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GOD, MACHI NE- - OR LI STENI NG POST FOR QUTSI DERS?

Horng sat opposite the tiny, fragile creature who held a

m crophone, its wires attached to an interpreting machi ne. He

bl i nked his huge eyes slowy, his stiff nouth funblingly form ng
words of a | anguage his race had not used for thirty thousand
years.

"Kor was ... is ... God ... Know edge." He had tried to convey
this to the small creatures who had invaded his world, but they
did not heed. Their ill-equipped brains were trying futilely to

conprehend the ancient race nenory of his people.

Now t hey woul d attenpt further to discover the forbidden
directives of Kor. Horng remenbered, sonewhere far back in the
fossil layers of his thoughts, a warning. They nust be stopped!

If he had to, he would stanp out these creatures who were called
"humans. "

CAST OF CHARACTERS

Rynason

H's mental quest led himtoo close to a dangerous secret.

Manni ng

H s ideas for colonizing that world didn't include survival for
its native beings.

Mal homme

This ruffian-preacher could be the one man that everyone m ght
have to trust.

Mar a

She wanted to save the aliens, but did they want to be saved?



Hor ng

In the recesses of his brain was the key to a dead
civilization--or a live nenace...

Kor

Was it a legend, a king, a thing, or a trap from another gal axy?
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Lee Rynason sat forward on the faded red-stone seat, watching the stylus
of the interpreter as the nassive grey being in front of himspoke, its
dry, leathery mouth slowly and stunblingly formng the words of a spoken
| anguage its race had not used for over thirty thousand years. The
stylus made no sound in the thin air of Hrlaj as it passed over the

pl asti cene notepaper; the only sounds in the ancient building were those
of the alien's surprisingly high and thin voice conming at intervals and
Rynason's own slightly | abored breathing.

He did not listen to the alien's voice--by now he had heard it often
enough so that it was merely irritating in its thin dryness, like old
parchnents being rubbed together. He watched the stylus as it junped
al ong sporadically:

TEBRON MARL WAS OUR ... PRIEST KING HERO. NOT PRI EST BUT ONE WHO KNEW
THAT | S PRI EST.

Rynason was a slender, sandy-haired man in his late twenties. A sharp
scar froma knife cut left a line across his forehead over his right
eyebrow. Hi s eyes, perhaps brown, perhaps green--the light on Hirlaj was
somet i nes deceptive--were soft, but narrowed with an intent alertness.
He raised the interpreter's mke and said, "How | ong ago?"

The stylus recorded the Earthman's question too, but Rynason did not
watch it. He |l ooked up at the bulk of the alien, watching for the slow
closing of its eyes, so slowthat it could not be called a blink, that



woul d show it had understood the question. The interpreter could feed
the question direct to the telepathic alien, but there was no guarantee
that it would be understood.

The eyes, resting steadily on him closed and opened and in a few
nmonents cane the Hirlaji's dry voice

THE GREAT AGE WAS | N THE EI GHTEENTH GENERATI ON PAST ... SEVEN THOUSAND
YEARS AGO

Rynason cal cul ated quickly. Translating that to about 8200

Eart h-standard years and subtracting, that would nmake it about the
seventeenth century. About the tine of the Restoration in England, when
the western hem sphere of Earth was still being col oni zed. Ei ghteen
generations ago on Hirlaj. He read the date into the mke for the stylus
to record, and sat back and stretched.

They were sitting amid the ruins of a vast hall, grey dust covering the
stone floor all around them Dry, hard vegetation had crept in through
cracks and breaks in the walls and fallen across the dusty interior
shadows of the building. Cccasionally a small, quick animal would dart
froma dark wall across the floor to another shadow, its feet soundl ess
in the dust.

Above Rynason the enornous arch of the Hirlaji done | oonmed darkly

agai nst the deep cerul ean blue of the sky. The lines of all Hrlaji
architecture were deceptively sinmple, but Rynason had al ready found that
if he tried to follow the curves and angl es he woul d soon find his head
swi mming. There was a quality to these ancient buil dings which was not
qui te understandable to a Terran mind, as though the old Hirlaji had
built them on geonetric principles just slightly at a tangent fromthose
of Earth. The curve of the arch drew Rynason's eyes along its sil houette
al nrost hypnotically. He caught hinmself, and shook his head, and turned
again to the alien before him

The creature's nane, as well as it could be rendered in a Terran script,
was Horng. The head of the alien was dark and hairl ess, |eathery,

weat hered; the light wires of the interpreter trailed down and across
the floor fromwhere they were clanped to the deep indentations of the
tenmpl es. Massive boney ridges circled the shadowed eyes set |ow on the
head, directly above the w de mouth whi ch al ways hung open while the
Hrlaji breathed in long gulps of air. Two atrophied nostrils were
situated on either side and slightly below the eyes. The neck was so
thick and massive that it was practically nonexistent, blending the head
wi th the shoul ders and trunk, on which the dry skin stretched so thin

t hat Rynason could see the solid bone of the chest wall. Two squat arns
hung fromthe shoul ders, terminating in four-digited hands on which two
sets of blunt fingers were opposed; Horng kept noving them constantly,

i n what Rynason automatically interpreted as a nervous habit. The | ower
body was composed of two heavily-mnmuscled legs jointed so that they could
nove either forward or backward, and the feet had four stubby but
powerful toes radiating fromthe center. The Hirlaji wore a dark garment
of somet hi ng which | ooked |ike wood-fibre, hanging fromthe head and

gat hered together by a cord just bel ow the chest-wall

Rynason, since arriving on the planet three weeks before as one of a
team of fifteen archaeol ogi cal workers, had been interview ng Horng

al nost every day, but still he often found hinself renmenbering only with
difficulty that this was an intelligent being; Horng was so sl ow nmovi ng
and uncommuni cative nost of the tinme that he al nost seened |ike a nound



of leather, like a pile of hides thrown together in a corner. But he was
intelligent, and in his nmnd he held perhaps the entire history of his
race.

Rynason lifted the interpreter-m ke again. "Was Tebron Marl king of al
Hrlaj?"

Horng's eyes slowy closed and opened. TEBRON MARL WAS RULER LEADER I N
THE REG ON OF M NES. HE UNI TED ALL OF H RLAJ AND WAS PRI EST RULER

"How did he unite the planet?"

TEBRON LI VED AT THE END OF THE BARBARI C AGE. HE CONQUERED THE PLANET BY
VI CLENCE AND DROVE THE ANCI ENT PRI EST CASTE FROM THE TEMPLE

"But the reign of Tebron Marl is renmenbered as an era of peace.”
VWHEN HE WAS PRI EST KI NG HE HELD THE PEACE. HE ENDED THE BARBARI C AGE.

Rynason suddenly sat forward, watching the stylus record these words.
"Then it was Tebron who abolished war on Hirlaj?"

YES.

Rynason felt a thrill go through him This was what they had all been
searching for--the point in the history of Hirlaj when wars had ceased,
when the Hirlaji had given thenselves over to conpletely peacefu

living. He knew already that the transition had been sharp and sudden

It was the | ast question mark in the sketchy history of Hirlaj which the
survey team had conpiled since its arrival--how had the Hirlaji managed
so abruptly to establish and maintain an era of peace which had | asted
unbroken to the present?

It was difficult even to think of these huge, slow noving creatures as
warriors ... but warriors they had been, for thousands of their years,
gradual ly building their culture and science until, apparently al nost
overni ght, the wars had ceased. Since then the Hirlaji noved in their

sl ow way through their world, growi ng nore conplacent with the passage
of anci ent generations, grow ng passive, and, eventually, decadent. Now
there were only some two dozen of the race left alive.

They were telepathic, these |eathery aliens, and behind those shadowed
eyes they held the entire nenories of their race. Experiences

conmuni cated tel epathically through the centuries had formed a nenory
pool which each of the remaining Hirlaji shared. They could not, of
course, integrate in their own mnds all of that inmrense store of
menories and understand it all clearly ... but the nenories were there.

It was at the sane time a boon and a trial for Rynason and the rest of
the survey team They were trained archaeologists ... as well school ed
as possible on the worlds of this far-flung sector near the constantly
out war d-movi ng Edge, the limt of Terran expansi on. Rynason could
operate and if necessary repair the portable carbondaters of the team
he knew the fine points of excavation and restoration of artifacts and
had studied so many types of alien anatony that he could make at | east
an educated guess at the reconstruction of beings fromfragmentary
fossil-remains or inconplete skeletons ... or exoskel etons.

But the situation on Hirlaj was one which had never before been
encount ered; here he was not dealing with a dead race's remains, but



directly with menbers of that race. It was not a matter of sifting
fragnmentary evi dence of science, crafts and custons, finding out what he
could and piecing together a conposite picture fromthe renmains at hand,
as they had done with the artifacts of the Qutsiders, those unknown

bei ngs who had left the ruins of their outposts and colonies in six

gal axi es already explored and settled by the Earthnen; all he had to do
here was ask the right questions and he woul d get his answers.

Sitting there under that massive dome, with the quiet-eyed alien before
him Rynason couldn't conpletely suppress a feeling of ridicul ousness.
The problemwas that the Hrlaji could not be depended upon to be able
to find a particular nmenory-series in their ninds; the race nenory was
such a conglonmeration that all they could do was strike randomy at
menories until the correct area was touched, and then follow up from
there. The result was usually irrel evant and unrel ated infornmation

But he seened to be getting sonewhere now. Having spent three weeks with
Horng, gradually learning a little about the ways of his alien mnd, he
had at |ast run across what mght be the inportant turning-point in the
history of Hirlaj.

Hor ng spoke, and Rynason turned to watch the stylus of the interpreter
as it nmoved across the paper. TEBRON SPENT HI S YEARS BRI NG NG HI RLAJ
TOGETHER. FI RST BY CONQUEST THEN BY ... LEADERSH P LAW HE FORBADE ..
SCl ENCES QUESTI NGS EXPLORATI ONS WH CH DREW HI RLAJ APART

"What were these sciences?"
Horng cl osed and opened his eyes. MANY OF THEM ARE FORGOTTEN.

Rynason | ooked up at the alien, who sat quietly on a rough stone
benchl i ke seat. "But your race doesn't forget."

THE MEMORI ES ARE VERY FAR BACK AND ARE HARD TO FI ND. THERE HAS BEEN NO
EFFORT TO RETAI N CERTAI N MEMORI ES.

"But you can renenber these if you try?"

Horng's head di pped to one side, a characteristic nmovenent which Rynason
had not yet managed to interpret. The shadowed, wrinkled eyes cl osed
slowy. THE MEMORI ES ARE THERE. THEY ARE THE SCI ENCES OF KOR MANY OF
THEM ARE WARLI KE SClI ENCES.

"You' ve mentioned Kor before. Who was he?"

KOR WAS | S GOD KNOWL.EDGE

Rynason frowned. The interpreter automatically translated ternms which
had no reliable parallel in Terran by giving two or three rel ated words,
and usually the concept was fairly clear. Not quite so with this

sent ence.

"God and know edge are two different words in our |anguage,"” he said.
"Can you explain your termmnore fully?"

Horng shifted heavily on his seat, his blunt fingers tapping each other
KOR WAS | S EXI STENCE WHI CH WE WORSHI P OBEY ADM RE FOLLOW ALSO ESSENCE
CONCEPT OF KNOW.EDGE SClI ENCE QUESTI NG

Rynason, watching the stylus, pursed his lips. "Mn" he said softly, and



shrugged hi s shoul ders. Kor was apparently some sort of god, but the
interpreter didn't seem capable of translating the term precisely.

"What were the sciences of Kor?"

There was a silence as the stylus finished noving across the paper, and
Rynason | ooked up at Horng. The alien's eyes were closed and he had
stopped the constant notion of his |leathery grey fingers; he sat

i Mmobile, like a giant statue, alnost a part of the conplex of the hal
and the crunbling doned building. Rynason waited.

The silence remained for a long time in the dry air of the enpty hall.
Rynason saw fromthe corner of his eye one of the dark little scavengers
darting out of a gaping wi ndow. He could al nost hear, it seened, the

noi se of the brawing, makeshift town the Earthmen had established a
little less than a mle away fromthe Hrlaji ruins, where already the
nomads and adventurers and drifters had erected a cluster of prefab
nmet al buildings and were settling in.

"What were the sciences of Kor?" Rynason asked again, not wanting to

t hi nk of the cheapness and dirt of the Earth outpost which huddl ed so
near to the Hirlaji dones

He felt Horng's quiet gaze, heavy with centuries, resting on him THEY
WERE ARE THOSE SClI ENCES QUESTI NGS WHI CH KOR PROCLAI MED | NFORVED WERE
SACRED PART OF THE ESSENCE

"Part of Kor?"

Horng' s head di pped to one side. APPROXI MATELY

"How i s this known? Tebron broke the power of the priesthood, didn't
he?"

TEBRON REPLACED THE PRI ESTS. THE KNOAM.EDGE WAS d VEN TO TEBRON
"I'ncluding the information that these sci ences were prohibited?"

Horng shifted forward, |ike a nmassive block of stone wavering. H s
fingers nmoved briefly and then rested. THE MEMORI ES ARE BURI ED DEEPLY.
TEBRON PROCLAI MED THI S PROHI BI TI ON AFTER COVMUNI CATI NG W TH KOR

Rynason's head jerked up fromthe interpreter. "Tebron spoke w th Kor?"

After a pause, Horng's dry voice cane. APPROXI MATELY. THERE WAS . ..
COVMUNI CATI ON RAPPORT. TEBRON WAS KI NG PRI EST.

"Then Tebron made this prohibition in the nane of Kor. Wen did this
occur ?"

THE KNOW.EDGE PRCH BI TI ON WAS COMMUNI CATED TO HI RLAJ WHEN TEBRON ASSUMED
POVNER RI GHT.

"The same day?"

THE DAY AFTER TEBRON COVMMUNI CATED W TH KOR | MVEDI ATELY AFTER QUSTI NG
REPLACI NG THE PRI ESTS.

Rynason watched Horng's replies as they were recorded by the
interpreter; he was frowning. So this dawn-era king was supposed to have



spoken, perhaps telepathically, with the god of the Hrlaji. Could he
have sinply clainmed to have done so in an effort to stabilize his own
power? But the fact that this race was tel epathic threw sone doubt on
t hat supposition

"Are there menories of Tebron's conversation with Kor?" he asked.

Horng's eyes closed and opened in acknow edgenent, and then abruptly the
alien rose to his feet. He noved slowy past Rynason to the base of a

| ong, sweeping flight of stairs which |l ed upward toward the enpty done,
trailing the wires of the interpreter. Rynason noved to unplug the

wi res, but Horng stopped at the base of the stairs, |ooking up along the
curving ranp to where it ended in a blunt, weathered break two-thirds of
the way up. Rubble lay bel ow the break

Rynason watched the grey being staring silently up those broken steps,
and asked softly, "Wat are you doi ng?"

Horng, still gazing upward, dipped his head to one side. THERE I S NO
PURPOSE. He turned and cane slowy back to his stone seat.

Rynason grinned wyly. He was beginning to get used to such things from
Hor ng, whose mind often seened to run in non sequiturs. It was as though
the alien's perceptions of the present were as junbled as the welter of
menories he held. Crazy old nound of | eather

But he was not crazy, of course; his mind sinply ran in a way that was
alien to the Earthnmen. Rynason was beginning to |l earn to respect that
alien way, if not to understand it.

"Are there nmenories of Tebron's conversation with Kor?" Rynason asked
agai n.

TEBRON COVMUNI CATED W TH KOR | MVEDI ATELY AFTER QUSTI NG THE PRI ESTS. IT
OCCURRED | N THE TEMPLE

"Are there nmenories of what was sai d?"

Horng sat silently, perhaps in thought. His reply didn't conme for
several minutes.

THE MEMORI ES ARE BURI ED DEEPLY.

_Can you renenber _ the actual conmuni cation?"

Horng's head tilted to one side in a peculiarly strained fashion
Rynason coul d see a mnuscle junmping where the alien's neck bl ended with
his torso. THE MEMORI ES ARE BURI ED SO DEEPLY. | CANNOT REACH THEM

Rynason gazed pensively at the interpreter as these words were recorded.
What coul d have happened during that conversation that woul d have caused

its memory to be so deeply buried?

"Can you find anbng any of the rest of Tebron's nenories any thoughts
about Kor ?"

YES. TEBRON HAD MEMORI ES THAT HE HAD COVMUNI CATED W TH KOR, BUT THESE
ARE FLEETI NG THERE IS NOTH NG CLEAR.

The Hirlaji was shaking, his entire body trenbling with some sort of



tensi on whi ch even comunicated itself through the interpreter, causing
the stylus to quaver and junp forward, dragging a jagged |ine across the
paper. Rynason stared up at the alien, feeling a chill down his back

whi ch seemed to penetrate through to his chest and |lungs. This massive
creature was shaking like the rumbling warni ngs of an earthquake, his
eyes cast downward fromthe deep shadows of their sockets; Rynason could
al nost feel the weight of their gaze |ike a heavy, dark blanket. He
lifted the interpreter's mke slowy.

"Your race does not forget,"
this conversation?"

he said softly. "Wiwy can't you renenber

Horng's four-digited hands clasped tightly and the powerful tendons
stood out starkly on the heavy wists as Horng drew in | ong breaths of
air, the sound of his breathing loud in the great space under the done.

THERE |'S NOTHI NG CLEAR. THERE | S NOTHI NG CLEAR

The Earthnman called the town Hrlaj too, because the spaceport was
there. It was a newtown, only a few nonths old, but the gleam ng all oys
of the buildings were already coated with dirt and pitted by the
frequent dust storms that swept through. Garbage littered the alleys;
its odor was strange but still foul in the alien atnosphere. The small,
darting creatures were here too, foraging in the alleys and the
outskirts of the town, where the streets ended i n garbage heaps and new
ceneteries or faded into the trackless flat where the spacers touched
down.

The Earthnen filled the streets ... drinking, fighting, |aughing and
cursing, arguing over noney or power or, sonetines, women. The womnen
here were hard and self-sufficient, followi ng the path of Terran
expansion in the stars and taking what they felt was due them as wonen
or what they could get as nen. Supply houses did a thriving business,
their prices high between shipnents on the spacers fromthe inner
wor | ds; bars and ganbli ng houses stayed open all night; room ng houses
and restaurants and | aundri es displayed crude handl ettered signs al ong
the streets.

Rynason pushed his way through a jostling crowd outside the door of a
bar. He was supposed to neet the head of his Survey team here--Rice
Manni ng, who had been pushing the survey as hard as he could since the
day they'd set foot on Hrlaj. Manning was hard and anbitious--a | eader
of men, Rynason thought sardonically as he surveyed the tables in the
diminterior. The floor of the bar was a dirty plastic-netal alloy,

al ready scuffed and in places bl oodstai ned. The tables were of the
cheap, light nmetals so comobn on the spacer-supplied worlds of the Edge,
and t hey wobbl ed.

The | owceilinged roomwas crowded with nmen. Rynason didn't know nany of
t hem by name, but he recognized a |lot of the faces. The men of the Edge,
t hough they | acked noney, education, often brains and usually ethics, at
| east had the quality of distinctiveness: they didn't fit the hal f-dozen
conveni ent nol ds which the highly devel oped culture of the inner worlds
fitted over the nore civilized citizens of the Terran Federation. These



men were too self-interested to foll ow the group-thoughts which
controlled the centers of enmpire, and the seans and winkles of their
faces stanped a rough kind of individuality even nore visually upon

t hem

O themall, the man who was instantly recogni zable in any crowd |ike
this was Rene Mal homme; Rynason inmediately saw the nman in one corner of
the room He stood six and a half feet tall, heavily nmuscled and a bit

wi | d-eyed; his greying hair fell in disorder over his dirty forehead and
sprayed out over his ears. He was surrounded by | aughi ng and shouting
nmen; Rynason couldn't tell fromthis di stance whether he was engaged in
one of his usual heated argunents on religion or in his other avocation
of recounting stories of the wonen he had "converted'. He waved a

bl ack-1ettered sign sayi ng REPENT! over his head--but then, he always

di d.

Rynason found Manning in the back, sitting under a cheap print of a

Pi casso nude with cold light trained on it in typically bad taste. He
had a woman with him Rynason recogni zed her--Mara Stephens, in charge
of communi cati ons and supplies for the survey team She was a strange
girl, aloof but not hard, and she carried herself with a quiet dignity.
What was she doing with Manni ng?

He passed a waiter on his way to the table and ordered a drink. Ml home
saw him as he passed: "Lee Rynason! Cone and join me in repentance! G ve
your soul to God and your noney to the barman, for as the prophet

sayeth, lo, I amdry! Join us!"

Rynason grinned and shook his head, wal ki ng past. He grabbed one of the
light-metal chairs and sat down next to Mara.

"You wanted to see nme," he said to Manning.

Manni ng | ooked up at himto apparent surprise. "Lee! Yes, yes--sit down.
Wait, we'll get you a drink."

So he was in that kind of a nbod. "I've got one coning," Rynason said.
"What's our problemtoday?"

Manni ng smiled broadly. "No problem Lee; no problemat all. Not unless
you want to make one." He chuckl ed goodnaturedly, a tacit statenment that
he was expecting no such thing. "l've got good news today, by god. You
tell him Mra."

Rynason turned to the girl, who snmled briefly. "It just cane over the
telecom " she said. "Manning has a good chance for the governorship
here. The Council is supposed to announce its decision in tw weeks."

Rynason | ooked over at Manning, his face expressionless.
"Congratul ati ons. How did this happen?"

"I"ve got an inside track; friend of mne knows several of the big guys.
Throws parties, things like that. He's been putting in a word for ne,
here and there.”

"Isn't this a bit out of your line?" Rynason said.
Manni ng sat back, a large man with cl ose-cropped dark hair and heavy

features. Hi s beard was trimmed to a thin line along the ridge of his
jaw-a style that was popular on the inner worlds, but rarely seen here



on the Edge. "This _is_my line," he said. "God, this is what | was
after when | took this damed job. Survey teans are a dinme a dozen out
here, Lee; it's no job for a man."

"We've got sort of a special case here," Rynason said evenly, glancing
at Mara. She smiled at him "W haven't run into any alien races before
that were intelligent."

Manni ng | aughed, and took a | ong swallow of his drink. "Twenty-six |ousy
hor sef aces--now there's an inmportant discovery for you. No, Lee, this is
peanuts. For that matter, they may be running into intelligent aliens
all over the Edge by now -communication isn't so reliable out here that
we' d necessarily know about it. Wat we've found here isn't any nore

i nportant than all the rubble and trash the Qutsiders left behind."

"Still, it _is_ unique so far," Mara said.

"Il tell you exactly how unique it is," Manning said, |eaning forward
and setting down his glass with a bang. "It's just unique enough that I
can nake it sound inportant in ny report to the Council. | can make
nmysel f sound a little inpressive. That's how inportant it is; no nore
than that."

Rynason pursed his |lips, but didn't say anything. The waiter arrived
with his drink; he threw a green coin onto the table which was scooped
up before it had finished ringing to a stop, and sat back with the gl ass
in his hand.

"I's that your pitch to the Council?" he asked. "You're telling themthat
Hrlaj is an inportant archaeol ogical area and that's why you should get
t he gover norshi p?"
"Somet hing like that," Manning nodded. "That, and ny friend at
Seventeenth C uster headquarters. Incidentally, he's an idiot and a

sl ob--turns on quadsense tel emuse instead of working, drinks hopsbrau
fromhis owm sector. | can't stand him But | did hima few favors, just
in case, and they're paying off."

"I think it's marvel ous the way our frontier policy caters to the
colonists,"” Mara said quietly. She was still smling, but it was an
ironic snmle which suddenly struck Rynason as characteristic of her

He knew exactly what she neant. Manning's little push for power was
not hi ng new or shocking in Terran frontier politics. Wth the rapid
expansi on of the Edge through the centuries, the frontier policy of the
Conf ederation had had to adapt itself to conparatively slipshod nethods
of setting up governnents in the new y-opened areas. Back in the early
days they'd tried sending out trained nmen fromeach C uster
headquarters, but that had been foredoonmed to failure: travel between
the stars was slow, and too often the governors had arrived after |oca
of ficial dons had al ready been established, and there had been cl ashes.
The col oni sts had al nost al ways backed the | ocal governments, and there
were a few full-scale revolts when the system had been backed too
mlitantly by C uster headquarters.

So the Local Autonony System had been sanctioned. The col onists woul d

al ways support their own men, who at |east knew conditions in the areas
they were to govern. But since this necessarily linmted the choice of
Edge governorships to the roustabouts and drifters who wandered the
outworlds, the resulting adm nistrations were probably even nore corrupt



than they had been under the old system of what had amounted to
centralized graft. The Cluster Councils retained the power of appointing
the I ocal governors, but aside fromthat the new y-opened worlds of the
Edge were conpletely under their own rule. Some of the nore vocal
critics of the Local Autonomy System had dubbed it instead the

I ndi genous Corruption Systeny it was by now a fairly standard ni cknane
in the outworlds.

The system made for a wi de-open frontier--bustling, wild, hectic, and
rich. For the worlds of the Edge were untaned worlds, raw and
forbi ddi ng, and the policy of the Councils was calculated to attract the
ki nd of nmen who not only could but would open these frontiers. The
roustabouts, the lowdrifters of the spaceways ... nen who were hard and
strong fromrepeated knocks, who were | ooking for a way to work or fight
their way up. The | ean and hungry of the outworlds.

Rynason gl anced across the table at Manning. He was neither |ean nor
hungry, but he had that [ook in his eyes. Rynason had been around the
Edge for years--his father had travelled the spacers in the conmmerci al
i nes--and he had seen that | ook on many nmen, in the fields and m nes,
in the spaceports, in the quickly-tarnished prefab towns that sprang up
al nost overni ght when a planetfall was nade. He could recognize it on
Manni ng despite the man's casual, self-satisfied expression

"You don't have to worry about the colonists here,” Manning was sayi ng
to the girl. "I'"lIl treat 'emdecently. There'll be noney to be nade
here, and I can nake it w thout stepping on too nany toes."

Mara seened anmused. "And what woul d happen if you _had_ to step on them
to make your noney? What if Hirlaj doesn't turn out to have any natura
resources worth exploiting--a whole civilization has been here for

t housands of years? Wat if the colony here starts to falter, and the
men nove on?"

Manni ng frowned at her for a nmonment, then gave a grunting laugh. "No
chance of that. It's Iike Lee was just saying--this planet is an

i mportant di scovery--we've got tanme aliens here, intelligent horsefaces
that you can |lead around with a rope on their necks. That alone wll
draw tourists. Maybe well set up an official Restricted Gound, a sort
of reservation."”

"A zoo, you nean," Rynason interrupted.

Manni ng rai sed an anused eyebrow at him "A reservation, | said. You
know what reservations are |ike, Lee."

Rynason gl ared at the heavier nan, then subsided. There was no point in
getting into a fight over if's and maybe's; in the outworlds you | earned
qui ckly to confine your clashes to tangibles. "Wy did you want to see
me?" he said.

"I want your prelimnary report conpleted,” Manning said. "l've got to
have ny conplete report collated and transmitted within the week, if
it's to have any effect on the Council. Mst of the boys have got them
in already; Breune and Larsborg have pronised theirs within four days.
But you're still holding ne up."

Rynason took a long swallow of his drink and put it down enpty. The
noi se and smell of the bar seemed to grow around him washing over him
It m ght have been the effects of the tarpaq in the drink, but he felt



his stomach tighten and turn slightly when he thought of how Earth's
culture presented itself, warped itself, here on the frontier Edge. Ws
this land of mercenary, slipshod rush really what had carried Earthmen
to the stars?

"I don't knowif I'll have much to report for at |least a week," he said
shortly.

"Then give me a report on what you've got!" Mnning snapped. "If nothing
el se, turn in your transcripts and I'll do the report myself; | can

handle it. What the hell do you nean, you won't have nuch to report?"

"Larsborg said the sanme thing," Mara interjected.

"Larsborg said he'd have his report ready in a couple of days anyway!"
"Il give you what |'ve got as soon as | can," Rynason said. "But
things are just beginning to break for ne--did you see ny note this
af t ernoon?"

"Yes, of course. The part about this Tedron or whatever his nanme was?"

"Tebron Marl. He's the |ink between their barbaric and civilized
periods. |I've only begun to get into it."

Manni ng was waving for nore drinks; he caught a waiter's eye and then
turned back to Rynason. "Wat's this nonsense about some damed bl ock
you ran into? Have you got a crazy horse on your hands?"

"There's something strange there,"” Rynason said. "He tells nme this
Tebron was actual ly supposed to have conmuni cated with their god, or
what ever he was. It sounds crazy, all right. But there's nore to it than
that, I"'msure of it. | wanted tine to go into it further before |I made

my report."

"I think you' ve got a nut alien there, boy. Don't let himfoul you up
you' re one of ny best nen."

Rynason al nost sneered, but he managed to bring it out as a grin. The
role of protective father did not sit well on Manning's shoul ders.
"We're dealing here with a remarkably sane race,"” he pointed out. "The
very fact that they have total recall argues against any insanity in
them There've been experinments on the inner worlds for over a century
now, trying to bring out total recall in us, and not nuch luck so far
W' re a sick, hung-up race."

Manni ng sl apped his hand down on the table. "What the hell are you
trying to do, Lee? Are you trying to neasure these aliens by our
standards? | thought you had better sense. Total recall doesn't
necessarily mean a damm thing in them-but when they start telling you
straightforward and cold that they've talked with sone god, and then
they throw what sounds |like an anxiety fit right in front of you...
Vel |, what does it sound like to you?"

Rynason accepted one of the drinks that the waiter banged down on the
table and took a sip. He felt |ightheaded. "It woul d have been an
anxiety fit if Horng had been human," he said. "But you're right, | do
know better than to judge himby our standards. No, it was sonething
el se.™



"What, then?"

He shook his head. "I don't know. That's the point--1 can't give you a
decent report until | find out."
"Then, dammit, give ne an _indecent_ report! Fill it out with some very

| ear ned specul ations, you know the type...." Mnning stopped, and
grinned. "Speaking of indecent reports, what have we turned up on their
sex |lives?"

"Marc Stoworth covered that in his report yesterday," Mara said.
"They're uni sexual, and their sex life is singularly boring, if you'l
pardon the expression. At |east, Stoworth says so. If it weren't |'m
sure he'd tell us all about it."

Manni ng chuckl ed. "Yes, | inagine you're right; Marc is a good boy. \Well
| ook, Lee, I've told you the position I'min. Now |I'mcounting on you to
get ne out of this spot. |I've _got to_ transmit ny report to Counci
within a week. | don't want to pressure you, but you know |l'min a

position to do it if I have to. Damit, give ne a report."

"Il turn something in in a few days," Rynason said vaguely. H s brain
was definitely fuzzy now fromthe tarpag.

Manni ng stood up. "All right, don't forget it. Trick it out with sone
hi gh- soundi ng guesses if you have to, like | said. Right now|'ve got to
see a man about a woman." He paused, glancing at Mara. "You're busy?"

"I"mbusy, yes." Her face was studiedly expressionless.

He shrugged briefly and went out, pushing and weaving his way through
t he hubbub that filled the bar. It was dark outside; Rynason caught a
glinpse of the dark street as Manning went through the door. Night fel
quickly on Hirlaj, with the suddenness of age.

Rynason turned back to the table, and Mara. He | ooked at her curiously.
"What were you doing with him anyway? You usually keep to yourself."

The girl smiled wyly. She had deep bl ack hair which fell to her

shoul ders in soft waves. Mst of the wonmen here grew their hair down to
their waists, in exaggerated imtation of inner-world styles, but Mara
had nmore taste than that. Her eyes were a clear brown, and they net his
directly. "He was in a sharp mood, so | cane al ong as peacemaker. You
don't seemto have needed ne."

"You hel ped, at that; thanks. WAs that true about the governorship?"

"Of course. Manning sel dom brags, you should know that. He's a very
capabl e man, in sone ways."

Rynason frowned. "He could be a lot nore useful on this survey if he'd
use his talents on tightening up the survey itself. He's forcing a
premature report, and it isn't going to be worth much."

"I's that what's really bothering you?" she asked.

He tried to focus on her through the haze of the noisy bar. "O course
it is. That, and his whole attitude toward these people.”



"The Hirlaji? Are they people to you?"

He shrugged. "Wat are people? Humans? O reasoni ng beings you can talk
to, conmunicate w th?"

"I shoul d think people would be reasoni ng beings you could relate to,"
she said softly. "Not just intellectually, but enotionally too. You have
to be able to understand themto comuni cate that way--that's what makes
peopl e. "

Rynason was silent, trying to integrate that into the fog in his head.
The raucous noi se of the bar had faded into an underwater murnur around
him | ost sonewhere where he coul d not see.

Finally, he said, "That's the trouble with them the Hirlaji. |I can't
really understand them It's like there's really no contact, not even
through the interpreter." He stared into his drink. "I wish to hell we
had some straight telepathers here; they mght work with the Hrlaji,
since they're telepathic anyway. 1'd like to make a direct link nyself."

After a nonment he felt Mara's hand on his arm and realized that he had
al nost fallen asleep on the table.

"You' d better go on back to your quarters," she said.

He sat up, shaking his head to clear it. "No, but really--what do you
think of that idea? What if | had a telepather, and | could |ink m nds
wi th Horng? Straight |linkage, no interpreter in the mddle. | could get
right at that race nenory mysel f!"

"I think you need sone sleep," she said. She seened worried. "You're
getting too wapped up in this thing. And forget about the tel epathers.”

Rynason | ooked at her and grinned. "Wiy?" he said quietly. "There's no
harmin w shing."

"Because," she said, "we've got three tel epathers coming in the day
after tonorrow "

THREE

Rynason continued to snile at her for several seconds, until her words
penetrated. Then he abruptly sat up and steadied hinself with one hand
agai nst the edge of the table.

"Can you get one for ne?"

She gave a reluctant shrug. "If you insist, and if Manning okays it. But
is it a good idea? Direct contact with a mind so alien?"

As a matter of fact, now that he was faced with the actual possibility
of it, he wasn't so sure. But he said, "We'll only know once we've tried
it."

Mara dropped her eyes and swirled her drink, watching the tiny red spots
forminside the glass and rise to the surface. There was a brief silence



bet ween them
" Repent _, Lee Rynason!" The words burst upon his ears over the waves of
sound that filled the room He turned, half-rising, to find Rene

Mal homme hovering over him his wide grin showing a tooth mssing in the
bott om r ow.

Rynason settled back into his chair. "Don't shout. |I'mgoing to have a
headache soon enough."

Mal homme t ook the chair which Manning had vacated and sat in it heavily.
He set his hand-lettered placard agai nst the edge of the table and
| eaned forward, waving a thick finger

"You consort with men who woul d enslave the pure in heart!" he runbl ed,
but Rynason didn't nmiss the laughter in his eye.

"Manni ng?" he nodded. "He'd ensl ave every pure heart on this planet, if
he could find one. As a matter of fact, | think he's already working on
Mara here.”

Mal homme turned to her and sat back, appraising her boldly. Mara net his
gaze calmy, raising her eyebrows slightly as she waited for his
verdi ct.

Mal homme shook his head. "If she's pure, then it's a sin," he said. "A
thrice-dammed sin, Lee. Have | ever expostulated to you upon the
Janus-coin that is good and evil ?"

"Often," Rynason said.

Mal homme shrugged and turned again to the girl. "Neverthel ess,” he said,
"I greet you with pleasure.”
"Mara, this is Rene Mal homme, " Rynason said wearily. "He inagines that
we're friends, and I'mafraid he's right."

Mal homme di pped his shaggy head. "The nane is fromthe A d French of

Eart h--badman. | have a | ong and di shonorable fam ly history, but the
earliest of ny ancestors whom|'ve been able to trace had the sanme nane.
Apparently there were too many Smiths, Carpenters, Bakers and Priests on
that world--the time was ripe for a Mal homme. My first name woul d have
been pronounced Reh-_nay_ before the | anguage reform dropped all accent
marks from Earth tongues.”

"Consi dering your background," Mara sniled, "you're in good conpany out
here.”

"Good company!" Mal homre cried. "I'mnot |ooking for good conpany! My
work, nmy mission calls me to where nen's hearts are the bl ackest, where
repent ance and redenpti on are needed--and so | come to the Edge."

"You're religious?" she asked.

"Who is_religious in these days?" Ml home asked, shrugging. "Religion
is of the past; it is dead. It is nearly forgotten, and one hears CGod's
nane spoken now in anger. God damm you, cry the masses! _That_ is our

nodern religion!"

"Rene wanders around shouting about sin," Rynason expl ained, "so that he



can take up collections to buy hinself nmore to drink."

Mal homme chuckl ed. "Ah, Lee, you're shortsighted. |I'm an unbeliever, and
a black rogue, but at least | have a nmission. Qur scientific advance has
destroyed religion; we've penetrated to the heavens, and found no God.
But science has not _dis_proved Hm either, and people forget that. |
speak with the voice of the forgotten; | remnd people of God, to even
the scales.” He stopped tal king | ong enough to grab the arm of a passing
waiter and order a drink. Then he turned back to them "Nothing says I
have to _believe_in religion. If that were necessary, no one would
preach it."

"Have you been preaching to the Hirlaji?" Rynason asked.
"An admirable idea!" Ml honme said. "Do they have soul s?"

"They have a god, at least. O used to, anyway. Fellow named Kor, who
was god, essence, know edge, and several other things all rolled into
one."

"Return to Kor!" Mal homme said. "Perhaps it will be nmy next mssion."

"What's your mission now?" Mara asked, smiling in spite of herself.
"Besi des your apparently lifelong study and participation in sin, |
mean. "

Mal homme sighed and sat back as his drink arrived. He dug into the pouch
strung fromhis waist and flipped a coin to the waiter. "Believe it or
not, | have one," he said, and his voice was now | ow and serious. "I'm
not just a lounger, a drifter."

"What are you?"

"I ama spy,’
swal | ow.

he said, and raised his glass to drain half of it with one

Mara snil ed again, but he didn't returnit. He sat forward and turned to
Rynason. "Manni ng has been busily wapping up the appointnent for the
governorship here," he said. "You probably know that."

Rynason nodded. The headache he had been expecting was already starting.

"Did you al so know that he's been buying men here to stand with himin
case soneone el se is appoi nted?" He glanced at Mara. "I go anong the nen
every day, talking, and | hear a lot. Manning will end up in control
here, one way or another, unless he's stopped.”

"Buying men is nothing new," Rynason said. "In any case, is there a
better man on the pl anet?"

Mal homme shook his head. "I don't know, sonetines | give up on the human
race. Manning at least has a little culture in him-but he's nore
vi cious than he seens, nevertheless. If he gets control here...."

"It will be no worse than any of the other planets out here,” Rynason
concl uded for him

"Except for one thing, perhaps--the Hirlaji. | don't have nuch agai nst
men killing each other ... that's their own business. But unless we get
somebody better than Manning governing here, the Hirlaji will be w ped



out. The nen here are already talking ... they're afraid of them"
"Why? The Hirlaji are harmess."

"Because of their size, and because we don't know anythi ng about them
Because they're intelligent--any uneducated man is afraid of
intelligence, and when it's an alien...." He shook his head. "Manni ng
isn't hel ping the situation."

"What do you nean by that?" Mara asked.

Mal homme' s frown deepened, creasing the dark lines of his forehead into
furrows. "He's using the Hrlaji as bogey-men. Says he's the only man on
t he planet who knows how to deal with them safely. Oh, you shoul d hear

hi m when he noves anong his people.... | envy his ability to contro
themwi th words. A little backslapping, a joke or two--nobst of theml
was telling |last year--and he talks to themman to man, very friendly."
He shook his head again. "Manning is so friendly with this scumthat his
attitude is nothing short of patronizing."

Rynason smiled wearily at Mal homrme; for all the man's wil dness, he
couldn't help liking him It had been like this every time he had run
into him on a dozen of the Edge-worlds. Mal homre, dirty and cyni cal
nmoved anong the dregs of the stars preaching religion and fighting the
corporations, the opportunists, the phony rebels who wanted nothing for
anyone but thensel ves. He had been known to break heads together with
his huge fists, and he had no qual ns about stealing or even killing when
hi s anger was aroused. Yet there was a peculiar honesty about him

"You al ways have to have a cause, don't you, Rene?"

The greying giant shrugged. "It makes life interesting, and it makes ne
feel good sonetimes. But | don't overestimate nyself: I'mscum like the
rest of them The only difference is that | knowit; |I'mjust one nman
with no nore rights than anyone el se, except those |I can take." He held
up his large knuckl ed hands and turned themin front of his face. "l've
got broken bones in both of them | wonder if the Buddha or the Chri st
ever hit a man. The books on religion that are left in the repositories
don't say."

"Wuld it make any difference if they hadn't?" Rynason asked.

"Hell, no! I'mjust curious." Ml home stood up, hefting his repentance
sign in the crook of one big arm H's face again took on its arched | ook
as he said, "My duty calls nme el sewhere. But | |eave you with a nmessage
fromthe scriptures, and it has been nmy guiding light. 'Resist not

evil,'" ny children. Resist not evil."
"Who said that?" Rynason asked.
Mal homme shook his head. "Dammed if | know," he muttered, and went away.

After a noment Rynason turned back to the girl; she was still watching
Mal homme thread his way through the men on his way to the door

"So now you' ve net my spiritual father," he said.

Her deep brown eyes flickered back to his. "I wish I could use a
tel epather on him I'd like to know how he really thinks."



"He thinks exactly as he speaks,"” Rynason said. "At |least, at the nonment
he says sonething, he believes init."

She smled. "I suppose that's the only possible explanation for him"
She was silent for a nonent, her face thoughtful. Then she said, "He
didn't finish his drink."

* * * * *

"You're all hooked up," the girl said. "Nod or something when you're
ready." She was bent over the tel epather, doubl e checking the
connectives and the blinking nmeters. Rynason and Horng sat opposite each
ot her, the huge dark mound of the alien | oomng silently over the

Eart hman.

He never seemed upset, Rynason thought, |ooking up at him Except for
that one tinme when they'd run into the stone wall of the bl ock on
Tebron, Horng had di spl ayed a conpl etely even tenperament--unruffled
calm alnost disinterested. But of course if the aliens had been
conpletely uninterested in the Earthnen's probings at their history they
woul d never have cooperated so readily; the Hrlaji were not animals to
be ordered about by the Earthnen. Probably the codification of their

hi story woul d prove useful to the aliens too; they had never arranged
the race nenory into a very coherent order thenselves.

Not that that was surprising, Rynason decided. The Hirlaji had no
witten | anguage--their telepathic abilities had nade that
unnecessary--and organi zation of material into neatly outlined form was
a characteristic as nuch of the Earth | anguages as of Terran nentality.
Such organi zation was not a Hirlaji trait apparently, at |east not now
inthe twilight of their civilization. The huge aliens lived dimy

t hrough these centuries, dreaming in their own way of the past ... and
their way was not the Earthmen's.

So if they cooperated with the survey team on codi fying and recording
their history, who was the servant?

Wll, with the direct |inkage of mnds the work should go faster
Rynason | ooked up at Mara and nodded, and she flicked the connection on
t he tel epather.

Suddenl y, |ike being overwhel mred by a breaki ng wave of seawater, Rynason
felt Horng's mind envelope him A torrent of thoughts, nenories,

pi ctures and concepts poured over himin a junble; the sensory
sensations of the alien came to himsharply, and nenories that were
strange, ideas that were inconprehensible, all in a sudden rush upon his
m nd. He fought down the fear that had leapt in him gritted his teeth
and waited for the wave to subside.

It did not subside; it settled. As the two minds, Earthman and Hirlaji,
met in direct |inkage they becanme al nost one. Gradually Rynason coul d
begin to see sone pattern to the inpressions of the alien. The picture
of himself came first: he was snmall and angul ar, sitting several feet
bel ow Horng' s--or his own--eyes; but nore than that, he was not nerely
light, but pallid, not nmerely small, but fragile. The alien's view of
reality, even through his direct sensations, was not nerely visual or
tactile but interpreted automatically in his own terns.

The odor of the hall in which they sat was different, the very
tenperature warmer. Rynason could see hinself reeling on the stone bench



where he sat, and Mara, strangely distorted, put out a hand to steady
him At the same tinme he was seeing through his own eyes, feeling her
hand on his shoulder. But the alien sensations were stronger; their very
st rangeness conmanded the attention of his mind

He righted hinself, physically and nentally, and began to probe
tentatively in this new part of his mnd. He could feel Horng too
reaching slowy for contact; his presence was confortable, nild
confused but unworried. As his thoughts blended with Horng's the present
faded perceptibly; this confusion was nerely a nonent in centuries, and
soon too it would pass. Rynason could feel hinmself rel axing.

Now he could reach out and touch the strange areas of this mnd: the
concepts and attitudes of an alien race and culture and experience.
Everyt hi ng becane di mand dream|ike: the Earthmen possibly didn't
exist, the dry wastes of Hirlaj had al ways been here or perhaps once
t hey had been green but through four generations the Large Hall had
stood thus and the animals changed by the day too fast to distinguish

t hem even under Kor if he should be reached ... why? there was no
reason. There was no purpose, no goal, no necessity, no w shing,
questing, hoping ... no curiosity. All would pass. Al was passing even

now, perhaps already it was gone.

Rynason shifted where he sat, reaching for the feeling of the stone
bench beneath himfor equilibrium pulling out of Horng's thoughts and
goi ng back in al nost imredi ately.

A chaos of mind envel oped him but he was beginning to fanmliarize
hinself with it now He probed slowy for the menories, down through
Horng's own personal nenories of three centuries, dry feet on the dust
and | ow wi nds, down to the racial pool. And he found it.

Even knowi ng the outlines of the race's history did not help Rynason to
pl ace and correl ate those inpressions which came to himone on top of
anot her, overl appi ng, merging, blending. He saw buil di ngs which towered
over him masses of his people noving quietly around him and thoughts
cane to himfromtheir mnds. He was Norhi b, artisan, working slowy day
by ... he was Rashanah, approaching the Gate of the Wall and | ooking ..
he was Lohreen discussing the site where ... he was digging the ground,
pushi ng the heavy cart, lying on the pelt of aninmals, denolishing the
bui | di ng whi ch would soon fall, instructing a child in bal ance.

A dirt-caked street stretched before him by night, the stones

i ndividually cut and smooth with the passage of heavy feet. "Tonorrow we
will set out for the Region of Chalk while there is still tinme." A

m nd-voice froma Hirlaji hundreds, perhaps thousands of years old, dead
but alive in the race-nmenory. Rynason could feel the whole personality
there, in the nenories, but he passed on

"Murba has said that the priests will take him"

"There is no need for planting this year ... the soil is dry. There is
no purpose."

"The child's mind is ready for war."

He felt Horng hinself watching him beside himor behind him... nearby,
anyway. The alien heard and saw with him and stayed with himlike a
protector. Rynason felt his presence warmy: the calmof the alien
continued to relax him Qd | eather nother-hen, he thought, and Horng



besi de hi m seened al nbst anused.
Suddenly he was Tebron

Tebron Marl, prince in the Region of Mnes, young and strong and
anbi ti ous. Rynason caught and hel d those inpressions; he felt the
nmuscles ripple strangely through his body as Tebron stretched, felt the
cold wind of the flat cut through his |oose garnent. It was night, and
he stood on the parapet of a heavy stone structure | ooking down across
the i mense stretch of the Flat, spotted here and there by lights. He
controlled all this land, and would control nore...

He was Tebron again, marching across the Flat at the head of an arny.
Met al weapons hung at the sides of his nmen, crudely fashioned bl udgeons
and j agged-edged swords, all quickly forged in the workshops of the
Regi on of M nes. The babble of mind voices swelled around him fear and
anger and boredom dull resentnment, and other enotions Rynason coul d not
identify. They were marching on the City of the Tenple...

He slipped sideways in Tebron's mnd, and suddenly he was in the niddle
of the battle. There was dust all around, kicked up by the scuffling
feet of the huge warriors, and his breath cane in gasps. M nd-voices
shout ed and screaned but he paid no attention; he swung his bl udgeon
over his head with a ferocity that made it whistle with a ow sound in
the wind. One of the defenders broke through the |ine around him and he
brought the bl udgeon smashing down at hi m before he could thrust with
his sword; the warrior fell to one side at the |ast nonent and took the
bl ow al ong one arm He could feel the pain in his own nind, but he
ignored it. Before the warrior could bring up his sword again Tebron
crushed his head with the bludgeon, and the screamof pain in his own
head di sappeared. He heard the grunting and gasps of his own warriors
and the clash of bodi es and weapons around him. ..

The Hirlaji could not really be nmoving so quickly, Rynason thought; it
must be that to Tebron it seened so. They were quiet, slow noving
creatures. O had they degenerated physically through the centuries?
Still snelling the sweat of battle, he found Tebron's mind again.

There was still fighting in the city, but it was far away now, he heard
it with the back of his mnd as he nounted the steps of the Tenple.
Those were nop-up operations, clearing the streets of the last of the
priest-king forces; he was not needed there. He had, to all intents,
controlled the city since the night before, and had slept in the pal ace
itself. Nowit was time for the Tenple.

He nounted the heavy, steep steps slowy, three guards at his back and
three in front of him The priests would be gone fromthe Tenple, but
there m ght be one or two |ast-ditch defenders renaining, and they woul d

be arned with the Wapons of Kor ... hand-weapons which shot dark beans
that could disintegrate anything in their path. They woul d be dangerous.
Well, there would be no tenmple-guards in the inner court; his own nen

could remain outside to take care of themwhile he went in.

He stopped hal fway up the steps and lifted his head to gaze up at the

Tenmple walls rising above him They were solid stone, built in the

fashion of the Add Ones ... smooth-faced except for the carvings above

the entrance itself. They too were in the traditional style, copied

exactly fromthe ol der buildings which had been built thousands of years

ago, before the Hirlaji had even devel oped tel epathy. The synbol s of Kor
so now at |ast he saw t hem



Tormorrow he woul d ef fect a mass-1inkage of minds and broadcast his
orders for reconstruction. That woul d nmean staying up all night
preparing the conmunication, for it was inpossible to maintain conplete
pl anet -wi de |inkage for too long and Tebron had many plans. Perhaps it
woul d be possible to find a way to extend the duration of mass-1inkages
if the science quest could be pushed forward fast enough

But that was tonorrow s problem-today, right now, it was right that he
enter the Tenple. It was not only synbolic of his assunption of power,
but necessary religiously: every newruler |eader within the nenory of
the race had received sanction fromKor first.

A moment ary echo-whi sper of another mnd touched his, and he whirled to
his right to see one of the tenmple-guards in the shadows; he had been
unabl e to successfully shield his thoughts. Tebron dropped to the ground
and sent a quick, cool order to his own guards: "Kill him" The heavy,
dark warriors stepped forward as the guard tried to shrink back further
into the shadows. He was trapped.

But not unarmed. As he dropped to the steps and rolled quickly to one
side Tebron heard the | ow vibration of a disintegrator beam pass over
hi s shoul der and the crack of the wall behind himas it struck. And then
the guards were on the warrior in the shadows.

They had brought down several of the tenple-guards the night before, and
conmandeered their weapons. In a matter of nonments this one fell too,
his head and nost of his trunk gone. One of the warriors shoved the

hal f - carcass down the stairs, and bent forward at the knees to pick up
his fallen weapon.

So now they had all fourteen of them if any nore of the tenple-guards
remai ned they could be dealt with easily. Tebron rose fromthe steps and
wi shed nomentarily that those weapons could be duplicated; if his whole
arnmy could be equipped with them... But after today that would probably
be unnecessary; the entire planet was his now

He wal ked up the | ast few steps and stepped into the shadows of the
Templ e of Kor....

The walls nmelted around himand Rynason felt his m nd wenched

painfully. There was a screaming all through him thin and high

blotting out the contact he had held with Tebron's mnd. It was Horng's
scream beside him overpowering. Terror washed over hin he tried to
fight it but he couldn't. The shadows of the walls tw sted and faded,
Tebron's thoughts di sappeared, and all that remai ned was the screaning
and the fear, like a nmouth open w de against his ear and hot breath
shouting into him He felt his stomach turn and nausea and vertigo threw
hi m panting out of Tebron's nind.

Yet Horng was still beside himin the darkness, and as the echoes faded
he felt himthere ... alien, but calm There had been fear in this huge
alien mind, but it had di sappeared al nost i mediately with the breaking
of the connection with Tebron. Al that remained in Horng's mnd now was
a dull quietness.

Rynason felt a rueful grin on his face, and he said, perhaps al oud and
per haps not, "You haven't forgotten what happened here, old |l eather. The
menories are there, all right.”



From Horng's mind came a slow rebuilding of the fear that he had j ust
experienced, but it subsided. And as it did Rynason probed again into
his mnd, searching quickly for that contact he had just lost. He could
al nost feel Tebron's mnd, began to see the darkness form ng the

wal | - shadows, when again there was a blast of the terror and he felt his
m nd reeling back fromthose nenories. The screanming filled his m nd and
body and this time he felt Horng hinself bl ocking him pushing himback

But there was no need for that; the fear was not Horng' s al one. Rynason
felt it too, and he retreated before its onslaught with an overpowering
need to preserve his own sanity.

When t he darkness subsi ded Rynason becanme aware of hinmself still sitting
on the stone bench, sweat drenching his body. Horng sat before himin
the sane position he had been in when they had started; it was as if
not hi ng had happened at all. Rynason wearily raised one hand and
notioned to Mara to break the |inkage.

She switched off the tel epather and gingerly renoved the wires fromhis
head, frowning worriedly at him But she waited for himto speak

He grinned at her after a noment and said, "It was a bit rough in there.
W coul dn't break through.”

She was renoving the wires from Horng, who sat unnmoving, staring dully
over Rynason's shoul der at the wall behind him "You should have seen
yoursel f when you were under," she said. "I wanted to break the
connection before, but | wasn't sure...."

Rynason sat forward and fl exed the nuscles of his shoul ders and back
They ached as though they had been tense for an hour, and his stomach
was still knotted tight.

"There's a real block there," he said. "It's Iike a thousand screaning
birds flapping in your face. Wen you get that far into his mind, you

feel it too." He sat staring down at his feet, exhausted nentally and

physical ly.

She sat on the bench and | ooked closely at him "Anything el se?"

"Yes--Horng. At the end, the second tinme | went in, | could feel him
not only fighting ne, but ... hating ne." He | ooked up at her. "Can you
i magi ne actually feeling him right next to you in your mnd |like you
wer e one person, hating you?"

Across fromthem the huge figure of the alien slowy stood up and
| ooked at them for several |ong seconds, then turned and left the
bui I di ng.

FOUR

Manni ng's quarters were |arger than nost of the prefab structures in the
new Earth town; the building was out near the end of one of the streets,
a single-storied plastic-and-nmetal box on a quick-concrete slab base.
Wll, it was as well constructed as any of the buildings in the Edge

pl anetfalls, Rynason reflected as he knocked on the door. And there was



roomfor all of the survey team workers.

Manni ng hinmsel f let himin, grabbing his hand in a firmgrip that
nevert hel ess | acked the man's usual heavy joviality. "Cone on in; the
others are already here," Manning said, and wal ked ahead of himinto the
| arger of the two roons inside. His step was brisk as always, but there
was a touch of real hurry in it which Rynason noticed i mediately.
Manni ng was worried about sonething.

"Al'l right; we're all set," Manning said, |eaning against a wall at the
front of the room Rynason found a seat on the armof a chair next to
Mara and Marc Stoworth, a slightly heavy, blond-haired man in his
thirties who wore his hair cut short on the sides but long in back. He
| ooked |i ke every one of the young corporation executives Rynason had
seen in the outworlds, and probably would have gone into that kind of
position if he'd had the connections. He certainly seemed out of place
even anong the varied assortnent of types who worked the archaeol ogi ca
and geol ogi cal surveys ... but these surveys were conducted by the big
corporations who were interested in devel opi ng the outworlds; probably
Stoworth hoped eventually to nove up into the | ower managenent offices
when the corporations noved in.

"Centl enen, there's something very wong about these dunb horses we've
been dealing with," Manning said. "l'mgoing to throw out a few facts at
you and see if you don't cone to the same concl usions that Larsborg and
| did."

Rynason | eaned over to Mara and nurnured, "Wat's his problemtoday?"
But she was frowning. "He's got a real one. Listen."

Manni ng had pi cked up a sheaf of typescript fromthe table next to him
and was flipping through it, his lips pursed grimy. "This is the report
| got yesterday from Larsborg here--architecture and various ot her
artifacts. It's very interesting. Herb, throw that first photo onto the
screen.”

The lights went off and the screen in the wall beside Manning lit up
with a reproduction of one of the Hirlaji structures out on the Flat. It
stood in the shadow of an overhanging rock-cliff, protected fromthe

pl anet's heavy wi nds on three sides. Larsborg had apparently set up
lights for a clearer picture; the whole building stood out sharply

agai nst the shadows of the background.

"This look famliar to any of you?" Manning said quietly.

For a nonent Rynason continued to stare unconprehending at the picture.
He had seen a lot of the Hirlaji buildings since they'd | anded; this one
was better preserved but not essentially different in design. Larsborg
had cl eared away nost of the dirt and sand whi ch had been packed up
against its sides, exposing the full height of the structure, and he'd
apparently sand-bl asted the carved designs over the entrance, but....

Then he realized what he was seeing. The angle of the photo was a bit
different than that from which he'd seen the other structure back on
Tentar Xl, but the simlarity was unni stakable. This was a reproduction
in stone of that same building, the one they'd reconstructed two years
bef ore.

He heard a wave of voices growi ng around the room and Manning' s voice



cut-through it with: "That's right, gentlenen: it's an Qutsiders
building. It's not in that crazy, dammed netal or alloy or whatever it
was that they used, but it's the sane design. Take a good |ong | ook at
it before we go on to the next photo."

Rynason | ooked ... closely. Yes, it was the sane design a bit cruder
and the carvings weren't the sane, but the lines of the doorway and the
cornice...

The next picture flashed onto the screen. It was a closeup of the
designs over the entrance, shot in sharp relief so that they stood out
starkly. The room was so quiet that Rynason could hear the hum behind
the screen in the wall.

"That's Qutsiders stuff too," said Breune. "It's not quite the saneg,
though ... distorted.”

"It's carved in stone, not stanmped in netal,"”
same thing, all right. Anybody di sagree?"

Manni ng said. "It's the

No one did.
"Al'l right, then; let's have the lights back up again."

The lights came on and once nore there was a murmur of tal king around
the room Rynason shifted his position on the seat and tried to catch

t he thought that had slipped through his mind just before the screen had
faded. There was another simlarity.... Well, he'd seen a ot of the
Qutsider buildings in the past few years; it wasn't necessary to trace
all the evidences right now.

"What | want to know is, why didn't any of the rest of you see this?"
said Manning angrily. "Have you all got plastic for brains? Over a dozen
men spend weeks researching these damm horsefaces, and only one of you
has the sense to see the evidence of his own eyes!"

"Maybe we should turn in our spades," said Stoworth.

Manni ng gl ared at him "Mybe you should, if you think this isn't
serious. Let's get this clear: these old horsefaces that so nany of you
think are just as quaint as can be have been building in exactly the
same style as the Qutsiders. Quaint, are they? Harm ess too, | suppose!"

He stood with his hands on his hips, dropped his head and took a | ong,
deep breath. Wen he | ooked up again his forehead was furrowed into an
intense frowmn. "Gentlenmen ... as | call you fromforce of habit

we' ve been finding dead cities of the Qutsiders for centuries. They were
all over God knows how nmany gal axi es before your ancestors or mine had
stopped playing with their tails; as far as we can tell they had a
civilization as tightly-knit as our own, and probably stronger. And
sometine about forty thousand years ago they started pulling out. They
| eft absolutely nothing behind but enpty buildings and a few crunbling
bits of machinery. And we've been follow ng those remai ns ever since we
got out of our own star-system

"Well, we just may have found themat last. Right here, on Hirlaj. Now
what do you think of that?"

No one said anything for a m nute. Rynason | ooked down at Mara, caught
her smle, and stood up



"I don't think the Hirlaji are the Qutsiders," he said calnly.
Manni ng shot a sharp glance at him "You saw the photos."

"Yes, | saw them That's Qutsiders work, all right, or something a | ot
like it. But it doesn't necessarily prove that these ... how nany of
them are there? Twenty-five? | don't think these creatures are the

Qut siders. We've traced their history back practically to the point of
conpl ete barbarism Their culture was never once high enough to get them
off this planet, let alone to let themspread all over ampong the stars.”

Manni ng waited for himto finish, then he turned back to the rest of the
men in the roomand spread his hands. "Now that, gentlenen, just shows
how much we've found out so far." He | ooked over at Rynason again. "Has
it occurred to you, Lee, that if these horses _are_the Qutsiders, that
maybe they know a little nore than we do? | suppose you' re going to say
you had a tel epathic hookup with one of themand you didn't see a thing
to make you suspicious ... but just renenber that they' ve been using

tel epathy for several thousand years and that you hardly know what

you' re doi ng when you try it.

"Look, | don't trust them-if they're the Qutsiders they've got maybe a
hundred t housand years head-start on us scientifically. There may be
only a couple dozen of them but we don't know how strong they are.™

"That's if they're really the Qutsiders," said Rynason

Manni ng nodded his head inpatiently. "Yes, that's what |'msaying. If
they're the Qutsiders, which |ooks like a sensible conclusion. O do you
have a better one?"

"Well, | don't knowif it's better," said Rynason. "It nmay not even be
as attractive, for that matter. But have you considered that maybe when
the Qutsiders pulled out of our area they sinply noved on el sewhere?
W're so used to seeing dead cities that we think automatically that the
Qut si ders nust be dead too, which | suppose is what's bothering you
about finding the Hirlaji here alive. But it mght be worse. That whol e
enpire could sinply have noved on to this area; we could be on the edge
of it right now, ready to run head-on into a hundred star systens just
crowded with the Qutsiders."”

Manni ng stared at him and the expression on his face was not quite
anger. Sonmething like it, but not anger

"The ruins we've found here were built by the Hirlaji," Rynason said. "I
saw t hem bui I di ng when | was |inked with Horng, and these are the sane
structures. But the design was copied fromolder buildings, and | don't
know how far back |1'd have to search the nenories before |I found where
they originally got that kind of approach to design. Maybe back before

t hey devel oped telepathy. But this race sinply isn't as old as the
Qut si ders; they cane out of barbarismthousands of years after the
Qutsiders had left those dead cities we've been finding. The chances are
that if the Hirlaji were influenced by the Qutsiders it was sonetine

around thirty thousand years ago ... which nmeans the Qutsiders cane this
way when they left those cities. That would nmean that we're foll ow ng
them... and we might catch up at any tine."

He stopped for a nonent, then said, "W're noving faster than they were,
and we have no idea where they nmay have settled again. One nore starfal



further beyond the Edge, and we may run into one of their present
out posts. But this isn't it. Not yet."

Manni ng was still staring at Rynason, but it was a curious stare.
"You're pretty sure that what you' ve been getting out of that
horseface's head is real ?" he asked levelly. "You trust then®"

Rynason nodded. "Horng was really afraid; that was real. | felt it
nmysel f. And the rest of it was real, too--1 could see the whol e racial
menory there, and nobody could have been making that up. If you'd
experienced that..."

"Well, | didn't," Manning said shortly. "And | don't think | trust
them" He paused, and after a noment frowned. "But this direct |inkage
busi ness does seemto be the best way we have of checking on them |
want you to get busy, Lee, and go after that horse's thoughts for us.
Don't let himdrive you out again; if he's hiding something, get in
there and see what it is. Above all, don't trust him

"If these things are the Qutsiders, they could be bluffing us."

Manni ng st opped tal ki ng, and thought a mnute. He | ooked up under raised
eyebrows at Rynason. "And be careful, Lee. |I'mcounting on you."

Rynason ignored his paternal gaze, and turned instead to Mara. "W'|
try it again tonmorrow,” he said. "Get in a requisition for a tel epather

this afternoon; make sure we'll have one ready to go first thing in the
morning. |'Il check back with you about an hour after we | eave here
t oday. "

She | ooked up at him surprised. "Check back? Wy?"

"I put in a requisition nmyself, yesterday. Wne from Cluster 11, vintage
'86. | was hoping for sone conpany."

She smiled. "All right."

Manni ng was ending the session. "...Carl, be sure to get those studies
of the Qutsiders artifacts together for me by tonight. And I'mgoing to
hand back your reports to each of the rest of you; go through them and
wat ch for those inconsistencies you skipped over the first tinme. W may
be able to turn up sonething el se that doesn't check out. Go over them
_carefully_--all the reports were sloppy jobs. You're all trying to work
too fast."

Rynason rose with the rest of them grinning as he renmenbered how
Manni ng had rushed those reports. Wll, that was one of the privileges
of authority: delegating fault. He started for the door

"Leel Hold it a minute; I want to talk to you, alone.”

Rynason sat, and when all the others had gone Manni ng cane back and sat
down opposite him He slowy took out a cigaret and lit it.

"My last pack till the next spacer makes touchdown,"” he said. "Sorry I
can't offer you one, but I'"'ma fiend for the things. | know they're
supposed to be non-habit-form ng these days, but I'ma man of many
vices."

Rynason shrugged, waiting for himto come to the point.



"I guess it nakes ne a bit nore open-ninded about what the menbers of ny
staff do," Manning went on. "You know -why should | crack down on
drinking or snoking, for instance, when | do it nyself?"

"I"'mglad you see it that way," Rynason said drily. "Wy did you want ne
to stay?"

Manni ng exhal ed a long plunme of snoke slowy, watching it through
narrowed eyes. "Well, even though |I'mpretty easy goi ng about things, |
do try to keep an eye on you. Wen you come right down to it, |'m
responsi ble for every man who's with ne out here." He stopped, and

| aughed shortly. "Not that |I'mas altruistic as that sounds, of
course--you know nme, Lee. But when you're in a position of authority you
have to face the responsibilities. You understand ne?"

"You have to protect your own reputation back at C uster headquarters,"”
Rynason sai d.

"Well, yes. O course, you get into a pattern of thinking eventually ..
sort of a fatherly feeling, | suppose, though |I've never even been on
the parentage rolls back on the in-worlds. But | nean it--it happens,
get that feeling. And I'mgetting a bit worried about you, Lee."

Rynason coul d see what was comi ng now. He sat further back into the
chair and said, "Wy?"

Manni ng frowned with concern. "l've been noticing you with Mara lately.
You seem pretty interested in her."

"I's she one of those vices you were telling me about, Manning?" said
Rynason quietly. "You want to warn ne to stay away from her?"

Manni ng shook his head, a quick gesture dism ssing the idea. "No, Lee,

not at all. She's not that kind of a woman. And that's ny point. | can
see how you | ook at her, and you're on the wong track. Wen you' re out
here on the Edge, you don't want a wife."

"What | need is sone good healthy vice, is that what you nmean?"

Manni ng sat forward. "That puts it pretty clearly. Yeah, that's about
it. Lee, you're building up some strong tensions on this job, and don't
think I"'mnot aware of it. Telepathing with that horseface is getting
rough, judging fromwhat you' ve told ne. | think you should go get good
and drunk and kick up hell tonight. And take one of the town wonen;
they're al ways available. Do you good, | mean it."

Rynason stood up. "Maybe tonorrow night," he said. "Tonight |I'm busy.
Wth Mara." He turned and wal ked toward the door

"I"d suggest you get busy with someone else,” Manning said quietly
behind him "I'mreally telling you this for your own good, believe it
or not."

Rynason turned at the door and regarded the man coldly. "She's not
interested in you, Manning," he said. He went out and shut the door
cal My behind him

Manni ng could be irritating with his conceited posing, but his veiled
threats didn't bother Rynason. In any case, he had something else on his



mnd just now He had finally renenbered what it had been about the
carvings over the Hirlaji building in the photo that had touched a
menory within him there was a strong sinilarity to the carvings that he
had seen, through Tebron's eyes, outside the Tenple of Kor. The synbols
of Kor, Tebron had called them... copied fromthe works of the Ad
Ones.

The CQutsiders?

FI VE

They had sone trouble getting cooperation from Horng on any further

m nd- probing. The Hirlaji lived among sone of the ruins out on the Flat,
where the winds threw dust and sand agai nst the weat hered stone wall s,

| eavi ng them worn snmooth and rounded. The aliens kept these buildings in
sonme state of repair, and there was a communal garden of the planet's
dark, fungoid plant life. As Rynason and Mara strode between the massive
bui | di ngs they passed several of the huge creatures; one or two of them
turned and regarded the couple with dull eyes, and went on slowy

t hrough the grey shadows.

They found Horng sitting notionlessly at the edge of the cluster of

bui | di ngs, gazing out over the Flat toward the low hills which stood
bl ack agai nst the deep blue of the horizon sky. Rynason | owered the

tel epather from his shoul der and approached him

The alien made no notion of protest when Rynason hooked up the
interpreter, but when the Earthman rai sed the m ke to speak, Horng's dry
voi ce spoke in the silence of the thin air and the machine's stylus
traced out, THERE IS NO PURPCSE

Rynason paused a nmonent, then said, "W're alnmost finished with our
reports. We should finish today."

THERE |'S NO PURPCSE MEANI NG QUEST.

"No purpose to the report?" Rynason said after a nmoment. "It's inportant
to us, and we're al nost finished. There would be even | ess purpose in
st oppi ng now, when so much has been done."

Horng's large, leathery head turned toward hi mand Rynason felt the
ancient creature's heavy gaze on himlike a shadow.

WE ARE ACCUSTOVED TO THAT.

"We don't think alike," Rynason said to him "To me there is a purpose.
W1l you help me once nore?"

There was no answer fromthe alien, only a slow nodding of his head to
one side, which Rynason took for assent. He notioned Mara to set up the
t el epat her.

After their |ast experience Rynason coul d understand the creature's
reluctance to continue. Perhaps even his statenent that there was no
purpose to the Earthmen's researches nade sense--for could the
codification of the history of a dying race mean nmuch to its | ast



menbers? Probably they didn't care; they wal ked slowy through the ruins
of their world and felt all around them fading, and the junbled past in
their m nds nust be only one nore thing that was to di sappear

And Rynason had not forgotten the terrified waves of hatred which had
bl asted at himin Horng's m nd--nor had Horng, he was sure.

Mara connected the | eads of the telepather while the alien sat
nmotionl essly, his dark eyes only occasionally watching either of them
When she was finished Rynason nodded for her to activate the |inkage.

Then there was the rush of Horng's mind upon his, the dim

t hought - streans growi ng cl oser, the greyed i nages becom ng sharper and
washi ng over him and in a noment he felt his own thoughts nerge with
them felt the totality of his own consci ousness blend with that of
Horng. They were together; they were al nbst one mnind

And in Horng he heard the whi sper of distrust, of fear, and the echoes
of that hatred which had struck at himonce before. But they were in the
background; all around himhere on the surface was a pervading feeling
of ... uselessness, resignation, alnost of unreality. The cal mwhich he
had noted before in Horng had been shaken and turned, and in its place
was this fog of hopel essness.

Tentatively, Rynason reached for the racial nenories in that grey nind
feeling Horng's own consci ousness heavy beside him He found them

| ayers of thoughts of unknown aliens still alive here, the pictures and
sounds of thousands of years past. He probed anong them | ooking again
for the menories of Tebron ... and found what he was searching for

He was Tebron, marching across that vast Flat which he had seen before,
the winds alive around himanong the shuffling feet of his army. He felt
the nmuscles of his massive legs tight with weariness, and tasted the
dryness of the air as he drew in long gasps. He was still hours fromthe
City, but they would rest before dawn...

Rynason turned anong those nenories, noving forward in them and was
aware of Horng watching him There was still the wariness in his mnd
and a stir of anxiety, but it was blanketed by the tired hopel essness he
had seen. He reached further in the nenories, and...

The tenple-guard fell in the shadows, and one of his own warriors
stepped forward to retrieve his weapon. The renmains of the guard' s body
rolled dowmn three, four, five of the steps of the Tenple, and stopped.

H s eyes lingered on that body for only a nonent, and then he turned and
went up to the entrance.

There was a noani ng of pain, or of fright, rising sonewhere in his head,
he was only partly aware of it. He wal ked into the shadows of the
doorway and paused. But only for a nonment: there was no novenent inside,
and he stepped forward, down one step into the interior

Screans echoed through the halls and corridors of the Tenpl e--high and
piercing, growing in volunme as they echoed, buffeting himalnost into
unconsci ousness. He knew they were from Horng, but he fought them

wat ching his own steps across the dark inner room He was Tebron Marl
king priest ruler of all Hrlaj, in the Tenple of Kor, and he could fee
the stone solid beneath his feet. Sweat broke out on his back--his own,
or Tebron's? But he _was_ Tebron, and he fought the blast of fear in his
mnd as though it were a battle for his very identity. He _was_ Tebron



The scream ng faded, and he stood in silence before the Altar of Kor

So this is the source, he thought. For how many days had he fought
toward this? It was useless to renenber; the muscles of his body were
renenbrance enough, and the scar-tissue that hindered the novenment of
one shoul der. If he remenbered those battles he woul d again hear the
fadi ng echoes of eneny mnds dying within his, and he had had enough of
that. This was the goal, and it was his; perhaps there need be no nore
such killing.

He opened his nouth and spoke the words which he had | earned so many
years before, during his apprenticeship in the Region of Mnes. The
rituals of the Tenple were always conducted in the ancient spoken

| anguage; Kor demanded it, and only the priest-caste knew t hese words,
for they were so old that their form had changed al nost conpletely even
by the time his people had devel oped tel epathy and di scarded speech
they were not comunicated to the rest of the people.

"I am Tebron Marl, king priest |leader of all Hirlaj. | await your orders
gui dance. "

He knelt, according to ritual, and gazed up at the altar. The Eye of Kor
blinked there, a small circle of light in the dark room The altar was
sinmpl e but massive; its heavy columms, built upon the traditional |ines,
supported the weight of the Eye. He watched its sl ow waxi ng and wani ng,
and waited; within him Rynason's mnd stirred.

And Kor spoke.
_Remain notionless. Do not go forward. _

He felt a child as a wave of sensitivity spread through all of his skin
and his organs sped for a nonment. Then it was true: in the Tenple of
Kor, the god | eader really did speak.

"I await further words."

The Eye held his gaze al nost hypnotically in the di mess. The voice
sounded in the huge arched room _The sciences quests of your race |ead
you to extinction. The know edge words offered to me by your priests
make it clear that within a hundred years your race will leave its

pl anet. You rust not go forward, for that way lies the exterm nation of
all your race. _

Hs mind swam this was not what he had expected. The god | eader Kor had
al ways ai ded his people in their sciences; in the know edge word

of ferings they reported to the Eye the results of their studies, and
often, if asked properly, the god | eader would clarify uncertainties

whi ch they faced. But now he ordered an ending to research quests. This
was unt hi nkabl e! Know edge was godhood; godhood was know edge, of the
essence; the essence was knowi ng understanding. To him to his people,

it was a unity--and now that unity repudiated itself. Faintly in the

dar kness somewhere he again heard scream ng

"Are we to abandon all progress? Are the stars so dangerous?"
_The concept wi sh of progress must die within your people. There must be

no purpose in any field of know edge. You must remain notionless,
consol i date what you have, and live in peace._ The Eye in the di mess



seened | arger and brighter the I onger he |ooked at it; all else in the
echoi ng room was darkness. _The stars are not dangerous, but there is a
race which rises with you, and it rises nore rapidly. Should you expand
into the stars you will only neet that race sooner, and they will be
stronger. They are nore warlike than your people; already you are
capabl e of peace, and that must be your aim Remain on your world;
consolidate; cultivate the fruits of your civilization as it is, but do
not go forward. In that way, you will have five thousand years before
that race finds you, and if you are no threat to themthey will not
destroy you. _

He felt a rising anger in himas the god | eader's words canme to himin
the dark room and a fear that lay deeper. He was a warrior, and a

quester ... how could he give up all such pursuits, and how could he be
expected to force all his people to do the sanme? There woul d be no hope
wi sh of advance, no curiosity ... no purpose.

"I's this other race so much nore advanced than we are?" he asked.

He heard a | ow humming fromthe altar and the Eye grew brighter again.
_They are not so rmuch ahead of you now ... but they are nore warli ke,
and will therefore develop nore quickly. In both your races, war is a
guest which you use as a release for what is in you. Your sciences
guestings and your wars are the sane thing ... you nmust suppress both.
They are discontentment, and you will find that only in peace, if at
all.

He di pped his head to one side, a gesture of acquiescence or agreement.
He couldn't argue with the god | eader Kor, and he had been wong even to
think of it.

"How am | to suppress the race? Is it possible to convince each of them
of the necessity for abandoning forgetting all questing?"

The Eye hummed, and grew brighter against the darkness of the carved
wal | behind it, but it was some time before Kor spoke again. _It would
be i mpossible to convince every one. The reasons must be kept fromthem
and kept fromthe shared nmenories; you nust not conmuni cate ny know edge
words in any way. Consolidate your power, force peace upon them and | ead
theminto acceptance. The know edge questing can be nade to die within
them Remenber that there will be no purpose ... in that they nust find
contentment. _

The king priest leader of all Hirlaj waited a moment, and was ready to
rise and | eave when the Eye spoke again.

_You nust abolish the priesthood. The know edge which | have given to
you must di e when you die._

He waited for a long time in the dim suddenly cold hall for the god

| eader to speak again, then slowy rose and wal ked to the door, the

i mage of the Eye of Kor still bright in his vision. He stopped outside
t he doorway, hearing the soft wind of the city flowing slowy past the
stone archway above him One of his guards reached out and touched his
mnd tentatively, but he bl ocked his thoughts and strode heavily down
t he steps past them

The sound of the wi nd above himrose to a screaning, and suddenly it was
as though he were tunbling down the entire |l ength of the stairway,
fragnents of sky and stone and faces flashing past in a kal ei doscope,



and the screaming all around him He al nost reached for his bludgeon
but then he realized that he was not Tebron Marl ... he was Lee Rynason
and the scream ng was Horng and he was being driven out of those

t houghts, tunbling through a thousand nenories so fast he could not
grasp any one of them

He withdrew from Horng's mnd as though froma nightmare; he becane
aware of his own body, lying in the dust of Hirlaj, and he opened his
eyes and notioned weakly to Mara to break the connection

When she had done so he slowy sat up and shook his head, waiting for it
to clear. For awhile he had been an ancient king of Hirlaj, and it took
some time to return to the present, to his own consciousness. He was
dimMy aware of Mara kneeling beside him but he couldn't make out her
words at first.

"Are you all right? Are you sure? Look up at ne, Lee, please.”

He found hinself nodding to reassure her, and then he saw the expression
on her face and felt the last wisps of alien fog clearing fromhis mnd
There were tears in her eyes, and he touched the side of her face with
his hand and said, "lI'mall right. But why don't you kiss nme or
sormet hi ng?"

She did, but before Rynason could really inmerse hinmself in it she broke
away and said, "You nust have had a bad tine with him It was as though
you were dead."

He grinned a trifle sheepishly and said, "Well, it was engrossing. You'd
better unhook the beast; he had a bad tine of it too."

Mara rose and renoved the wires from Horng gingerly. Rynason remai ned
sitting; sone of the nmeaning of what he had just experienced was com ng
to himnow It certainly explained why the Hirlaji had suddenly passed
fromtheir war era into |lasting peace, and why the nmenories had been

bl ocked. But could he credit those nmenories of a voice of an alien god?

And sitting in the dust at the edge of the vast Hirlaj plain the ful
realization came to him as it could not when he had been Tebron. Not
only the Tenple, but the Altar of Kor itself had been unm stakably the
wor kmanshi p of the CQutsiders.

SI X

They left Horng sitting dully at the edge of the Flat and retraced their
steps through the Hirlaji ruins, still drawing no notice fromthe
al i ens. Rynason had been in sonme of the small planetfall towns where
settl enents had been established only to be abandoned by the main flow
of interstellar traffic ... those backwater areas where contact with the
parent civilization was so slight that an entirely local culture had
devel oped, alnost as different fromthat of the mainstream Terran
colonies as was this last vestige of the Hirlaji civilization. And in
some of those areas interest in Earth was so slight that the of fworlders
were ignored, as the Earthmen were here ... but he had never felt the
total lack of attention that was here. It was not as though the Hirlaji
had seen the Earthnen and grown used to them Rynason had the feeling



that to the Hirlaji the Earthmen were no nore inportant than the w nds
or the dust beneath their feet.

As they passed through the settled portion of the ruins Rynason had to
step around a Hirlaji who crossed his path. He wal ked silently past, his
eyes not even flickering toward the Earthlings. Crazy grey hidepiles,
Rynason thought, and he and Mara hurried out across the Flat toward the
nearby Earth town.

On the outskirts of the town, where the packed-dirt streets faded into

| oose dust and garbage was already piled several feet high, they were
met by Rene Mal horme. He sat |ong-legged with his back | eani ng agai nst a
weat hered stone outcroppi ng. He seened old al ready, though he was not
yet fifty; his w ndbl own hair was al nost the col or of the surrounding
grey dust and rock--perhaps because it was filled with that dust,
Rynason thought. He stopped and | ooked down at the worn, tired man whose
eyes belied that weariness.

"And have you comuni cated with God, Lee Rynason?" Ml homre asked with
his runbling, sardonic voice

Rynason net his gaze, wondering what he wanted. He | owered the
tel epat her pack from his shoulder and set it in the dust. Mara sat on a
| ow rock beside him

"WIl an alien god do?" Rynason said.

Mal homme' s eyes rested on the tel epather for a nmonent. "You spoke with
Kor ?" he asked.

Rynason nodded slowy. "I made a |inkage with one of the Hirlaji, and
tapped the race-nmenory. | suppose you could say | spoke with Kor."

"You have touched the alien godhead,"” Ml homre nused. "Then it's real ?
Their god is real ?"

"No," said Rynason. "Kor is a machine."

Mal homme' s head j erked up. "A machine? _Deus ex machina_, to quote an
anci ent curse. W nmake our own nachi nes, and nake gods of them" The
tired lines of his face relaxed. "Well, that's a bit better. The gods
remain a nmyth, and it's better that way."

Rynason stood over himon the windy Flat, still puzzled by his manner
He gl anced at Mara, but she too was watching Mal horme, waiting for him
to speak again.

Suddenl y, Mal honme | aughed, a dry | augh which al nmost rasped in his

throat. "Lee Rynason, | have called nen to God for so long that | al npst
began to believe it nyself. And when the nmen started tal ki ng about the
god of these aliens...." He shook his head, the spent |aughter stil
drawi ng his nouth back into a grin. "Wll, I'mglad it isn't true.

Religion wouldn't be worth a damm if it were true."
"How did the men find out about Kor?" Rynason asked.
Mal homme spread his hands. "Manning has been tal king, as usual. He

ridicules the Hirlaji, and their god. And at the sane tine he says they
are a nenace."



"Why? Is he still trying to work the townsnen up agai nst then®"

"OfF course. Manning wants all the power he can get. If it neans
sacrificing the Hirlaji, he'll do it." Ml honmre stood up, stretching
hinsel f. "He says they may be the Qutsiders, and he's stirring up al
the fear he can. He'll grab any excuse, no matter how i npossible.”

"I't's not so inpossible," Rynason said. "Kor is an Qutsiders nachine.'

Mal hormme stared at him "You're sure of that?"

He nodded. "There's no doubt of it--1 saw it fromthree feet away." He
told Mal horme of his linkage with Horng, the contact with the nenories,
the mind, Tebron, and of the interview with the nmachine that was Kor.
Mal homme |istened with fascination, his shaggy head tilted to one side,
occasionally throwing in a conment or a question

As he finished, Rynason said, "That race that Kor warned t hem about
sounds remarkably like us. A warlike race that would crush themif they
left the planet. W haven't found any other intelligent life ... just
the Hrlaji, and us."

"And the Qutsiders," said Mal homme.

"No. This was a race which was still growi ng from barbarism at about
the sane level as the Hirlaji thenselves. Renenber, the Qutsiders had
al ready spread through a thousand star-systenms |ong before this. No,
we're the race they were warned agai nst."

"\What about the weapons?" Ml homre said. "Disintegrators. W haven't got
anyt hing that powerful that a man can carry in his hand. And yet the
Hrlaji had themthousands of years ago."

"Yes, but for some reason they couldn't duplicate them It doesn't make
sense: those weapons were apparently beyond the technol ogical |evel of
the Hirlaji, but they had them"

"Perhaps your aliens _were_ the Qutsiders," Ml home said. "Perhaps we
see around us the remmants of a great race fallen.”

Rynason shook hi s head.

"But they nust have had sone contact with the Qutsiders,"” Mra said.
"Sonetine even before Tebron's lifetime. The Qutsiders could have |eft
the disintegrators, and the machine that they thought was a god...."

"That's just speculation,” Rynason said. "Tebron hinself didn't really
know where they'd come from they'd been passed down through the
priesthood for a long tine, and within the priesthood they did have sone
secrets. | suppose if | could search the race-nenory | ong enough | m ght
find another nice big block there hiding that secret. But it's
difficult."

"And you may not have tine," Ml honme sai d. "Wien Manni ng hears that the
Al tar of Kor was an Qutsiders nmachine, there'll be no way left to stop
himfrom sl aughtering the Hirlaji."

"I"'mnot sure there'll be any real trouble,"” Rynason said.

Mal homme' s |ips drew back into the deep lines of his face. "There is



al ways trouble. Al ways. Wioever or whatever spoke through the machine
knew t hat nuch about us. The only way you could stop it, Lee, would be
to hold back this information from Manning. And to do that, you would
have to be sure, yourself, that there is no danger fromthe Hrlaji.
You're in the key position, right now "

Rynason frowned. He knew Mal honme was right--it would be difficult to
stop Manning if what he'd said about the nman's push for power was true.
But could he be sure that the Hirlaji were as harnl ess as they seened?
He renenbered the reassuring touch of Horng's mind upon his own, the
cal mess he found in it, and the resignation ... but he al so renenbered
the fear, and the scream ng, and the hot rush of anger that had touched
hi m

In the silence on the edge of the Flat, Mara spoke. "Lee, | think you
shoul d report it all to Manning."

n W]y?ll
Her face was clouded. "I'mnot sure. But ... when | disconnected the
wires of the tel epather, Horng | ooked at ne.... Have you ever | ooked

into his eyes, up close? It's frightening: it makes you remenber how ol d
they are, and how strong. Lee, that creature has nuscles in his face as
strong as nost nmen's arns!"”

"He just |ooked at you?" said Rynason. "Nothing el se?"
"That's all. But those eyes ... they were so deep, and so full. You

don't usually notice them because they're set so deeply in the shadows
of his face, but his eyes are _large_." She stopped, and shook her head

in confusion. "I can't really explain it. Wen | noved around himto the
other side, |I could see his eyes following me. He didn't nove,

otherwi se--it was as though only his eyes were alive. But they
frightened me. There was nuch nore in themthan just ... not seeing, or

not caring. Hs eyes were alive."
"That's not nuch evidence to make you think the Hirlaji are dangerous."

"Ch, | don't _know_if they could be dangerous. But they're not just
passive. They're not vegetables. Not with those eyes."

"Al'l right," Rynason said. "I'll give Manning a full report, and we'll
put it in his hands."

He picked up the tel epather pack and slung it over his shoul der. Mara
stood up, shaking away the dust which had bl own agai nst her feet.

"What will you do," Ml homme asked, "if Manning decides that's enough
cause to kill the Hirlaji?"

"I'"ll stop him" Rynason said. "He's not in control here, yet."

Mal homme fl ashed his sardonic smile again. "Perhaps not ... but if you
need hel p, call to God. The books say not hi ng about alien races, but
surely these nmust be God's creatures too. And |I'm al ways ready to break
a few heads, if it will help." He turned and spat into the dust. "O
even just for the hell of it," he said.

* * * * *



Rynason found Manni ng that same afternoon, going over reports in his
quarters. As soon as he began his description of the orders given to
Tebron he found that Ml homre's warni ngs had been correct.

"What did this machi ne say about us?" Manning asked sharply. "Wy were
the Hirlaji supposed to stay away from us?"

"Because we're a warlike race. The idea was that if the Hirlaji stayed
out of space they'd have about five thousand years before we found
them™

"How | ong ago was all this? | had your report here....'
"At | east eight thousand years," Rynason said. "They overestimted us."

Manni ng stood up, scow ing. There were heavy lines around his eyes and
he hadn't trinmed his thin beard. Watever he was working on, Rynason
t hought, he was putting a ot of effort into it.

"This doesn't nmke sense, Lee. Damm it, since when do nmachi nes make
guesses? Wong ones, at that?"

Rynason shrugged. "Well, you've got to renenber that this was an alien
machi ne; maybe that's the way they built them"

Manni ng threw a cold gl ance at himand poured a glass of Sector Three
brandy for hinself. "You' re not being anusing," he said shortly. "Now,
go on, and make sone sense."

"I"d like to," Rynason said. "Frankly, ny theory is that the nachi ne was
a communi cation-link with the Qutsiders. It could explain a | ot of
t hi ngs--maybe even the simlarities in architecture.”

Manni ng scow ed and turned away fromhim He paced heavily across the
room and | ooked out through the plasticene wi ndow at the nearly enpty,
dust-strewn street for a few nmonents; when he returned the frown was
still on his face.

"Dam it, Lee, you're not keeping your mind on the problenms here. Wile
you were | ooking into Horng's mind, how do you know he wasn't spying in
yours? You had an equal hookup, right?"

Rynason nodded. "I couldn't have prevented himin any case. Wy? Are we
supposed to be hiding anythi ng?"

"I told you not to trust them" Manning snapped. "Now if you can't even
match wits with a senile horsehead...."

"You were the one who said they mght be nore adept at tel epathy than we
are," Rynason said. "It was a chance we had to take."

"There's a difference between taking chances and handi ng them
information on a silver platter,"” Manning said angrily. "Did you make
any effort at all to keep himfromfinding out too much about us?"

Rynason shrugged. "I kept himpretty busy. Al of the time | was running
t hrough Tebron's nenories | could feel Horng scream ng sonewhere; he
must have been too upset to do any probing in nmy mnd."

Manni ng was silent for a nonent. "Let's hope so," he said shortly. "If



they find out how weak we are, how long it would take us to get

rei nforcenents out here...."

"They're still just a dying race, renenber," Rynason said. "They're not
the Qutsiders. What nakes you so sure that they're dangerous?"

"Ch, cone _on_, Lee! Think! They're in contact with the Qutsiders; you
said so yourself. And just remenber this: _the Qutsiders obviously
considered it inevitable that there would be war between us_. Now put
those two facts together and tell me the horses aren't dangerous!”

Rynason said slowy, "It isn't as sinple as that. The order given to
Tebron was to stop all scientific progress and stifle any mlitary
devel opnent, and he seens to have done just that. The idea was that if
the Hirlaji were harnl ess when we found themthere m ght be no need for
fighting."

"Perhaps. But we weren't supposed to know that they were in contact with
the Qutsiders, either--that was probably part of the purpose of the

bl ock in the race-nenory. But we got through the block, and they know
it, and presunably by now the Qutsiders knowit. That changes the
picture, and I'd like to know just how rmuch it changes it."

"They're not in contact with the Qutsiders any |onger," said Rynason

"What makes you so sure of that?"

"Tebron broke the contact--that was in the orders too. The priesthood,
whi ch had been the connecting link with the Qutsiders through the
machi ne, was di sbanded. When Tebron died he didn't appoint a successor
the machi ne hasn't been used since."

Manni ng t hought about that, still frowning. "Where is the machine?"

"I don't know. If it hasn't been kept in repair it mght not even be
usabl e any nore, wherever it is."

"I'"ll tell you sonething, Lee," said Manning. "There's still too much
that we don't know -and too nuch that the Hirlaji _do_ know, now.

Whet her or not your horse-buddy was picking your brains, they know we're
not as strong as they thought we were. It took us eight thousand years
to get here instead of five thousand. Let's just hope they don't think
about that too nuch."

He stopped, and paced to the w ndow agai n. "Look around you, Lee--out on
the street, in the town. W' ve hardly put our feet down on this planet;
we've got very little in the way of weapons with us and it will take
weeks to get any nore in here; there's practically no organization here
yet. We could be wiped off this planet before we knew what hit us. W're
sitting ducks."

He cane back to stand before Rynason. "And what about the CQutsiders?
They think of us strictly in terms of war, and they' ve been keeping

t hensel ves away fromus all this tinme. That's obviously why they pulled
out of this sector of space. Up until now we'd thought they were dead.
But now we find they've been in contact with this planet ... all right,
it was eight thousand years ago. But that's a lot nore recent than the
| ast evidences we've had of them and they've obviously been watchi ng
us.



"Now, you've been in direct contact with the horses' ninds; you' ve
practically been one of themyourself, for awhile. Al right, what's
their reaction going to be when they realize that the Qutsiders, their
god, overestimated us? What will they do?"

Rynason thought about that. He tried to remenber the minds he had
touched during the |linkage with Horng: Tebron, the ancient warrior-Kking,
and the young Hirlaji staring at the buildings of one of the ancient
cities, and the old, dying one who had decided not to plant again one

year ... and Horng hinmself, tired and cal mon the edge of the Flat, anmd
the ruins of a city. He remenbered the others in that crunbling | ast
hone of an entire race ... slow, quiet, uncaring.

"I don't think they'll do anything. They wouldn't see any point to it."
He paused, renenbering. "They lost all their purpose eight thousand
years ago," he said quietly.

Manni ng grunted. "Somehow | |ack your touching faith in them"

"And sonehow, " Rynason said, "I lack your burning anbition to find an
eneny, a handy nenace to crush. You argue too hard, Manning."

Manni ng rai sed an eyebrow. "I suppose | haven't even put a doubt in your
m nd about then? Not one doubt?"

Rynason turned away and didn't answer.

Manni ng si ghed. "Maybe it's tine | went out there nyself and had a
seance with the horses."” He set down his glass of brandy, which he had
been turning in his hand as he spoke. "Lee, | want you to check back
here with ne in two hours ... by then | should have things straightened
up and ready to go."

He strode to the supply closet at one end of the roomand took fromit a
belt and hol ster, fromwhich he renoved a recent-nodel regulation
stunner. "This is as powerful a weapon as we have here so far, except
for the heavy stuff. | hope we never have to use any of that--clearing
it for use is alot of red tape." He | ooked up and saw the cold
expression on Rynason's face. "Of course, | hope we don't have to use
the stunners, either," he said calny

Rynason turned w thout a word and went to the door. He stopped there for
a nonent and wat ched Manni ng checki ng over the weapon. He was thinking
of the disintegrators he had seen on the steps of the Tenple of Kor, and
of the shell of a body tunbling out of the shadows.

"I"ll see you at 600," he said.

SEVEN

Rynason spent the next two hours in town, noving through the w ndy
streets and thinking about what Manning had said. He was right, in a
way: this was no nore than a foothold for the Earthnen, a touchdown
point. It wasn't even a comunity yet; buildings were still going up
prices varied widely not only between | andi ngs of spacers but also
according to who did the selling. Alot of the nen here were trying sone



m ning out on the west Flat; their findings had so far been snmall but

t hey brought the only real incone the planet had so far yielded. The
rest of the towmn was rising on its own weight: bars, rooni ng houses,

| aundri es, and diners--establishnents which thrived only because there
were nen here to patronize them Several weeks before a few of the nen
had tried killing and eating the small aninmals who darted through the
al l eys, but too many of those nmen had died and the practice had been
qui ckl y abandoned. And they had noticed that when those animals foraged
in the refuse heaps outside the town, they died too.

A few of the big corporations had sent out field nmen to | ook around, but
it was too soon for any industry to have established itself here; al

the planet offered so far was roomto expand. Despite the w de expansion
of the Earthnen through the stars, a planet where conditions were at al
favorable for living was not to be overl ooked; the continuing popul ation
expl osion, despite tight regulations on the inner worlds, had kept up

wi th the col oni zation of these worlds, and new room was constantly
needed.

But the planetfall on Hrlaj was still new A handful of Earthnen had
cone, but they had not yet brought their civilization with them They
stood precariously on the Flat, waiting for nore settlers to cone in and
build with them If there should be trouble before nmore nmen arrived...

At 600 Rynason wal ked out on the dirt-packed street to Manning's
quarters. He met Marc Stoworth and Jul es Lessi ngham com ng out the door
They | ooked worri ed.

"What's wrong?" he said.

They didn't stop as they went by. "Ask the old man," said Stoworth,
goi ng past with an uncharacteristically hurried step

Rynason went on in through the open door. Manning was in the front room

am d several crates of stunner-units. He | ooked up quickly as Rynason
entered and waved brusquely to him

"Help me get this stuff unloaded, Lee.

Rynason fished for his sheath-knife and started cutting open one of the
crates. "Wy are you unl oadi ng the arsenal ?"

"Because we may need it. Couple of the boys were just out at the
horse-pasture, and they say the friendly natives have di sappeared."

"Jules and Stoworth? | net themon the way in."

"They were doing sone followup work out there ... or at |east they were
going to. There's not a single one of themthere, not a trace of them"

Rynason frowned. "They were all there this norning."

"They're not there now " Manning snapped. "l don't like it, not after
what you've told ne. W're going to | ook for them™

"Wth stunners?"

"Yes. Right now Mara is out at the field clearing several of the fliers
to use in scouting for them"



Rynason stacked the boxes of weapons and power-packs on the floor where
Manni ng i ndi cated. There were about forty of them-blunt-barrelled guns
wi th thick casing around the powerpacks, weighing about ten pounds each.
They | ooked as statically blunt as anvils, but they could stun any
animal at two hundred yards; within a two-foot range, they could shake a
rock wall down.

"How many nen are we taking with us?" Rynason asked, eying the stacks on
the floor.

Manni ng | ooked up at himbriefly. "As nmany as we can get. I'mcalling a
mlitia; Stoworth and Lessi ngham went into town to round up some nen."

So he was going ahead with the power-grab; Ml homre had been right. No
danger had been proven yet, but that wouldn't stop Manni ng--nor the

drifters he'd been buying in the towmn. Killing was an everyday thing to
t hem
"How many of the Hirlaji do you think we'll have to kill to make it | ook

i nportant to the Council ?" Rynason asked after a monent, his voice
deliberately inflectionless.

Manni ng | ooked up at himwith a cal cul ati ng eye. Rynason net his gaze
directly, daring the man to take offense. He didn't.

"All right, it's a break for ne," Manning shrugged. "Wat did you
expect? There's precious little opportunity on this desert rock for

| eadership in any sense that you m ght approve of." He paused. "I don't
know if it will be necessary to kill any of them Take it easy and we'll
see. "

Rynason's eyes were cold. "All right, we'll see. But just remenber, 1'Il

be watching just as closely as you. If you start any violence that isn't
necessary...."

"What will you do, Lee?" said Manning. "Report ne to the Council ?
They' Il listen to me before they'd pay attention to conplaints froma
nobody who's been drifting around the outworlds for nost of his life.
That's all you are, you know, Lee--a drifter, a bum Ilike the rest of
them That's what everybody out here on the Edge is ... unless he does
somet hi ng about it.

"I hold the reins right now If | decide to do something that you don't
like, you won't be able to stop ne ... neither you, nor your femnale
friend."

"So Mara's agai nst you too?" Rynason said.

"She made a few remarks earlier,'
it soon enough."”

Manni ng said calmy. "She may regret

Rynason | ooked at the man through narrowed eyes for a nonent, then
strapped on a gunbelt and | oaded one of the stunners. He snapped it into
the hol ster carefully, wondering just what Manni ng had neant by his | ast
remark. Was it a threat in any real sense, or was Manning just letting
of f stean? Well, they'd see about that too ... and Rynason woul d be

wat chi ng.

* * * * *



Wthin half an hour close to sixty men had coll ected outside Manning's
door. They were dirty and unshaven; sone of themwere working in the
town, a few were miners, but nost of themwere drifters who had foll owed
the advance of the star frontier, who drank and brawled in the streets
of the town, sleeping by day and raising hell at night. They stol e when
they could, killed when they wanted.

The drifters were men who had been all over the worlds of the Edge, who
had spent years watching the new pl anets opened for col oni zati on and
expl oi tation, but had never got their own piece. They knew the feel of
these planetfall towns on the Edge, and could talk for hours about the
worl ds they had seen. But they were city nen, all of them they had seen
the untamed worlds, but only fromthe streets. They hadn't taken part in
the exploring or the building, only in the initial touchdowns. Wen the
bui | di ng was done, they signed on to the spacers again and drifted to
the next world, farther out.

Rynason | ooked at their faces fromwhere he stood in the doorway,
listening to Manning talking to them They were hard nen, nmean and
sometines vicious. Nanel ess faces, all of them having no place in the
nore devel oped areas of the Terran civilization. And maybe that was
their own fault. But Rynason knew that they were running, not to
anything, but fromthe civilization itself. Running ... because when an
area was settled and started to becone respectable, they began to see
what they did not have. The tenporary quarters would come down, to be
repl aced by permanent buildings that were neant to be lived in, not just
as places for sleeping. Cosets, and shelters for |andcars; quadsense
receivers and food integrators. They didn't want to see that ... because
they hated it, or because they wanted it? It didn't matter, Rynason

deci ded. They ran, and now they were here on the Edge with all their
anger and frustration, and Manning was ready to give thema way to |et
it out.

At the side of the nob he saw a fanmiliar grey shock of hair--Rene

Mal homme. WAs he with them then? Rynason craned his neck for a better
view, and for a noment the crowd parted enough to let him see Ml homme's
face. He was | ooking directly toward Rynason, holding a dully gl eaning
knife flat against his thick chest ... and his |lips were drawn back into
t he crooked, sardonic smle which Rynason had seen many tinmes. No,

Mal horme at | east was not part of this nob.

"W al ready know which direction they went,"” Manni ng was sayi ng.
"Lessinghamwi ||l be in charge of the main body, and you'll follow him
If he gives you an order, _take it_. This is a serious business; we
won't have room for bickering

"Some of us will be scouting with the flyers. Well be in radi o contact
with you. When we find out where they are we'll reconnoiter and make our
pl ans fromthere."

Manni ng paused, |ooking appraisingly at the faces before him "Most of
you are armed already, | see. W have sone extra stunners here; if you
need them cone on up. But renenber, the men who carry the shockers wll
be in front; and their business will be sinply to down the horses--any
killing that's to be done will be left to those of you who have knives,
or anything lethal."

There was a rising wave of voices fromthe crowd. Sone nmen cane forward
for weapons; Rynason saw others draw ng knives and hatchets, and a few
of them had heavy guns, projectile type. Rynason watched with narrowed



eyes; it had been a filthy maneuver on Manning's part to organize this
nmob, and his open acceptance of their tenper was dangerous. Once they
were turned | oose, what could stop then?

There was a sudden shouting in the back of the nmpob; nen surged and fel
away, cursing. Rynason heard scuffing back there, and sounds of bone
neeting flesh. The nmen at the front of the nob turned to | ook back, and
some tried to shove their way through to the fight.

A scream cane fromthe mdst of the crowd, and was answered by an
excited, angry swelling of voices around the fighting men. Suddenly
Manni ng was anong them smashing his way through with a stunner in his
hand, swinging it like a club

"Cet the hell out of the way!" he shouted, stepping quickly through the
men. They grunbled and fell back to let himby, but Rynason heard the
men still fighting in the rear, and then he saw them There were three
of them two men and what | ooked like a boy still in his teens. The boy
had red hair and a dark, ruddy conpl exi on: he was new to the outworlds.
The two ol der nen had the pallor of the Edge drifters, nurtured in the
artificial light of spacers and seal ed survival quarters on the |ess
hospi t abl e worl ds.

The larger of the two nen had a knife, a heavy blade of a type that was
conmon out here; many of the men used them as hatchets when necessary.
This one dripped with blood; the smaller man's left armwas torn open
just bel ow the shoul der, and hangi ng usel essly. He stood swaying in the
dust, hurling a string of curses at the man with the knife, while the
boy stood slightly behind him staring with both fear and hatred in his
eyes. He had a smaller knife, but he held it | oosely and uncertainly at
hi s si de.

Manni ng st epped between them He had sized up the situation already, and
he paused now only | ong enough to bite out three short, clipped words
which told these men exactly what he thought of them The man with the
kni fe stopped back and muttered sonethi ng which Rynason didn't hear

Manni ng rai sed the stunner coldly and I et himhave it. The bl ast caught
the man in the shoul der and spun himaround, throwing himinto the
crowd; several of themwent down. The long knife fell to the ground,
where dirt nmixed with the blood on it. There was sil ence.

Manni ng | ooked around him sw nging the stunner |oosely in his hand.
After a noment he said calmy, but |oud enough for all to hear, "W
won't have tine for fighting anong oursel ves. The next man who starts
anything will be killed outright. Now get these nen out of here." He
turned and strode back through the nmob while the boy and a couple of the
ot her nmen took the wounded away.

Mal homme had noved further into the cromd. He was strangely silent;
usual |y he went anong these men roughly and jovially, cursing them al
wi t h goodnatured ease. But now he stood watching the men around himw th
a frown creasing his heavily lined face. Mal horme was worried, and
Rynason, seeing that, felt his stomach tighten

Manni ng faced the men fromthe front of the crowmd. He stared at them
shrewdl y, hol ding each man's gaze for a few seconds. Then he grinned,
and said, "Save it for the horses, boys. Save it for them"

* * * * *



Rynason rode out to the field with Manning, Stoworth, and a few of the
others. It was a short trip in the landcar, and none of them spoke much.
Even Stoworth rode silently, his usual easy flow of trivia forgotten
Rynason was thi nki ng about Manni ng: he had handl ed the out break quickly
and deci sively enough, keeping the men in line, but it had been only a
tenmporary measure. They woul d be expecting some real action soon, and
Manni ng was already offering themthe Hrlaji. If the alarmturned out
to be a fal se one, would he be as easily able to stop themthen?

O would he even try?

The flyers were ready when they got to the field, but Mara was gone. Les
Harcourt met themat the radio office on the edge of the field; he was

t he conmuni cations man out here. He led theminto the | ow,

qui ck-concrete construction office and shoved some forms at Manning to
be si gned.

"If there's any trouble, you'll be responsible for it," he said to
Manni ng. "The nen can | ook out for thenselves, but the flyers are
Conpany property."

Manni ng scowl ed inpatiently and bent to sign the papers.

"\Where's Mara?" Rynason asked.

"She's already taken one of the flyers out," Harcourt said. "Left ten
m nut es ago. We've got her screen in the next room" He waved a hand
toward the door in the rear of the room

Rynason went on back and found the live set. The screen, nonitored from
a canera on the flyer, showed the foothills of the southern nmountains
over which Mara was flying. They were bare and blunt; the rock

out croppi ngs which thrust up fromthe Flat had been weathered snooth in
t he passage of years. Mara was passing over a |low range and on to the
desert beyond.

Rynason picked up the nike. "Mara, this is Lee; we just got here. Have
you found them yet?"

Her voice came thinly over the speaker. "Not yet. | thought | saw sone
nmoverent in one of the passes, but the light wasn't too good. I'm
| ooking for that pass again."

"Al'l right. W'll be going up ourselves in a fewmnutes; if you find
them be careful. Wait for us."

He refitted the mke in its stand and rose. But as he turned to the door
her voice cane again: "There they are!"

He | ooked at the screen, but for the nmoment he couldn't see anything.
Mara's flyer was comi ng down out of the rocky hills now, the Flat
stretching before her on the screen. Rynason could see the pass through
whi ch she had been flying, but there was no noverment there; it took him
several seconds to see the lowruins off to the right, and the figures
nmovi ng through them

The screen banked and turned toward them she was |owering her altitude.

"I see them" he said into the mke. "Can't nmake out what they're doing,



on the screen. Can you see them any nore clearly?"

"They're entering one of the buildings down there," she said after a
monent. "1've counted al nbst twenty of themso far; they nust all be
here.”

"Can you go down and see what they're doing? The sooner we find out, the
better: Manning's got a pretty ugly bunch of so-called vigilantes on the
way out there."

She didn't reply, but on the screen he saw the crunbling buil di ngs grow
| arger and nearer. He could make out individual structures now a wall
had fallen and was half-buried in the dust and sand; an entire roof had
caved in on another building, leaving only rubble in the interior. It
was difficult to tell sonetimes when the original lines of the buildings
had fallen: they had all been snoothed by the w nd-bl own sand, so that
broken pillars | ooked al nbst as though they had been built that way,
snoot h and upright, solitary.

At last, he sawthe Hirlaji. They were slowy nounting the steps of one
of the largest of the buildings and passing into the shadows of the
interior. This building was not as deteriorated as nost of the others;
as Mara's flyer dipped |ow over it Rynason could see its characteristic
I i nes unbroken and cl ear

Wth a start, he sat up and said hurriedly, "Mara, take another close
pass over that building, the one they're entering."

In a noment she came in again over the snooth stone structure, and
Rynason | ooked closely at the screen. There was no mistaking it now the
hi gh steep steps leading up to a col onnade which alnost circled the

buil ding, the | arge carvings over the main entrance.

"You' d better set down away fromthem " he said. "That's the Tenple of
Kor!" But even as he finished speaking the image on the screen jolted
and rocked, and the flyer di pped even closer toward the junbled ruins
bel ow.

"They're firing sonething!"

He saw that she was trying to gain altitude, but sonething was w ong;
t he buil dings on the screen di pped and wavered, up and down, spinning.

“"Mara! Pull up--get out of therel™

"One of the wings is danaged," she said quickly, and suddenly there was
another jolt on the screen and he heard her gasp. The picture spun and
righted itself, seemed to hang notionless for a nonent, and then the
stone wall of one of the buildings was directly ahead and grow ng

| arger.

“Maral!"
The image spun wildly, the building filled the screen, and then it went

bl ack; he heard a crash fromthe speaker, cut off al nost before it had
sounded. The roomwas silent.
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Rynason stared at the dead screen for only a nonment; he wheeled and ran
back to the outer room

"Let's get those flyers up! Mara's found them but they've brought her
down." He was al ready goi ng out the door as he spoke.

Manni ng and the others were right behind himas he dashed out onto the
field. Rynason headed for the nearest flyer, a small runabout which had
been di scarded as obsol ete on the inner worlds and consigned to use out
here on the Edge, where equi pnent was scarce. He | eaped through the port
and was shutting the door when Manni ng caught it.

"Where are they? What's happened to the wonman?"

"They were shooting sonething!" Rynason snapped. The knife-scar over his
right eye stood out sharply in his anger. "She crashed--nmay be badly
hurt. She didn't have too nuch altitude, though. The hell with where she
is-- follow nme!"

He sl anmed the door and squeezed into the flying seat. Wile he warned
t he engi nes he saw the others scattering across the field to the other
flyers. In a nonment the hum of the radioset told himthat their
conmuni cati ons were open. He saw the props of the other flyers starting
to turn, and flicked on his m ke

"They're on the other side of the south range," he said quickly. "She
didn't give ne cooerdinates, but | should be able to find the spot. When
we get there, we land away fromthe city and go in on foot."

Manni ng' s voi ce canme coldly through the radioset: "Are you giving orders
now, Lee?"

"Right now!l am vyes! If you want to try going in before reconnoitering,
that's your funeral. They have weapons."
"When we touch ground again I'Il take over,"
get going--Lee, you're first."

Manni ng said. "Now let's

But Rynason was already starting his run across the field. Wen he had
some speed he kicked in the rocket booster and fought the little flyer
skyward. When he had caught the air he banked southward and fed the
motors all he had. He didn't | ook around for the others; he was setting
hi s own pace.

The nmountain range was ten mles to the south; they should be able to
make it in five or six mnutes, he figured. Below himon the dry Flat he
saw t he pal e shadow of his flyer skinm ng across the dust. The drone of
the notors filled the compartnent.

The radio cut in again. It was Manning. "What's this about a city, Lee?
Is that where they are?"

"The City of the Tenple," Rynason said. "It's down anong over hangi ng
rocks--no wonder we hadn't seen it before. Doesn't seemto have been
used for centuries or nore. But that's where the Tenple of Kor is--and
the Hirlaji are all in the Tenple."



Static hissed at himfor a nonment. "How did they bring her down?"
soneone asked. It sounded |i ke Stoworth.

"Probably the disintegrators,” Rynason said. "The Hrlaji don't have
many of them but they've got enough power to give us a lot of trouble."

"And they're using them eh?" Manning said. "Wat do you think of your
horses now, Lee?"

Rynason didn't answer.

In a few m nutes they were over the range. Rynason had to scout for
awhi | e before he found the pass he had seen on Mara's screen, but once
he saw it below himhe followed it out to the other side. The city was
there, lying darkly am d the shadows of the nountains. Rynason banked
of f and set down half a mle away.

He waited for the others to | and before he left the flyer. He took a
pair of binocs fromthe supply kit and trained themon the city across
the Flat, but he couldn't find Mara's fallen flyer

When they were all down he clanbered out of the compartnment and alighted
heavily in the dust. Manning strode quickly to him wearing tw n
stunners. He took one fromits holster and fingered it thoughtfully as
he spoke.

"The main party was back in the pass. They should be here inside half an
hour. We'll stormthe tenple i medi atel y--we' ve got them out nunbered.”

Rynason nmade a dubi ous sound deep in his throat, |ooking out at the
city. He was renenbering that he had seen it before fromthis Flat
and had storned it before. The defensive walls were high

"They can fire down on us fromthe walls,"” he said in a | ow voi ce.
"There's no cover out there--they'd wi pe half of us out before we could
get in."

"W can cone around fromthe pass,"
cover fromthat direction.”

Manni ng said. "There's plenty of

"And nmore fortification, too!" Rynason snapped. "Just remenber, Manning,
that city was built as a fortress. W'd _have_to cone fromthe Flat."

Manni ng paused, frowning. "W've got to take them anyway," he said
slowy. "Dam it, we can't just stand here and wait for themto cone out
at us. \What are they doing, anyway?"

Rynason regarded the older man for several nonents, al nost anused
"Right now," he said, "they're probably having a conference--with the
Qutsiders. That's where the nachine is, remenber.”

"Then the sooner we attack, the better," Munning said. "Marc, get the
main party on the hand-radio--tell themto get here as fast as they
can." He turned for a monment to | ook out across the Flat at the city.
"And you can prom se them sone action,"” he said.

Stoworth dropped the radio fromhis shoul der and threw back the cover.
He switched on the power, and static sounded in the dry air. He lifted
the mke ... and a voice cut through the static.



"I's anyone picking this up? Is anyone there?"
It was Mara's voi ce.

Rynason knelt beside the set and took the mike from Stoworth's hand.
"This is Lee. Are you hurt?"

"Lee?"
"I hear you. Are you hurt?"
"Not badly. Lee, what are you doing? | saw the flyers land."

"Manni ng wants to attack the city as soon as the land party gets here.
What' s goi ng on there?"

"I'm... in the tenple. |1've been trying to comunicate with them 1've
got an interpreter, but they don't listen to what | say. Lee, this is

i ncredi bl e here! They've brought out a |lot of weapons ... sone of them
don't work. The hall is half-filled with dust and sand, and they nove so
clumsily! They're trying to hurry, because they saw you too, but it's
like ... like they' ve forgotten how They think they can get rid of us
all, but they.... It's pitiful--they're so slow"

"Those disintegrators aren't slow, " Rynason said. Manning was standi ng
besi de him he dropped a hand on his shoul der, but Rynason shook it off.
"Are they using the machine ... the altar?"

"They were using it when they brought nme in. | think it _is_ the

Qutsiders. But they don't seemto knowit's just a machine--they knee

in front of it, and chant. It's so strange, in that |anguage of theirs
those thin, high voices, and the echoes...."

"They' re hol di ng you prisoner?"

"Yes. | think they want to hold you off till they can get ready for
their own attack."

" For their what?_ " Rynason stood up, and | ooked toward the city; he
coul d see no novenent there

"I know ... it's incredible. Lee, they don't know what they're doing.
Horng said on the interpreter that they were going to drive us off the
pl anet, and then rebuild their cities, and re-arm It's sonmething to do
with Kor, or the Qutsiders. The orders have changed. They think that if
they can drive us away for awhile they can build thenselves up to where
they can repel any further touchdowns here."

"This order canme fromthe machi ne?"

"Yes. There was a nistake, and Horng realized it after you linked wth
himthis norning. The Qutsiders, or Kor or whatever it is, had
overestimated us."

"Maybe then, but not now They' re comitting suicide!" Rynason said.

"I know, and | tried to tell themthat. But the machi ne says
differently. Lee, do you think that's really the Qutsiders?"

"If it is,"” he said slowly, "they wouldn't send the Hirlaji against us



wi t hout some help." He thought a mnute, while the wind of the Flat blew
sand against his leg and static came fromthe radio. "They could be

maki ng another m stake!" Mara said. "I'msure what they told the
Qutsiders wasn't true--they think they're as strong as they were before.
But their eyes ... their eyes are afraid. | knowit."

"Do they know what you're saying to ne?"

"No. Lee, |I'mnot even sure they know what a radio is. Maybe they think
| carry ny portable altar with me." Her voice had taken on a frantic
note. "It's a ... a sinple case of freedom of religion, Lee! Freedom of
religion!"

"Mara! Cal mdown! Cal mdown!" He waited for a few seconds, until her
voi ce cane again, nore quietly:

"I"'msorry ... it's just that they're so...

"Forget it. Sit tight there. | think I know howto slip in--alone." He
switched off.

He stood up and shrugged his shoul ders heavily, |oosening his tensed
nmuscl es. Then he turned purposefully to Manni ng.

"The rest of the party won't be here for awhile yet, so you can't
possibly go in now. |I'mgoing to try to get Mara out before any fighting
starts.”

"What if they capture you too?" Manning said. "I can't hold off an
attack too long--you could be right about the CQutsiders hel ping them
The sooner we finish themoff, the better."”

Rynason | ooked coldly at him "You heard what Mara said. W won't have
any trouble taking them You can't attack themwhile she's in there,
t hough. O can you?"

"Lee. I've told you--1 can't take chances. If the Qutsiders are in this,
it's a dangerous business. You can go in if you want, but we're not
waiting nore than half an hour for you to get out."

Rynason net his gaze steadily for a nmonent, then nodded brusquely. "Al
right." He turned and noved into the over-hangi ng shadows of the
nmount ai ns, toward the ancient, alien city.

* * * * *

He stayed in the shadows as he approached the walls of the fortress,
darting quickly across exposed ground. The Hirlaji were |arge and

power ful , physical battle with themwas of course out of the question
But he had some things on his side: he was small, and therefore |ess
likely to be seen; he was faster than the quiet, aged aliens. And he
knew the city, the fortress and the tenple, alnmpst as well as they did.

Per haps better, in fact, for his purposes. For while he had shared
Tebron's m nd he had been ... not only Tebron, but al so Rynason

Eart hman. A corner of his mind had been alert and aware ... hearing the
di stant screanms of Horng, wondering about the design of the Atar of
Kor. And he had seen other things when he | ooked through Tebron's eyes:
when the ancient warlord had stornmed the city-fortress, there had been
an observer in himwho had said: An Earthman could go in this way,



unobserved. A smaller attacker could slip through _here_, could concea
hi nsel f where no Hirlaji could reach

He arrived, at last, at the base of the wall where the blunt rocks of
the nmountains tunbled to a dead-end against flat, weathered stone. So
far he must not have been seen; there had been no disintegrator beans
fired at him no leathery Hrlaji heads watching fromthe walls. He
flattened agai nst the stone and raised his eyes to the barriers.

The wal |l here had been built higher than the portions which faced the
Flat, and it was stronger. No one had tried to stormthe city fromthis
position, because it was too well protected. But the walls had been
built against the heavy, clumsy bodies of the grey aliens; with luck, a
man could scale this wall. The footholds in the weathered stones woul d
be precarious, but perhaps it could be done. And the Hirlaji, who
regarded this wall as inmpregnable, would not be guarding it.

Si ghting upward from flat against the wall, he chose his path quickly,
and began to clinmb. The stone was smooth but grainy; he dug his fingers
i nto narrow niches and pulled hinself slowy upward, bracing hinself

wi th foothol ds whenever he could. It was |aborious, painful work; twce
he | ost handhol ds and hung precariously until his straining fingers
again found sonme indentation. Sweat covered him the wind fromthe Fl at
whi pped around the wall and touched the noisture on his back coldly. But
his face was set in a frozen grimmess and though his breath cane in
gasps he made no other sound.

When he had neared the top he suddenly seened to reach a dead-end; the
stones were snooth above him H s arnms ached, his shoul ders seened
deadened; he clung nunbly to the wall and searched for another path.
When he found it, he had to descend ten feet and nove to the right
before he could re-ascend; as he retraced his route down the wall he
noti ced bl ood where his torn fingers had left their mark. But he could
not feel the pain in his fingers.

At last, when the wall had come to seem a separate world of existence
which was all that he would ever know, a vertical plane to which he

clung with dimdeterm nation, hardly knowi ng why any longer ... at |ast,
he reached the top. His groping hand reached up and found the edge of
the wall; his fingers grasped it gratefully and he pulled hinself up to

hang by both hands and survey the interior of the fortress.

A deserted fl oor stretched before him shadowed by the | ate-afternoon
dar kness whi ch crept down fromthe mountains to rest on the aged remains
of the city. Forty feet down the wal kway he saw stairs descendi ng, but
his head swam and all he could focus on clearly was the light fil m of
dust and sand whi ch covered even this topnost |level of the city, blown
in shallow drifts against the walls which rose a few feet above the
floor here. There were no footprints in that dust; no one had wal ked
here for thousands of years.

Wearily, he pulled hinself over the last barrier and fell nunbly to the
floor, where he lay for long mnutes fighting for breath. H s lungs were
raw;, the thin air of the planet caught and rasped in his throat. H's
hands were torn and bl eedi ng, and the knife-scar over his right eye had
begun to throb, but he ignored the pain. He had to clear his head...

Eventual |y he was able to stand, swaying beneath the dark sky. Bel ow him
he saw the city, broken and dim enpty streets wi nding between fallen
wal s and pillars. Mara's flyer lay shattered agai nst one of those



broken walls; seeing it, he wondered how badly she had been hurt.

He noved toward the stairs, and descended themslowy. The stairs of the
city were as he had renmenbered them from Tebron's nenories, and yet not
the sane. To the Earthnman they were steep: the steps were |like separate
| evel s, three feet across and al nost four feet deep. Hi s | egs ached at
each step as the shock of his weight fell on them

He reached the bottom | evel and paused in the doorway onto the street.
It was enpty, but he had to think a nmonent before he could renmenber his
bearings. Yes, the Tenple was that way, sonmewhere down the dusty street.
He noved through the deeper shadows at the base of the buil dings,
rememnberi ng.

Tebron had taken this city at the head of a force of warriors. To himit
had been | arge and majestic, a place of power and know edge. But
Rynason, moving wearily through the dust of the ages which had fallen
upon the city since the ancient king, found it not nerely |arge, but
huge; not majestic, but futile. And the power and know edge which it
once had held was but a dusty shadow now. Sonmewhere ahead, in the
Tenmpl e, the survivors of that ages-old culture were trying to bring the
city tolife again. Wth or without the Qutsiders, he felt, they nust
fail. They really wanted to bring themnmselves back to life, to reawaken
their mnds, their dreams, their own power. But they tried to do it wth
menories, and that was not the way.

No one was guarding the Tenple. Rynason went up the steps as quickly as
he could, vaulting fromlevel to level, trying to stay in the shadows,
listening for movenent. But sounds did not carry far in the air of
Hrlaj; the aliens would not hear himapproaching, but he m ght not hear
any of themeither until he stunbled upon them

At the top of the stairs he darted into the shadows of the col onnade
whi ch surrounded the interior. Doorways opened at intervals of fifty
feet around the building; he would have to circle to the side and enter
there if at all. He slipped quickly between the columms and paused at
the third doorway. He dropped to the floor, lay flat on his chest and

| ooked i nsi de.

They were all there--tw dozen heavy grey aliens, sitting, standing,
staring quietly at the floor. There was little noverment anong them but
nevert hel ess he could feel the excitenent which pervaded the Tenple. No,
not excitenent--anxiety. Fear. Watching those huge bodies huddling into
t hensel ves, he heard an echo of Horng's screanms in his nind. These
creatures were afraid of battle, of conflict, and yet they had thrust

t hensel ves into a fight which they nust lose. Did they know that? Coul d
they believe what the machine of the Qutsiders told them after it had
been proven fallible?

The Eye of Kor glowed dully in the dark inner roonmi two of the Hirlaji
stood silently before it, watching, waiting. But the religion of Kor had
pl ayed no part in the lives of the Hirlaji for generations. Now that the
ancient, nuddled religion had been brought to life again, could it have
the sane hold on themthat it had once had?

Mara was on the floor of the Tenple, |eaning with her back against the
wal . One of the doorways fromthe outer col onnade was nearby, but five
of the Hirlaji surrounded her. And with a start Rynason noticed that her
left armhung linp and twi sted at her side, and bl ood showed on her
forehead. Her face showed no enotion, but as he watched she raised her



right hand to run fingers through her I ong dark hair, nervously.

She had not seen him but she was waiting. Wien he made his nove she
woul d follow him Rynason slipped back fromthe doorway and circled the
buil ding again until he had reached the entrance nearest the girl. He
drew out his stunner fromits holster and | ooked at it for a nonent. He
woul d have to be fast; his weapon woul d give himno advant age agai nst
the disintegrators of the Hirlaji, but surprise and speed night. And,
perhaps ... fear.

He broke around the corner of the doorway at a dead run, firing as he
went. Two of the Hirlaji fell before they could even turn; they crunpled
to the floor heavily. Then he screaned--a high scream |ike Horng's, and
as loud as he could nake it, a wail, a cry of anguish and terror and
pain. They felt it, and it touched a response in them the Hirlaji who
surrounded Mara twisted to look at him but they instinctively shrank
away. He continued to fire, bringing down three nore of themwhile the
confusion |asted. He broke through to Mara, who was al ready on her feet;
wi t hout breaking his stride he grasped her by her good shoul der and
pul l ed her along with himas he ran through

But sone of the Hirlaji recovered in time to block their escape. Rynason
wheel ed, | ooking frantically around the roomfor an unguarded exit. None
of those within reach were clear. He fired again, and ran for the altar

One of the Hirlaji had raised a disintegrator; Rynason caught himw th
the stunner as he fired, and the beam of the alien's weapon shot past
his leg, digging a pit into the floor beyond him O her weapons were
rai sed now, they had only seconds left.

But they had reached the altar; the two Hirlaji there noved to bl ock

them but they were unarmed and Rynason dropped themw th the stunner
He pushed Mara past them and around to the side of the altar, seeking
cover fromthe disintegrators

Behind the altar, there was a space just |arge enough for themto
squeeze through. Rynason's heart | eaped; he pointed quickly to it and
turned to fire again as Mara pushed her way into the narrow aperture. A
di si ntegrator beam hi ssed over his head; another tore into the wall two
feet away fromhim The Hirlaji were trying to keep their fire away from
the altar itself.

Rynason turned and squeezed behind the altar as soon as Mara was cl ear
It was tight, but he made it, and once through the narrow opening they
found nore roomin the darkness. They coul d hear noise outside as the
Hrlaji noved toward the altar, but it sounded far away and dim Mara
noved back into the darkness, and he foll owed.

They noved perhaps twenty feet into the wall behind the altar before

they were brought to a halt. The passage ended. Well, no matter; if it
was not an escape route, at least it would afford cover fromthe weapons
of the Hrlaji. Rynason dropped to the floor and rested.

Mara sat beside him "Lee, you shouldn't have tried it," she said
anxiously. "Now we're trapped."” He felt her hand touch his face in the
dar kness.

"Maybe, " he said. "But we nay be able to catch themoff their guard
again, and if so we may be able to get out."



She was silent. He felt her |ean against his shoul der wearily, her hair
soft agai nst his neck. Then he renenbered that she had been hurt.

"\What happened to your arn? And you were bl eeding."

"I think it's broken. The bl eedi ng was not hi ng, though: you shoul d see
yourself. You were so tattered and bl oody when you canme in that | hardly
knew you. Knights should come in nore properly shining arnor."

He grinned wearily. "Wait till next tine."

"Lee, where are we?" she said abruptly. Their eyes were becom ng
adjusted to the darkness, and they could see rising around them a

conpl exity of machine rel ays, connectives, and pieces which did not seem
to make sense.

Rynason | ooked nore closely at the conplex. It was definitely Qutsiders
wor k, but what was it? Part of the Altar of Kor, obviously, but the
Qut si ders tel ecommuni cators had never used such extensive nmachinery. Yet
it did look famliar. He tried to renmenber the different types of
Qut si ders machi nery whi ch had been found and partially reconstructed by
t he advanci ng Earthnmen in the centuries past. There weren't nany...

Then, suddenly, he had it, and it was so sinple that he was surprised he
hadn't thought of it before.

"This is Kor," he said. "It's not a comunicator--it's a conputer. An
Qut si ders conputer.”

NI NE

Mara's frown deepened; she | ooked around themin the di mess, her eyes
taking in the conplexity and extent of the circuitry. It faded into the
dar kness behind them lines ran into the walls and fl oor

"They built their conputers in the grand manner, didn't they?" she said
softly.

"I'"ve seen fragnents of them before,” Rynason said. "This is a big
one--no telling how nuch area the total conplex takes up. One thing's
certain, though: it's no ordinary conputer of theirs. Not for plain

mat h-wor k, nor even for specialized computations, |like the one on Rige
Il1--that was apparently used for astrogation, but it wasn't half the
size of this. And navigation between stars, even with the kind of drive
t hey nmust have had, is no sinple problem"

"The Hirlaji think it's a god," she said.

"That rai sed another problem" Rynason nused. "The Qutsiders built it,
and nust have left it here when they pulled back to wherever they were
going ... if they ever left the planet. But the Hirlaji use it, and they
conmuni cate with it verbally. The Hirlaji are apparently responsible for
keeping it protected since then. But why should the Hirlaji be able to
use it?"

"Unless they're the Qutsiders after all?" said Mara.



Rynason frowned. "No, I'mstill not convinced of that. The clue seens to
be that they comunicate verbally with it--they nust have been using it
since before they devel oped tel epathy."

"Coul dn't there have been direct contact between the Hrlaji and the
Qut si ders back when the Hirlaji were just evolving out of the beast
st age?"

"There nust have been," said Rynason. "The Tenple rituals are conducted
in an even older formof their |anguage than nost remenbered--a
prot o-1 anguage that was kept alive only by the priest caste, because the
machi ne had been set to respond to that |anguage."

"But aren't primtive |anguages usually conposed of sinple, basic words
and concepts? How well could they comrunicate in such a | anguage?"

"Not very well," Rynason said. "Wich would expl ain why the machine
seened to make m st akes--clunsiness of | anguage. So the Qutsiders,

maybe, |l eft the machi ne when they pulled out, but they set it to respond
to the Hirlaji |anguage because our horsefaced friends were beginning to
build a civilization of their own and the Qutsiders thought they'd | eave
t hem some gui dance...." He stopped for a noment, remenbering that first
i nkage with Horng, and Tebron's nmenories. "The Hirlaji called themthe
ad Ones," he said.

"And that order to Tebron ... about the other race that they would neet
someday. That was based on CQutsiders observations.”

"I wonder when the Qutsiders were on Earth," Rynason said. "Sometine
after we'd started our own rise, certainly. Maybe in ancient
Mesopotami a, or India. O later, during the Renai ssance?"

"The tine doesn't matter, does it?" Mara said. "They touched down on
Earth, took note of us, and left. Somehow they thought we were going to
devel op nore rapidly than we did."

"Probably before the Dark Ages," Rynason said. "Maybe they didn't see

t hat thousand-year setback coming...." He stopped, and stood up in the
| ow passageway anong the ancient circuitry. "So here we are,

second- guessi ng the Qutsiders. And outside, their proteges have
disintegrators probably left by the Qutsiders, and they're just waiting
for us to try to get out."

"Qur new found know edge isn't doing us much good, is it?" she said.

He shook his head slowy. "Wien | was still on the secondary senseteach
units I nmet Rene Mal homre for the first time. My father worked the
spacers, so | don't even renenber what planet this was on. But |

renenber the night | first saw Rene--he was speaking fromthe top of a
bl ue-l unber pile, shouting about the corporations that were noving in.
He was getting all worked up about sonething, and several people in the
crowmd were shouting back at him | stopped to watch. Al of a sudden six
or seven nen nmoved in from somewhere and dragged hi m down from where he
was standing. There was a fight--people were thrown all around. | hid
till it was over.

"When the crowd finally cleared, there was Rene. His clothes were torn
but he wasn't hurt. Every one of the nen who had attacked himhad to be
carried away; | think one of them was dead. Rene stood there | aughing;



then he saw ne hidden in the darkness and he took me honme. He told ne

t hat when he'd been younger he'd worked his way all the way in to Earth,
and studi ed sone of the cultures there. He'd | earned karate, which was
an anci ent Japanese way of fighting."

Rynason took a deep breath. "He said everything a person learns will be
useful sonmeday. And | believed him"

"A nice parable," Mara said. "W could use himagainst the Hrlaji,
t hough. "

Rynason was silent, thinking. If they could only catch the aliens off
guard ... but of course they couldn't, now He let his eyes wander
aimessly along the circuitry surrounding them Tell ne, old Kor, what
do we do now?

After a noment his eyes narrowed; he reached up and traced a connection
with his fingers, back to the front, toward the altar. It led directly
to ... the speaker!

The voi ce of Kor.

And if he could interrupt that connection, put his own voice through the
speaker, out through the altar...

"Mara, we're going out. 1've found ny own brand of karate for our
friends out there."”

He hel ped her to her feet. She noved sonmewhat painfully, her broken |eft
arm hanging stiffly at her side, but she made no protest.

"We've got to be fast," he said. "I don't know how well this will

wor k--it depends on how nuch they trust their clay-footed god today."
Quickly, he outlined his plan. Mara listened silently and nodded.

Then he set to work. It was largely guesswork, follow ng those intricate
al i en connections, but Rynason had seen this part of such nmachines
before. He found the penultimte point at which the inpulses fromthe
brain were translated into sound and broadcast through the speaker. He
di sconnected this, his torn fingers working awkwardly on the delicate

I i nkages.

" Ready?"

Mara was just inside the narrow passage behind the altar. She nodded
qui ckly.

Rynason twi sted hinself so that he could speak directly into the input
of the speaker. He raised his voice to approximate the thin, high sounds
of the Hrlaji |anguage.

_Remain notionless. Remain notionless. Renain notionless.

The conmand burst out upon the altar room of the Tenple, shattering the
silence. The Hirlaji turned in surprise to the altar--and stood still.

_Remain notionless. Renmain notionless.

It was the phrase he had heard the nachi ne use so often to Tebron, Kking
priest leader of all Hrlaj. It had nmeant sonething el se then, but the



prot o-1anguage of the Hirlaji had no precise neani ngs; given by itself,
it seemed to nean precisely what it said.

"Al'l right, let's go out!" Rynason said, and the two of them broke from
behind the altar. The Hirlaji stood conpletely still; several of those

t hat Rynason had dropped with his stunner had recovered consci ousness,
but they made no nove either. Rynason and the girl ran right through the
quiet aliens; only a few of themturned shadowed eyes to | ook at them as
t hey passed. They made the outside colonnade in safety, and paused
there.

"They may see through this in a mnute," Rynason said. "Don't wait for
me--get out of the city!"

"You' re not com ng?"
"I won't be too far behind. Get going!"

She hesitated only a monent, then hurried down the broad |l evels of the
Tenpl e steps. Rynason watched her to the bottom then turned and
re-entered the altar room

Rynason went quickly anong them taking their weapons. Mst of them nade
no effort to stop him but a few tightened their grips on the

di sintegrators and he had to pry those thick fingers fromthe weapons,
cursing to hinmself. How | ong woul d they wait?

There were fourteen of the disintegrators. They were |arge and heavy; he
couldn't hold themall at once. He dunped five of themoutside the altar
roomand returned to disarmthe rest of the aliens. Sweat fornmed beads
on his forehead, but he noved w thout hesitation

Anot her of the Hirlaji tightened his grip when Rynason began to take the
weapon from him He | ooked up, and saw the quiet eyes of Horng resting
on him The |eathery grey winkles which surrounded those eyes quivered
slightly, but otherw se he made no novenent. Rynason dropped his gaze
fromthat contact and wested the weapon away.

As he started to nove on to the next, Horng silently dipped his massive
head to one side. Rynason felt a chill go down his back

In a few nore minutes he had disarned themall. He set the last three
disintegrators on the stone fl oor of the col onnade--and a novenent in

t he di stance caught his eye. It was on the south wall of the city; two
men stood for a nonent silhouetted against the Flat, then di sappeared
into the shadows. In a nmonment, another man appeared, and he too dropped
i nside the wall.

So Manning had already sent the men in. The npb was unl eashed.

Rynason hesitated for a noment, then turned and went quickly back into
the altar room Mara's radio was there; he lifted it by its strap and
took it with himout to the col onnade.

He could see the Earthnen noving through the streets now, darting from
wall to wall in the gathering darkness of evening. In a short time it
woul d be full night--and Rynason knew that these nen would |ike nothing
better than to attack in the dark

He warned the radi o and opened the transmitter



"Manni ng, call off your dogs. |'ve disarmed the Hrlaji."

The radi o spat static at him and for several seconds he thought his
signal hadn't even been picked up. But at last there was a reply:

"Then get out of the Tenple. It's too late to stop this."
"Manni ng! "

"I said get clear. You' ve done all you can there."

"Dam it, there's no need for any fighting!"

Manni ng' s voi ce sounded cold even in the faint reception of the
hand-radio. "That's for ne to decide. |I'mrunning this show, renmenber."

"You're running a nmassacre!" Rynason shout ed.

"Call it what you like. Mara says they weren't so docile when you broke
in"

Rynason's mind raced; he had to stall for time. If he could get Manning
to stop those nmen until they cool ed down...

"Manni ng, there's no need for this! Didn't she tell you that the altar
is just a computer? These people haven't had anything to do with the
Qut si ders since before they can renmenber!™

The radio carried the faint sound of Manning's chuckle. "So now they're
people to you, Lee? O are you one of them now?"

"What the hell are you tal ki ng about ?"

"Lee, nmy boy, you're sounding like an old horsefaced nursemaid. You
linked mnds with them and you say you were practically a Hirlaji
yoursel f when you went into that |inkage. Well, I'mnot so sure you ever

came out of it. You're _still_ one of them™

"I's that the only reason you can think of that |I mght have for wanting
to prevent a massacre?" Rynason said icily.

"If they tried to revolt once, they'll try it again," Mnning said.
"Well crush them now ."

"You think that will inmpress the Council? Slaughtering the only
intelligent race we've found?"

"I"'mnot playing to the Council!" Manning snapped. "I've got these nen
followng me, and 1'll listen to what _they_want!"

Rynason stared at the nicrophone for a nonment. "Are you sure you aren't
afraid of your own nob?" he said.

"We're coming in, Lee. Get out of there or we'll cut you down too."
"Manni ng! "

"I"'msw tching off."



_Not quite yet._ There's one nore thing, and you'd better hear this
one!"

"Make it fast," Manning said. H s voice sounded uninterested.

"If any of your boys try to come in, I'll stop themnyself. |I've got the
disintegrators, and I'll use them"

There was silence fromthe radio, save for the static. It |lasted for
| ong seconds. Then

"I't's your funeral." There was a faint click as Manning switched off.

* * * * *

Rynason stared angrily at the radioset for a nmonment, then left it lying
at the top of the steps and went back inside. The Hirlaji stood
notionlessly in dimess; it took awhile for Rynason's eyes to adjust to
it. He found the interpreter that Mara had left and quickly hooked it up
to Horng. The alien's eyes, noving heavily in their sockets, watched him
as he connected the wires.

When everything was ready Rynason lifted the interpreter's mke. "The
Eart hmen are going to attack you," he said. "I want to help you fight
them of f."

There was no reaction fromthe alien; only those quiet eyes resting on
himlike the shadows of the entire past.

"Can you still believe that Kor is a god? That's only a machi ne--1 spoke
through it nyself, mnutes ago! Don't you realize that?"

After a noment Horng's eyes slowy closed and opened i n acknow edgenent.
KOR WAS GOD KNOWLEDGE. THE OLD ONES DI ED BEFORE TI ME, AND PASSED | NTO
KOR. NOW KOR | S DEAD

"And all of you will be dead too!" Rynason said.
The huge alien sat unnmoving. H s eyes turned away from Rynason
"You' ve got to fight them " Rynason said.

But he could see that it was usel ess. Horng had made no reply, but
Rynason knew what was in his thoughts now.

THERE |'S NO PURPGCSE.

TEN

Wearily, Rynason switched off the interpreter, leaving the wires stil
connected to the alien. He wal ked through the faintly echoing,
dust-filled tenple and stepped out onto the col onnade around it. It was
al nrost dark now, the deep blue of the Hirlaj sky had turned al nost bl ack
and the pinpoint lights of the stars broke through. The wi nd was rising
fromthe Flat; it caught his hair and whipped it roughly around his
head. He | ooked up at the energing stars, renmenbering the day when Horng



had suddenly, inexplicably stood and wal ked to the base of a broken
staircase. He had | ooked up those stairs, past where they had broken and
fallen, past the shattered roof, to the sky. The Hrlaji had never
reached the stars, but they mght have. It had taken a god, or a junbled
| egacy froman older, greater race, to forestall them And now all they
had was the dust and the w nd.

Rynason coul d hear the rising nban of that wi nd gathering itself around
him building to a wailing planet-dirge anong the columms of the Tenple.
And inside, the Hrlaji were dying. The knives and bl udgeons of the
Earth nob outside would only conplete the job; the Hrlaji were too
tired to live. They dreamed dimy under the shadowed foreheads ..
dreaned of the past. And sonetines, perhaps, of the stars.

Behind the altar, the huge and intricate mass of alien circuits gl owed
and clicked and pulsated ... slowy; seem ngly at random but steadily.
The brain nmust be self-perpetuating to have lasted this long ... feeding
its energy cells from sone power-source Rynason could only guess at, and
repairing its time-worn |inkages when necessary. In its nenory banks was
stored the science of the race which had preceded even the ancient
Hrlaji. The Qutsiders had sprung up when this planet was young, had
fought their way to the stars and gal axi es, and eventual |y, when aeons
of time pressed down, had pulled in their outposts and fallen back to
this world. And they had died here, on this world, falling to dust which
was ground under by the grey race which had foll owed themto dom nance.
"Before tinme," Horng had said; that nust have neant before the Hirlaji
had devel oped tel epathy, before the period covered by the race-nmenory.

But the Qutsiders were still here, alive in that huge alien brain ..
t he science, the know edge, the strange arts of a race which had
conquered the stars while nen still wondered about the nmagic of

lightning and fire. A science was encapsul ed here which could speak of
war and curiosity as discontent, but could say nothing definite of
contentnent. An inconplete science? A nerely alien science? Rynason
didn't know.

And the Hirlaji.... Twenty-six of their race remai ned, dream ng under
heavy dones through which the stars shone at night and sil houetted the
wor n edges of broken stone. Twenty-six grey, hopel ess bei ngs who had not
even been waiting. And the Earthnmen had cone.

For a nonent Rynason wondered if the Hirlaji did not perhaps carry a
message for the Earthnen too: that decadence was the price of peace,
death the inevitable end of contentnment. The Hirlaji had stilled

t hensel ves, back in the grey past ... had taken their neasure of quiet
and contentnent for thousands of years, the searching drives of their
race dying within them And this was their end.

THERE |'S NO PURPGCSE.

Rynason shook hinself, and felt the cold wind cut through his clothing;
it reawakened him Stooping, he gathered up several of the

di sintegrators and brought themwith himto the head of the massive
stairs up which the attackers nust conme. He crouched beside those
stairs, watching for novenent below. But he couldn't see anything.

Sonet hi ng about the Hirlaji still bothered him kneeling in the
gat hering darkness he finally isolated it in his mnd. It was their
hopel essness, the nunbness that had crept over themthrough the
centuries. No purpose? But they had lived in peace for thousands of



years. No, their death was not nmerely one of decadence ... it was
suf focati on.

They had not chosen peace; it had been thrust upon them The Hirlaji had
been at the height of their power, their growmh still gathering nomentum

and they had to stifle it. The end in viewdidn't really matter: it
had not been what they would have chosen. And, having had peace forced
upon them before they had been ready for it, they had been unable to
enjoy it; and the stifling of scientific curiosity that had been
necessary to conplete the suppression of the war-instinct had left the
Hrlaji with nothing.

But it had all been so unnecessary, Rynason thought. The anci ent

Qut siders brain, conmputing frominsufficient evidence probably gathered
during a brief touchdown on Earth, had undoubtedly been able to give
only a tentative appraisal of the situation. But the proto-Hirlaji

| anguage was not constructed to accommodate if's and nmaybe's, and the
judgrments of the brain were taken as law by the Hrlaji.

Now t he Earthnmen for whomthis race had deadened itself into
near-extinction would conplete the job ... because the Hirlaji had
| earned their mstake far too | ate.

Rynason shook his head; there was a sickness in his stomach, a gnaw ng
anger at the ways of history. It was capricious, cruel, senseless. It
pl ayed j okes spanning m |l ennia.

Suddenly there were sounds on the stairs bel ow him Rynason's head
jerked up and he saw five of the Earthmen clinbing the stairs, nmoving as
quickly as they could fromlevel to |level, crouching nonentarily at each
beneat h the cover of the steps. He raised one of the disintegrators,
feeling the rage building up within him

There was a hunm ng sound by his ear; the beam of one of the stunners
passed by him touching the rock wall. The wall vibrated at the touch
but the range was too great for the beamto have done it any damage.
They were cl ose enough, though to stun Rynason if they hit him

He dropped flat, |ooking for the man who had fired. In a nonment he found
him a small, lean man slipped alnost silently over the edge of one of
the step-levels and rolled quickly to cover beneath the next. He had got
further than Rynason had realized; only three | evels separated them now.
He coul d see, fromthis distance in the near-dark, the cruel lines of
the man's face. It was a harsh, dirty face, with winkles |ike seans;
the man's eyes were harsh slits. Rynason had seen too many faces |ike
that here on the Edge; this was a man with a bitter hatred, |ooking for
t he chance to unleash it upon anyone who got in his way. And the

enj oynment whi ch Rynason saw gleaming in the man's eyes chilled him
monentarily.

In that noment the nan | eaped to the next level, sending off a beam
whi ch struck the wall two feet from Rynason; he felt the stinging

vi bration against his body as he lay flat. Slowy he sighted the
disintegrator at the top of the | evel under which the man had crouched
for cover, and waited for his next leap. Wthin himhe felt only a
bitter cold which matched the w nd whi ppi ng above him

Agai n the man noved--but he had crept to the side of the stairs before
he | eaped, and Rynason's shot bit into the stone beside himas he rolled
to safety. Now only one | evel separated them



Furt her down the stairs, Rynason saw the others noving up behind the
smaller man. Still nmore were nmoving out fromthe other buildings and
darting to the stairs. But he had no tine to hold them back

There was silence, except for the w nd.

And the man | eaped, firing once, tw ce. The second beam took Rynason in
the left wist and spun himoff-balance for a noment. But he was al ready
firing in return, rolling to one side. Hs third shot took the man's
right shoul der off, and bit into his neck. The man staggered forward two
steps, trying to raise his stunner again, but suddenly it clattered to
the floor and he crunpled on top of it. A pool of blood spread around
hi m

Rynason noved back to the cover of the side wall, and watched for the
other men. The first one had got too near; Rynason hadn't realized how
easily they could approach in this near-darkness. He felt the nunbness
of the stunnerbeam spreading nearly to his shoulder; his left arm was
usel ess. Cursing, he trained the disintegrator along the line of the
steps and fired.

The disintegrator cut through the stone as though it were putty, for a
range of twenty feet. Rynason pl ayed the beam back and forth al ong the
steps, cutting themdown to a smooth ranp which the attackers would have
to clinb before they could get to him

One of themtried to leap the last few |l evels before Rynason could cut
them but he sliced the man in two through the chest. The separate parts
of the man's body fell and rolled back to the untouched | evel s bel ow. He
had not had time to utter even a cry of pain.

For a tine, now, there was conplete silence in the wind. Rynason could
see the inert legs of the |last attacker projecting out over the edge of
the third |l evel down, and undoubtedly the others saw themtoo. They were
hesitating now, unsure of thenselves. Rynason stayed pressed to the
stone floor, waiting. The wi nd whipped in a rising noan through the
upper reaches of the building.

Anot her of the nmen slipped over the edge of the massive stairs, hugging
t he deeper darkness at the side of the stair-wall, and slowy inched his
way up the newy-flattened ranp. Rynason watched himcoldly, through a
grey haze of fury which was yet tinged with despair. Wat use was al
this, the killing, the blood and sweat and pain? It disgusted him-yet
by its perverse sensel essness it angered himtoo.

He cut a swathe through the craw ing man, through head and neck and
back. A gory shell-like hulk slid back to the foot of the ranp.

And abruptly the remaining nen broke and ran. One of themrose and
stunbl ed down the steep levels of the stairs, heedl ess of his exposure;
with a shock, Rynason saw that it was Rene Ml horme. Anot her foll owed

and another. There were al nbst a dozen of themon the stairs; they
all broke and ran. Rynason sent one beam after them biting a depression
into the rock wall beside them Then they were gone.

Rynason noved back fromthe head of the stairs and | eaned wearily

agai nst the stone. His left armwas beginning to tingle with returning
circul ati on now, he rubbed it absently with his good hand and wondered
if they would try the sheer walls on the other side of the Tenple. He



had scal ed one of these ancient walls, but would they try it? Certainly
they stood little chance coming up the stairs, unless they gathered for
a concerted rush. And who woul d | ead such a suicidal attack? These nen
were vicious, but they valued their lives too.

Yet he couldn't watch the black walls. Leaving the stairway unguarded
woul d be the nost dangerous course of all

In a few m nutes the hand-radio, forgotten on the stone floor behind
him flashed an internmittent |ight which caught his eye in the dusk.
That woul d be Manni ng.

Rynason slid the radio over to the head of the stairs and swi tched on
t here, keeping an eye on the stairway.

"Lee, do you hear me?"

"I hear you." His voice was |low and bitter.

"I"'mcomng into talk. Hold your God dammed fire."
"Why should I?" said Rynason

"Because |'mbringing Mara with me. It's too bad you don't trust ne,
Lee, but if that's the way you want it | won't trust you either."

"That's a good idea," he said, and sw tched off.

Al most i mredi ately he saw t hem cone out from behind the cover of a
fallen wall across the dusty street. Mara wal ked in front of Manning;
her head was hi gh, her face al nost expressionless. The cold w nd threw
dust against their |legs as they crossed the open space to the base of

t he steps.

Rynason stood notionl ess, watching them come up. Manning still had his
two stunners, but they were in their holsters. He kept behind the girl
all the way, pausing before pushing her up the open ranp at the top

t hen nmovi ng even nore cl osely behind her. Rynason stood with the

di sintegrator hanging |loosely in one hand at his side.

On the col onnade Manning gripped the girl by her undanaged arm He
nodded to one of the doorways into the tenple, and Rynason preceded him
i nsi de.

As they entered Manning lit a handlight and set it on the floor. The
roomwas thrown into stark relief, the shadows of the notionless aliens
striking the walls and ceiling with an al nbost physical harshness.
Manni ng paused a nmonent to look at the Hirlaji, and at the altar across
the room

"We can hear each other in here," he said at |ast.
"What do you want?" said Rynason. There was cool hatred in his voice,
and the knife-scar on his forehead was a dark snake-line in the hard

gl are of the handlight.

Manni ng shrugged, a bit too quickly. He was nervous. "I want you out of
here, Lee, and |I'm not accepting any argument this tine."

Rynason | ooked at Mara, standing helplessly in the older nman's grip. He



gl anced down at the disintegrator in his hand.

Manni ng drew one of his stunners quickly, and trained it at Rynason's
face. "l said no argunments. Put the weapon down, Lee."

Rynason couldn't risk a shot at the man, with Mara in front of him He
carefully laid the disintegrator on the floor

"Slide it over here."

Rynason kicked it across the floor. Manning bent and picked it up
returned the stunner to its holster and held the disintegrator on him

"That's better. Now we can avoid argunents--right, Lee? You've al ways
i ke peaceful settlements, haven't you?"

Rynason glared at him but didn't say anything. He wal ked slowy into
the center of the room anong the Hirlaji. They paid no attention

"Lee, he's going to kill them "™ Mara burst out.

Rynason was standi ng now next to the interpreter. The handlight which
Manni ng had set on the floor across the roomwas trained upwards, and
the interpreter was still in the darkness. He |lowered his head as if in
t hought and swi tched on the nmachine with his foot.

"I's that true, Manning? Are you going to kill them?" Hi s voice was | oud
and it echoed fromthe walls.

"I can't trust them"™ Manning said, his voice autonmatically grow ng

| ouder in response to Rynason's own. He stepped forward, pushing Mara in
front of him "They' re not human, Lee--you keep forgetting that, for
some reason. Think of it as clearing the area of hostile native ani mal
life--that cones under the duties of a governor, now doesn't it?"

"And what about the nen outside? Did you put it that way to thenP"

"They do what | say!" Manning snapped. "They don't give a damm who they

kill. There's going to be fighting here whether it's against the Hirlaji
or between the townsnen. As governor, |'d rather they took it all out on
the horses here. Donmestic tranquillity, shall we say?" He was sniling

now, he had everything in control

"So that's your purpose?” Rynason said. There was anger in his voice,
feigned or real --perhaps both. But his voice rose still higher. "Is
but chery your only goal in Iife, Manning?"

Manni ng stepped toward hi magain, his eyes narrow ng. "Butchery? It's
better than no purpose at all, Lee! It'll get me off of these dammed
outworlds eventually, if I'ma good enough butcher. And | nean to be,
Lee ... | nean to be."

Rynason turned his back on the man in contenpt, and wal ked past Horng to
the base of the ancient altar. He | ooked up at the Eye of Kor, di mnow
when not in use. He turned.

" Is_ it better, Mnning?" he shouted. "Does it give you a right to
live, while you slaughter the Hrlaji?"

Manni ng cursed under his breath, and took a quick step toward Rynason



his hard, black shadow | eaped up the wall.

_Yes! It gives ne any right | can take!"

It happened quickly. Manning was now besi de the massive figure of the
alien, Horng; in his anger he had | oosened his grip on Mara. He raised
the disintegrator toward Rynason

And Horng's huge fist smashed it from his hand.

Manni ng never knew what hit him Before he had even realized that the

di si ntegrator was gone Horng had him One heavy hand circled his throat;
the other gripped his shoulder. The alien lifted himviciously and broke
himlike a stick; Rynason could al nost hear the man's neck break, so
final was that twi st of the alien's hands.

Horng lifted the Iifeless body above his head and hurled it to the floor
with such force that the man's head was stoved in and his body |ay
twi sted and notionl ess where it fell

Afterwards there was silence in the room save for the distant sound of
the wi nd agai nst the building outside. Horng stood | ooking down at the
br oken body at his feet, his expression as unfathomable as it had ever
been. Mara stared in shocked silence at the alien

Rynason wal ked slowy to the mke |lying beside the interpreter. He
raised it.

"You can nove quickly, old leather, when there's a reason for it," he
sai d.

Horng turned his head to himand silently dipped it to one side.

* * * * *

Rynason lifted the broken formof Manning' s body and carried it out to
the top of the steps |leading down fromthe tenple. Mara went with him
carrying the handlight; it fell harshly on Manning's crushed features as
Rynason waited atop the huge, steep stairway. The wind tore at his hair,
whi pping it wildly around his head ... but Manning's head was caked w th
bl ood. In a noment, the nen fromthe town came out from cover; they
stood at the base of the steps, indecisive.

They too were waiting for something.

Rynason hefted the body up over one shoul der and drew a di sintegrator
with the hand he had freed. Slowy, then, he descended the steps.

When he had neared the bottomthe circle of nen fell back. They were
uneasy and sullen ... but they had seen the power of the disintegrator
and now they saw Manning's crushed body.

Rynason bent and dropped the body to the ground. He | ooked up coldly at
the ring of faces and said, "One of the Hirlaji did that with his hands.
That's all--just his hands."

For a nonent everyone was still ... and then one of the men broke from
the crowd, snarling, with a heavy knife in his hand. He stopped just
outside the white circle of the handlight, the knife extended before
him Rynason raised the disintegrator and trained it on him his face



frozen into a cold nmask.
The man stood in indecision.

And fromthe crowd behind himanother figure stepped forward. It was
Mal homme, and his lips were drawn back in disgust. He struck with an
open hand, the side of his palmcatching the man's neck beneath his ear
The man fell sprawling to the ground, and lay still.

Mal homme | ooked at himfor a noment, then he turned to the nen behind
him "That's enough!" he shouted. " _Enough! " Angrily, he | ooked down at
the crumpl ed formof Manning' s body. "Bury him" he said.

There was still no novenment fromthe nmen; Mal homre grabbed two of them
roughly and shoved them out of the crowd. They hesitated, | ooking

qui ckly from Mal honme to the disintegrator in Rynason's hand, then bent
to pick up the body.

"It's a measure of man's eternal mercy," said Mal homre acidly, "that at

| east we bury each other." He stared at the nmen in the nob, and the fury
in his eyes broke themat last. Mittering, shruggi ng, shaking their
heads, they dispersed, going off in tw and threes to take cover from
the wi nd-driven sand.

Mal homme turned to Rynason and Mara, his face relaxing at last. The hard
lines around his nmouth softened into a rueful smle as he put his arm
around Rynason's shoul der. "W can all take shelter in the buildings
here for the night. You could use sone rest, Lee Rynason--you |l ook I|ike
hell. And maybe | can put a temporary splint on your arm woman."

They found a nearby buil ding where the roof had long ago fallen in, but
the walls were still standing. Wile Mal homme mnistered to Mara he did
not stop talking for a moment; Rynason couldn't tell whether he was
trying to keep the girl's mnd off the pain or whether he was sinply
unwi ndi ng his enotions.

"You know, |'ve preached at these nen for so nany years |'ve got
callouses in nmy throat. And one of these days maybe they'll know what
I"mtal king about, so that | won't have to shout." He shrugged. "Well
it would be a dull world, where | didn't have a good excuse to shout.
Sonetimes you mght ask your alien friends up there, Lee ... what did
t hey get out of choosing peace?"

"They didn't choose it," said Rynason

Mal homme grimaced. "1 wonder if anybody, anywhere, ever will. Mybe the
Qutsiders did, but they're not around to tell us about it. It's an
intriguing question to think about, if you don't have anything to drink

what do you do, when there's nothing nore to fight against, or even
for?"

He straightened up; the splint on Mara's armwas set now. He settled her
back in a drift of sand as confortably as possible.

"I've got another question," Rynason said. "Wat were you doi ng anong
those nen who cane at nme on the steps earlier?"

Mal homme' s face broke into a wide grin. "That was a suicidal rush on
you, Lee. A dammed stupid tactic ... a rush like that is only as strong
as the weakest coward in it. Al it takes is one nan to break and run



and everybody else will run too. So it was easy for ne to break it up."

Rynason coul dn't hel p chuckling at that; and once he had started, the
tension that had gripped himfor the past several hours found release in
a full, stomach-shaking | augh

"Rene Mal honme, "
needs!"

he gasped, "that's the kind of |eadership this planet

Mara sniled up fromwhere she lay. "You know," she said, "now that
Manning is dead they'll have to find sonmeone else to be governor....

"Don't be ridiculous," said Ml honmme.



