked myself up, glowered so fiercely at the giggling spectators that
the [ aughter drained away into silence, and clenched my fists, half
inclined to turn back and bull mnmy way through. Then | subsided. First
round to Rakhal. He had sprung the trap on ne, very neatly.

The street was narrow and crooked, wi nding between doubled rows of
pebbl e- houses, and full of dark shadows even in the crinmson noon.

wal ked aimessly, favoring the armthe guard had crushed. | was no
closer to settling things with Rakhal, and | had slamred at | east one
gat e behind ne.

Why hadn't | had sense enough to wal k up and demand to _see_ Race

Cargill? Way hadn't | insisted on a fingerprint check? |I could prove ny
identity, and Rakhal, using nmy name in ny absence, to those who didn't
know ne by sight, couldn't. | could at |east have made himtry. But he

had maneuvered it very cleverly, so | never had a chance to insist on
pr oof s.

| turned into a wi neshop and ordered a dram of greeni sh nmount ai nberry
liquor, sipping it slowmy and fingering the few bills and coins in ny
pockets. |1'd better forget about warning Juli. | couldn't 'vise her from
Charin, except in the Terran zone. | had neither the noney nor the tine
to make the trip in person, even if | could get passage on a

Terran-domi nated airline after today.

Mellyn. She had flirted with ne, and like Dallisa, she m ght prove



vul nerable. It mght be another trap, but 1'd take the chance. At |east

I could get hints about Evarin. And | needed information. | wasn't used

to this kind of intrigue any nore. The snell of danger was foreign to ne
now, and | found it unpl easant.

The small lunp of the bird in ny pocket tantalized nme. | took it out
again. It was a tenptation to press the stud and let it settle things,
or at least start them going, then and there.

After a while | noticed the proprietors of the shop staring at the silk
of the wrappings. They backed off, apprehensive. | held out a coin and
t hey shook their heads. "You are welcone to the drink," one of them
said. "All we have is at your service. Only please go. Go quickly."

They woul d not touch the coins | offered. | thrust the bird in ny
pocket, swore and went. It was nmy second experience with being sonehow
tabu, and I didn't like it.

It was dusk when | realized | was being followed.

At first it was a glinpse out of the corner of nmy eye, a head seen too
frequently for coincidence. It devel oped into a too-persistent footstep
i n uneven rhythm

Tap-_tap _-tap. Tap-_tap_-tap.

| had ny skean handy, but | had a hunch this wasn't anything | could
settle with a skean. | ducked into a side street and waited.

Not hi ng
| went on, |aughing at my imagined fears.

Then, after a time, the soft, persistent footfall thudded behind ne
agai n.

| cut across a thieves market, dodging fromstall to stall, cursed by
ol d worren selling hot fried goldfish, women in striped veils railing at
me in their chimng talk when | brushed their rolled rugs with hasty
feet. Far behind | heard the faniliar uneven hurry: tap-_tap_-tap
tap-_tap_-tap.

| fled down a street where wonen sat on fl ower-decked bal conies, their
open lanterns flowing with fountains and rivulets of gold and orange
fire. I raced through quiet streets where furred children crept to doors
and watched ne pass with great gol den eyes that shone in the dark

| dodged into an alley and | ay there, breathing hard. Someone not two
i nches away said, "Are you one of us, brother?"

| muttered sonmething surly, in his dialect, and a hand, reassuringly
human, closed on my el bow. "This way."

Qut of breath with long running, | let himlead ne, meaning to break
away after a few steps, apologize for mistaken identity and vani sh, when
a sound at the end of the street made nme jerk stiff and listen

Tap-_tap _-tap. Tap-_tap_-tap.

| let ny armrelax in the hand that guided ne, flung a fold of ny



shirtcl oak over ny face, and went along with my unknown gui de.

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

| stunbl ed over steps, took a jolting stride downward, and found nyself
in admroomjanmed with dark figures, human and nonhuman.

The figures swayed in the darkness, chanting in a dialect not altogether
famliar to nme, a nmonotonous wailing chant, with a single recurrent
phrase: "Kamaina! Kama-aina!" It began on a high note, descending in
weird chromatics to the | owest tone the human ear coul d resol ve

The sound made me draw back. Even the Dry-towners shunned the orgiastic
ritual s of Kamaina. Earthmen have a reputation for getting rid of the
nor e obj ecti onabl e custons--by human st andards--on any pl anet where they
live. But they don't touch religions, and Kamai na, on the surface
anyhow, was a religion

| started to turn round and | eave, as if | had inadvertently wal ked

t hrough the wrong door, but ny conductor hauled on nmy arm and | was
wedged in too tight by now to risk a roughhouse. Trying to force ny way
out would only have called attention to me, and the first of the Secret
Service maxins is; when in doubt, go along, keep quiet, and watch the
ot her guy.

As ny eyes adapted to the dimlight, | saw that nost of the crowd were
Charin plainsmen or _chaks_. One or two wore Dry-town shirtcl oaks, and
even thought | saw an Earthman in the crowd, though | was never sure and
| fervently hope not. They were squatting around small crescent-shaped
tables, and all intently gazing at a flickery spot of light at the front
of the cellar. | saw an enpty place at one table and dropped there,
finding the floor soft, as if cushioned.

On each table, small snudging pastilles were burning, and fromthese
cones of ash-tipped fire came the steany, swinmmy snoke that filled the
darkness with strange colors. Beside me an immture _chak_ girl was
kneeling, her fettered hands strained tightly back at her sides, her
naked breasts pierced for jewel ed rings.

Beneath the pallid fur around her pointed ears, the exquisite aninal
face was quite mad. She whispered to me, but her dialect was so thick
that | could follow only a few words, and woul d just as soon not have
heard those few. An older _chak_grunted for silence and she subsi ded,
swayi ng and crooni ng.

There were cups and decanters on all the tables, and a wonan tilted
pal e, phosphorescent fluid into a cup and offered it to ne. | took one
sip, then another. It was cold and pleasantly tart, and not until the
second swal |l ow turned sweet on ny tongue did | know what | tasted.
pretended to swallow while the woman's eyes were fixed on e, then
somehow contrived to spill the filthy stuff down ny shirt.

| was wary even of the funmes, but there was nothing else | could do. The
stuff was _shallavan_, outlawed on every planet in the Terran Enpire and
every hal fway decent planet outside it.



More and nmore figures, men and creatures, kept crowding into the cellar,
whi ch was not very large. The place | ooked |like the worst nightmare of a
drug-dreaner, ablaze with the colors of the snoking incense, the swaying
crowmd, and their nonotonous cries. Quite suddenly there was a bl aze of
purple light and soneone screamed in raving ecstasy: " _Na ki na Nebran
n' hai Kanai na! "

"Kamayeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeena! " shrilled the tranced nob.

An old man junped up and started haranguing the crowd. | could just
follow his dialect. He was tal king about Terra. He was tal ki ng about
riots. He was jabbering nystical gibberish which |I coul dn't understand
and didn't want to understand, and rabbl e-rousing anti-Terran propaganda
whi ch | understood nmuch too well.

Anot her bl aze of lights and another |ong screamin chorus:
"Kamayeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeena! "

Evarin stood in the blaze of the nany-colored light.

The Toymeker, as | had seen himlast, cat-smooth, gracefully alien
shrouded in a ripple of giddy crinsons. Behind himwas a bl ackness. |
waited till the painful blaze of Iights abated, then, straining ny eyes
to see past him | got ny worst shock

A woman stood there, naked to the waist, her hands ritually fettered
with little chains that stirred and cl ashed mnusically as she nmoved
stiff-legged in a frozen dream Hair |ike black grass banded her brow
and naked shoul ders, and her eyes were crinmson.

And the eyes lived in the dead dream ng face. They lived, and they were
mad with terror although the lips curved in a gently tranced snile

Mellyn.

Evarin was speaking in that dialect | barely understood. His arnms were
flung high and his cloak went spilling away fromthem rippling |ike

somet hing alive. The jamred humans and nonhumans swayed and chanted and
he swayed above them|like an iridescent bug, weaving arms rippling back

and forth, back and forth. | strained to catch his words.
"Qur world ... an old world."
"Kamayeeeeena, " whinmpered the shrill chorus.

humans, humans, all hunans woul d nake sl aves of us all, all save
the Children of the Ape...."

| lost the thread for a nonment. True. The Terran Enpire has one snall
blind spot in otherwi se sane policy, ignoring that nonhuman and human
have lived placidly here for mllennia: they placidly assuned that
humans were everywhere the dom nant race, as on Earth itself.

The Toymeker's weavi ng arns went on spinning, spinning. | rubbed ny eyes
to clear them of _shallavan_ and incense. | hoped that what | saw was an
illusion of the drug--sonething, sonething huge and dark, was hovering
over the girl. She stood placidly, hands clasped on her chains, but her
eyes withed in the frozen cal mof her face.

Then something--1 can only call it a sixth sense--bore it on ne that



there was _soneone_ outside the door. | was perhaps the only creature
there, except for Evarin, not drugged with _shallavan_, and perhaps
that's all it was. But during the days in the Secret Service |I'd had to
devel op sone extra senses. Five just weren't enough for survival.

| _knew_ sonebody was fixing to break down that door, and | had a good
i dea why. I'd been followed, by the legate's orders, and, tracking ne
here, they'd gone away and brought back reinforcenents.

Soneone struck a blow on the door and a stentorian voice baw ed, "Open
up there, in the nane of the Enpirel™

The chanting broke in ragged quavers. Evarin stopped. Somewhere a wonan
screamed. The lights abruptly went out and a stanpede started in the
room Wonen struck me with chains, nmen kicked, there were shrieks and
hows. | thrust ny way forward, butting with el bows and knees and

shoul ders.

A dusky enmptiness yawned and | got a glinpse of sunlight and open sky
and knew that Evarin had stepped through into _somewhere_ and was gone.
The bangi ng on the door sounded |ike a whole reginent of Spaceforce out
there. | dived toward the shimer of little stars which marked Mellyn's
tiara in the darkness, braving the black horror hovering over her, and
touched rigid girl-flesh, cold as death.

| grabbed her and ducked sideways. This tinme it wasn't intuition--nine
times out of ten, anyway, intuition is just a nmental shortcut which adds
up all the things which your subconscious has noticed while you were
busy thi nki ng about somnething el se. Every native building on WIf had
conceal ed entrances and exits and | know where to | ook for them This
one was exactly where | expected. | pushed at it and found myself in a

| ong, dimcorridor.

The head of a woman peered from an opening door. She saw Mellyn's linp
body hanging on ny arm and her mouth wi dened in a silent scream Then

t he head popped back out of sight and a door slammed. | heard the bolt
slide. I ran for the end of the hall, the girl in my arns, thinking that
this was where | cane in, as far as Mellyn was concerned, and wonderi ng
why | bot her ed.

The door opened on a dark, peaceful street. One lonely nmoon was setting
beyond the rooftops. | set Mellyn on her feet, but she nobaned and
crunpl ed against me. | put my shirtcloak around her bare shoul ders.
Judgi ng by the noises and yells, we'd gotten out just in time. No one
cane out the exit behind us. Either the Spaceforce had plugged it or
nore |ikely, everyone else in the cellar had been too nuddl ed by drugs
to know what was goi ng on.

But it was only a few minutes, | knew, before Spaceforce would check the
whol e buil ding for conceal ed escape holes. Suddenly, and irrelevantly, |
found nyself thinking of a day not too |ong ago, when I'd stood up in
front of a unit-in-training of Spaceforce, introduced to them as an
Intelligence expert on native towns, and sol etmly war ned t hem about
conceal ed exits and entrances. | wondered, for half a minute, if it

nm ght not be sinpler just to wait here and | et them pick nme up

Then | hoisted Mellyn across ny shoul ders. She was heavi er than she
| ooked, and after a minute, half conscious, she began to struggle and
moan. There was a _chak_-run cookshop down the street, a place |I'd once
known well, with an evil reputation and worse food, but it was quiet and



stayed open all night. | turned in at the door, bending at the | ow
lintel.

The place was smoke-filled and foul -snelling. | dunmped Mellyn on a
couch and sent the frowsy waiter for two bow s of noodl es and coffee,
handed hima few extra coins, and told himto | eave us al one. He
probably drew the worst possible inference--1 saw his nmuzzle twtch at
the snmell of _shallavan_--but it was that kind of place anyhow. He drew
down the shutters and went.

| stared at the unconscious girl, then shrugged and started on the
noodl es. My own head was still swimry with the fumes, incense and drug,
and | wanted it clear. | wasn't quite sure what | was going to do, but
| had Evarin's right-hand girl, and I was going to use her

The noodl es were greasy and had a curious taste, but they were hot, and
| ate all of one bowl before Mellyn stirred and whi npered and put up
one hand, with a little clinking of chains, to her hair. The gesture was
i ndefinably rem niscent of Dallisa, and for the first tine | saw the

i keness between them It made me wary and yet curiously softened.

Fi ndi ng she could not nove freely, she rolled over, sat up and stared
around in growi ng bewi | dernent and di smay.

"There was a sort of riot," |I said. "I got you out. Evarin ditched you.
And you can quit thinking what you're thinking, | put ny shirtcl oak on
you because you were bare to the waist and it didn't | ook so good." |
stopped to think that over, and anended: "I nean | couldn't haul you
around the streets that way. It | ooked good enough.™

To ny surprise, she gave a shaky little giggle, and held out her
fettered hands. "WIIl you?"

| broke her links and freed her. She rubbed her wists as if they hurt
her, then drew up her draperies, pinned themso that she was decently
covered, and tossed back ny shirtcloak. Her eyes were wide and soft in
the Iight of the flickering stub of candle.

"O, Rakhal ," she sighed. "Wen | saw you there--" She sat up, clasping
her hands hard together, and when she conti nued her voice was curiously
cold and controlled for anyone so childish. It was al nbst as cold as
Dallisa's.

"I'f you' ve come fromKyral, |I'mnot going back. 1'll never go back, and
you may as well knowit."

"I don't come fromKyral, and | don't care where you go. | don't care
what you do." | suddenly realized that the | ast statement was wholly
untrue, and to cover ny confusion | shoved the remaining bow of noodl es
at her.

"Eat."

She wrinkled her nose in fastidious disgust. "I'mnot hungry."

"Eat it anyway. You're still half doped, and the food will clear your
head." | picked up one mug of the coffee and drained it at a single

swal | ow. "What were you doing in that disgusting den?"

Wt hout warning she flung herself across the table at me, throw ng her



arms round ny neck. Startled, | let her cling a nmonent, then reached up
and firmy unfastened her hands.

"None of that now | fell for it once, and it |landed me in the m ddl e of
t he nudpie."

But her fingers bit my shoul der.

"Rakhal , Rakhal, | tried to get away and find you. Have you still got
the bird? You haven't set it off yet? Ch, don't, don't, don't, Rakhal

you don't know what Evarin is, you don't know what he's doing." The
words spilled out of her like floodwaters. "He's won so many of you,
don't let himhave you too, Rakhal. They call you an honest nan, you

wor ked once for Terra, the Terrans would believe you if you went to them
and told them what he--Rakhal, take ne to the Terran Zone, take ne
there, take nme there where they'll protect me fromEvarin."

At first | tried to stop her, question her, then waited and |l et the
torrent of entreaty run on and on. At |ast, exhausted and breathl ess,
she lay quietly against nmy shoul der, her head fallen forward. The nusty
reek of _shallavan_ mingled with the flower scent of her hair.

"Kid," | said heavily at last, "you and your Toymaker have both got ne
wrong. |'m not Rakhal Sensar."

"You' re not?" She drew back, regarding ne in dismay. Her eyes searched
every inch of me, fromthe gray streak across nmy forehead to the scar
runni ng down into nmy collar. "Then who--"

"Race Cargill. Terran Intelligence."
She stared, her mouth wide like a child's.

Then she | aughed. She _laughed_! At first | thought she was hysterical

| stared at her in consternation. Then, as her wi de eyes net nmine, with
all the mschief of the nonhuman which has mingled into the human here,
all the circular conplexities of WIf illogic behind the worman in them
| started to |augh too.

| threw back ny head and roared, until we were clinging together and
gasping with mrth like a pair of raving fools. The _chak_waiter cane

to the door and stared at us, and | roared "Get the hell out," between
spasns of crazy | aughter

Then she was w ping her face, tears of nmirth still dripping down her
cheeks, and I was frowning bleakly into the enpty bow s.

"Cargill," she said hesitantly, "you can take me to the Terrans where
Rakhal - -"

"Hell's bells,” | exploded. "I can't take you anywhere, girl. |'ve got
to find Rakhal--" | stopped in mdsentence and | ooked at her clearly for
the first tine.

"Child, 1'll see that you're protected, if | can. But I'mafraid you' ve
wal ked fromthe trap to the cookpot. There isn't a house in Charin that
will hold me. 1've been thrown out tw ce today."

She nodded. "I don't know how the word spreads, but it happens, in

nonhuman parts. | think they can see trouble witten in a human face, or



snell it on the wind." She fell silent, her face propped sleepily
bet ween her hands, her hair falling in tangles. | took one of her hands
in mne and turned it over

It was a fine hand, with birdlike bones and soft rose-tinted nails; but
the Iines and hardened pl aces around the knuckl es reni nded nme that she,
too, came fromthe cold austerity of the salt Dry-towns. After a noment
she flushed and drew her hand from ni ne

"What are you thinking, Cargill?" she asked, and for the first time |
heard her voice sobered, w thout the coquetry, which nust after all have
been a very thin veneer.

| answered her sinply and literally. "I amthinking of Dallisa.
t hought you were very different, and yet, | see that you are very like
her."

| thought she would question what | knew of her sister, but she let it
pass in silence. After a tine she said, "Yes, we were twins." Then
after a long silence, she added, "But she was al ways nuch the ol der."

And that was all | ever knew of whatever obscure pressures had shaped
Dallisa into an austere and tragic Cytemestra, and Mellyn into a
pi Xi € runaway.

Qut side the drawn shutters, dawn was brightening. Mellyn shivered,
drawi ng her thin draperies around her bare throat. | glanced at the
little rimof jewels that starred her hair and said, "You' d better take
t hose off and hide them They al one would be enough to have you haul ed

into an alley and strangled, in this part of Charin." | hauled the bird
Toy from ny pocket and slapped it on the greasy table, still wapped in
its silk. "I don't suppose you know which of us this thing is set to
kill=?"

"I know not hi ng about the Toys."
"You seemto know plenty about the Toymaker."

"I thought so. Until last night." | |ooked at the rigid, clanped nmouth
and thought that if she were really as soft and delicate as she | ooked,
she woul d have wept. Then she struck her small hand on the tabl etop and
burst out, "It's not a religion. It isn't even an honest novenent for
freedom Its a--a front for smuggling, and drugs, and--and every ot her
filthy thing!

"Believe it or not, when | left Shainsa, | thought Nebran was the answer
to the way the Terrans were strangling us! Now | know there are worse
things on WoIlf than the Terran Empire! |'ve heard of Rakhal Sensar, and
what ever you may think of Rakhal, he's too decent to be mixed up in
anything like this!"

"Suppose you tell nme what's really going on," | suggested. She coul dn't
add nuch to what | knew already, but the last fragnents of the pattern
were beginning to settle into place. Rakhal, seeking the matter
transmtter and some key to the nonhuman sciences of Wl f--1 knew now
what the city of Silent Ones had rem nded ne of!--had sonmehow crossed
the path of the Toymaker.
Evarin's words now made sense: "
surveillance--for a while. "

_You were clever at evading our
Possi bly, though I'd never know, Cuinn had



been keeping one foot in each canp, working for Kyral and for Evarin.
The Toymaker, knowi ng of Rakhal's anti-Terran activities, had believed
he woul d make a valuable ally and had taken steps to secure his help.

Juli herself had given nme the clue: " _He smashed Rindy's Toys._ " Qut of
the context it sounded |ike the work of a madman. Now, having
encountered Evarin's workshop, it nade plain good sense.

And | think I had known all along that Rakhal could not have been

pl aying Evarin's game. He m ght have turned agai nst Terra--though now
was begi nning even to doubt that--and certainly he'd have killed ne if
he found me. But he would have done it hinself, and w thout malice.
_Killed without malice_--that doesn't make sense in any of the

| anguages of Terra. But it nade sense to ne.

Mellyn had finished her brief recitation and was drowsi ng, her head
pillowed on the table. The reddish Iight was growing, and | realized
that I was waiting for dawn as, days ago, | had waited for sunset in
Shainsa, with every nerve stretched to the breaking point. It was dawn
of the third nmorning, and this bird lying on the table before nme nust
fly or, far away in the Kharsa, another would fly at Juli.

| said, "There's sonme distance limtation on this one, | understand,
since | have to be fairly near its object. If I lock it in a steel box
and drop it in the desert, |I'll guarantee it won't bother anybody.

don't suppose you'd have a shot at stealing the other one for nme?"

She rai sed her head, eyes flashing. "Wy should you worry about Rakhal's
wi fe?" she flared, and for no good reason it occurred to ne that she was
jealous. "I mght have known Evarin wouldn't shoot in the dark! Rakhal's
wi fe, that Earthwoman, what do you care for her?"

It seened inportant to set her straight. | explained that Juli was ny
sister, and saw a little of the tension fade fromher face, but not all
Rermenbering the customof the Dry-towns, | was not wholly surprised when
she added, jealously, "Wen | heard of your feud, | guessed it was over
t hat wonman!"

"But not in the way you think," | said. Juli had been part of it,
certainly. Even then | had not wanted her to turn her back on her world,
but if Rakhal had rermained with Terra, | would have accepted his
marriage to Juli. Accepted it. |'d have rejoiced. God knows we had been
cl oser than brothers, those years in the Dry-towns. And then, before
Mellyn's flashing eyes, | suddenly faced ny secret hate, ny secret
fear. No, the quarrel had not been all Rakhal's doing.

He had not turned his back, unexplained on Terra. In some unrecogni zed
fashion, | had done ny best to drive himaway. And when he had gone,

had bani shed a part of nyself as well, and thought | could end the
struggle by saying it didn't exist. And now, facing what | had done to
all of us, | knew that ny revenge--so |ong sought, so dearly

cheri shed- - nust be abandoned.

"We still have to deal with the bird," |I said. "lIt's a ganble, with al
the cards wild." | could dismantle it, and trust to luck that Wl f
illogic didn't include a tanmper nechanism But that didn't seemworth
the risk.

"First 1've got to find_ Rakhal. If | set the bird free and it killed
him it wouldn't settle anything." For | could not kill Rakhal. Not,



now, because | knew life would be a worse puni shnent than death. But
because--1 knew it, now-if Rakhal died, Juli would die, too. And if |
killed himl'd be killing the best part of nyself. Sonehow Rakhal and
nmust strike a bal ance between our two worlds, and try to build a new one
fromthem

"And | can't sit here and talk any longer. | haven't tine to take you--"
| stopped, renenbering the spaceport cafe at the edge of the Kharsa.
There was a street-shrine, or matter transmitter, right there, across
the street fromthe Terran HQ _All these years...._

"You know your way in the transmtters. You can go there in a second or
two." She could warn Juli, tell Magnusson. But when | suggested this,
giving her a password that would take her straight to the top, she
turned white. "All junps have to be nade through the Mastershrine."

| stopped and thought about that.

"Where is Evarin likely to be, right now?"

She gave a nervous shudder. "He's everywhere!"

"Rubbi sh! He's not omniscient! Wy, you little fool, he didn't even

recogni ze ne. He thought | was Rakhal!" | wasn't too sure, nyself, but
M el lyn needed reassurance. "Or take _ne_ to the Mastershrine. | can
find Rakhal in that scanning device of Evarin's." | saw refusal in her
face and pushed on, "If Evarin's there, I'Il prove he's fallible enough
with a skean in his throat! And here"--1 thrust the Toy into her
hand--"hang on to this, will you?"

She put it matter-of-factly into her draperies. "I don't mnd that. But

to the shrine--
t abl e.

Her voice quivered, and | stood up and pushed at the

"Let's get going. Were's the nearest street-shrine?"
"No, no! Onh, | don't dare!"
"You've got to." | saw the _chak_ who owned the place edging round the

door again and said, "There's no use arguing, Mellyn." Wen she had
readj usted her robes a little while ago, she had pinned them so that

the flat spraw of the Nebran enbroideries was over her breasts. | put a
finger against them not in a sensuous gesture, and said, "The mnute
they see these, they'll throw us out of here, too."

"I'f you knew what | know of Nebran, you wouldn't _want_ ne to go near
the Mastershrine again!" There was that faint coquettishness in her
si dewi se smile.

And suddenly | realized that | didn't want her to. But she was not
Dal I i sa and she could not sit in cold dignity while her world fell into
ruin. Mellyn nmust fight for the one she wanted.

And then sone of that primtive male hostility which lives in every nman
cane to the surface, and | gripped her armuntil she whi npered. Then
said, in the Shainsan which still cones to nmy tongue when noved or
angry, "Damm it, you're _going_. Have you forgotten that if it weren't
for me you'd have been torn to pieces by that raving nmob, or sonething
wor se?"



That did it. She pulled away and | saw agai n, beneath the veneer of
petul ant coquetry, that fierce and untamabl e i nsol ence of the
Dry-towner. The nore fierce and arrogant, in this girl, because she had
burst her fettered hands free and shaken off the ruin of the past.

| was seized with a wildly inappropriate desire to seize her, crush her
inm arns, taste the red honey of that teasing nouth. The effort of
mast eri ng the inmpul se made ne rough

| shoved at her and said, "Come on. Let's get there before Evarin does."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Qutside in the streets it was full day, and the color and life of Charin
had subsided into |listlessness again, a dimnorning dullness and
silence. Only a few nen | ounged wearily in the streets, as if the sun
had sapped their energy. And always the pale fleecy-haired children
human and furred nonhuman, played their nysterious ganes on the curbs
and gutters and staring at us with neither curiosity nor malice.

M el lyn was shaki ng when she set her feet into the patterned stones of
the street-shrine

"Scared, Mellyn?"

"I know Evarin. You don't. But"--her nmouth twitched in a pitiful attenpt
at the old mschief--"when | amw th a great and val orous Earthnman...."

"Cut it out," | growl ed, and she giggled. "You'll have to stand cl oser
to nme. The transmitters are neant only for one person.”

| stooped and put nmy arms round her. "Like this?"

"Li ke this," she whispered, pressing herself against me. A staggering
whirl of dizzy darkness swung round my head. The street vani shed. After
an instant the floor steadied and we stepped into the terminal roomin
the Mastershrine, under a skylight dimwith the last red slant of
sunset. Di stant hamrering noises rang in ny ears.

M ellyn whispered, "Evarin's not here, but he m ght junp through at any
second." | wasn't |istening.

"Where is this place, Mellyn? \Were on the planet?"

"No one knows but Evarin, | think. There are no doors. Anyone who goes
in or out, junps through the transmtter." She pointed. "The scanni ng
device is in there, we'll have to go through the workroom"

She was patting her crushed robes into place, snoothing her hair with
fastidious fingers. "I don't suppose you have a conmb? I've no tinme to go
to ny own--"

I'd known she was a vain and panpered brat, but this passed all reason
and | said so, exploding at her. She | ooked at ne as if | wasn't quite
intelligent. "The Little Ones, ny friend, notice things. You are quite



enough of a roughneck, but if |, Nebran's priestess, walk through their
wor kroom al | bl own about and | ooking like the tag end of an orgy in
Ardcarran...."

Abashed, | fished in a pocket and offered her a somewhat battered pocket
conb. She looked at it distastefully but used it to good purpose,

snoot hing her hair swiftly, rearranging her |oose-pinned robe so that
the worst of the tears and stains were covered, and giving ne,
meanwhil e, an artless and rather tenpting view of some delicious
curvature. She replaced the starred tiara on her ringlets and finally
opened the door of the workroom and we wal ked t hrough

Not for years had | known that particul ar sensation--thousands of eyes,
boring holes in the center of my back sonewhere. There _were_ eyes; the
round i nhuman orbs of the dwarf _chaks , the faceted stare of the prism
eyes of the Toys. The workroomwasn't a hundred feet long, but it felt

| onger than a good many niles |I've wal ked. Here and there the dwarfs
mur mur ed an obsequi ous greeting to Mellyn, and she nmade sone

i ght hearted answer.

She had warned ne to walk as if | had every right to be there, and
strode after her as if we were sinply going to an agreed-on neeting in
the next room But | was drenched with cold sweat before the farther
door finally closed, safe and bl essedly opaque, behind us. Mellyn, too,
was shaking with fright, and | put a hand on her arm

" St eady, kid. Wiere's the scanner?"

She touched the panel 1'd seen.
Evarin never let ne touch it."

mnot sure | can focus it accurately.

This was a fine tine to tell me that. "How does it work?"

"It's an adaptation of the transmtter principle. It lets you see
anywhere, but without junmping. It uses a tracer mechanismlike the one
in the Toys. If Rakhal's electrical-inpulse pattern were on file--just a
m nute."” She fished out the bird Toy and unwrapped it. "Here's how we
find out which of you this is keyed to."

| looked at the fledgling bird, lying innocently in her palm as she

pushed aside the feathers, exposing a tiny crystal. "If it's keyed to
you, you'll see yourself in this, as if the screen were a mrror. If

it's keyed to Rakhal ...."

She touched the crystal to the surface of the screen. Little flickers of
snow wavered and danced. Then, abruptly, we were | ooking down froma

hei ght at the |l ean back of a man in a |l eather jacket. Slowy he turned.
| saw the familiar set of his shoulders, saw the back of his head cone
into an aquiline profile, and the profile turn slowy into a scarred,
seared mask nore hideously claw rmarked and disfigured than nmy own.

"Rakhal ," | nuttered. "Shift the focus if you can, Mellyn, get a |ook
out the wi ndow or sonething. Charin's a big city. If we could get a | ook
at a |l andmark--"

Rakhal was tal king soundl essly, his |ips noving as he spoke to soneone
out of sight range of the scanning device. Abruptly Mellyn said,
"There." She had caught a window in the sight field of the pane. | could
see a high pylon and two of three uprights that |ooked |ike a bridge,
just outside. | said, "It's the Bridge of Summer Snows. | know where he



is now Turn it off, Mellyn, we can find him-" 1 was turning away when
Mellyn screaned.

"Look!"

Rakhal had turned his back on the scanner and for the first time | could
see who he was talking to. A hunched, catlike shoulder tw sted; a
si nuous neck, a high-held head that was not quite human.

"Evarin!" | swore. "That does it. He knows now that |I'mnot Rakhal, if
he didn't know it all along! Come on, girl, we're getting out of herel™

This time there was no pretense of normality as we dashed through the
wor kroom Fingers dropped from hal f-conpl eted Toys as they stared after
us. _Toys!_ | wanted to stop and smash themall. But if we hurried, we
m ght find Rakhal. And, with luck, we would find Evarin with him

And then | was going to bang their heads together. I'd reached a
saturation point on adventure. 1'd had all | wanted. | realized that 1'd
been up all night, that I was exhausted. | wanted to nurder and smash,

and wanted to fall down sonewhere and go to sleep, all at once. W
banged t he wor kroom door shut and | took time to shove a heavy divan
against it, blockading it.

Mellyn stared. "The Little Ones would not harmme," she began. "I am
sacrosanct . "

| wasn't sure. | had a notion her status had changed pl enty, begi nning
when | saw her chai ned and drugged, and standi ng under the hovering
horror. But | didn't say so.

"Maybe. But there's nothing sacred about _ne_ !'"

She was already inside the recess where the Toad God squatted. "There is
a street-shrine just beyond the Bridge of Sumer Snhows. W can junp
directly there." Abruptly she froze in ny arms, with a convul sive
shudder .

"Evarin! Hold nme, tight--he's junping in! Quick!"
Space reel ed round us, and then...

Can you split instantaneousness into fragnments? It didn't nake sense,
but so help nme, that's what happened. And everything that happened,
occurred within less than a second. W landed in the street-shrine. |
could see the pylon and the bridge and the rising sun of Charin. Then
there was the giddy internal wenching, a blast of icy air whistled
round us, and we were gazing out at the Polar mountains, ringed in their
eternal snow.

Mellyn clutched at me. "Pray! Pray to the Gods of Terra, if there are
any!"

She clung so violently that it felt as if her small body was trying to
push t hrough ne and come out the other side. I hung on tight. Mellyn
knew what she was doing in the transmitter; | was just along for the
ride and | didn't relish the thought of being dropped off somewhere in
that black Iinbo we traversed.

W junped again, the sickness of disorientation forcing a moan fromthe



girl, and darkness shivered round us. | | ooked on an unfamliar street
of bl ack night and dust-bleared stars. She whinpered, "Evarin knows what
I"mdoing. He's junmping us all over the planet. He can work the controls
with his mnd. Psychokinetics--1 can do it a little, but | never

dar ed--oh, hang on _tight_!"

Then began one of the npbst amazi ng duels ever fought. Mellyn would nake
some tiny movenent, and we would be falling, blind and di zzy, through

bl ackness. Hal fway through the giddiness, a new direction would w ench
us and we woul d be thrust el sewhere, and | ook out into a new street.

One instant | snelled hot coffee fromthe spaceport cafe near the
Kharsa. An instant later it was blinding noon, with crimnmson fronds
wavi ng above us and a dazzle of water. We flicked in and out of the
salty air of Shainsa, glinpsed flowers on a Daillon street, noonlight,
noon, red twilight flickered and went, shot through with the terrible
gi ddi ness of hyperspace.

Then suddenly | caught a second glinpse of the bridge and the pylon; a
nmonent's oversi ght had | anded us for an instant in Charin. The bl ackness
started to reel down, but my reflexes are fast and | made one swift,
scrabbling step forward. W lurched, sprawl ed, |ocked together, on the
stones of the Bridge of Summer Snows. Battered, and bruised, and

bl oody, we were still alive, and where we wanted to be.

| lifted Mellyn to her feet. Her eyes were dazed with pain. The ground
swayed and rocked under our feet as we fled along the bridge. At the far
end, | |ooked up at the pylon. Judging fromits angle, we couldn't be
nore than a hundred feet fromthe w ndow through which |I'd seen that

| andmark in the scanner. In this street there was a w neshop, a silk
market, and a small private house. | wal ked up and banged on the door

Silence. | knocked again and had time to wonder if we'd find oursel ves
expl ai ning things to sone uninvol ved stranger. Then | heard a child's
hi gh voice, and a deep familiar voice hushing it. The door opened, just
a crack, to reveal part of a scarred face.

It drewinto a hideous grin, then rel axed.

"I thought it might be you, Cargill. You've taken at |east three days
longer than | figured, getting here. Cone on in," said Rakhal Sensar

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

He hadn't changed nmuch in six years. His face _was_ worse than mne; he
hadn't had the plastic surgeons of Terran Intelligence doing their best
for him H's nmouth, | thought fleetingly, must hurt |ike hell when he
drew it up into the kind of grin he was grinning now. H s eyebrows,
thick and fierce with gray in them went up as he saw Mellyn; but he
backed away to let us enter, and shut the door behind us.

The roomwas bare and didn't look as if it had been lived in nmuch. The
floor was stone, rough-laid, a single fur rug laid before a brazier. A
little girl was sitting on the rug, drinking froma big doubl e-handl ed
mug, but she scranbled to her feet as we cane in, and backed agai nst the
wal |, looking at us with wi de eyes.



She had pale-red hair like Juli's, cut straight in a fringe across her
forehead, and she was dressed in a snock of dyed red fur that al nost

mat ched her hair. Alittle smear of mlk |like a white nmoustache clung to
her upper |lip where she had forgotten to wi pe her mouth. She was about
five years old, with deep-set dark eyes like Juli's, that watched ne
gravely w thout surprise or fear; she evidently knew who | was.

"Ri ndy," Rakhal said quietly, not taking his eyes fromne. "Go into the
ot her room"

Rindy didn't nove, still staring at me. Then she noved toward M el lyn,

| ooking up intently not at the woman, but at the pattern of enbroideries
across her dress. It was very quiet, until Rakhal added, in a gentle and
curiously noderate voice, "Do you still carry a skean, Race?"

| shook ny head. "There's an ancient proverb on Terra, about bl ood being
t hi cker than water, Rakhal. That's Juli's daughter. I'mnot going to
kill her father right before her eyes." My rage spilled over then, and
bel | owed, "To hell with your damed Dry-town feuds and your filthy Toad
God and all the rest of it!"

Rakhal said harshly, "Rindy. | told you to get out."

"She needn't go." | took a step toward the little girl, a wary eye on
Rakhal . "1 don't know quite what you're up to, but it's nothing for a
child to be m xed up in. Do what you damm please. | can settle with you
any time.

"The first thing is to get Rindy out of here. She belongs with Juli and,
damm it, that's where she's going." | held out ny arms to the little
girl and said, "It's over, R ndy, whatever he's done to you. Your nother
sent me to find you. Don't you want to go to your nother?"

Rakhal made a nenaci ng gesture and warned, "I wouldn't--"

Mellyn darted swiftly between us and caught up the child in her arns.

Ri ndy began to struggl e noisel essly, kicking and whi npering, but Mellyn
took two quick steps, and flung an inner door open. Rakhal took a stride
toward her. She whirled on him fighting to control the furious little
girl, and gasped, "Settle it between you, w thout the baby watching!"

Through the open door | briefly saw a bed, a child s small dresses
hangi ng on a hook, before Mellyn kicked the door shut and | heard a
| atch being fastened. Behind the cl osed door Rindy broke into angry
screans, but | put nmy back agai nst the door

"She's right. W'll settle it between the two of us. Wat have you done
to that child?"

"I'f you thought--" Rakhal stopped hinself in nidsentence and stood
wat ching me without nmoving for a mnute. Then he | aughed.

"You're as stupid as ever, Race. Wiy, you fool, | knew Juli would run
straight to you, if she was scared enough. | knew it would bring you out
of hiding. Wiy, you damed fool!" He stood nocking me, but there was a

strained fury, alnost a frenzy of contenpt behind the |aughter

"You filthy coward, Race! Six years hiding in the Terran zone. SiXx
years, and | gave you six nonths! |If you'd had the guts to wal k out



after me, after | rigged that final deal to give you the chance, we
could have gone after the biggest thing on Wlf. And we coul d have
brought it off together, instead of spending years spying and dodgi ng
and hunting! And now, when | finally get you out of hiding, all you want
to do is run back where you'll be safe! | thought you had nore guts!”

"Not for Evarin's dirty work!"

Rakhal swore hideously. "Evarin! Do you really believe--1 mght have
known he'd get to you too! That girl--and you' ve managed to weck all |
did there, too!" Suddenly, so swiftly nmy eyes could hardly follow, he
whi pped out his skean and came at nme. "Get away fromthat door!"

| stood ny ground. "You'll have to kill me first. And I won't fight you,
Rakhal . W'll settle this, but we'll do it ny way for once, I|ike
Eart hmen. "

" _Son of the Ape! Get your skean out, you stinking coward!"

"I won't do it, Rakhal." | stood and defied him | had out maneuvered
Dry-towners in a _shegri_ bet. | knew Rakhal, and | knew he woul d not
kni fe an unarned man. "W fought once with the _kifirgh_and it didn't
settle anything. This time we'll do it ny way. | threw ny skean away
before | cane here. | won't fight."

He thrust at ne. Even | could see that the blow was a feint, and | had a
flashing, instantaneous nmenory of Dallisa's threat to drive the knife

t hrough nmy palns. But even while | commanded nysel f to stand steady,
sheer reflex threw me forward, grabbing at his wist and the knife.

Bet ween ny grappling hand he twisted and | felt the skean drive honeg,
rip through nmy jacket with a tearing sound; felt the thin fine line of
touch, not pain yet, as it sliced flesh. Then pain burned through ny
ribs and | felt hot blood, and | wanted to kill Rakhal, wanted to get ny
hands around his throat and kill himwith them And at the sane tine |
was ragi ng because | didn't want to fight the crazy fool, | wasn't even
mad at him

Mellyn flung the door open, shrieking, and suddenly the Toy, released,
was darting a small whirring droning horror, straight at Rakhal's eyes.

| yelled. But there was no time even to warn him | bent and butted him
in the stomach. He grunted, doubled up in agony and fell out of the path
of the diving Toy. It whirred in frustration, hovered.

He writhed in agony, drawi ng up his knees, clawing at his shirt, while
turned on Mellyn in imense fury--and stopped. Hers had been a nove of
desperation, an instinctive act to restore the bal ance between a
weaponl ess man and one who had a knife. Rakhal gasped, in a hoarse voice
with all the breath gone fromit:

"Didn't want to use. Rather fight clean--" Then he opened his cl osed
fist and suddenly there were _two_ of the little whirring droning
horrors in the roomand this one was diving at me, and as | threw nyself
headl ong to the floor the |ast puzzle-piece fell into place: Evarin had
made the sanme bargain with Rakhal as with ne!

| rolled over, dodging. Behind me in the roomthere was a child' s shril
scream "Daddy! Daddy!" And abruptly the birds collapsed in mdair and
went linp. They fell to the floor |ike dropping stones and |lay there
qui vering. R ndy dashed across the room her small skirts flying, and



grabbed up one of the terrible vicious things in either hand.
"Rindy!" | bell owed. "No!"

She stood shaking, tears pouring down her round cheeks, a Toy squeezed
tight in either hand. Dark veins stood out al nost black on her fair
temples. "Break them Daddy," she inplored in a little thread of a

voi ce. "Break them _quick_. | can't hang on...."

Rakhal staggered to his feet like a drunken man and snatched one of the
Toys, grinding it under his heel. He made a grab at the second, reeled
and drew an angui shed breath. He crunpled up, clutching at his belly
where 1'd butted him The bird screanmed like a living thing.

Breaki ng nmy paral ysis of horror | |eaped up, ran across the room

heedl ess of the searing pain along ny side. | snatched the bird from
Rindy and it screaned and shrilled and died as my foot crunched the tiny
feathers. | stanmped the still-noving thing into an anorphous nmess and
kept on stamping and smashing until it was only a heap of powder.

Rakhal finally managed to haul hinself upright again. Hs face was so
pal e that the scars stood out |like fresh burns.

"That was a foul blow, Race, but I--1 know why you did it." He stopped
and breathed for a mnute. Then he nmuttered, "You ... saved ny life, you
know. Did you know you were doing it, when you did it?"

Still breathing hard, | nodded. Done knowingly, it meant an end of
bl ood-feud. However we had w onged each other, whatever the pledges.
spoke the words that confirmed it and ended it, finally and forever:

"There is a life between us. Let it stand for a death."

Mellyn was standing in the doorway, her hands pressed to her nouth, her
eyes wide. She said shakily, "You' re walking around with a knife in your
ribs, you fool!"

Rakhal whirled and with a quick jerk he pulled the skean | oose. It had
simply been caught in ny shirtcloak, in a fold of the rough cloth. He
pulled it away, glanced at the red tip, then relaxed. "Not nore than an
i nch deep," he said. Then, angrily, defending hinself: "You did it
yoursel f, you ape. | was trying to get rid of the knife when you junped
ne."

But | knew that and he knew | knew it. He turned and scooped up Ri ndy,
who was sobbing noisily. She dug her head into his shoul der and | made
out her strangled words. "The other Toys hurt you when | was mad at
you...." she sobbed, rubbing her fists against sneared cheeks. "I--1I
wasn't that mad at you. | wasn't that nad at anybody, not even ... him"

Rakhal pressed his hand against his daughter's fleecy hair and said,

| ooki ng at me over her head, "The Toys activate a child s subconscious
resentments agai nst his parents--1 found out that nuch. That al so neans
a child can control themfor a few seconds. No adult can." A stranger
woul d have seen no change in his expression, but I knew him and saw.

"Juli said you threatened Ri ndy."

He chuckl ed and set the child on her feet. "Wat else could | say that
woul d have scared Juli enough to send her running to you? Juli's proud,



al nrost as proud as you are, you stiff-necked Son of the Ape." The insult
did not sting ne now.

"Come on, sit down and let's decide what to do, now we've finished up
the old business."” He | ooked remptely at Mellyn and said, "You nust be
Dallisa's sister? | don't suppose your talents include know ng how to
make cof fee?"

They didn't, but with Rindy's help Mellyn managed, and while they were
out of the room Rakhal explained briefly. "R ndy has rudi mentary ESP
I've never had it nyself, but | could teach her something--not
much- - about how to use it. |'ve been on Evarin's track ever since that
busi ness of The Lisse.

"I'"d have got it sooner, if you were still working with me, but |
couldn't do anything as a Terran agent, and | had to be kicked out so
t horoughly that the others wouldn't be afraid I was still working

secretly for Terra. For a long tine | was just chasing runors, but when
Ri ndy got big enough to look in the crystals of Nebran, | started making
SOITe progress.

"I was afraid to tell Juli; her best safety was the fact that she didn't
know anyt hi ng. She's al ways been a stranger in the Dry-towns." He
paused, then said with honest self-evaluation, "Since | left the Secret

Service |'ve been a stranger there myself."
| asked, "Wwhat about Dallisa?"

"Twi ns have sonme ESP to each other. | knew Mellyn had gone to the
Toymaker. | tried to get Dallisa to find out where Mellyn had gone,
learn nmore about it. Dallisa wouldn't risk it, but Kyral saw ne with
Dal | i sa and thought it was Mellyn. That put himon my tail, too, and
had to | eave Shainsa. | was afraid of Kyral," he added soberly. "Afraid
of what he'd do. | couldn't do anything without Rindy and | knew if |
told Juli what | was doing, she'd take Rindy away into the Terran Zone,
and |'d be as good as dead."

As he talked, | began to realize how vast a web Evarin and the
under ground organi zati on of Nebran had spread for us. "Evarin was here
t oday. \Wat for?"

Rakhal |aughed mirthlessly. "He's been trying to get us to kill each
other off. That would get rid of us both. He wants to turn over WIf to
t he nonhumans entirely, | think he's sincere enough, but"--he spread his
hands hel pl essly--"1 can't sit by and see it."

| asked point-blank, "Are you working for Terra? O for the Dry-towns?
O any of the anti-Terran novements?"

"I"'mworking for _me_", he said with a shrug. "I don't think nuch of the
Terran Empire, but one planet can't fight a gal axy. Race, | want just
one thing. | want the Dry-towns and the rest of WlIf, to have a voice in

their own government. Any pl anet which makes a substantial contribution
to galactic science, by the aws of the Terran Enpire, is automatically
given the status of an independent commonwealt h.

"If a man fromthe Dry-towns di scovers sonething like a matter
transmtter, WIf gets dom nion status. But Evarin and his gang want to
keep it secret, keep it away from Terra, keep it |ocked up in places

i ke Canarsa! Sonebody has to get it away fromthem And if | do it, |



get a nice fat bonus, and an official position."

| believed that, where | woul d have suspected too much protestation of
altruism Rakhal tossed it aside.

"You've got Mellyn to take you through the transmtters. Go back to the
Mastershrine, and tell Evarin that Race Cargill is dead. In the Trade
City they think I'mCargill, and | can get in and out as | choose--sorry
if it caused you trouble, but it was the safest thing | could think
of--and 1'Il 'vise Magnusson and have him send soldiers to guard the
street-shrines. Evarin mght try to escape through one of them?"

| shook ny head. "Terra hasn't enough nen on all Wl f to cover the
street-shrines in Charin alone. And | can't go back with Mellyn." |
expl ai ned. Rakhal pursed his lips and whistled when | described the
fight in the transmtter

"You have all the luck, Cargill! |I've never been near enough even to be
sure how they work--and I'Il bet you didn't begin to understand! W'l
have to do it the hard way, then. It won't be the first time we' ve
bull ed our way through a tight place! We'll face Evarin in his own

hi deout! If Rindy's with us, we needn't worry."

| was willing to I et himassume command, but | protested, "You' d take a
child into that--that--"

"What el se can we do? Rindy can control the Toys, and neither you nor |
can do that, if Evarin should decide to throw his whole arsenal at us."
He called Rindy and spoke softly to her. She | ooked fromher father to
me, and back again to her father, then sniled and stretched out her hand
to ne.

Before we ventured into the street, Rakhal scowl ed at the spraw ed
enbroi deries of Mellyn's robe. He said, "In those things you show up
like a snowfall in Shainsa. If you go out in them you could be nobbed.
Hadn't you better get rid of them now?"

"I can't," she protested. "They're the keys to the transmtter!"”

Rakhal | ooked at the conventionalized idols with curiosity, but said
only, "Cover themup in the street, then. Rindy, find her sonething to
put over her dress."

When we reached the street-shrine, Mellyn adnmoni shed: "Stand cl ose
toget her on the stones. I'mnot sure we can all make the junp at once,
but we'll have to try."

Rakhal picked up Rindy and hoisted her to his shoulder. Mellyn dropped
t he cl oak she had draped over the pattern of the Nebran enbroideries,
and we crowded cl ose together. The street swayed and vani shed and | felt
the nowfamliar dip and swirl of blackness before the world

strai ghtened out again. Rindy was whinpering, dabbing snmeary fists at
her face. "Daddy, ny nose is bleeding...."

Mellyn hastily bent and w ped the blood fromthe snubby nose. Rakha
gestured inpatiently.

"The workroom Weck everything you see. Rindy, if anything starts to
cone at us, you stop it. Stop it quick. And"--he bent and took the
little face between his hands--"_chiya_, renenber they're not toys, no



matter how pretty they are.”
Her grave gray eyes blinked, and she nodded.

Rakhal flung open the door of the elves' workshop with a shout. The
ringing of the anvils shattered into a thousand di ssonances as | kicked
over a workbench and hal f-fini shed Toys crashed in confusion to the

fl oor.

The dwarfs scattered like rabbits before our assault of destruction.
smashed tools, filigree, jewels, stanping everything with nmy heavy
boots. | shattered glass, caught up a hanmer and smashed crystals. There
was a wild exhilaration to it.

A tiny doll, proportioned |like a wonan, dashed toward ne, shrilling in a
supersoni c shriek. | put ny foot on her and ground the life out of her
and she screanmed like a |living woman as she cane apart. Her blue eyes
rolled fromher head and lay on the floor watching nme. | crushed the

bl ue jewel s under my heel

Rakhal swung a tiny hound by the tail. Its head shattered into debris of
al nost -i nvi si bl e gears and wheels. | caught up a chair and wecked a

gl ass cabinet of parts with it, swinging furiously. A berserk madness of
smashi ng and breaking had [aid hold on ne.

I was drunk with crushing and shattering and ruining, when |I heard
Mellyn screama warning and turned to see Evarin standing in the
doorway. Hi s green cat-eyes blazed with rage. Then he rai sed both hands
in a sudden, sardonic gesture, and with a |oping, inhuman glide, raced
for the transmtter.

"Ri ndy," Rakhal panted, "can you block the transmtter?"

Instead Rindy shrieked. "W've got to get out! The roof is falling down!
The house is going to fall down on us! The roof, |ook at the roof!"

| |1 ooked up, transfixed by horror. | saw a wide rift open, saw the
skylight shatter and break, and daylight pouring through the cracking
wal I s, Rakhal snatched Ri ndy up, protecting her fromthe falling debris
with his head and shoul ders. | grabbed Mellyn round the waist and we
ran for the rift in the buckling wall

W shoved through just before the roof caved in and the walls coll apsed,
and we found ourselves standing on a bare grassy hillside, |ooking down
in shock and horror as below us, section after section of what had been
apparently bare hill and rock caved in and col |l apsed into dusty rubble.

Mellyn screamed hoarsely. "Run. Run, hurry!"

| didn't understand, but | ran. | ran, my sides aching, blood stream ng
fromthe forgotten flesh-wound in nmy side. Mellyn raced beside nme and
Rakhal stunbl ed al ong, carrying R ndy.

Then the shock of a great explosion rocked the ground, hurling ne down
full length, Mellyn falling on top of ne. Rakhal went down on his
knees. Rindy was crying loudly. Wen |I could see straight again,

| ooked down at the hillside.

There was nothing left of Evarin's hideaway or the Mastershrine of
Nebran except a great, gaping hole, still oozing snmoke and thick black



dust. Mellyn said al oud, dazed, "So _that's_ what he was going to do!"

It fitted the peculiar nonhuman | ogic of the Toymaker. He'd covered the
traces.

"Destroyed!" Rakhal raged. "All destroyed! The workroons, the science of
the Toys, the matter transmitter--the mnute we find it, it's
destroyed!" He beat his fists furiously. "Qur one chance to learn--"

"We were lucky to get out alive," said Mellyn quietly. "Where on the
pl anet are we, | wonder?"

| 1 ooked down the hillside, and stared in amazenment. Spread out on the
hillside bel ow us lay the Kharsa, topped by the white skyscraper of the

|_Q

"I"ll be damed," | said, "right here. W're hone. Rakhal, you can go
down and make your peace with the Terrans, and Juli. And you, Mellyn--"
Before the others, | could not say what | was thinking, but | put ny
hand on her shoul der and kept it there. She sniled, shakily, with a hint
of her old mischief. "I can't go into the Terran Zone | ooking like this,
can |? Gve ne that conb again. Rakhal, give ne your shirtcl oak, ny
robes are torn."

"You vain, stupid female, worrying about a thing like that at a tine
like this!" Rakhal's | ook was like nmurder. | put my comb in her hand,
t hen suddenly saw sonething in the synbols across her breasts. Before
this | had seen only the conventionalized and intricate glyph of the
Toad CGod. But now- -

| reached out and ripped the cloth away.

"Cargill!" she protested angrily, crinsoning, covering her bare breasts
with both hands. "lIs this the place? And before a child, too!"

| hardly heard. "Look!" | exclainmed. "Rakhal, |ook at the synbols
enbroi dered into the glyph of the God! You can read the ol d nonhuman
glyphs. You did it in the city of The Lisse. Mellyn said they were the
key to the transnmitters! I'Il bet the formula is witten out there for
anyone to read!

"Anyone, that is, who _can_read it! | can't, but I'll bet the fornula
equations for the transmtters are carved on every Toad God gl yph on
Wl f. Rakhal, it nakes sense. There are two ways of hiding sonething.

Either keep it |ocked away, or hide it right out in plain sight. \Woever
bothers even to _|ook_ at a conventionalized Toad God? There are so many
_billions_ of them..."

He bent his head over the enbroideries, and when he | ooked up his face
was flushed. "I believe--by the chains of Sharra, | believe you have it,
Race! It may take years to work out the glyphs, but 1'll do it, or die
trying!" H's scarred and hi deous face | ooked al nbst handsone in
exultation, and | grinned at him

"I'f Juli |eaves enough of you, once she finds out how you nmaneuvered
her. Look, Rindy's fallen asleep on the grass there. Poor kid, we'd
better get her down to her nother."

"Right." Rakhal thrust the precious enbroidery into his shirtcloak, then
cradl ed his sleeping daughter in his arns. | watched himw th a curious



enotion | could not identify. It seened to pinpoint some great change,
either in Rakhal or nyself. It's not difficult to visualize one's sister
with children, but there was something, some strange incongruity in the
sight of Rakhal carrying the little girl, carefully tucking her up in a
fold of his cloak to keep the sharp breeze off her face.

Mellyn was linping in her thin sandals, and she shivered. | asked,
" Col d?"
"No, but--1 don't believe Evarin is dead, |I'mafraid he got away."

For a minute the thought dinmred the luster of the norning. Then
shrugged. "He's probably buried in that big hole up there." But | knew
woul d never be sure.

W wal ked abreast, ny arm around the weary, stunbling worman, and Rakha
said softly at last, "Like old tines."

It wasn't old times, | knew. He would know it too, once his exultation
sobered. | had outgrown ny love for intrigue, and I had the feeling this
was Rakhal's last adventure. It was going to take him as he said, years
to work out the equations for the transnitter. And | had a feeling ny
own solid, ordinary desk was going to | ook good to nme in the norning.

But | knew now that 1'd never run away from Wl f again. It was my own
bel oved sun that was rising. My sister was waiting for me down bel ow,
and | was bringing back her child. My best friend was wal king at ny
side. What nore could a man want?

If the menmory of dark, poison-berry eyes was to haunt ne in nightnares,

they did not come into the waking world. | |ooked at Mellyn, took her
sl ender unmanacl ed hand in mne, and smiled as we wal ked through the
gates of the city. Now, after all ny years on Wil f, | understood the

desire to keep their wonen under |ock and key that was its ancient
custom | vowed to nyself as we went that | should waste no tinme finding
a fetter shop and having forged therein the perfect steel chains that
should bind ny love's wists to nmy key forever



