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Tikil was really three cities |oosely bound together,
two properly recognized on the maps of Korwar's
northern continent, the third a sore—+ather than a
scar—of war, still unhealed. To the north and west

Tikil was an exotic bloomon a planet that had harbored
weal th almost fromthe year of its first settlenent. To
the east, fronting on the spaceport, was the part of
Tikil in which lay the warehouses, shops, and estab-
lishnents of the thousands of businesses necessary for
the snmooth running of a pleasure city, this exotic

bl oom where three-quarters of the elite of a galactic
sector gathered to indulge their whins and play.

To the south was the Dipple, a collection of utili-
tarian, stark, unattractive housing. To live there was
a badge of inferiority. A man fromthe D pple had

three choices for a cloudy future. He could try to exist
wi t hout subcitizenship and a work pernit, haunting

the Casual Labor Center to conpete with too many of

his fellows for the very limted crunbs of enpl oynent;

he coul d sonmehow rai se the stiff entrance fee and buy
his way into the strictly illegal but flourishing and
perilous Thieves' @uiild; or he could sign on as contract
| abor and be shipped off world in deep freeze with no
bef or ehand know edge of his destination or work.

The War of the Two Sectors had been fought to a
5

stalemate five years ago. Afterwards, the two | eading
powers had shared out the spoil s—spheres of influ-
ence." Several mmjor and once richer planets had to be
witten off entirely, since worlds reduced to cinders on
whi ch no human being dared | and were not attractive
property. But a fringe of frontier worlds had passed
into the grasp of one or the other of the mgjor

power s—the Confederation or the Council. As a result,
the citizens of several small nations suddenly found

t hensel ves honel ess.
At the outbreak of the war ten years earlier, there

had been forced evacuations from such frontier worlds;

pi oneers had been renoved fromtheir |ands so that
mlitary outposts and masked sol ar batteries could be
placed in their stead. In this fashion, the D pple had
been set up on Korwar, far back fromthe fighting
line. During the first fervor of patriotismthe Dipple
dwel lers net with good will. But |ater, when their
honme worl ds were ruined or traded away across the
conference tables, there was resentnent, and on sone
pl anets there were organi zed noves to get rid of these

rootl ess inhabitants.
Now, before dawn in Tikil, nmen fromthe Dipple

| eaned their bowed shoul ders agai nst the outer wall of
the Casual Labor Center or squatted on their heels
before the door that marked the neeting place between
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t he haves and the havenots.
Troy Horan watched the pale gold in the norning

sky deepen. Too late to mark stars now. He tried to
renenber the sky over Norden—and had agai n one of

those sharp picture flashes of recollection

A silver bowl arching above a waving plain of grass,
grass that was pale green, nmauve, and silver all at
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once, changing as the wind rippled it. He knew t he
warnth of a sun always half veiled in rai nbow haze,
felt the play of muscles as the ani mal he perched upon
as a small boy, rather than bestrode, broke into a
rocking canter. That was one of his |ast nenories of
Norden. They had been out "riding track," cutting a

wi de circle about the grazing herd of tupan to check
that none of the animals had drifted toward the

qui cksands near the river

It had been that same norning that the Counci

shi ps had cut out of the sky, burning portions of the
plain to charred earth and slag with their tail bursts.
Wthin three days Troy and his people had | eft Norden
for Korwar—three Horans, a small clan anong all the
others. But not three for long. H s father—big body,

| aughi ng voice, quiet steady eyes, a pair of hands that
did everything' well, a man who was able to establish
a strange bond of synpathy with any ani mal —had

put on a trooper's tunic and vani shed into the maw of
a transport. Lang Horan had not returned.

After that the Big Cough had hit the D pple, |eaving
only Troy Horan, a | anky adol escent who inherited
skills and desires for which there was no need on
Korwar. He al so possessed a stubborn, alnpost fierce

i ndependence, which had so far kept himeither from
signing on as contract |abor or fromthe tenptation
offered by the @uild. Troy Horan was a loner; he did

not take orders well. And since his nmother's death, he
had no close attachments in the Dipple. There were

few left there now who had cone from Norden. The nen
had vol unteered as troopers, and, for some reason, their
fam lies had been particularly susceptible to the Cough.

The door that was their gate to the day's future slid
7

back. Men stood away fromthe wall, got up. Mechani -
cally Troy made a brushing gesture down the | ength
of his thin torso, though nothing would restore a vestige

of trimess to his clothing.
Spacer's breeches, fifth-hand, clean enough but with

their sky blue now a neutral, dusty gray; spacer's
boots, a little wide for his narrow feet, the nmagnetic
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insets clicking as he wal ked; an upper tunic that was
hardly nore than a sleeveless jerkin, all in contrast to
the single piece of his old life that he wore pulled
tight about his flat mddle. That wide belt of a Norden
rider was well oiled, every one of its silver studs
pol i shed and free of tarnish. Those studs formed a
design that was Troy's only heritage. |If he ever rode
the grass plains again, with tupan gall opi ng ahead—
wel |, those tupan m ght bear that sanme pattern on their
creamwhite hides. Lang Horan had been Range Master

and Brand Oamner.
Because he was young, tough, and stubborn, Troy

was well to the fore of the line at the mechanica
assignor. He watched with alert jealousy as three nen
ahead ran toward the stanper, assured of work-the
mark on their wists giving themthe freedom of the
city, if only for a day. Then he was facing that

featurel ess, inpersonal nike hinself.

"Horan, class two, Norden, |awful work— The same
old formula he uttered there day after day. He stood,
his feet a little apart, balancing as if the machine
were an opponent ready for battle. Under his breath
he counted five quickly, and a tiny hope was born

Si nce he had not been rejected at once, the assignor
did have sone request that m ght be matched by his

meager qualifications.
-8

The five he had counted doubled into ten before the
assi gnor asked a question: "Know edge of aninmal s?"

"That of a Norden herd rider— Troy stretched the
truth to a very thin band, but his small hope was
growi ng fast.

The assignor neditated. Troy, through his excite-
ment, felt the inpatience of the nen behind him Yet
the length of tine the machi ne was taking was so
prom si hg—

"Enpl oyed." Troy gave a snall gasp of relief. "Tine
of enpl oynent —ndefinite. Enpl oyer—Kossi Kyger,
first level, Sixth Sguare. Report there at once."

The plates in his boot soles beat a rataplan as he
hurried to the stanper, thrust his hand into the slot,
and felt that instant of heat that set the work mark
on his tanned wrist.

"First level, Sixth Square," he repeated al oud, not
because it was so necessary to inpress his nenory,

but for the pure pleasure of being able to claima work
addr ess.

Si xth Square lay on the outer fringe of the business
district, which neant that Kyger was engaged in one
of the upper-bracket luxury trades. Rather surprising
that such a merchant would have need for a C. L.C
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hireling. The mmi ntenance force and highly trained

sal esnen of those shops were usually of the full-

citizen class. And why ani mal s? Horan swung on one of

the fast-noving roll wal ks, his tenporarily tattooed
wist held in plain sight across his wide belt to prevent
questions fromany patroller.

Because it was early, the roll wal ks were not crowded,
and few private flitters held the air |anes overhead.
Most of the shutters were still in place across the
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display fronts of the shops. It would be mi dday before
the tourists fromthe pleasure hotels and the shoppers
fromthe villas would nove into town. On Korwar,
shoppi ng was a fashi onabl e form of amusenent, and

the treasures of half the gal axy were pouring into
Tikil, the result of stepped-up production after the

war .
Troy changed to another roll wal k. The farther

westward he went, the nore conspi cuous he becane.

Not that clothing was standardi zed here, but the
material, no matter how fantastically cut and pieced
together, was always rich. And the el aborate hair
arrangenments of the men who shared the roller with

Troy, their jeweled wistbands, neck chains, and
citizens' belt knives, took on a uniformty in which his
own cl ose-cropped yell ow hair, his weaponl ess belt,

his too-thin, fine-boned face were very noticeable. Twi ce
a patroller stirred at a "heck point and then rel axed
again at the sight of the stanp on the boy's bony

wri st.
Si xth Square was one of the areas of carefully tended

vegetation intended by the city planners to break the
structure pattern of the district. Troy junped fromthe
roller and went to the nmap on a side pillar.

"Kyger," he said into the mke.

"Kyger's," the finder announced. "Gentle Honpa,

Gentle Ferns—visit Kyger's, where the living treasures
of a thousand worlds are paraded before you! See and
hear the Lum an tal king fish, the dofuld, the priceless
Phaxi an change-coat—+the only one of its kind known

to be in captivity alive. Follow the |ight, Gentle Hono,
Gentle Fern, to Kyger's—nerchant dealer in extraor-

di nary pets!"
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A smal |l spark, which had glowed into life on the
wal | bel ow the map, |oosed itself and now danced
through the air ahead, blinking with a gemflash. A
pet shop! The inquiry about animal know edge was
now expl ai ned. But Troy | ost sone of his zest. The
thin story he had told the assignor was now t hi nner,
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to the point of being full of holes. He was ten years
out of Norden, ten years away fromany contact with
animals at all. Yet Troy clung to one hope. The assi gnor
had sent him and the nmachi ne was supposed to be

always right inits selection

He | ooked about him The massed foliage of the

center square was a riot of luxuriant vegetation, which
conbi ned plants and shrubs from hal f-a-dozen worl ds
into a pattern of grow ng—ed-green, yellow green

bl ue-green, silver—And he began to long with every
fiber of his sem starved body that he would be the one
Kyger wanted, even for just one day.

H s spark gui de danced up and down, as if to center

his attention on the doorway before which it had
paused, and then snuffed out. Troy faced Kyger's display
and drew a deep breath of wonder, for he seemed to be
staring at four different |andscapes, each occupying
one-quarter of the space. And each | andscape was
skillfully contrived so that a section of an outl andi sh
pl anet had been transported in miniature. In each,

smal | creatures nmoved about the business of living

and dying. It was all art tri-dee, of course, but the
wor kmanshi p was superb and woul d conpl etely en-

thrall any prospective customner.

Rel uctantly Troy approached the door itself, a barrier
wher e pl exagl ass had been inpressed with a startling
and vivid pattern of weird and colorful insects, none of
11

whi ch he recogni zed. There was no sign that the

est abl i shnent was open for business, and he had no
guide to | ead hi mbehind the mass of buildings to a
rear entrance. Troy hesitated uncertainly before the
cl osed door until, anmpbng the inprisoned creatures of
the center panel, a portion of face with reasonable
human features appeared. Round dark eyes set in
yell ow skin regarded himwi th no trace of interest or

enoti on.

Troy held up his wist so that the enpl oyment mark

m ght be fully visible to those eyes. Unblinkingly

they centered upon it. Then the stretch of yell ow cheek,
the broad nose, vanished. The creatures in the pane
seenmed to flutter as that barrier arose. And a flow of
warm air, redolent with nmany strange snells, engulfed
Troy. As if drawn by an invisible cord, he entered

Kyger' s.
He was given no tine to | ook about the outer

reception lounge with its wall cabinets of nmore mn-
iature other-world scenes, for the owner of the eyes
was awaiting himinpatiently. Used as he was to

oddi ties, human, humanoi d, and nonhuman, Troy stil
found the small nman strange enough to study covertly.
He coul d have wal ked under Horan's out-stretched

arm but his small, wiry body was well proportioned
and not that of a dwarf. What hair he had was bl ack
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and grew in small tufted knobs tight to the rounded
bow of the skull. In addition, there was a rough brush
of the sane black on his upper lip and two tufts or
knots on his chin, one just below the center of his
lower lip and the other on the point ofthejawbeneat h.

Hi s clothing was the conventional one-piece suit of
an enpl oyed subcitizen, with the striking addition of
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a pair of boots clinging tightly to his thin |legs and
ext endi ng knee-high, fashioned of reptile skin as soft
as glove leather, giving off tiny prismatic sparks with
every novenent of their wearer. About a slight potbelly
he had a belt of the sane hide, and the knife that
swung fromit was not only |onger but also wi der than
those usually worn in Tikil.

"Come— Hi s voice was guttural. A crook of finger

poi nted the way, and Troy foll owed himthrough two

more show oons into a passage from whi ch opened a
nunber of screened doors. Now the effluvium of

ani mal —a great many ani mal s—was strong, and

sounds from each of the screened doors they passed
testified to the stock Kyger kept on hand. Troy's guide
continued to the end of the hall, set his small hand
into the larger inpression of a palmlock, and then
stood aside for Horan to enter.

If the yellow man was an oddity, the man who sat

waiting for Troy to cross his office was al nbst as great
a surprise. Horan had seen many of the nerchants of

Tikil, and all of themhad been glittering objects indeed.
Their jewels, their ultrafashionable dress, their eye-
catching coi ffures had all been designed as advertise-
ments to attract general attention

But Kyger, if this was Kyger, was no such starburst.
Hi s muscul ar body was covered with a hora-silk half
tunic and kilt, but the color was a dark and sober
blue, and he wore no jewels at all. On his right wi st
was the broad service bracelet of a veteran spacer
with at |east two constellations starring its sweep,
while his skull was conpletely shaven as if to accom
nmodate the hel met of a scout-ship man. The bareness

of that deeply tanned stretch of skin nade the red,
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puckered acar down along his right ear the nore

noti ceabl e. Troy wondered fleetingly why he chose to
keep that disfiguring brand; plastic surgery could have
erased it conpletely.

The other regarded Troy for a |long nonent, his
stare both as al oof and as searching as that the yellow
man had used through the door panel

"The assignor reported you as Norden," he renarked,
but gave the planet nane a slight accent new to Troy.
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"I would rather have thought M dgard—

Troy met himeye to eye. This nan had a spacer's
know edge of racial types and other worlds right
enough.

"1 was born on Norden—
The other m ght not have heard him "M dgard—er
even Terra—

Troy flushed. "Norden," he repeated firmy. Lang
Horan's father had been from M dgard, right enough.
Bef ore that—well, who traced any pl anet-pi oneering
fam ly back through generations and star systens to

the first hop?

"Norden. And you think that you know sonet hi ng

about aninals." Those gray eyes, cold as space between
far-flung suns, dropped from Troy's face to the belt
with its lovingly polished silver studs. "Range Master,

eh?"

Troy refused to be drawn. He shrugged, not know ng
why the other was trying to bait him Everyone knew
that Norden had been handed over to the Confederation,
that none of her forner inhabitants could hope to
return to her plains.

"Al'l right. If the assignhor sent you, you're the best
it could find." Kyger arose fromthe envel opi ng enbrace
14

of his eazi-rest. The yellow man slipped to his side.
"Zul will give you your orders. W are expecting a

shi pnent in on the Chasgar. You'll go to the dock

with Zul and do just as he tells you—no nore, certainly
no | ess. Understand?" There was a flick of razor-sharp
whip in that. Troy nodded.

Zul was certainly not a tal kative conpani on. He

nmerely beckoned Troy out through another door into a
courtyard. This, too, was sided with pens and cages,

but Troy was given no tine to inspect their inhabitants.
Zul waved himto a waiting flitter. As Troy took his
place in the foreseat, the snmall man reached for the
controls and they lifted with practiced ease to the air
| anes. Zul circled, then headed themtoward the west

and t he spaceport.

There was nore traffic aloft now, personal flitters,
heavi er vans, and small flyers such as their own. Zul
slipped through the lanes with a maxi mum of speed

and a m ni mum of effort, bringing them down wi thout

a jar on the landing strip behind the receiver station
Again a jerk of thunb served to bring Troy, trailing
his guide, into one of the many entrances of the

cl earance section. His small conpanion was well known
here, for he bypassed two barriers w thout explanation,
their guardi ans wavi ng hi m on
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"Kyger's." Zul spoke at last, putting a claimdisk
down before the man in charge of the third grill

"Ri ght section, third bl ock—=

Now they were in a corridor with a wall on one side,

a series of bins, roomsize, on the other, each well
filled with shipping crates, bales, and containers. There
were nen hauling these in and out, which testified

that the contents of the packages in this particul ar

15

section were too precious to be left to the mechanica
transportation of the port robots.

Zul located the proper bin roomand dropped his

disk into the release frane at the door. The protecting
mesh rolled up, and a light flashed on above two crates
and a | arge, well-padded travel cage. Al three packages
were bul ky, and Zul, fists on hips, eyed themclosely
before he said over his shoulder, "Get a truck."

Troy went back up the corridor to claimone of the
motored platforns. He was wiggling that out of a

line of its fellows when he caught a half glinpse of a
face, a famliar face. As he junped on the platform
dug his boot toe into the activating button, and headed
the vehicle down the |line, he wondered just what

woul d happen if he shouted out that a newly accepted
menber of the Thieves' @Quild was working here, in

the very center of the supposedly best-protected trea-
sure-transhi pping center on Korwar. Every man who
entered this building had been scanned by the psycho-
check at the door, and everyone not on legitimate

busi ness woul d have been unmasked by that | atest
weapon in the arnory of the patrollers. Yet Troy was
certain he had seen Jul nuk Varns shifting a crate,

and he knew for a fact that Varms had crossed the

line into the apprenticeship ranks of the Guild.

The platformrolled to a stop before Zul, and they
went to work shifting their cargo to its surface. Each
pi ece was heavy enough to require the conbi ned efforts
of the m smat ched workers, and Troy w ped his hand
across his face as the second settled into place. He
eyed the curtains covering the sides of the cage,
wondering just what kind of exotic creature cowered

wi t hin.
16
Cower ed? That was the wong word. The inmate of

that cage was curious, interested, alertly eager—ot
in any way cowed. Inmate? |nmates—two of them—

Troy stood very still, staring at the closely curtained
transport cage. How did he know that?
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I nt erest —Aow i ncr easi ng— Sonet hi ng t ouched him

not physically, but as if a very soft, inquiring paw had
been drawn lightly along his armto test the quality of
his skin, the strength of his nuscles, the toughness of
the bone beneath that covering. Just so did he fee

that sonmething had very lightly touched what was his
inner self in exploration. Touched—and fl ashed i n-
stantly away-—so that the sensation was cut off al nost
the sane nmonent that he was aware of it. Troy hel ped
Zul boost the cage onto the platform There was no
feeling of noverment fromwthin—nothing at all. Had
there ever been?

Two

The cage was stowed with extra care just behind the
driver's seat in the flitter, and during the transfer
fromwarehouse to flyer there had been not the slightest
sound fromits interior. Yet twice nore Troy had been
aware of those paw taps of exploration, touches that
were gone the instant he was alert to them He was
thinking hard as he left Zul in the flitter and went to
return the platform The other had shown no signs of

17

surprise or interest in the cage. Did Zul find those
subtle inquiries ordinary—er did he not feel them at
all ? What kind or species of animal traveled in that
cont ai ner?

Native life on a thousand worl ds was now known to
spacers, explorer scouts, pioneers. And Troy had heard
tales told in the Dipple by nen gathered from pl anets
in a wde sector of the gal axy. Yet never before had
there been any suggestion that a formof life existed
that was able to contact nmen nentally. Mentally!

Troy paused. Mentally! So—that was it! He had put
a nane to that elusive touch. But—

He did not know that his eyes had narrowed, that

his fingers were drumming a faint tattoo on his belt.
This was sonething to consider by himself. Qut of the
far past an enotion other than surprise awke, sent a
war ni ng through him Look, listen, and keep one's
thoughts to onesel f—the | aw of survival

Troy swung around so suddenly that he caught the

slight novenent of a man he nust have startled into
that tiny betrayal. Varms stood just outside, his el bow
resting on a pile of boxes, obviously waiting for orders.
Yet he had been watching Troy, just as he was so
patently not watching himnow D d Varns expect (

Horan to spark a patroller? He knew the inner |aws of
the Dipple better than that. As |ong as Varns nade

no nove toward | ooting Kyger's, where Troy's loyalty
was tenporarily pl edged, Horan woul d not reveal any
know edge of him
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He wal ked past Varns without a sign, heading

toward the flitter. It was only chance that dictated the
next warning. A porter was wangling with one of the

bin attendants, and they now carried their quarrel to

18

the section manager. Since the object of their dispute
was | arge, they were hot-tonguing it, not in the inner
office but outside in the corridor. A length of crysta
mrror, bright and backed with red-gold, bore a

di sfiguring crack down its side.

.That crack mght distort a reflection, but it could
not conceal it. And in that patch of mirror Troy caught
a glinpse of a tailer—Vvarns! The interest a new
recruit of the Guild might have in a C.L. fromthe

Di ppl e was negligible, but in a cargo—that was a
different matter. And Varns, clunmsy and inept as he
was, mght well be after the contents of the cage—er

of the two crates that acconpanied it.

Troy came out into the brightness of the flitter

park. There were rows of waiting vans, very few
passenger flyers. A series of two-story patroller towers
quartered the whole area. There nust be spy rays

t hroughout every | ane here. No one had ever dared a

hi ghj acking job in this place. And he did not see how
he and Zul could be tackled once they were in the
air—If they had been on wheel |ock, now—

But he discovered that surface travel was just what
Zul was intending. The wheels were extended from
the body flaps, and the little man edged the vehicle
out on ground | evel

"What's the idea?" Troy folded his long legs into the
cranped quarters beside Zul. "Don't we |ift back?"

For the first time those wide lips split in something
approaching a grin.

"No, no lift back." The other mim cked his tone.
"W carry those who nust ride easy."

Not nuch of an explanation, Troy thought. If the
occupants of the cage had managed to survive passage
19

in a space freighter, they certainly could take very
easily a short air flight back to Sixth Square. He had
somet hing other to chew on al so—+that nmove by Varns.

Taken together with this action of Zul's, it began to
make sense. Could the yell ow man and the novice

thief have rigged a highjack between them wth hinself !

set up to pin the bl anme upon?

Troy dismissed that thought. Too many | oose ends.

He was not driving; Zul was. He could prove that he
had had no connection with Kyger's before this norn-
i ng, knew nothing of any cargo that was coming in for
the shop. And sonehow he was certain Zul was not
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pl anni ng any doubl e cross of his enployer—n spite of
Varnms. But there had to be a reason, other than the
one he had been given, for this ground-I|evel progress.

It was not a straight-line progress either, he noted.
Troy knew t he warehouse section of Tikil well enough
to be certain with every block they passed that Zul

was taking a round-about way. Wiy? A sidel ong gl ance

at the other's closed face argued that this was anot her
question Zul was not going to answer.

-Troy settled back as far as he could in a seat adjusted
to Zul's confort, not his own, and waited for further
enl i ghtennent. Once nore he was conscious of activity
in the cage, mental activity. It was no |onger directed
toward him but at their surroundings. Troy's breath
caught in a tiny gasp as he realized—picking im
pressions and hints out of those vague, strange cur-
rents—that the occupants of the cage were engrossed

in studying tlieir new surroundi ngs. Yet how coul d

they see through the thickly padded covering of the
cage—dnl ess that covering was not what it seened to
superficial exam nation?

20

He woul d have given a great deal at that nonent to

be able to turn and sweep the covering to the fl oor of
the flitter, to see the unseen. A great deal, but not
today's enploynment. Troy was very sure that such a
nmove on his part would see Zul's sumoni ng of the
nearest patroller, his own ignom ni ous and di sastrous
return to the Dipple. Curiosity was not spur enough to
risk that.

They made two nore unnecessary turns. There were

other flitters wheeling—dsually private jobs delivering
passengers to the buildings, so Zul's nethod of progress
was in no way extraordinary. But Troy's attention

went now to the visa-screen above the controls. He

wat ched for Varnms-—was the other still trailing?

He coul d pick out no following flitter that seened
suspi cious. But Troy would be the first to admt that
he coul d not match skills with any of the Guild. For
all he knew, every one of those flyers and the men and
worren in themcould be part of sonme fantastic schene
to loot the one in which he was traveling. Should he
warn Zul ?

The latter was driving at a rate well within the
safety regul ations of ground level. A portion of vul-
nerabl e skin and nuscl es between Troy's shoul ders
began to itch as the feeling of expectancy built up
inside him And his growi ng distrust was shared by
those in the cage. Their interest had changed to a
desire to warn—er alert—

Troy opened his mouth to speak. A yow ing wai l

burst fromthe cage, |oud enough to drown out any
spoken word. Zul's head jerked up. The yow sank into
silence but Troy caught the nessage—danger was

com ng, and fast. H s hand shot out, fingers funbling

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt (11 of 147) [1/17/03 1:06:43 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt

21

with the catch of the arms |ocker. But his thunb
pressure could not unlock it.

Zul sent the flitter into a burst of speed, which tore
them out of the nouth of an avenue into one of the
circles of space surrounded by the first ring of shops.
Wth an expert's skill the snmall nman wove a devi ous
pattern anong the other flitters there. Troy, tense,
kept his attention divided between the path ahead

and the near msses Zul guided themthrough. There

had been no further outburst fromthe cage. But he

did not need the wave of expectation issuing from
there to warn himof trouble yet to cone.

They might have made it free and clear had not Zul

m scal cul at ed, or been outplayed, by inches. Troy was
sl ammed agai nst the arns | ocker, his raised arm
protecting his head, as the flitter smashed into an
ornanental standard, edged into that to avoid the

forward ram of another flyer.

The shock of his inpact nust have sprung the | ock

on the arns conpartnent. As Troy pushed back from
it, the panel gaped and he grabbed the butt of a
stunner inside. The armthat had taken the shock of
hi s wei ght was nunb, hangi ng heavy from his shoul der,
but the other was all right and his fingers curled

hungrily about the weapon.

On Zul's left the door had burst open, spilling the
little man into the street. He was al ready draggi ng

hi nsel f up, blood pouring froma cut over one eye.

When he tried to stand, he gave a grunt and reel ed

back against the flitter, apparently unable to rest his

wei ght on his right ankle.

Troy sent his shoul der agai nst the door on his own
side, went out and down in a roll, the stunner in his

22

hand and ready. He was sure he was going to face

sonme aggressor nore dangerous than any indi gnant
flitter owner Zul m ght have scraped. As he brought up
against the twin of the pillar they had crashed, he
saw Zul draw his knife and a man |l eap with the ease

of a trained street fighter from between two parked
flitters.

There were pedestrians, a crowd of them gathering.
But until they knew that this was not sone private
chal | enge-fight, none would call a patroller. By draw ng
his belt knife instead of trying for a stunner, Zul had
| abel ed this a neeting-of-honor, unorthodox as its
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setting mght be. And had not Troy been warned, he
m ght have hesitated to conme to the other's assistance.

H s nunbed arm bothered him and he rested the

barrel of the stunner on his knees to take ai m agai nst
the attacker. Knife blades flashed in the sunlight.
Zul , his back braced against the wecked flitter, was
seem ngly cornered and on the defensive fromthe
first.

Troy pressed the firing stud of his weapon, remem
bering the long-ago training by Lang: "Point your
barrel as you would your finger, boy. A mneans nore
than speed. "

There was the faint "pssst" fromthe stunner. The

man fronting Zul wavered, slewed partly around, and

st aggered back, bringing up agai nst one of the parked
vehi cl es, shaking his head dazedly. But the snmall man
he had attacked did not try to follow up the advant age.
Troy tapped with his thunb, sending another charge
into the stunner.

He was just in time, for again that ear-torturing
wai | sounded fromthe interior of the flitter, and the
23

i mpact of warning reached himfull blast. Instinctively
he hurled hinmself to the right. A knife struck the

pillar and clattered to the ground.
The nman who had hurled it was hol di ng back, but

hi s compani on cane on, ready for another try, hia ;

eyes narrow and cal culating. Troy ained at the other's -
head, praying he would not be wearing a force screen.

The deternmination of the attack, and the tine and
pl ace it had been delivered, argued that the @uild
nmen either were after sone fabulous | oot or had been
hired at the high rate, which in turn suggested they

woul d have top equi prent.
But Troy never had a chance to discover if his fears

were correct. A white coil materialized out of thin air *
only a foot or so above the head of the advancing
knifeman. It whirled in a circle, throwing off, with

al nost di zzyi ng speed, a web of white filanments that

fell about the attacker, touching and then clinging to
shoul ders, arms, body, and, finally, legs. The man |
struggl ed agai nst the enwebnent fruitlessly. Wthin a
matter of nonents he was down, as well packaged as

a spider's prey. And a second web had taken care of i
hi s compani on.

Troy straightened up, dropped the stunner to the
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ground well out in view, not having any wi sh for the
patrollers to start in on him Leaving the weapon

where it lay, he went to Zul
Bl ood made a gory and devilish mask of the snall

man's face, and he clung to the swi nging door of the
wecked flitter with one hand, as if he needed that
support badly. As Troy cane to him the younger nan
was suddenly aware of the fact that the warnings that

24

had flowed fromthe cage were at an end; there was no
contact with its inhabitants now.

The first patroller took charge. Troy answered
questions with the strict truth concerning what he
had seen—but he did not nention the unheard warn-
ings. And Zul either could not or would not el aborate
on that report. Sonmewhat to Troy's surprise, Kyger

hi nsel f stepped out of the second patrol flitter. And
his efficiency matched that of the law. Zul was sent
off to have his hurts tended before Kyger exam ned
the cage. When Troy helped himswing it out to the
pavenent, he was bri sk.

"No harm done, officer," he infornmed the patroller.
"Apparently it was just an attenpted highjack—not
that such a theft would have done them any good."

"Whay not?" The patroller was a Swatzerkan, his
green-tinged skin showing a faint |acing of scales across
the backs of his hands as he held a snall recorder to
catch their answers

"Because these aninmals cannot live | ong w thout
their own inported food and trained care, officer. They
are a special order—for the Gentle Fern San duk Var—

The Swat zerkan did not exactly blink, but perhaps

there was a shade nore deference in his voice when

he replied, "You have indeed been favored by fortune,
Merchant, in that your shipment did not fall into the
hands of these worns' castings." Hi s eyes touched
briefly on the bound, or webbed, prisoners. "It will be
your wishing to take these precious creatures to your
shop. But one fears that your flitter is beyond the
power of rising—

"An accommodation will serve."

25

Ah—so. Mul at, an accommpdation for the nerchant!"”

One of the other patrollers went to the corn unit of
the official flitter. And for the first tinme Kyger appeared
to really notice Troy.
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"You used that?" He nodded toward the stunner
still lying by the knife-scored pillar.

"Yes."

"Good enough." Kyger crossed to retrieve the weapon
and hand it to the Swatzerkan. "I w tness ny nan

used this in defense of ny goods," he said, using the
formal, responsibility-assuning phrase.

"It is so noted, Merchant."

Troy stared at Kyger. Such a nove was nmade on the
behal f of a full-tinme enployee, a subcitizen, not for a
day | aborer out of the Dipple. Did Kyger nean—=2

But this was no tine to ask questions. An accom
nmodation flitter set down on the clear oval beyond the
pillars, and Troy hel ped Kyger nove the cage and the
two crates into it. There was still nothing fromthe
transport box. One could al nost inagine that he had
dreaned that questing thought process. But Troy's
curiosity pricked the nore fiercely after the events of
the past hal f hour.

Any pets offered to the wife of Var suk Sark woul d

i ndeed be the nost exotic as well as the npbst expensive
obt ai nabl e. Suk Sark was of one of the Fifty Noble
Families on Wl f Three. But the Gentle Fern San duk

Var was not accepted in that |ineage-conscious assem

bl age. Gossip was undoubtedly correct in ascribing

the present residence of the Var househol d on Korwar

to that fact. One could not buy one's way into the
Fifty, no matter howlimtless was the pile of credits one
could dip into. But there were other circles one could
26

i npress with one's inportance—any such on Korwar.

Troy wondered how suk Sark enjoyed running his
autocratic government of the Sweepers fromso far

away. The Sweepers in the gal axy as a whole were

small fry, a collection of six mnor solar systens, and
they never ventured too far into the conflicts between
the real lords of space. But sonetinmes even such snall
organi zati ons had nonments when their allegiance or
enmity could tip the scal es of an uneasy bal ance of
power. Suk Sark was only one of the "powers" who, for
one reason or another, made Korwar their residence,
apart fromtheir official headquarters.

"You have a famly in the Dipple?" Kyger's abrupt
question broke Troy's |line of thought.

"No, Merchant."
"Wul d you take contract, for a limt of tine?"
"Wth you. Merchant?"

"Wth nme. Zul will be of little use for a while. | wll
need an extra pair of hands in his place. Wio knows?"
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Kyger glanced at himand then away. "It may lead to
sonet hing better, Dippleman."

"I will take contract, Merchant." Troy school ed his

voi ce, hoping his elation was not too apparent. Sonehow
he did not wi sh this spacer-tumed-nerchant to know

just how rmuch that offer meant to him

They lifted fromthe square of the crash and took

the straightest line to the court at the rear of the
shop. Troy was told to |l oad the two crates on a runner
and put themin the storeroom Kyger hinself renmined
by the curtained cage once he had returned the
accommodation flitter on auto-control to the renta
station. So far he made no nove to open the cage, and
Troy's desire to see what was inside grew.

27

"Shall | take this also, Merchant?" Troy asked as he
returned and brought the runner to a halt beside the
cage.

Kyger turned on himonce nore the searching stare

wi th which he had neasured himat their first neeting
that norning. Then the shop owner pulled at sone

hi dden fastening. The padded curtains fell away and

Troy | ooked into a very well-appointed traveling box.

The flooring, sides, and roof were padded with plasta-
foam a precaution against the pressure of ship accel-
eration, and there were two inset feeding and watering

ni ches. But the occupants were close to the nmesh front,
sitting on their haunches, their front paws placed neatly
together, the tips of their tails folded over those paws.

One was bl ack, a black so deep as to have, in the
sunlight, a bluish tinge—er perhaps that was a
reflection fromits conpanion's coat, for the second
and slightly smaller aninmal was blue—er parts of its
close, thick fur coat held that shade, muting into a
gray that was very dark on head, legs, and tail. And
the four eyes of the pair, regarding both men im
partially, were as vividly blue-green as aquanari nes.

"Terran," Kyger announced with a note of pride
plain in his voice. "Terran cats!"”

28
Thr ee

Troy studied the animals. Although those bl ue eyes
regarded hi msquarely, there was no other contact.
Yet he was sure it had not been only his inmagination
that had stirred himearlier.

, Kyger opened the cage. The bl ack cat arose, arched
its satin-snooth back, extended forelegs in a | uxurious
stretch, and then padded out into the courtyard, its

bl ue conpani on remai ni ng behind while the bl ack
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scouted with eyes and nose.

"Soo000— Kyger subdued his usual authoritative
tone into a coaxing rmurmur and held out his hand for
the black to sniff.

Cats were part of the crew of every spaceship. Troy

had seen them about the docks. But centuries of such
star voyagi ng nust have radically nutated the strain

if these were the parent stock. None of those possessed
such sleek length of linb, or the sharply pointed nuzzle,
| arge, delicately shaped ears, color and rich beauty of
fur. He m ght have conpared his own bony, work-

scarred hand to the well-kept fingers of a Korwarian
villa dwell er.

The bl ack | eaped, effortlessly, to the top of the cage,
and its snaller mate energed. Fromthat nouth ringed
in dark gray cane no soft appeal but a sound closer to
the ear-shattering wail that had screeched through

the flitter before the crash. Kyger |aughed.

29

"Hungry, eh?" He spoke to one of the yardnen.
"Bring me a food packet."

Troy wat ched the nerchant break open the seal ed
contai ner and shake a portion of its contents into the
bow s he had | ocosed fromthe interior of the cage. The
stuf f +tough, dry-looking as it sifted down—turned
moi st and puffy in the dishes. The cats sniffed and
then ate decorously.

They were to be Kyger's own charges, Troy dis-
covered, though the shop had a resident staff—two
yardmen to tend the cages in the courtyard and sone
for interior work. Oddly enough, Troy was set to work
i nsi de, perhaps taking over sone of Zul's tasks.

Hi s shoul der still ached fromthe bruising inpact of

the crash, but he tried to satisfy Kyger as the other
gui ded himaround, issuing a streamof orders, which
at | east were concise and easy to obey.

O the four cage roons along the corridor between

of fice and show | ounges, the first two were for birds,
or flying things that m ght be roughly classed under
that heading. Troy had to snatch observations between
filling water containers, spreading out a wealth of
seeds, exotic fruits, and even bits of meat and fish
The next two chanbers were dissinmlar. One was filled
with tanks and aquariuns hol ding mari ne dwell ers;

Troy nmerely glanced into that since there was a trained
tankman on duty. The other was for small animals.

The cats di sappeared into Kyger's own office and

Troy did not see them again. Nor, as he worked about

the cages in the aninmal room did he again experience
that odd, sonewhat disturbing sense of invisible contact.
Al'l the creatures were friendly enough, many of them
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clamoring for his attention, reaching out to himwth
30

paws, calling in a whol e range of sounds. He was
anused, intrigued, attracted—but this was not the
sare.

He ate his noon rations in the courtyard, apart from
Kyger's other enployees. C L. nmen and subcitizens
were never too friendly. And in the mdafternoon he
wi tnessed the departure of the Terran cats.

A service robot carried the traveling cage and a food
crate at the head of the small procession. Then cane a
jewel ed vision of the hired-conpanion class, for she
swung several small bags on their cords. Next, trailed
diffidently by Kyger—f that ex-spacer could ever act
a nerchant's deference—was a second wonan, her
features hard to distinguish under the nodi sh painted
design of glitter stars on cheek and forehead, the now
ul trafashi onabl e "nodesty veil" enw appi ng nout h,

chin, and the rest of her head. Her |ong coat and tight
undertrousers were snartly severe and as unadorned

as her conpanion's were ornately enbellished.

As she spoke, her voice held the irrenediable |isp of
the Lydian-born. And it was plain she was delighted
with her new pets. Troy ducked into the door of the
fish roomto |l et them pass.

He did not understand why he felt that strange

prick of irritation. The Gentle Fern San duk Var was
al nost the weal thiest consort on Korwar, and the cats
had been specially ordered to satisfy her whim Wy
did he resent their going? Wy? He had had his own

pi ece of luck out of this transacti on—+the chance that
Kyger mght keep himon the staff, at least until Zul
returned.

Kyger, having seen the party off, called Troy to his
of fice. The corn plate on the wall was already activated,
31

and on it was the pal msized length of white Troy had
hardly dared to hope he woul d ever see.

"Contract"—Kyger was clearly in a hurry to have
this done—to hold a seven-day term No off-world
clause. Suit you, Horan?"

Troy nodded. Even a seven-day contract was to be
cherished. He asked only one question. "Renewal for

ki nd?"

"Renewal for kind," the other agreed without hesi-
tation, and Troy's confidence soared. He crossed the
small room set his right hand flat against that gl ow ng
pl ate. "Troy Horan, Norden, class two, accepts contract
for seven days, not off-world, fromKyger's," he recited,
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allowing his hand to remain tight against the heated
panel for a full nonent before he gave way to Kyger.

The other's hand, w der, the fingers thicker and
blunter at the tips, smacked agai nst the white obl ong
in turn.

"Kossi Kyger, registered nerchant, accepts contract
for seven days from Troy Horan, |aborer. Record it so."

The netallic voice of the recorder chattered back at
them "It is so sealed and noted."

Kyger returned to his eazi-rest. "Shop uniformin
the storehouse. Any reason for you to go back to the
Di ppl e toni ght ?"

Troy paused to shake his head. H's few possessions
of any val ue had been thunb-locked into a Dipple
saf e pocket that norning. And the | ock would hold
agai nst any touch but his own for ten days. He could
pick up the contents of that very small |ocker any
time. Was it imagination again, or did Kyger seemto
be relieved?

"Zul furnished night watch inside here. One man

32
inside, a yardman out, a patroller on alarmcall. Some
of the stock are delicate. You'll make two rounds—

He was interrupted by the show oom gong and pull ed
hinself to his feet. "Change and get to work," he
ordered as he left the office.

Troy sealed the fore seam of the shop coveralls and
strapped on again his rider's belt. The Kyger livery
was of the sane dark blue that Kyger affected in his
own garments, and it did not include the reptileskin
boots Zul had worn—nor was there any knife for the
belt. He had risen one short step above the Dipple, but
that was all.

Shoppi ng hours ran on into the | ate evening, and

twi ce Troy was summoned to the display roons to carry
in some animate treasure for inspection. He had just
returned a squirmng cub, listed as an ani mal but

with fluffy feathers instead of fur and six |egs waving
wildly in the air, a big-eared head digging chin point
into Troy's shoulder as it |ooked with avid interest at
the world, to a cage, where three nore of its kind
imediately fell upon it in nock attack, when Kyger
cane to the door.

"That closes us for tonight. Guard quarters are next to
the storeroom |'m al oft—ever there." He jerked a thunb
at the back wall of the courtyard and the line of wn-
dows | ooking out froma second |level. "Here— H s hand
cupped over a knob of brilliant scarlet just inside the
door and now glowi ng in the subdued |ight of the cage
room "Need help, hit one of these. There's one in each
room You'll make rounds at three, again at six. Mean-
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whi | e" —bel ow t he knob was a | ever he pushed up—

"you'll be able to hear themthrough the corn if there's
any di sturbance. The yard cages are not your concern.”
33

"Yes, Merchant," Troy assented.

Kyger went on down the corridor, stopping to
t hunb-seal the door of his office—al nost ostentatiously,
as if he wanted his npbst recent enployee to wtness

that act.
Then, without any good night, he was gone. Troy

felt the nudge of responsibility. He stepped inside

each bird room The |ight was di mmed; many of the

i nhabi tants were now asleep. In every roomthe |ever

was up, the corn safely on. Then he went to the padded
wal | shelf in the cubby off the storeroom still alittle

too excited to sleep. |
Wthin a matter of three days the pattern of Kyger's

had becone a routine into which Troy fitted easily. He
had been successful in caring for a delicate and rare
fussel hawk, which Kyger hinself had been unable to
handl e, and had begun to hope that perhaps his week's
contract m ght indeed be renewed. He al so di scovered
that Kyger's not only sol d—but bought.

There was a second entrance to the shop through

the courtyard, an inconspicuous covered way through

whi ch nen, nostly wearing spacer uniform found their
way, with either carrying cages or other wild-life
containers. Al of these, he had his orders, were to be
shown directly to Kyger's private office. And should
the nmerchant be busied with custoners, a certain signa

of gong notes was to be sounded.

At the conclusion of one of these visits Troy, or a
yardman, woul d be summoned to take away a purchase.
But the majority of these were sheltered in the yard,
not among the rarities of the inner shop. And it
appeared to Troy that the nunmber of such sellers did
not match the number of visitors—as if sonme of those

34

unobtrusi ve nen might have visited the ex-spacer for
anot her reason. But that too m ght have an easy

expl anation; shipnmates fromold runs could well drop
inwhile in port. O there mght be still a third
reason—ene that fitted the attack nade upon Zul
hinself with the interest Varns had shown.

Tikil was a luxury port. And the luxuries were not
al ways within the bands of |egal inmports. Troy could
nane four forbidden drugs, a banned |iquor, and severa
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other items that woul d never arrive openly on the
pl anet but would prom se high returns for the nen or
man reckl ess enough to run themthrough port scan-
ners. If Kyger had activities outside the port |aws,
however, that was none of his cage cleaner's concern

On the fourth afternoon after he had taken contract,
Troy was called to the showoons. Two custoners

were present, and Kyger's attention had been cl ai med
by the one who, with her party, was in the outer

| ounge. He waved Horan to the man waiting.

"Show this Gentle Hono the box of tri-dees from

Hat hor. Yes. Gentle Fern"—the nmerchant turned back

to the glittering party he was serving—there are

many ot her Terran beasts which one m ght consider,
fully equal in beauty and intelligence to cats. Let ne
show you—

When Troy woul d have | ed the way to the next

| ounge, the man he was to assist stopped himwith a
shake of the head. It appeared that he al so wanted to
see the wonder Kyger was about to reveal

The nerchant pressed a button. A small view ng
screen noved outward fromthe wall at a confortable
eye level for the woman in the foreseat of the party.
She was ol der than Var's consort, and far nore

35

el aborately dressed, affecting the semitransparent robes
of Cynus, though they were not in the least flattering
to her enmmciated figure. Her voice was a shrill caw,

but as Troy caught sight of her sharp-featured profile, ;

he knew her for the G and Leader One from Sidona. j
That was a matriarchate in name only now, a cluster
of three small planets about a dying sun. But it stil
occupied a strategic point on an inportant star | ane,
and what power the G and Leader Ones night have

lost in battle they still possessed in alliances.

"This, Gentle Fern"-—Kyger clicked thunb and finger
toget her and was answered by the instant appearance

on the screen of a tri-dee—is a fox. | have already a
pair in transit so | can prom se an early delivery."

"So?" The Grand Leader One | eaned forward a little,
the corners of her pinched nouth drawi ng down to
deepen lines froma beak nose. "And how nany credits
will the coming of such take fromny purse, Merchant?"

Kyger naned a sumthat five days earlier would
have made Troy incredul ous. Now he nerely wondered
how | ong the bargai ni ng woul d conti nue.

"A fox, now," the man standi ng beside himsaid
very softly, his observation hardly above a whisper, as

if he were thinking al oud.
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The animal in the tri-dee was clearly depicted life-
size, the usual procedure for smaller beasts. It had a
thick coat of orange-red, black legs and feet, a white
tip on its brush of tail. The head was al nost triangul ar
wi th sharp-pointed ears and nuzzl e, and greeni sh eyes
slanted in that alert and m schi evous nmask. It was
larger than the cats, but its expression of sly intel-

| i gence was nost marked.

But sonmething in the way his own waiting custoner
36

had said "fox" suggested to Troy that the other was
not unacquainted with the Terran exotic. However, he
did not linger now but stepped into the second | ounge,
and Horan had to acconpany him

"l understand you have a fussel hawk."
"That is so, Centle Hono."
"Have you flown it yet?"

"No, Gentle Honb. The ship passage left it fretful —
we have allowed it cage rest."

Those strangely gol den eyes flickered to Troy's mddle
and the wide belt there.

" Youar eof Nor den?"

"I was born there," Troy replied shortly.

"Then you have perhaps already hunted with a

fussel."

Troy's lips twitched. "I have seen such hunting. But
Norden is many years behind nme, Gentle Honmp. There

was a war." He kept his tone respectful; in fact, he was a

little surprised. The stranger had no signs, such as
Kyger carried, of being an ex-spacer. Yet not one
Korwarian in ten thousand woul d have recogni zed

Troy's belt, or would have known that the riders of
the Norden-that-was had hunted with fussel hawks in
the mountain valleys. He studied the other covertly as
he made ready the viewi ng screen

They were nearly the sanme height, but the Korwarian
was perhaps ten planet years ol der. He did not have
the look of a villa aristocrat, not even of one who

pl ayed hard and kept his body in top condition. Since
he wore no official uniform he was not a nmenber of
any of the three services. Yet plainly he was a nman
who knew action and the outdoors. H's skin nust be

as fair as Troy's under the even tan of nuch exposure.
37

In a concession to fashion he had a braided topknot of
hair, banded with two golden hold rings, and that hair
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was a dull red-gold, not far renoved in shade fromthe
metal. Hs loose tunic and kilt were of a creany-

brown nubb-netalla in which a small gol den spark

flashed here and there as he noved. There were yell ow
gens in the hilt of his belt knife and ringing his wist
bracel ets, so that the whole effect was that of a gol den
man, yet did not in any way suggest a villa fop

"l have not seen you here before. Were is Zul ?"
There was no arrogance in the question. The stranger
asked as if he had a real interest in who m ght serve
hi m

"He was injured—there was a flitter smash," Troy
replied sonewhat evasively, and then added with the
strict truth, "I amC.L., on a fill-tinme contract."

"Fromthe D pple?" The other gave the nane none

of the accent that had nmde that place of abode a
fighting word in Tikil. "Well, and what has Kyger got
to offer in his Hathor tri-dees?"

He seated hinmself at last, waving aside the sel ection

of snoke sticks and drinks Troy offered. Horan snapped
the button and the first of the views flashed on the
screen. It was apparent fromthe series that this woul d-
be customer was interested only in birds of prey that
could be trained for the hunt. But when Troy had run
through the entire Hathor collection, the nman shook

hi s head.

"When one knows there is a fine weapon wthin

reach, one does not pick up the second best. If Kyger
has a fussel worth training, | shall not order from
these."” Now he did pick a snmoke stick, struck it against
his fingernail to set it burning with its herb-scented
38

snoke. "Ah, Kyger!" He | ooked up as the nerchant
entered. "And did you nake that stellar sale? How
long will the august nother of three worlds have to
wait for her new toy?"

There was sonmething in the | ounge, as invisible as
the touch fromthe cats' cage. This was a tenseness,
the faintest possible suggestion of strain. Yet both
men were outwardly at ease. Kyger seated hinmself in
another chair as if there were no barriers of rank
bet ween t hem

"Not too long. | have a pair arriving on the Shanmrer."
"So? Gnbling in Terran inports now, Kyger?"

The ex-spacer shrugged. "They want to build up
their export trade—and they are willing to pare prices
to open a new market. My friends on the ships pass

t he word—=

H s customer nodded. "Yes. Well, trade nmakes ties

to defeat war. And if you can get the Terrans well tied
up, you'll have the smiles of the Council, Kyger."
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Again that flash of feeling. Troy could not be sure
whi ch man was invol ved. The gol den man st ubbed out
hi s snoke sti ck.

"You have a fussel —

Kyger picked up a refreshnment bulb, squeezed its
contents into his nouth. "I have. It'lIl have to prove
itself in flight, though, before I market it."

"Just so. | amdue to nake an inspection trip through
the Wld. Trust ne with that testing—send al ong your
man here."

Kyger glanced at Horan. "All right. He knows how
to handle the bird, uncrated it when the rest of us
couldn't get near. Very well, Hunter. Wen do you
wi sh to | eave, and for how | ong?"

39

"Three days to be gone. | nust swing up as far as

the Marches. As to when—aell, shall we say in two

days? That will give your bird that much | onger to

rest before we take himout."

Kyger crushed the beverage bulb in one hand.

"Agreed. You," he said to Troy, "will hold yourself

ready for the Hunter Rerne's orders."

The gol den man left, wal king with an al nost sound-

| ess tread that Troy did not now find surprising. Kyger
continued to sit for a long nmonent, his eyes still on

t he door through which the other had gone.

"Reme." He repeated that nane very softly. If there

was any expression in his tone, Troy failed to read it.
The Hunters, the rangers of the Wld, were con-
servation experts. Guardi ans of the vast sections of
carefully preserved forest and unsettled | ands, into
which parties of visitors or the villa dwellers of Korwar
m ght be guided to enjoy the thrills of primtive living
while still in flyer touch with the safety and | uxury of
civilization, they were alnost |legendary in Tikil. And
the office had becone, through two centuries, heredi-
tary, going to the nenbers of sone ten or twelve
famlies, all of them First-Ship pioneers on Korwar.
Reme's Clan lived to the north. And this man,

because of his youth, must be one of the two ~brothers
whose di scovery of the ill-fated Faukl ow expedition

was still something of a saga in the port city. Troy
fingered the belt fromwhich no knife hung. Even a
subcitizen could sel dom hope for a chance to penetrate
the Wld. The trackers, foresters, woodsnmen thensel ves
all cane of lesser famlies allied by old ties to the
Clans. Yet he was going with Reme in tw days' tine!
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40

Four

The news flash cane during the slack tinme at the

shop. Those visitors who favored the afternoon had
gone, and the evening strollers were not yet abroad.
Kyger had retreated to his office; his enployees
gathered for their evening neal. Troy bal anced a plate
on his knee in the courtyard. Through the w ndow

vent over his head he could hear the nechanica
recitation of the day's events over Kyger's corn

"—the so-far unexpl ai nabl e and sudden deat h of
Sattor Commander Varan Di."

Troy stopped chewing. Two feet away stood the flitter,
and right now there was a box resting in it intended
for the hillside villa of Sattor Commander Varan D, a
speci al shi pment of food for the Conmmander's pet.

"—esigned fromthe overlordship of the Counci

during the previous year," continued the drone from
within., "But his years of experience |led himto agree
to continue as consultant on special problens. It is
runored that he was acting at present as adviser on
the ternms of the Treaty of Panarc Five. This has been
nei ther confirmed nor denied by governnent spokes-

men. Statement issued by the Council: "It is with deep

regret—

The nonotone of the corn snapped into a silence, the
nmore noti ceabl e because of that sudden break. Troy
41

went on eating. The death, "unexplai nable and sudden”
as the corn had it, of aretired mlitary |eader and
former Council lord now had very little to do with
Troy Horan. Ten years ago—again Troy's hand paused
onits way to his nouth—ten years ago natters night
have been different. It had been Varan Di who had
arbitrarily decided to make a mlitary depot for
Sattor-class ships out of Norden. Not that that made

any difference now.
"Horan!" Kyger cane to the courtyard entrance.

Troy put down his plate, noting small signs of irritation
in his enmployer. "Take the flitter up to the D villa

and deliver that package."
Wel |, Troy supposed, eating, even for a pet, went on

when the master was dead. But why the rush to send

hi m now—and why himat all? The yardman usually

took the flitter out on such errands. But this was no
time to ask questions. He folded his long legs into the
driver's seat, made a creditable |lift fromthe courtyard
The journey tape had al ready been set for the trip;
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he had nothing to do but take off and | and, and be
ready to assume manual control if any renote ener-
gency arose. In the nmeantinme he settled back in the
cranped seat to enjoy this small tine of privacy and

ease.
The gol den haze, which was Korwar's fair-weather

sky, somehow reni nded hi m of Rerne and the promi sed

trip into the Wld. Troy had taken tine tw ce that
afternoon, after the Hunter had left, to visit the fussel
And on the second inspection the big bird had stirred

on his perch and stretched his w ngs, which was a

very encouragi ng sign. The fussel was mal e, perhaps

two years old, so just entering the best training age.

42

Wld as he had been when | oosed fromthe traveling
cage, he had not struck at Troy, as he had attenpted
to do at both Kyger and the assisting yardman, which
coul d—er m ght—aean that the bird would be willing
to ride with Horan.

"Lane war ni ng—+ane warning!" The words spat from
the mike on the control board, a light flashing in

addi ti onal enmphasis.

Troy | ooked up. A patroller hung poised, as the
fussel mght poise, over the flitter, ready to swoop for

the kill.

"ldentify yoursel f!" came the order Troy expected.

He pushed the button that would report to the | aw

the destination and reason for the errand as it appeared
on his journey tape, expecting instructions to take
manual s and sheer off. If the patrollers were inves-
tigating a suspicious death, they would not allow him
to set down at the D villa.

But surprisingly enough he was told to proceed. Nor
was he chall enged again as the flitter settled before
the service quarters of the late Sattor Commander's

nmount ai nsi de retreat.

Li ke all Korwar aristocrats, Varan Di had con-
structed a dwelling on a plan native to another world,
choosing for a nmodel the stark sinplicity of the Pa-ta-du
of the sea nountains of Qnan. Even a growth of pink-
gray | ace bushes coul d not disguise the rugged wall
posts, though their softening color was reflected by
the sheets of barnush shell that forned the wall
surfaces between those posts. Troy tried to estinmate
the nunber of credits that must have been spent to

i mport posts, shell sheets, and doubtless all the rest
fromacross stellar space. And he doubted if it al

43

coul d have been done on the | egal pay of either a
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sattor commander or a Council lord' s post.

He pulled the case of food out of the flitter, shoul dered
it, and turned toward the delivery port of the villa.

Men were noving in the garden, patrollers' uniforns

very much in evidence. Their attention appeared to be
centered on a small structure half hidden by an
artificial grouping of plume trees, a structure as
architecturally different fromthe villa it acconpanied
as the fussel was froma bob-chit. In place of shell-post
wal I's, translucent, this was a solid block of stone, cut
and set with precision, but also giving the inpression

of a primtive erection from sonme prespace-flight
civilization thousands of years renoved in tinme from

the | arger house.

A man cane out of its doorway, and Troy stopped

short. Just as the invisible touch of exploration had
alerted himin the warehouse, so now did a feeling

wi thin himanswer a new, voiceless cry for help. The
sensation of terror and, beyond that terror, the breath-
| ess need to convey sone vital information struck into
his mnd al nost as a physical blow. And wthout

consci ous thinking he answered that plea with an

unvoi ced query in return: "Wat-—-wher e—how=2"

The man who had cone fromthe stone-walled garden

house twi sted and nade a grab into the air as some-
thing wiggled fromhis clutch and sprang into the
nearest plunme tree. Only an agitation of foliage narked
its path fromthere to the villa—er was it toward

Troy? A tree branch bobbed and fromit a small body
flung itself in a crazy leap through the air.

Troy put down the box just in tinme to take the shock
of that weight |anding on his shoulder. A prehensile
44

tail curled about his neck, small |egs clutched him
frenziedly, and he put up an armto enfold a small,
trenbling, softly furred animal. A round, broad head
butted against him as if the creature were trying to
ball into a refuge. Troy stroked the thick yell ow
brown fur soothingly.

"Kill— No one had spoken that word al oud; it

flashed into his mind, and with it a wavering, oddly
shaped picture of a man crunpled in a chair. Troy
shook his head and the picture was gone. But the fear
in the animal in his arns renmained alive and strong.

"Danger— Yes, that got across. Danger not only
for the creature he held, but for others—sen—

The man who had |l ost this animal was hurrying

forward, and two of the patrollers also nade their way
purposefully toward Troy. In that same nonent he

knew that he intended to protect the thing he held,
even agai nst the weight of Korwar's |aw.

"So0000— He nmade the sane soot hing sound Kyger
had used with the cats, stroking the furred back gently.
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The butting of the head against his chest was now not
so violent. And Troy tried to establish a contact
promi sing protection and aid. Wat he was doi ng, or
why and how he could do it, did not natter now-that
he was able to establish the contact did.

"Who are you?"

Troy settled the still-shivering animal nore firmy
into the holl ow between shoul der and arm and | ooked
with very little favor at his questioner. "Horan." He
pointed with his chin at the flitter, with the shop
nane clearly lettered on its body. "From Kyger's."

One of the patrollers cleared his throat and then
spoke with a deferential note that suggested the
45

i mportance of the civilian interrogating Troy. "That's
the animal and bird inporter, Gentle Hono. | believe
that the Sattor Commander purchased this thing

t here—

The man he addressed was harsh-faced, flat-eyed.

He stared at Troy as if he presented sone very

el emental problemthat could be speedily sol ved—not
particularly to the problem s advant age.

"What are you doi ng here?"

Troy touched with the toe of his boot the box he had
just set down. "Delivery, Centle Honpo. Special food
for the Commander's pet."

The fl at-eyed nman | ooked to the second patroller
and that individual nodded. "It was referenced for
today, Gentle Hono. Special inported food for the—
the— He hesitated over the unfaniliar name before
he offered it. "The kinkajou."

"The what?" his superior denmanded.. "What kind of
an outl andi sh, ot her-sun thing—=2"

"It is Terran, Gentle Honpb," his second underling
answered with a small flash of inportance. "Very rare.
The Sattor Commander was quite excited about it."

"Ki nkaj ou—Ferran--" The of fi cer advanced a step

or £wo as he tried to see nore of the animal clinging
to Troy. "But what was it doing rummagi ng through

the Sattor Conmmander's desk if it is just an animal?
Do you have an answer for that?"

"Danger!" Troy did not need that flash of warning
fromthe creature in his arns. It was plain to read in
t he whol e stance of the man before him

"Many aninals are very curious, Gentle Honp."
Troy sought to divert the officer. "Do not Korwarian
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kattans open any package they can lay claws upon?"
46

The vol ubl e patroller was noddi ng assent to that.

And Troy pushed a little further. "Animals also inmtate
the actions of men with whomthey are closely asso-
ciated, Centle Honpb. The kinkajou may have been
followi ng the routine of the Sattor Commander. What
else could it be? Surely it would not be doing so for a
pur pose— But, Troy guessed now, that nust have

been what the creature was doi ng when caught. Did

this officer have nore exact know edge of that fact?

"Possible," the other conceded. "Just to nake sure
that there shall be no nore such mschief, you will
take this kinkajou with you and return it to Kyger

He shall be responsible for it until the investigation
into the Sattor Commander's death is conpl et ed.

Tell himthe Comrandant of the West Sector orders

it."

"It is done, Gentle Hono."

Troy tried to put the kinkajou into the flitter first,
before he replaced the box. But the animal refused to

| oose its hold upon him In addition, rising above the
fear it conveyed to him there was again that urgency,
an urgency that was clearly connected with the stone
house in the garden. The ki nkajou wanted himto

return it to that building until it finished some task,
protecting it meanwhile fromhis own kind. But to that
he dared not agree. For the first tine the ani mal gave
tongue, uttering sharp, chittering cries, as if so it could
enforce the volunme of their silent conmunication*

"Get aloft!”

The Commandant had gone back to the garden house,

and the patrollers moved in on Troy. He had no wi sh

to have themturn ugly. Somehow he managed to tip

the box back into the flitter, the kinkajou protesting
47

the retreat bitterly—though Troy noted ft made no
attenpt to leave him

Once they were al oft again, the animal quieted down,
apparently accepting defeat. Seated in Troy's lap, its
tail curled about one of his arms as if for reassurance
and support, it surveyed the world of the sky through
which they flew with what night have been taken for
intelligent interest. But it made no nore attenpts to

reason with him
VWhen the flitter set down in the court of Kyger's

establ i shnent, the kinkajou noved to the cabin door,
patted it with front paws, and | ooked to Troy entreat-
ingly, every line of its rounded body expressing
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eagerness to be free. He caught at the prehensile tail
havi ng no wish to see the creature escape by one of its
spectacul ar | eaps. Leaving the flyer and grasping his

i ndi gnant captive firmy, Troy went toward his em

pl oyer's office.

Kyger appeared at the corridor door, and when he

saw the squirmng animal in Troy's hold, he halted
nearly -in mdstep. Again Troy caught that spark of
unease which he had detected in the neeting between

t he ex-spacer and Rerne.

"What happened?" Kyger's tone was as usual. He

st epped back into his office and Troy accepted the
tacit invitation to enter. The escape attenpts of the
ki nkaj ou were at an end again. Once nore the aninm
pushed agai nst Horan's chest as if in nute plea for
protection. But the nental contact had utterly ceased.

Swiftly and tersely, as a servicenan giving a report
to a superior officer, Troy outlined what had happened
at the Di villa. But he nmade no nmention of the odd
contact with the Kinajou. He had early learned in the

48

hard school of the Dipple that know edge coul d be

both a weapon and a defense, and sonething aa

nebul ous and beyond reason as his odd nental nmeeting
with two different species of Terran |life he preferred
to keep to hinself—-at |east until he knew Kyger

better.

Kyger nmade no nove to separate the clinging ani nal
from Horan but sat down in the eazi-rest. His fingers
rubbed up and down the scar seam from his ear

"That's a val uabl e specinmen," he remarked nildly

when Troy had done. "You were right to bring it back
here. Curious as a ffolth sand borer. There was no
reason for the law to upset it to the point of hysteria!l
Put it in the enpty end cage in the aninal room give

it some water and a few quagger nuts, and | eave it

al one. "

Troy followed orders, but once at the cage he had
some difficulty in detaching the kinkajou. The ani nmal
appeared to accept Horan as a refuge in the mdst of a

chancy world, and he had to pry paws and tail |oose
fromtheir hold on him As he closed the cage door, the
captive rolled itself into a tight ball in the corner

farthest fromthe light, presenting only a stubborn
hunp of furred back to the world.

During the few days he had been at Kyger's, Troy

had conme to | ook forward to the early hours of the

ni ght when he was left alone in the interior of the
mai n buil dings. He made two watch rounds according

to his orders. But each ni ght before he napped, he had
his own visiting pattern. The fussel hawk, the bl ue-
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feathered cubs that always greeted himwi th reaching
paws and joyous squeaks, and several other favorites
were then his alone. Tonight he cane also to the

49

ki nkaj ou cage. Fromthe appearance of that furred
ball still wedged into the corner, the creature had not
moved fromthe position it had assuned when he first

put it there.
Deliberately Troy tried nmental contact, suggesting

friendship, a desire for better understanding. But if
the ki nkaj ou received those suggestions, it neither
acknow edged nor reacted to them Disappointed, Troy
left the roomafter setting the corn broadcaster.

Wien he stretched out on his bunk, he tried to fit

one event of the day to another. But when he remem
bered Rerne and the other's request for his services in
testing the fussel in the Wild, Troy drifted into a
daydream which, in a very short interval, becane a

real dream
Troy rolled over, his shoulder bringing up against

the wall with a smart rap, his head turning fretfully.
There was a thickness behind his eyes, which was not
quite a pressure of pain, only a dull throb. He opened
his eyes. The dial of the tinekeeper faced him and
the hour marked there was well past the mddle of the
ni ght +though not quite tine for his round. But as

| ong as he was now t horoughly awake, he m ght as

wel | nmake it.
He sat up, pulled on his half boots. Then he pressed

his fingertips gently to his tenples. The dull feeling
in his head persisted, and it was not nornal. In fact—

Troy's hand flashed to the ni che above the head of his
bunk, scooping up the weapon that lay waiting there.

Though he had never experienced that particul ar
formof attack before, his wits were now al ert enough
to supply himw th one possible explanation. Wth the
stunner in his hand, he wal ked as noi sel essly as he

50

could to the doorway, peered out into the subdued
lighting of the corridor.

To his right was Kyger's office, thunb-seal ed as

usual . And there had been no betraying sound fromthe
corn. No betraying sound! But a | ack of normal sounds
can be as enlightening. Troy had becone accustoned

to the small twitters, clicks, chattering subconplaints
of the night hours—a nyriad of sounds, that issued
normal |y fromthe cage roons.
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The dull pressure in his own head, together with

the absence of those sanme twitters, clicks, chatters,
spell ed only one thing. There was a "sleeper" in
operation sonmewhere on the prenises—the illega

gadget that could lull into unconsciousness living things
not shielded fromits effect on the mddle ear. And a

sl eeper was not the tool of a nan who had any

| egitimate business here. It nmust be turned | ow enough

to handl e the aninmals but not to stun Horan hinself

i nt o unconsci ousness—why?

Troy tested Kyger's seal ed office doorway with one
hand, the stunner ready in the other. The panel refused
to nove, so at |least that |ock had not been forced. He
slipped along the wall, paused by the tank room The
gurgle of flowing water, the plop of an aquarium

i nhabi t ant —aot hi ng el se. The marine things appeared

not to have succunbed to the sl eeper either

Horan crossed to the animal room Again no sound

at al | -whi ch was doubly suspicious. Inside that door
was the alert signal, which would arouse the yardnen
and ring straight through to Kyger's quarters. Troy
edged about the nmesh door, his back agai nst the wall

his free hand going to that knob, ready to push it flat.

"Danger!"

51

Again that word burst in his brain with the force of

a full-lunged screamin his ear. He half turned, and a

bl ast of pure, flam ng energy cut so close that he cried
out involuntarily at the searing bite of its edge agai nst
the line of his chin. Half blinded by the recent glare,
Troy shapped the stunner beam at the dark shape

arising fromthe floor and threw hinself in a rol

hal f way across the room

Troy shot another beam at a black blot in the
doorway. But the paralyzing ray seened to have no
effect in even slowing up his attacker. Before Troy
could find his feet, the other had made the corridor,
and Troy heard the netallic clang of the outer door.
Horan stumbl ed across the room slammed his hand

upon the alarmsignal,. heard the clanor tear the
unnatural silence of the cage roomto shreds. Perhaps
the aroused yard guard would be able to catch the
fugitive now in the open.

Fi ve

The fact that there was no correspondi ng uproar from
the cage roons confirned Troy's belief that a sl eeper
had been set within the shop walls. He turned up the
light power to full strength and began a careful search
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of the room This was where the intruder had been
occupi ed; what he had sought nust |ie here.

In the cages the occupants were balled, or spraw ed,
52

in deep, beaminduced slunber, save for that corner
cage where the kinkajou had been put. Bright beads

of eyes peered out at Troy, snmall paws rested agai nst
the netting. Troy gained an inpression of excitenent
rat her than fear. The signal of danger had been neant
as a warning toJdiim not a cry for assistance such as
the aninmal had nmade in the villa garden

Troy ran his finger down the netting, |ooked into
those round eyes. "If you could just tell ne what is
behind all this," he half whispered.

" Soneone comes—

The kinkajou retreated. Before Troy's eyes it rolled
quickly into its chosen ball-in-the-corner position once
again. Troy's boot struck agai nst sonme object on the
floor, sent it to rebound fromthe wall with a netallic
"ping." He wiggled hal fway under the rack of cages

and picked up a dull-green cube—the sl eeper

He gl anced once nore at the kinkajou. To all

appear ances that ani mal was now as deeply under the

i nfluence of the gadget he held as all the other beasts
in the room

But if the stock of Kyger's establishnent had been

so subdued, the human inhabitants of the building
were not. Two yardmen, stunners in fist, came through
into the corridor. And Kyger ran in their wake, his
chosen weapon a far nore deadly hand bl aster, which
must be a relic of his service days.

Troy held out the sleeper cube, told his story of the
assai l ant who had appeared so totally imune to the
direct fire of a stunner

"Wearing a person-protect, probably," Kyger snapped
i mpatiently. "Anything gone here—er disturbed—=2"

He passed down the line of cages, but as he reached
53

the end one, he paused and gave a searching glance at i
the ball of sleeping kinkajou. Troy made no nention

of the fact that the animal had been able to defy the
wave of the sleeper, had saved his own life by its
warning. In spite of Kyger's treatnent of him sone
deep-buri ed and undefinabl e enpotion kept himfrom
warm ng to the nmerchant as he had to Rerne. He had

no i dea what could lie behind the invasion of the shop,
but he wanted to know nore of what was goi ng on

her e.

"l could not see anything wong," he reported.
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Kyger had turned, was wal ki ng back al ong the cages,
and his fingers rasped across the netting of the one
that held the kinkajou. The ball of fur renmained
unstirring. As the nmerchant joined Troy once nore, he
caught the younger nman's chin, turning his head

directly to the light.
"You have a flash burn there."” H s tone was al npst

accusi ng.
"He was arnmed with a blaster,"

Troy expl ai ned.

"VWhat is going on here?"
The yardmen in the doorway were el bowed aside; a

patroller cane in, blaster ready. Kyger answered with

a bite in his voice.
"W had a visitor, who brought this— He nodded

to the sl eeper cube on the top of a cage. The patroller
scooped it up, his eyes cold.

"What is the damage?"
Kyger's hand fell from Troy's chin to his shoul der.
He held that grip, propelling the younger man before

hi m down the corridor.
"So far none, except a flash burn—too cl ose for

confort. Mangy! Tansvel!" The yardnen snapped to
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attention. "Check out the rest of the roons; report to
me in the office. This officer"—Kyger nodded to the
patroller—=w Il help you."

Troy stood quietly as his enployer patted cov-aid
dressing along the line of the burn. "Just grazed you."
Kyger retopped the container. "You were |ucky."

"I't was dark and he was off orbit."

But Kyger was watching himw th an intent stare

as if he could see straight into Troy's nenory and

pi ck out the events as they had really happened—the
incredible fact that a warning had struck from an

animal's mind to his.

"He nust have been badly jigged," Kyger comented.

"So nuch so that | wonder. A sleeper nmakes this a
@uild job—and | have one or two unfriends around

here who might just enploy such nmeans to make

trouble for ne." He was frowning a little. "Only @Quild
men do not get jigged—

"A novice mght."

Kyger spread both hands on the top of his desk. "A
novi ce? What do you know about this, Horan?"
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"l noticed a new buy-in man at the warehouse before

they tried to lift us on the street.” Troy trusted now to
Kyger's own background. To a nerchant-born he would

not have nmade such an admi ssion, unless the matter

had proved far nore serious than it was. But to a spacer
who had hinmself lived by a nore flexible code of
ethics—er rather, a different code of ethics—he could
confess that much.

"A proving job for a novice." Kyger considered that.
"Mght fit this flight pattern, at that. This buy-in nman
knows you?"

"He saw ne at the warehouse—ust as | saw him™"
55

"Any chal | enge between you two?"

"If you mean was this personal —ho. He was Dippl e
and | knew himby name, but we never nessed
t oget her. "

"Silly jig, hitting here. Unless it was just for nuisance
val ue. There is nothing he could pick up to trot to the
pass- boys. "

Troy wondered about that hinself. Portable property
was to be had for the ingenious lifts of the Guild
anywhere in Tikil, where theft had become both a
business and a fine art. Wiy would anyone try to
lift living creatures, nost of which required specia
food and attention? There was only one possibility.

"Some one-of -a-kind al ready prom sed?" he hazarded,
knowi ng Kyger's promises to his elite custoners. A

uni que pet, certified to the the only one of its kind on
Korwar, night be an inducenent.

"No profit in that. It would have to be kept under
cover." Kyger put his finger on the weakness in that.
Yes, the value of such a pet to the vain owner would
be largely in its display before the envious.

"To keep soneone else fromhaving it?"

Agai n that disconcerting stare from Kyger. Troy

t hought he had found another small piece in this

mat ch puzzle. That had hit, if not straight to the heart
of the target, reasonably near.

"M ght be. That nmakes a spot nobre sense. You can
bunk in. | mght cover the rest of the night watch."

That was straight dismssal. Troy went back to his

bunk, this tinme easing out of his clothes. The dressing
had taken nost of the smart out of his burn. But his

m nd was active and he did not feel in the |east inclined
to sleep. He closed his eyes, trying to will relaxation
56

Instead, as if some tenuous circle of thought had

coiled out into the air—as Lang Horan's rupan rope
had done so accurately years before to catch and hol d
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a twisting, bucking quarry—Froy's hei ghtened sensi -
tivity touched and hel d sonething never intended to
join nore than one pair of minds under that roof this
ni ght.

"He died quick. No time to see the report before put
away—

"Must return!" That was an order, final and harsh
"Not so. No good. Man saw Shang | ook for report.
Was suspicious!"”

"There must be no suspicion!" Again the harshness.

And now there was no nore.protest in words, rather

a thread of fear, a thread that grew into a choking
rope. Troy's eyes opened. He sat up on the bunk, alive
and vibrating to that fear as if its force raged in him
al so.

But if there was fear in that band of conmunication
there was al so somet hing el se he recogni zed—a deter-
mnation to fight. And to that his synpathy responded.
"If there is suspicion, there will be questions.”

Sil ence fromthe harsh one. Was that narking

t hought ful consideration of the argunent? O rejection
of its validity? Troy's hands were sweat-wet and now
his fingers clenched into fists. If what he suspected
was true—The ki nkajou and Kyger? But why? How?
Terran aninmals able to conmuni cate being used for a
set purpose? Yet Kyger was no Terran—er was he?

Troy hinself was too ignorant of other worlds, except
for the people of the Dipple, to nake a positive
identification. He renenbered Kyger's own questions
about his past on the day he had been hired.

57

Terra was the center of the Confederati on—er had
been before the war. But she had not come out well at
the end of that conflict; too many of her allies had
gone down to defeat. Fromthe dom nant voice she had
sunk to a second-rate, even third-rate, power at the
conference tables. The Council and the Ccted of the
Ri m maneuvered for first power, while the old Confed-
eration had fractured into at |east three collections of
smal l er rul erships. H's thoughts were broken once
more by that unidentifiable thought streanagain

the master voice: "W came tonight?"

"One who knew not hing. He was an eneny outside
the schene. There was no touch.”

"Yet he could have been hired by another. Traps
need bait."

Troy read the thought behind that |last. So—+f he
were right and it was the kinkajou and Kyger who
were tal king so—then such an animal mght well be
stolen to serve as bait for its master.

But why had not the animal reported Troy's ability
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to receive the mnd touch, if not with the ease and
clarity of this exchange, then after a fashion? O did
the kinkajou, fearing its master, hold Troy in reserve
as a possible escape, as he had been for it at the Di
villa?

"An eneny outside the schene!" The naster voice
pi cked that up now. "Agai nst me?"

"Agai nst you," the kinkajou (if it was that) agreed.
"He was paid to cause trouble, bring you into the shop
that he mght kill—=

"Kill." That word throbbed in Troy's head. He

strained to catch an answer. But there was no nore
that night. At last he slept fitfully, awaking now and
58

then to lie silent, listening not only with his ears but
with the portion of his brain that had tapped the
exchange. But save for the sound of the birds and

ani mal s com ng out of the daze of the sleeper to their
normal nocturnal restlessness, he heard nothing on

ei ther plane of the senses.

In the norning, after the general round of cage

tendi ng and feeding was over, Kyger summoned Troy

to the fussel hawk. The big bird was definitely energing
fromits sullenness of the landing. It held its crested
head high, turned it alertly fromside to side. Still
young enough to have sone of its adol escent tai

plunage, it was yet a strikingly beautiful bird with
its brilliant, iridescent-black rakish crest above its
bri ght gol den head, back-patched by warrior scarlet.
The gol den gl ow of breast and the scarlet of back were
bl ended on the strongly pinioned wings to a warm
orange beneath which the darker tail and bl ack |egs
again made contrast. But it was not for beauty al one
that the fussel was esteened.

On countl ess worl ds—hunan, hurmanoi d, and even
nonhuman—nt el | i gences had trai ned birds of falcon
and hawkli ke strains to be hunter-conpani ons. And
now when the highly civilized were returning to nore
primitive skills and anusenents for pleasure, hunting
—Aot with high-power kill weapons, but with hawk or
other trained birds and ani mal s—was wel | established.
The fussel with its intelligence, its ability to be easily
trained through the right handling, and its power to
capture rather than kill a quarry upon demand—was

a highly valued itemof sale for any trainer.

Now, seeing the stance of the bird, Troy drew his
fingers slowy, enticingly, across the front of the cage.
59

Unlike its attitude of only two days earlier, it nade
no lighning stab to punish such inpudence. Instead,
deep in its throat, the bird gave a sound of interested
i nquiry and noved al ong the perch toward t he door
opening of the cage as if awaiting rel ease.
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"Shall | man hin?" Troy asked.

Kyger snapped his fingers at the opposite side of the
cage. That act, which had brought the fussel into
raging battle before, nowonly led it to turn its head.
Then it | ooked back again expectantly at the cage

door.

"Here." Kyger tossed the hawker's glove to Troy. As
the latter drewit on, the fussel uttered its soft cry,
this time with a hal f-coaxing note

Hor an | oosened the door, extended protected hand

and wrist into the cage. The fussel ducked its head,
not to stab, but to drawits curved beak al ong the
tough fabric of the glove. Then sedately it noved from
perch to wist, and Troy carefully lifted the bird out
into the open of the corridor into which they had
moved the cage for this experinent.

"a |l ahuuu! "

Both nen turned quickly at the Hunter's call of
appreci ation. Rerne stood there, smling a little.

"Your friend here | ooks eager for a casting," he
remar ked.

The fussel mantled, raising wings wide in display,
shaking thema little as if glad to be free of the cage.
The clawhold on Troy's wist was firm and the bird
gave no sign of wanting to quit that post.

"Truly a beauty," Rerne conplinented Kyger. "If he
performs as well as he | ooks, you have already made a
sal e, Merchant."

60

"He is yours to try, Gentle Hono."

"When better than now? It seens that there is an
earlier demand for ny services in the Wld than | had
thought. | am cone one day ahead of tinme to claimthis
man of yours and the bird."

Kyger made no protest. In fact the speed with which
he equi pped Troy with the [ oan of a canp kit and the
affability with which he saw them both away fromthe
shop made Horan uneasy. He had had no chance to
visit the kinkajou al one. And when he had been
engaged in cage cleaning earlier that day, Kyger or
one of the yardmen had been in and out of the room
and the animal had remained in its tight ball. He

wi shed that he could have taken it with him but
there was no possible way of explaining such a request.
And he had to |l eave with a small doubt—ef what he
could not honestly have said-still worrying him

Rone's flitter was strictly utilitarian, though with
conpact storage space and the built-in necessities for
a flyer that might also provide a tenporary canp
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shelter in the wilderness. Oddly enough he had no
pilot, and when Troy, with the fussel again in the
transport cage, clinbed into the passenger conpart-
ment, he found no other but the Hunter awaiting him
there. Nor did Rerne prove talkative. His city finery
was gone with his city manners. Now he wore soft

hi de breeches, nade of sonme dappl ed skin, pale fawn
and white, and tanned to suppl eness of fabric. H's
jerkin was of the sane, sleeveless and cut |ow on the
chest so his own gol den-tanned skin showed in a wi de
V close to the sane shade as the garnent. The rings
of precious netal that had held his hair had been
traded for thongs confining the locks as tightly but far
61

nmor e i nconspi cuously. And about his waist was a belt,
pl ain of any jewel ed ornanent, but supporting stunner,
bush knife, and an array of small tools and gadgets,
each in its own | oop.

Under his expert control the flitter spiraled well up
above the conventional traffic | anes between villas

and city and headed northeast. Beneath themcarefully
tended gardens or as carefully nurtured "wld" gardens
grew farther and farther apart. And as they topped a
mount ai n range, they put behind themall the year-
around residences of Tikil. There was a scattering of
hol i day houses and hunting | odges in the stretch before
they cane to the Mountains of Larsh—and the territory
bel ow, as uninhabited as it |ooked, was still under the
dom ni on of man.

But beyond the Larsh, into the real Wld, then nan's
hand lay far lighter. The Hunting O ans had deli b-
erately kept it so and profited thereby. Through the
years they had nmade a mystery of the Wld, and now
no one ventured w thout their guidance past the Larsh

In the cabin of the flitter the quiet was suddenly
broken by a call fromthe fussel—-a cry that held a
demand. As Troy tried to sooth the captive, Rene

spoke for the first tine since they had taken off: "Try
hi m out of the cage.”

Troy was doubtful. If the hawk would refuse the

wist, take to wing, or try to, in this confined space,
that action would make for trouble. On the other

hand, if the bird was to be of any use in the future, it
must | earn to accept such transportation free of the
cage. A fussel caged too much lost spirit. He pulled on
his glove, offered his wist through the hal f-open door,
and felt the firmgrip of the talons through the fabric.
62

Carefully he brought his armacross his knees, the
fussel resting quietly, though its crested head turned
fromside to side as it eyed the cabin and the open

ski es beyond the bubble of their covering. As it showed
no disquiet, Troy relaxed a little, enough to gl ance
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hinself at that rising wall of sawtoothed peaks which
was the Larsh, gnawi ng at the afternoon sky.

They did not fly directly across that barrier range.
Instead Rerne turned nore to the north so that they
followed along its broken wall. And they had covered
at least an hour's flying time on that course before
they took a gateway of a pass between two grim peaks
and saw before them a hazy nurk hiding the other
world Tikil knew little about.

Rene sent the flitter spiraling down, now that they
were across the heights. There was a raveling of |esser
peaks and foothills, bright-green streaks marking at

| east two rivers of sone size. Troy | eaned against the
bubble, trying to see nore of the spread beneath.

There appeared to be a fog rising with the com ng of
evening, a thick scum of stuff closing between the
flitter and the ground.

Wth a nutter of inpatience, the Hunter again
altered course northward. And they had not gone very
far before a light flashed red on his control board.
When they continued on their path w thout any

devi ation, those flashes grew cl oser together so that
the light seened hardly to blink at all

"Warn offl" The words were clipped, with a patroller's
snap—though the law of Tikil did not operate east of
t he Lar sh.

Rene spoke into his own mke. "Acknow edge warn
off. This is Rernes' Donerabon."

63

"Correct. Warn off withdrawn," replied the com

Troy longed to ask a question. And then Rone
spoke, not to the m ke, but to his seatmate. "To your
ri ght =-watch now as we nake the crossover."

The flitter dipped, sideslipped down a | ong descent.
There were no streaners of m st to hide the ground
here. No vegetation either. In curdl ed expanse of rock
and sand was a huddl e of structures, unm stakably,
even fromthis distance, not the work of nature.

Troy studied themavidly. "Wat is that?"
"Ruhkarv—the 'accursed place.""
Si x

They did not pass directly over that outcropping of
al i en handi work, older than the first human | anding
on Korwar, but headed north once nore. Troy knew
fromreports that, what he saw now as | unpy pro-
tuberances aboveground were only a fraction of the
rui ns thenmsel ves, as they extended in corridors and
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chanbers | ayers deep and perhaps niles w de under
the surface, for Ruhkarv had never been fully explored.

"The treasure— he mnurnured.

Besi de hi m Rerne | aughed wi thout any touch of

hunor. "If that exists outside vivid imaginations, it is
never going to be found. Not after the end of the
Faukl ow expedition."

They had al ready swept past the open | and that
64

held the ruins, were faced again by the wealth of
vegetation that ringed the barren waste of Ruhkarv.
And Troy was struck by that oddity of the |and.

"Why the desert just about the ruins?" he asked, too
interested in what he saw to pay the usual deference
to the rank of his pilot.

"That is something for which you will find half-a-
dozen expl anations," Rerne returned, "any one of them

| ogi cal -and probably wong. Ruhkarv exists as it

al ways has since the First-Ship exploration party
charted it two centuries ago. Why it continues to exist
i s somet hi ng Faukl ow may have di scover ed—before

he and his men went nad and killed thensel ves or

each other."

"Did their recaller work?"

Rerne answered obliquely. "The tracer of the rescue
party regi stered sone form of wave broadcast —wel |
under the surface—when they cane in. They bl anketed
it at once when they saw what had happened to
Faukl ow and the others they were able to find. A
Ruhkarv is off limts nowdnder a tonal barrier. No
flitter can land within two mles of the only known
entrance to the underways. W do pick up sone
enpt y- headed treasure hunter now and then, prowing
about, hunting a way past the barrier. Usually a trip
to our headquarters and enforced inspection of the
tri-dees we took of Fauklow s end instantly cures his
desire to go exploring."

"If the recaller worked— Troy speculated as to
what m ght have happened down in those hidden
passages. Faukl ow had been a noted archaeol ogi st
with several outstanding successes at re-creating
prehuman civilizations via the recaller, a machine
65

still partially in the experinmental stage. Planted

anywhere within a structure that had once been [

i nhabi ted by- sentient beings, it could produce—dnder I
the right conditions—ertain shadowy "pictures" of (
scenes that had once occurred at the site well back in f
time. While authorities still argued over dating, over \
the validity of some of the scenes Faukl ow had recorded, n
yet the nost skeptical admitted that he had caught |

somet hing out of the past. And oftentines those w spy
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ghosts appearing on his plates or filnms were the starting
point for new and richly rewarding investigation.

The riddl e of Ruhkarv had drawn himthree years
earlier. Wile men had prow ed the upper |ayers of

the underground citadel, they had found nothi ng except
bare corridors and chanbers. The Council had willingly
grant ed Faukl ow perm ssion to try out the recaller,

wi th prudent contracts and precautions about securing
to Korwar the possession of any outstanding finds

that mght result fromthe use of his machine. But the
real answer had been a bl oody massacre, the details of
whi ch were never made public. Men who had worked
together for years as a well-running team had seem
ingly, by the evidence, gone stark mad and created a

horror.
"If the recaller worked," Rerne answered, "it did so
too well. The nop-up crew did not |ocate it—so the

thing nust have been planted well down. And no one
hunted it there. It was shorted anyway as soon as we
guessed what had happened. Ah—there is our beacon.”

Through the gathering twilight the quick flash of a
ground |light shone clearly. Rerne circled, set the flitter
down neatly on a pocket of landing field within a

fringe of towering tree giants that effectively shut off
66

the paling gold of the sky except just over the heads of
the di senbarking men. The fussel on Troy's wi st

fanned wings and uttered a new cry, not guttural in

the throat, but pealing up a range of notes.

Rerne | aughed. "To work, eh, feathered brother?
Wait until the dawning and we shall give you strong
winds to ride. That is a true promse."

Two nen stepped from between the trunks of the

tree wall. Like Rerne, they were leather-clad, and in
addi tion one had a | ong hunting bow projecting beyond
hi s shoul der. They gl anced briefly at Troy but had
nmore attention for the bird on his wist.

"From Kyger's." Wthout other greeting Rerne
indicated the fussel. "And this is Troy Horan who has
the manning of him™"

Agai n each of the foresters favored himw th a raking
gl ance that seened, in an instant's space, to classify him

"To the fire, to the fireside, be welcone." The el der
of the two gave a strictly inpersonal tw st to what
was evidently a set formula of welconme. Troy was
aware that in this world he was an interloper, to be
tol erated because of the man who brought him

And while he had | ong known and accepted Tikil's
eval uation of the Dipple dwellers, yet here this had
a power to hurt, perhaps the nore so because of the
different attitude Reme had shown. Now the Hunter
came to his aid again.
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"Arider from Norden," he said quietly with no

traceable inflection of rebuke in his voice, "will always
be wel come to the fireside of the ' Donerabon.' "
But inside Troy there was still a smart. "Norden's

pl ai ns have no riders now." He pointed out the truth.
"I am a Di ppl eman, Gentle Honp."

67

"There are plains in a man's mnd," Rerne replied
obscurely. "Leave the fussel uncaged if he will ride
easy. W shelter in the Five League Post tonight."

There was a trail between the trees ringing in the

| anding clearing, firmenough to be followed in the

hal f-1ight. Yet Troy was certain that the three nen of
the WId ranger patrol could have found it in the
pitch-darkness. It led steadily up slope until outcrops
of rock broke through the clunps of brush and the
thinning stands of trees, and they cane out on a broad
| edge hangi ng above the end of a small | ake.

The | odge was not set on that |edge, but in the cliff
wal | backing it. For some reason the nen who patrolled
this wilderness had sought to conceal their living
quarters with as much cunning as if they were spies
stati oned behind eneny lines. Once past the well -

hi dden doorway, Troy found hinself in a | arge room

that served as general living quarters, though screened
al coves al ong the back wall served for bunk roons.

There was no heating unit. But a broad pl atform of
stone with an upper opening in the rock roof supported
snoul deri ng wood, wood that gave off a spicy, aromatic
fragrance as it was eaten into ashes. A flooring of
wooden pl anks had been fitted over the rock beneath
their boots, and here and there lay shaggy pelts to
serve as small rugs while on the walls were shel ves
hol ding not only the fam liar boxes of reading tapes,
but bits of gleam ng rock, some small carvings. Brilliant
bi rdski ns had been pieced together in an intricate

pat chwork pattern to cover six feet of the opposite

wal | .

It was very far renoved fromTikil and the ways of
Tikil. But in Troy old menories stirred again. The
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honest ead on Norden had not been quite so rugged,

but it had been constructed of wood and stone by nen
who relied nore upon their own strength and skill of
hands than upon the products of machines.

The fussel called and was answered from one of the

al coves—ot inits own cry, but with a simlar note.
Troy's other hand shot out to inprison the | egs of the
hawk before it could fly. But the fussel, stretching out
its red-patched neck, its black crest quivering erect,
merely uttered a deeper, rasping inquiry. Rerne strode
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forward, pushed aside the screen. There were three
perches in the al cove, one occupied by a bird very
different fromthe one Troy bore.

Where the fussel was sunlit fire, this was a drifting
shadow of smoke. Its round head was crestless, but
the tufted ears stood erect, well above the downy,

haze-gray covering on the skull. Its eyes were unusually
large and in the subdued |ight showed dark as if al
pupil. In body it was as |arge as the fussel, its powerful

taloned claws proclaimng it a hunter, as did the tearing
curve of its beak

Now it watched the fussel steadily, but showed only
interest, no antagonism One of the foresters presented
a gloved wist, and it nmade a bounding leap to that

new per ch.

"An owhee," Rerne said. "They will willingly share
quarters with a fussel."

Troy had heard of the peerless night-hunters but

had not seen one before. He watched the ranger take

it to the door of the |lodge and give it a gentle toss to
wing away in the twilight. And a noment | ater they

heard its hunting call: "OOOooowheeee!"

Rene nodded at the perches and Troy went to |et
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the fussel nmake a choice. After a monent of inspection,
the bird put claw on the end one and settled there,
waiting for Troy to offer himhis evening bait.

He who Hew the owhee and his partner of the resident
staff did not linger after Rerne, Troy, and their kit
were in the | odge house. Each forest ranger had a
length of trail to patrol by night as well as by day.
They said very little, and Troy suspected that it was
his presence that kept the conversation to reports,
questions, and answers. He tended the fussel and tried

to keep out of the way.

But when both had gone and Rene brought out a

pack of Quik-rations, they settled by the fire, which
the Hunter poked into renewed life. There were no
chairs, only wide, thick cushions of hide stuffed with
sonet hing that gave forth a pl easant herbal snell

when crushed beneath one's wei ght.

As they shared the contents of the food pack, the

Hunter talked and Troy listened. This was the stuff of
the other's days—the study of the Wld, the policing of
it after a fashion, not to interfere with nature, only to
aid her where and when they could, to nake sure that

the natural destruction w ought by man hinsel f

wher ever and whenever he cane into new territory

did not upset delicate ecol ogical bal ances.
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There were stands of fabul ous woods that could be

cut —but only under the supervision of the Hunting

Clans. There were herbs to be sought for the healing
fraternities of other worlds, studies made of the native
animals. The WId was a storehouse to which the

Clans held the keys—keeping themby force if necessary.
In the tree-filled valleys, on the spreading plains

yet farther to the east, battles had been fought between
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poachers and guardi ans. And only because Korwar

had been proclaimed a pl easure planet did the dans
have the backing to keep the looters out. Mst of this
Troy knew, vaguely, but now Rerne spoke of tines

and pl aces, naned nanes.

The story was absorbing, but Troy was no child to
be beguiled by stories. He began to wonder at the
reason for Rerne's talkativeness.

"There is no carbite on Korwar," Rerne continued.
"But let its equal be found here—and let the barriers
agai nst mneral exploration go down—=

"I's there any chance of that happeni ng?" Troy

ventured, suddenly aware that he, too, was now

thinking as a partisan, ready to protect the WId agai nst
willful destruction. Something in himwas stirring

sl uggi shly, pressing bonds he hinself had wel ded into

pl ace as a self-protection. Like the hawk, he wanted to
test his wings against a free and open sky.

Rerne's lips twisted wyly. "W have | earned very
little, nost of our species. | can nane you half a
hundred pl anets that have been w ecked by greed.

No, not just those burned off during the war, but
killed deliberately over a period of years. As |ong as
we can keep Korwar as a pl easant haven for the
overlords of other worlds, sone of themthe greed-

wr ecked ones, we can hold this one inviolate. One does
not want such desolation in one's own back yard. So
far those of the villas have the power, the wealth, to
retain Korwar as their unspoiled play place. But how
long will it continue to be so? There may be ot her
treasures here than those fabled to lie in Ruhkarv,
and far nore easily found!"

"You have had two hundred years,'
71

Troy said, with

an old bitterness darkening that elation of nonents
earlier. "Norden had | ess than a hundred—thanks to
Sattor Commander Di!"

"No I ength of years will satisfy a nman when he sees

the end cf a way of life he is willing to fight for. Wat
does the past nmatter when the future swoops for the
kill? Yes, Sattor Commander Di —who died of poison

in his own garden house and whose nurderer is yet to

be found—and even the nmethod by which the poison

reached hi m detern ned—has to answer for Norden."
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How di d Rerne know all that about Di ? The fact of

poi son had not been broadcast on the general corns.

Troy felt like a sofaru rat over which the shadow of a
diving fussel had fallen, powerless before the strike of
an eneny not of his own elenent. Was this behind

Rene's talk, nerely a softening-up process to prepare
himfor subtle questioning about the kinkajou? O

was his own half-guilty feeling suggesting that?

But the Hunter did not enlarge upon the case of
Sattor Commander Di. H's explorations into the past
were not so i mediate. Rather now he led Troy to
tal k about his own chil dhood. Though in another
Korwari an Horan m ght have considered that ques-
tioni ng presunptuous, there was sonethi ng about
Rerne's interest that seenmed genuine, so that the
younger man answered truthfully instead of with the
evasi ons he had used so long for a shiel d—ncl uding
the fact that his nenories of Norden's plains and the
free life there were hazy now.

"There are plains here, too. You mght consider
that," Rerne suggested cryptically as he arose in one
lithe novenent. "G ven tine, the right man m ght

| earn much. The bunk at that end is yours, Horan. No
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evil dreans ride your night— Again the phrase had

some of the formality of a ritual dismssal. Troy | ooked
in upon the fussel, saw that it was asleep with one

foot drawn up into its under feathers after the manner
of its kind, and then went to the bunk Rerne had

i ndi cat ed.

There was no foamplast filling its box shape. |nside
dried grasses and | eaves gave under him then renvol ded
about his body, and the fine scent of themfilled his
nostrils as he fell asleep easily. He did not dreamat all

When he awoke, the door of the big room stood ajar
and fromthat direction he heard the calls of birds.
Still rubbing sleep fromhis eyes, Troy rolled out of
the bunk. The fire on the hearth was out and there
was no one else in the room But the clean snell of a
new day in the Wld drew himout on the | edge, to
stand | ooki ng down into the valley of the |ake.

Sonething rose and fell with a regul ar stroke not

far fromthe shore, and he realized he was watching a
swimer. A series of steps cut in the rock | ed down
fromthe | edge, and Troy followed them Then a | oose

sl eepi ng robe draped over a bush beckoned hi m on

and he shed his own in turn, testing the tenperature

of the water with his toes, plunging into it in a clunsy
di ve before he could change his m nd because of that
chill greeting.

Troy floundered al ong the shore, being no expert as
was that other now heading, with clean arm sweeps

and effortless kicks, back fromthe center. H's thresh-
ings disturbed nmats of floating blossons shed by trees
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bordering a rill that fed the |ake at this point, and the
brui sed petals patterned his wet skin as he found
sandy footing and stood up, shivering.
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"Stormcold, Gentle Honp." he commented as Rerne

waded i n.
The other stopped to wing water from his braided

hair knot and then, surveying Troy's dappl ed body, he
| aughed,

"A new refinenment—£| ower baths?"
Troy echoed that |augh as he skimed the wet
masses fromhim "Not of ny choice, Gentle Hono."

"The name is Rerne. We do not follow the paths of

Tikil here, Horan." The other was using his nightrobe

as a towel, kicking his feet into sandals. Wth the robe
now dr aped cl oakwi se about him he stood for a nmonent

| ooki ng out over the | ake, and his face was oddly

rel axed, much nore alive than Troy had ever seen it

"A fair day. We shall go to the pl ateau above Stansil
and see just how good our feathered one really is."

The flitter took them east and north again. And

once nore the vegetation beneath themthinned. But
not to a waste scar such as that which held Ruhkarv,
rather to open plains of tall grasses and scattered,

| owgrowi ng shrubs. Twi ce Renme buzzed the flyer above
herds of ruminants, and horned heads tossed angrily
bef ore the heavy-shoul dered beasts pounded away,

tasseled tails high in wath.
"Pansta,"” Rerne identified them "WId cattle of a

sort."
"But they are scal ed—or at |east they |ook so!" Troy

protested, thinking of his own |ost tupan that had
grazed so and m ght have run froma buzzing flitter in

the same pattern
"Not scaled as a fish or a reptile,

Rerne corrected.

"Those are plates of hardened fl esh—sonething Iike
an insect's wingcasing shell. The herds are dwi ndling
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every year, fewer calves born; we do not yet know
why. We have reason to believe that they were once
donesticated. "

"By those of Ruhkarv?"

"Per haps. Though who or what those of Ruhkarv
wer e— Rerne shrugged.
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"Did they | eave only one ruin behind then? | know
only of Ruhkarv."

"And that is another nystery. Wiy a single known

city for a civilization? Wre they only an outpost of
some |l ong-1ost stellar enpire vani shed before man

took to space? That was one theory Faukl ow wanted

to prove or disprove. There is one other trace of them
on Korwar—orth beyond the plains. But that is

all—and that is a very small post. | do not think they
were native here. Just as the pansta are so alien to
the other animals of the WId that they do not seemto
be native either. The feral herds of a | ong-gone race,
whi ch have outl asted their unknown nmasters."”

The edge of the plains where the pansta ran dropped
behi nd them and now there were ridges and rising

sl opes once again, until the flitter clinbed to a tableland
open to the sky, seem ng otherwi se cut off from any
contact with the | ower stretches. Under the gol den

light of a perfect norning there spread a patched
flooring of flowering grasses, a few scattered trees, so
renoved from any touch of man's passing that Troy

t hought they m ght have been the first to find that
place if his conpanion's knowl edge of it had not argued
ot herwi se.

Reme brought the flitter down on a stretch of grave
besi de quiet water that was neither as large as a | ake
nor as small as a pond. They clinbed out and stood
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with the breeze pushing against their bodies. The
fussel spread w ngs, gave voice

"Let himhunt! A Illlahuuuu!"

Troy gave the wist flex that was a signal of freedom
to the bird he bore. And the fussel arose in great
sweeps, beating into the topaz sky until neither man
could see himclearly.

Seven

The sun was hot, and from under and around Troy as

he lay, the snell of the grass flowers and the grass
itself was heady in his nostrils, |ong pinched by the
town and the Dipple. He was rel axed, drowsy, yet not
ready to sl eep.

It had been a wonderful norning on this piece of
Korwar raised into the skies and kept inviolate. Now
even the fussel had had enough of the freedom of the
wi nd and the clouds and was content to perch on a
tree linb Troy had trimred and set in the ground for
the bird' s confort.

Here the insects seened few or innocuous. There
was no stinging or biting to plague the woul d-be sl eeper.
Yet a part of Troy argued that this was very fleeting
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and that it was a pity to waste a nmonment in such
sl ot h.

He | evered hinself up fromthe warnth. Avoid-
ing the fussel's perch and Rerne's chosen couch, he
76

wal ked out alone into the open, away fromthe flitter
and all intrusions of Tikil. And as he stood there, the
wind trying in vain to pull at his close-cropped hair,
pushing protestingly against his straight body, Troy
suddenly had a nental picture of a far different

pl ace—an artificially lighted roomranked with cages,
and the brown-furred back of a creature that had

curled into a ball to escape.

The cat s—the ki nkaj ou—Here was the fussel, intel-

ligent after its kind—+to be trained as another, if bel oved,
tool or weapon for the use of man. But the Terran
creatures—there was a difference, as if sonehow t hey

had taken a huge step forward to close ranks with

man himself. And Troy knew a tiny flame of excite-

ment. What if that were true? The newworld it would

open!

He gl anced back at Rerne, nore than half tenpted

now to share with the Hunter what was hardly a
definite secret—npre a series of guesses and surnises.
Sonehow he thought that in Rerne he would find a
bel i ever. Nowhere el se on Korwar had he met another

wi th whom he dared be hinself, Troy Horan—not a

D ppl eman, but a free equal. Ever since they had
entered the Wld together, this sense of being alive
and real agai n—not aloof fromhis fellows, but entering
once nore into a pattern that nade for security and
solidity—had been growing in him Now Troy noved
slowy, still wary of the wi sdom of his half-nade

deci sion, but drawn to it. He turned toward Rene—to0o0

| ate, for the sky was no | onger an unoccupi ed arch of
gol d. There was a second flitter descending at a speed
and angl e of approach that suggested urgency.

Rerne sat up in his grassy nest, instantly alert and
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ready for action. The flyer touched earth not far from
their owmn flitter. The man swinging out of its cabin
wore not the tanned-hide uniformof a ranger on duty,
but the nmore el aborate kilt and tunic of a city dweller.
He spoke hastily to the Hunter, and then Rerne

beckoned Troy to join them

"Harse will fly you back to Tikil," he said abruptly,
maki ng no expl anation for the change of plan. "Tel

Kyger that | want the fussel. | will call for it later."
He paused, his gaze lingering for a second or two on
Troy, alnmost as if he wanted to add sonmething to that
rather curt dismssal. But then he turned away, wi thout
any other farewell, clinmbing into his owm flitter.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt (49 of 147) [1/17/03 1:06:43 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt

Troy, chilled, shut out again, a little angry at his
own t houghts of only a few nonments before, took the
fussel on his wist and joined Harse in the second
flyer. Rome's ship took off in a steep clinb and
conti nued north—+toward the C an hol di ngs.

Harse chose the shortest |ane back to Tikil. It was
| ate afternoon when, after steady flight, Troy once
nore entered Kyger's shop. The nerchant nmet himin

the courtyard corridor.

"Hunt er Rerne?" The ex-spacer |ooked beyond Troy
in search of the other

Troy expl ai ned. Kyger heard himout, his fingers
tracing the scar on his cheek as he listened. And it
seenmed to the younger nman that the nerchant was
waiting to hear something of greater inportance than
just the confirmation of the fussel's sale.

"Cage it then," Kyger ordered. "And you are in tine
to help with the last feeding. Get to it!"

One of the yardnen was busy with the water pans
in the animal room but he did not |ook up as Troy
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went down the Iine of cages to that which had held
the kinkajou. Only this time there was no round bal

of fur inits comer. Another quite different creature,
poi nt ed- nosed, sharp-eyed, gazed back at him

"Back, eh?" The yardman | ounged over to | ean

against the wall. " '"Bout time you got to it, Dipplenan.
We have done your work an' ours too, an' we have had
"bout enough of that. How did your ride with one of

the | ords-high-an'-m ghty go?"

"Sold the fussel." Troy made a noncommittal answer.

He was nore interested in what had happened here.
Though one Terran ani mal had di sappeared during

hi s absence fromthe shop, here was another established
in the sane cage, for he was sure that this newconer
was the beast Kyger had shown to the Grand Leader

One, via tri-dee, as a fox

One Terran ani mal —no, two! He saw the second

one now, curled up nuch as the kinkajou had been, its
back to the world, in the far part of the cage. And he
noted that the eyes of the one on guard were as
searching in their inspection of himas had been the
eyes of the cats. The one on guard—why had he thought
t hat ?

"One guards—ene sl eeps—

Qut of nowhere had cone the answer. The fox seated

hi nrsel f now, much as the cats had done in their
traveling cage, no longer so wary, nore as if ready for
some answering nove on Troy's part.

"New—what are they?" Troy appealed to the yardman
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merely to cover his interest in the occupants of the cage.

"Extra-special. And you do not take care of these,
D ppl eman. Boss's orders. He takes care of them
hi nsel f. "

79

"Horan!"
Hopi ng he was able to disguise his sonewhat guilty

start, Troy glanced back to see Kyger standing at the
door of the cage room beckoni ng.

"Get over here and help Jingu." He shepherded Troy
into the tank room where the mari ne creatures were

on di spl ay.
On the table at the far end of the room stood a

traveling container into which Jingu, the attendant of
those particular wares, was neasuring a quantity of
liquid with an oily sheen to it. A small aquarium
containing the sane |liquid stood before him Ahd

pl astered agai nst the side of that was sonething Troy,
at first sight, could not believe existed outside the
i magi nati on of some V-dee fantasy creator

He had seen many weird life forns, either in the

flesh or in Kyger's range of tri-dees. But this was not
strange; it was inpossible—npossible with a kind of
stomach-turning horror. He did not want to | ook at it
and yet his eyes were continually drawn back to the
aquarium and, when the thing noved, he fought an

answering heave to his stonach.

Leani ng agai nst the end of the table, intent upon
Jingu's task, was a stranger, a snmall man wearing the
tunic of one of the minor administrative bureaus. He

was a col orl ess nan whom one nmi ght not have noted

or remenbered unl ess seen as he was now, both hands

set on the table top as if to | ever his slack-nuscled body
closer to the nonster in the aquarium his eyes avid

wi th—Froy realized—greed, his pale tongue noving

back and forth like a lizard's over pale lips. He turned
his head as they came up and his eyes were bright.
"Beautiful, Merchant Kyger, beautiful!"
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Kyger regarded the aquarium occupant bl eakly. "Not
to me. Citizen. Those hur-hurs are"—he shook his
head as mght a man at a loss for a descriptive word
pungent enough, and then ended rather mldl y—
"hardly considered beautiful, Ctizen Dragur."”

The small man m ght have been the fussel lifting
its wings, ready to dart head toward in a beak-sharp
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attack. "They are a rarity, Merchant Kyger, and of

their kind beautiful!"™ He bristled. "A splendid addition
to ny collection.” He | ooked fromKyger to Troy. "This
young nan is to aid in the transporting? | trust that

he knows how to handl e such val uabl es safely? | shal
hol d you responsi bl e, Kyger, until this nmagnificent
specinen is safely installed in ny pond room"

Troy opened his mouth to deny that he was going to

have any part in the transportation of the hur-hur

Then he caught Kyger's glare and renenbered that

the seven-day contract was close to renewal tinme. After
all, the carrying jug, or bucket, or whatever they
termed it, which Jingu was filling so carefully, did
have solid sides, and a cover was waiting to be placed
onit. If he did lug the thing around, he did, not have
to continue to look at it.

Jingu now took up a rod and inserted it carefully, a
few inches at a time, beneath the surface of the water
in the aquarium Then he prodded the hur-hur gently.
Troy, unable to | ook away, watched with fascinated

di sgust as the monster enbraced the rod with its
profusion of thread-thin tentacles, planting the suckers
beadi ng those same tentacles fast on the rod. Then

Ji ngu whi pped the rod and hur-hur out of the aquarium
into the container and cl apped on the lid, adjusting a
carrying strap.
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Troy lifted the cylinder gingerly, felt it quiver
bet ween hi s hands as apparently the hur-hur chose to
resent its new prison with some spirited novenents.
H s fingers shrank fromeven that contact with the
thing inside.

"Be careful!" Dragur shuffled al ong beside him as
he steadied the strap across his shoul der. But Kyger
came to his enpl oyee's rescue.

"They are not as fragile as all that, Citizen. And
here are your obaws for feeding.

He al nbst thrust a small cage into his custoner's
hol d. The small animals inside were running nadly
about, squeaking wildly as if they had foreknow edge
of their dismal future. Troy, knowi ng just what that
future was in connection with the hur-hur, fought
anot her sharp skirm sh with his stonach.

H s task was not just to carry the container as far
as the flitter awaiting G tizen Dragur, Troy discovered,
but to acconpany the patron to his home, insuring the
safety of the hur-hur while Dragur hinmself piloted the
flyer, at a pace hardly faster than a brisk wal k on the
ground. Dragur, unlike Rerne, proved to be a babbler.
Not that much of his conversation was directed to
Horan. Instead, the words that fl owed were thoughts
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uttered al oud and mainly concerned with his now
present ability to confound sone fellow collector by
the name of Supervisor Mazeli, who might outrank
Dragur in the hierarchy of the departnent in which
they were both incarcerated until they reached age-
for-ease pay, but whose anbitious collection of marine
life did not enbrace a hur-hur

"Beautiful!" Dragur cramed the flitter across an

i ntersection of avenues, turned into the slightly w der
82

one that led to the outskirts of Tikil. "He will never
believe it—never! Next Fellowsday | shall invite him

and, say, WIvins and Sorker. And then | shall escort

hi m around the room show himthe Lupan snails, and

the throwwrns, give hima chance to enlarge on

what he has—then— Dragur |ifted one hand from

the controls, reached out to pat the top of the container
now riding on Troy's knees. "Then—the hur-hur! He

will never, never be able to match it. Never!"

For the first tine the small man seened to recoll ect

he did have a human conpanion in the flitter. "That

is correct, is it not, young man? \Wen Merchant Kyger
gives a certificate of one-of-a-kind, he does not inport
during the lifetinme of the first specinen? That is truly
correct?"

Troy had not heard of that arrangement, but pru-
dence dictated a reply in the affirmative. "I believe so,
Citizen."

"Then Mazeli will never have a hur-hur—never

Their life span is two hundred years—aaybe t hree—

and Kyger has certified that this is a young one. Oh,
Mazeli may w sh but he cannot have! Not one such as
you, ny little beauty!" Dragur delivered another pat

to the top of the cylinder. And perhaps sone of this
elation did register on the nonstrosity inside, for the
thing gave such a determ ned |urch agai nst one side
that Troy had to hold it steady with both hands.

"Careful! Careful! | say, young nman! \What are you
doi ng?" Dragur brought the flitter to a conplete stop
and fronted Troy indignantly.

"I think it is excited, Gtizen." Troy held the quivering
container with both hands. "It probably wants back in
an aquarium"
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"Yes, of course."” This tine Dragur started the flitter
with a jerk, and his rate of speed increased appreciably.
"W shall soon be there, very soon now—-

Dragur had one of the small share-houses al ong the
mer chant zone. He unseal ed the pal mlock of the door
with one hand, waved Troy in with the other. But the
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at nrosphere that nmet Horan upon entrance was any-
thing but enticing.

There were strange snmells to be net in plenty at
Kyger's, but a clever system of ventilation and de-
odori zation kept the air from anything but a suggestion
of the wares to be offered under that roof. Here the
mari ne reek of the fish roomat the shop was multiplied
a thousand tines.

What had been intended as the neeting roomof the
share- house was now a nminiature sea bottom The |ight
itself was subdued, in a manner greenish, when
conpared to the daylight entering through specially
tinted panels. And aquariunms were set along the walls
in banks with what mght be a naturally forned poo

in the center.

"Stand where you are, right where you are, young

man! " Dragur pushed ahead, skirted the floor pool,

and approached a table in the darkest corner of that

di m chanber. He pulled and pushed at an enpty
aquariumthere until he had it inline with its fellows
and then proceeded to lift, with every appearance of
exertion, a series of glass containers, pouring from
first one and then the other, now and then | eaning

well over to sniff loudly and rather dramatically at
the m xture.

Troy shifted his feet. The wei ght of the container
was not light, and it kept jerking on the shoul der
84

strap as the hur-hur continued to resent transportation
Horan was eager to be out of this cave of bad snells
and marine nonsters, for sone of the things that

bunped sides of bows and aquariuns to stare at him

or seemto stare at him were not far renoved fromthe
hur-hur in general frightful ness.

At last the concoction appeared to satisfy Dragur

He added, with the air of an artist supplying the |ast
touch to a nasterpiece, a long string of what | ooked
Ii ke badly decayed root fibers and beckoned to Troy.

Did Dragur think that he was going to transfer the
hur-hur via the rod method Jingu had used? If so, this
customer was not going to be a satisfied one. Troy had
no intention of trying such action

But apparently Dragur had no idea of |eaving such

a delicate task to a novice. He waved Troy away again

as soon as the other had put down the container and

took off the lid. Playing the hur-hur into clinging once
nmore to the rod, the little nan whi pped the creature
with even nore dexterity than Jingu had di spl ayed

into its new hone.

"Nowl " Dragur gave the shop container back to Troy.
"W nust let it alone, strictly alone, tw days—naybe
three—enly visiting it for feeding."
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Troy wondered if the other imagined that he was
going to be in this snmelly roomfor another few
monents, let alone two or three days!

"I's that all, Ctizen?" He asked firmy

Dragur again seenmed to notice himas a person.

"What ? Ha—yes, that will be all, young man. | have
not seen you before, have 1? You did not come with ne
last tine for a delivery."

"No. | am new at Kyger's."
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"Yes, it was Zul who cane last time, | renmenber.
And who are you, young man?"

"Troy Horan."

"Horan? Horan—that is an off-world name, surely?"
"I am from Norden," Troy returned as he edged
toward the outer door with its prom se of fresh air.

"Norden?" Dragur blinked as if trying to visualize
sonme sol ar chart on which he could place Norden with
di spatch and precision. "You are a forner spacer then,
as is Merchant Kyger?"

"I amfromthe D pple."

"Ch." Dragur displayed the conventional citizen's
reaction to that, enbarrassnment interm xed with
irritation. "Assure Merchant Kyger that | am pl eased,
very pleased. | shall be in nyself, of course, with ny
supply list. And please renmind himthat this is a

one- of - a- speci es sal e—that mnust be plain, very plain."
"I am sure the merchant understands, Ctizen."

Dragur followed himto the door, pointed out the
nearest roll walk. He did not reenter the house unti
Troy was several paces away. Probably, thought Horan
bitterly, he just wants to make sure a Dippleman i &
wel |l off the prenises

But this was not the end of a day of minor irritations
and di sappoi ntnents. The norni ng had begun so wel |
with the awakening in the | odge of the Wild. It was
ending in the evening in Tikil with his re-entering
the shop to discover Zul very much the master of the
cage room Though the small yell ow nman wal ked with

a linp, he wal ked briskly, and he did not wel conme

Troy back.

End of the seven-day contract—Jroy was very
conscious of that. He could continue here to the limt
86

of that time and then Kyger was under no obligation

to renew. Wth Zul back he probably would not. Wen
Troy brought in water for the fox cage, the other
waved himoff, attending to the Terran ani nals hinsel f.
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In fact he zeal ously preenpted so nany of the tasks
Troy had done that the latter was el bowed out of the
work al nost entirely. And each tinme Horan saw Kyger

he expected to be told that his enpl oynent would be
over as soon as it was legally possible to dismss him

However, the nerchant said nothing—until a few
monent s i mredi ately preceding the official closing of
the shop. Then Troy was summoned to where Kyger

and Zul stood by the door of the animal room And he
could see that Zul was not pl eased.

"You will take the night inspection tours as usual,"
Kyger ordered. His broad fingers rested on Zul's

shoul der, and now he pulled the smaller nman with

himas easily as if Zul were powerless in his hold. The
yel l ow man favored Troy with a glare that nade the
latter wish, not for the first tine, that he had a right
to wear a belt knife.

Wth the shop closed and the aninals settled, Troy

made his first round, starting with the now sil ent

custoner's | ounges, checking each room Wat he was
hunting, or why he had this grow ng conpul sion that
was al nbst a search, he could not have told.

The | ounges cont ai ned not hi ng out of the ordinary;

the bird roomwas as always. He lingered before the

fussel. It was hard to renmenber this norning. The

bird permtted himto run a forefinger along its crest,
drew the bill that could stab and kill across his hand
in return.

Then he was in the aninmal room And now he thought
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he knew what had driven himto this restless seeking.
VWhat had becone of the kinkajou? No one had men-

tioned it since his return. The foxes had been settled
inits place as if they had been there for days. Had it
been returned to the Sattor Conmmander Di's heirs as

a val uable part of his estate?

Suddenly Troy knew that he woul d have to di scover
what had becone of the animal that had clainmed his
aid and that he mi ght have unknowi ngly |eft unpro-
tected, for he renenbered all too well the strange
conversation in the night.

On inpul se he turned and | eft the cage room wal ked
straight to his bunk and stretched out onit. If he
could not find the kinkajou one way, there was a
chance—fust a very faint chance—another and nore
devi ous path mght serve

Ei ght

Troy's eyes were shut. He willed nerves and nuscl es
to relax, trying to hit by chance, since he had no
better guide, on the pattern that had ai ded hi mthat
other night to tune in upon the exchange that was not
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conversation. Through the corns all the usual noises
fromthe bird and aninal roons reached him and he
tried not to |isten.

"—here. Qut—

Not really words, rather inpressions—a signal, a
88

pl ea. Troy's eyes opened; he sat up—and that whisper

of contact was gone. Angry at his own | ack of control
he settled hinmself once nore on the bunk, tried again
to tap that band of communication

" Qut —eut —danger —
He lay, hardly breathing, trying to hold that |ine.
"Qut =

Yes, it was a plea; he was certain of that. But there
was no way of discovering fromwhomor from where

it came. He m ght have stumbled upon a small | oop of
rope in the mddle of a large room to be told to find
the coil fromwhich it had been cut.

"Where?" He tried to franme that word in his own
m nd, force the inquiry into the band he coul d not
| ocat e.

Then he received an inpression of surprise—so strong
it was |ike an exclamation his ears could pick up

"Who? Who?" The query was eager, denandi ng.

"Troy— He thought his own nane but was answered

by a sense of bafflenent, disappointnent. Maybe nanes
meant nothing in this eerie exchange. Troy tried to
build up a nental picture of his own face as he had
seen it in mrrors. He thought intensely of that face,
of each detail of his own features

The sensation of bafflenment faded, though he was
sure he had not |ost contact.

"Who?" he asked silently in return, certain that he
was conmuni cating with the kinkajou.

But instead an oddly shaped and di storted picture of
a triangul ar mask, sharp-pointed nose, glittering eyes,
pricked ears—the fox

Troy slipped out of his bunk. He did not foresee any
trouble. If Kyger or Zul turned up, he could al ways
89

say he was investigating sone unusual sound. Yet he
took the stunner fromits wall niche before he left the
smal | room and went as noi sel essly as he coul d down

the corridor to the animal room

There was a cover over the front of the fox cage.
Troy raised that flap. Both aninmals sat there, watching
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him He glanced about the room Even in the dim

ni ght light he could see nothing aniss. This could not
be a case of an intruder as it had been when the

ki nkaj ou' s warning had saved his life.

"VWhat is wong?" At the noment there was not hing
strange in his standing there thinking that question
at a pair of Terran foxes.

"The big one—he threatens."

It was as if soneone with a strictly curtail ed nunber
of words was trying to convey a conpl ex thought. The
bi g one—Kyger?

"Yes!" The assent was qui ck, eager.

"What is wrong?"

"He fears—thinks better dead—

"Who is better dead?" Troy's grip on the stunner
tightened. He felt a cold stab between his shoul ders
giving birth to a chill that had nothing to do with the
tenmperature of the room

"Those who know-all those who know=*

"Me?" Troy countered quickly. Though of what Kyger

m ght suspect himor why he had no idea.

There was no answer. Either he had presented them
with a new puzzle, or, unable to give a definite reply,
they gave none at all.

"You?"

"Yes— But there was an el enent of doubt in that yes.
"Qthers like you?" Troy pushed.
90

"Yes!" Now there was no m staking the vehenence
of that.

He thought of the kinkajou. One of the foxes reared,
put front paws agai nst the screening of the cage. "It
was here. Now it is there."

"VWhere?" Troy tried to follow

H's mind pictured for hima cage, hooded and
stored—but not in any room of the shop he had seen.

"In the yard pens?" he asked.

There was a | ong nonent before the answer came
and then it was evasive.

"Cool air, many snel | s—mybe outside."

Was the fox only relaying for the kinkajou? Troy
t hought that m ght be true.

"Cage covered—not to see—

That fitted. The animal might well be in one of the
outside pens still in a carrying cage. But to find it
toni ght would be a risky project, and what could he do
if he did |locate it?

"Hi de!"
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They had picked that out of his thoughts, replied to
it. The standing fox was panting a little, its red tongue
lolling fromits jaws.

Troy considered the problem For sone reason Kyger

had hi dden the kinkajou, intending to get rid of it. To
meddl e in this at all was sinply asking for trouble.

Not only would the merchant break contract, but he

was entitled to black-list Troy with the C L.C. so that
he coul d never hope for another day's |abor on Korwar.
That had happened to Dipplenen in the past, and for

| ess cause. He had only to fasten down the cover of the
foxes' cage, |eave the room forget everything, and he
was safe.
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How safe? He stared down at the fox. The kinkajou,

the foxes, even the cats, all knew that he was able to
communi cate with them Suppose they passed the
informati on on to Kyger? That interrupted conversation
the ot her night—+f Kyger knew he had "heard"

that —Yes, a refusal to help mght cut two ways now.

He jerked the flap of the cage cover into place,

maki ng no further attenpt to talk to the foxes. Then,
thrusting the stunner into the top of his rider's belt,
he padded to the rear door and |et hinself out cau-
tiously, ducking into a convenient pool of shadow.

Just as he patrolled the shop during the night, the
seni or yardman made the rounds out here. And Troy's
presence near sone of the larger aninal pens could
arouse their inhabitants to noisy protest, betraying
hi mat once. .Nor did Horan have the | east idea in

whi ch of these encl osures the kinkajou was now housed,
if it was here at all.

He slipped along the wall, his |eft shoul der agai nst

it, making a quick dart across an open space to the
shelter of a doorway. Fromthat canme the scent of hay,
seeds, dried vegetation. And those m ngl ed odors took

hi m back to his twenty-four hours in the WId. Perhaps
it was then that the first flick of an idea was born—ot
concrete enough yet to be called a plan, just a hazy

hal f - dr eam suggesting a way of escape if Kyger did
dismiss himagain to the D pple.

Troy felt the door yield to his gentle push and he
went in. Under his hand the panel swung al nost

cl osed once nore, but through the crack he was able
to reconnoiter the rest of the courtyard. In which of
the pens and cages about its circunference coul d what
he sought be effectively hidden? And woul d Kyger

92

have undertaken that mission hinself or left it to one
of the yardnen—er Zul?

Kyger—er Zul, the nost likely. Zul had not wanted
Troy to be left in the shop tonight; he was certain of
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that. He wi shed he knew where that smal|l man was
right now.

There was a stir by the door that gave on the

passage leading to Kyger's private apartnment. A figure
moved into the open and Troy saw Zul, by his present
actions a Zul who did .not want to be observed, for, as
Troy had done, the other took advantage of every
shadow to cover his journey along the row of pens.

Per haps the creatures penned there were used to

his scent and such nighttine journeys, for none of
them roused. Then Zul di sappeared, seenmingly into a
patch of wall. Were his flitting had been soundl ess,
the tap of footsteps now sounded briskly down the
opposite side of the yard, and Troy held his breath as
they approached the supply room He gently eased the
panel fully shut and waited tensely to see if the pa-
trolling guard would try it.

When the footfalls passed wi thout pausing, Horan
agai n opened the door a crack. He could not see the
retreating yardnan fromthis position, but he heard
the door at the other end of the court close. Then he
saw Zul detach hinself fromthe wall and nove on.
So—Zul was keeping this a secret fromthe regul ar
guard? That was nost interesting.

Two, three nore pens the other passed. Then he

stopped before the last in that row, a |larger enclosure
where two small trasi from Longus were kept. They

were very tame and nost affectionate creatures of a
subspeci es of deer.
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The pen door opened and Zul disappeared within,
the darkness there hiding himentirely.

" Cbey! "

Troy's hand went to his head at the force of that
menaci ng t hought-order, which struck like a bl ow.

But to it there was not the faintest trace of an answer,
ei ther agreement or protest. Sonehow Troy coul d

i magi ne Zul stooped above a shrouded cage, trying to
arouse a ball of fur that remmined stubbornly inper-
vious to his conmmands.

"Listen!" Again that whip crack of order. "You will
obey!"

Again only conplete silence. WIIl against will—

ani mal opposi ng man? Troy | eaned his forehead agai nst
the cool surface of the 4oor behind which he half
crouched, trying with every fiber of will and strength
to listen in on the duel that he was sure was being
waged across the courtyard.

M nutes dragged. Then Zul slid out of the pen, nade
his way back along the wall, disappeared into the sane
passage the spacers used when they visited the shop

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt (60 of 147) [1/17/03 1:06:43 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt

Troy counted slowly under his breath. Wen .he reached
fifty and there was no novenent in the courtyard,
he came out of the storeroom went to the trasi pen

The animals stirred as he lifted the latch and | et
hinself in. Only a little of the limted light in the
yard reached here, and at first he thought that he
must have been nistaken; there was no cage in sight.
He stooped, brushed through the hay piled against the
far wall, to bark his knuckles painfully against solid
surface. Then he hunkered down, feeling over the
covered cage for the fastenings. They had been doubly
tied and he had difficulty in | oosening them
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Though the ki nkaj ou nmust have been aware of his
efforts, it nmade no nove, neither a stir nor a mnd
touch. The flap of the cover was up now, but Troy
could not see into the cage. He unfastened the catch of
t he door.

Troy fell back as a half-seen thing flashed into the
| oose hay, tossing up a snmall whirlwi nd of scattered
Wi sps, squeezed under the bottom of the pen door and
was gone—before the man hal f conprehended that

the captive had been poi sed ready for escape. There
was no use now trying to find it in the courtyard.
There were a hundred places that m ght have been
designed to conceal a fast-noving arboreal aninal
such as the ki nkaj ou—which |eft Troy where?

He snapped shut the cage, refastened the covering

the sane way he had found it. Brushing hay fromhis
coveralls, he detached a last telltale length fromhis
belt. There was no use in | ooking for nore trouble.

The ki nkaj ou was | oose, and he could not help believing
that the animal was far safer at this nmonent than it
had been in that cage. Let its enpty prison provide a
mor ni ng mystery for Kyger or Zul

Troy went back to his bunk. He was convi nced now
that his enployer had a part in a gane nore inportant
than snuggling, a gane in which the animals were

i nvol ved. And as he dozed off, he wondered just how
many four-footed Terrans with strange nental powers
had been | oosed on Korwar—and why.

I f the kinkajou had been nissed, there was no alarm
gi ven the next day. The routine foll owed the same
pattern it had every norning that Troy had been

enpl oyed by Kyger's, with the exception that Zul now
took over a mmjor portion of the indoor work and Troy
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was relegated to sweeping and cl eani ng j obs, which
were the | east desirable. But at noon he was sunmmoned
to the bird room for it appeared that conpetent as he
m ght be in other ways, Zul was not the handler
favored by the fussel
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Troy could hear the bird's angry screans while he

was still in the corridor. And Kyger, scow ing, stood
waving himto hurry. Zul, chattering in sone | anguage
other than Gal basic, was fairly dancing in his own
heat of rage, a bleeding hand held now and again to
his wi de-1ipped mouth as he sucked a deep tear in the
flesh.

Troy spoke to the nerchant. "W shall have to have
quiet.”

Kyger nodded, reached out for Zul, and nanhandl ed
the struggling man out. The fussel was beating its
wings, its beak stretched to the linmt as it screaned. |,

Troy approached the bird slowy, crooning a nonotone
of such small soot hing sounds as, he had di scovered
during his night rounds, conbatted the suspicions and
al arnms of any disturbed cage dweller. There was no
hurrying this. To arouse the fussel to the state of
fighting agai nst the cage would be to damage the

bird, if not physically, then enptionally. Troy sum
moned all his concentration of nmind and body, uncon-
sciously trying to reach the bird's mnd by the sane
met hod he had used to comunicate with the Terran
animals. He was aware of no response in return, but
the fussel did quiet, until, at last, Troy could take it
out on his wist. He noved to the door, eager to walk
the bird in the open where it mght lose its agitation

Kyger stood aside for him "The courtyard,” he
suggested. "I will see you have it free for a space."”
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An hour |ater the great hawk was restored to good
hunor and Troy returned it to the cage. He was pulling
of f his gl ove when Kyger joined him

"That was well done. W can use you on staff. WII
you take full contract?”

This was what he had hardly dared hope for—

a contract that would register himas a subcitizen! He
woul d be free of the Dipple forever, since you were not
denpted froma full contract except for a very serious
crimnal cause; the | aws of Korwar would operate in

his favor, not against him fromnow on. Yet—there
were all those nagging little doubts, and the affair of
the ki nkaj ou. Beneath that was sonething el se as well,
the feeling that he did not want to be a | oyal enployee
of Kyger's, tied by customand ethics to the purposes
of the shop. What he did want he had sensed only vague-
ly that norning on the plateau in the Wld—a freedom
not to be found in Tikil. But that was stupid. Troy

di sciplined his wishes never to be realized and | ooked
to his enployer with all the gratitude he could nuster

"Yes, Merchant, | accept."

"Anot her day for the old contract to run—then the
new. Meanwhil e"—Kyger observed the fussel —we
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don't want any nore trouble with this one. | will corn
the Hunter Headquarters in the city and if they wll
accept delivery on Rerne's behalf, you can take the
bird there tonight."

But within the hour Zul brought a nessage from

Kyger, and Troy cane to the office to find the nerchant
striding up and down, his fingers picking at his scar.
He had never given the inpression of an easily

di sturbed nman, but he was not the cal mand confident

purveyor of luxuries to Tikil now.
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"W close early,” he told Troy. "Do not answer any
queries on the door corn. And nmake your rounds on

time. I will not be here—but if there is any trouble,
hit the alarms at once. Do not try to handle it yourself.
The patrollers will take over."

What did Kyger expect, an arned invasion? Troy

knew that this was not the tinme to ask anything. The

ot her had gat hered up a hooded ni ght cl oak—dsually

the garnent for one venturing into the |ess reputable
portions of the town—and he was wearing his service
blaster. It was a certain blec.k look in his eyes, a set to
his jaw, that warned off questions.

To Troy's satisfaction Zul acconpani ed his naster.

Now, with the shop closed and yet the hour early, he
woul d have a chance to | ook about the courtyard. He

did not believe that the kinkajou would remain in

hi ding there unless the fact that it nust have inported
food would tie it to the source of supply. But maybe he
coul d prove or disprove that theory tonight.

There were only two places that had not been open

to constant view during the day—the storeroomin

whi ch he had taken refuge the night before and Kyger's
own quarters. The latter he had no hope of exploring.
They woul d be | ocked, to be opened only by the pressure
of the merchant's own hand—er a bl aster.

But the storeroom filled with boxes, bales, containers,
had a score of hiding places into which a frightened
animal could tuck itself. The foxes in the aninal
room-the kinkajou free. Troy could not rid hinmself of
the thought that those three m ght be in contact.

Woul d he be able to reach and i nfluence the fugitive

through the two still in the cage? And why were they
still in the shop? To Troy's know edge there had been
98

no nessage sent to the Grand Leader One that her
pets had arrived.

Armed with a food box, he went to the aninmal room

Again the foxes' prison was curtained. Troy | oosened
the flap. One of the aninmals was sl eeping, or seem ng
to sl eep. The other also sprawled, its eyes half closed.
And seeing them Troy could al most doubt his belief
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in their powers

"Were is the other?" he thought, trying to get into
that demand a little of the force Zul had used in his
questioni ng of the Kkinkajou.

The waki ng fox yawned, then brought its jaws

together with a snap, its eyes still benused—waith no
outward interest in Troy at all. The man tried again,
throttling down his inpatience, using the sane gentle
approach he had brought to the soothing of the

fussel with no result. If there was any contact between
the foxes and the fugitive, they would not enploy it
for Troy. He would have to hunt on his own.

He was on his way back to the courtyard when the
corn shrilled, drawing himto the nearest viewplate.
The clouded image there settled into a rather fuzzy
focus of Kyger's features

" Hor an?"
Troy thunbed the answer |lever. "Here, Merchant."

"You will turn guard duty over to Jingu and deliver
the fussel to the Hunter Headquarters in the Torrent
District. Understand?"

"Understood," Troy assented". There went his hopes

for exploring the storeroom He went to tidy his clothes,
and then to select a traveling cage for the bird. Wuld
Rerne be there, back fromhis nysterious errand? He
found hinsel f hopi ng so.

99
N ne

Tikil at night, or at least during the early hours of the
ni ght, was nore crowded than by day. Horan call ed

an accomodation flitter for his crosstown journey to

the Hunter Headquarters, but he decided to use the

roll walk on his return. He was going toward it when
Harse hailed him just in front of the building.

"You seek Rerne?"

"I brought the fussel, by Merchant Kyger's orders."
Troy was put on the defensive by the other's attitude.
During their brief time together Rene had never nmde
hi m consci ous of the Dipple. Wth the other rangers
Horan was ever aware of his knifeless belt and the
fact he was a pl anetl ess man.

"There is a nmessage,"” Harse replied aloofly. "Rene
wi shes to speak with you—=

"But | was just told he is not here."
"So he is el sewhere. Cone!"

Troy was tenpted to reply "no" to that curt order.
After all, he was not under contract to Rerne. Yet he
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coul d not deny that he was interested to | earn why
Harse had been sent to find him

The other was as adept at threading a fast passage
through the crowds as he might have been in finding

a path through the forests. And he brought Troy not

to any office or |ounge, but to one of those smal
eating places that sprang up overnight by public favor
100

and di sappeared as qui ckly when sone newer attraction
drew the fickle pleasure seekers

"Fourth booth," Harse said and left him

Troy pushed his way in and di scovered that his shop
livery did not nake hi mconspi cuous here. This cafe
definitely catered to subcitizens and the | ower ranks
of shop enpl oyees. Two of the booths were curtained,
signifying private parties. But there were two nen

wi t hout fem nine conpany in the one to which he had
been directed.

Renme, wearing shop livery, sat with his back agai nst
the wall. And with himwas an older man in a dark

tunic lacking any enbl ens of rank, yet equipped wth
that indefinable aura of authority that Troy recogni zed
as the inborn assurance of a man who has hel d respon-
sibility fromhis early years

"Horan— Rerne uttered his nane in what mi ght
be a greeting, but nore likely was an introduction for
the stranger's benefit.

"Rogarkil." Now the stranger nodded to Troy.

"You have taken permanent contract wi th Kyger?"
Rerne shot that question at himbluntly, even as he
waved t he younger man to a seat.

"I will+tonmorrow— A subtle tone in the other's
demand made hi m uneasy, put himon the defensive—
why, he could not have sai d.

"You are now under a short-term one?" That was
Rogar ki | .

"That is so."
"And if you should be offered enpl oynent el sewhere?"

"l have given ny word to Merchant Kyger. He woul d
have to agree to ny going."

Rogarkil smled wyly. "There are always such
101

di sadvant ages when one deal s with honorabl e nen.

And to deal with dishonorable ones is to |ose before

one takes the first stride in a race. So at this hour you
are still Merchant Kyger's nan?"
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"I am"

What did they want of hin®? This talk of honor and
di shonor nade Troy unconfortable. But Rerne did not
give himtine to specul ate about the neani ngs that
nmght lie behind their fencing bl ades of words.

"There are questions you can answer, which will in

no way break contract. For exanple: Is it not true
that Merchant Kyger is now in the process of inmporting
a Terran ani mal known as a fox at the express order

of the G eat Leader?"

"You yoursel f heard that order given, Gentle Honp."
"And he has inmported other Terran ani mal s?"

"As you say, Gentle Honp, he has inported other
Terran aninmals. This nmust be general know edge, since
the display of such pets is the pleasure of those who
buy them"

"A pair of cats for the Gentle Fern San duk Var, a
ki nkaj ou for Sattor Commander Di —

"I am a cl eaner of cages and do general |abor for the
worthy merchant,” Troy returned stiffly. "I do not make
sales, nor do | see many of the great ones who buy."

"But anong those cages that you clean," cut in
Rogarkil, "are doubtless those of sone of these exotics
You have seen sone of themw th your own eyes,

young man?"

Troy kept strictly to the record. "I was with Subcitizen
Zul when he went to the port to accept delivery of the
cats—

"And you net with sonme trouble that norning—=

102

Troy | ooked slowy fromone man to the other. "Gentle
Honos," he said softly, "if | speak nowto patrollers
not in uniform | have the right to know that fact.
There is still lawto protect a man in Tikil—even one

fromthe Dipple."

Rogarkil grinmaced. "Yes, you are entirely within

your rights, young nman, to deliver such a counterthrust
as that. No, we are not patrollers—nor do we represent
the law of Tikil. This is a Can matter. Do you
under st and what that means?"

"BEven in the Dipple, CGentle Honpb, men have ears

and lips. Yes, | knowthat the Cans are ol der than
the city law, that they are runmored to have powers
even beyond those of the Council Governor-Ceneral

But they are of the Cans and for the Cans. | am of
the Dipple and if | amto clinb out of the D pple,
must do so under the laws of Tikil. Wy you ask me
these questions | do not know, but | hold by contract
rights. This much I will say—and it is no nore than
you can learn fromthe patroller records—+ have seen
the cats. And | took the kinkajou fromthe villa of
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Sattor Conmmander Di. It had been frightened by rough
handling there. | have seen the foxes, which are now in
the shop. Wiy should these facts be of any inportance?"

"That is what we are striving to | earn," Rogarki
answered enigmatically. "You are right, Horan. O an
| aw does not run in Tikil. But renenber that it does
run el sewhere—

"A threat—er a warning, Gentle Honp?"

"A warni ng. W have reason to believe that you
wal k on the rimof a whirlpool, young nman. Take good
care that you do not leap into its current."

"That is all you have to ask me?"
103

Rogarkil waved his hand in disnissal. But Rerne
arose as Troy did.

"I will see Merchant Kyger."
"Not tonight. The shop is closed."

Both men eyed himnow as if he had nade sone
fat eful announcenent.

n W]y?ll
"Kyger had an errand—

Rerne turned to his conpani on, spoke a sharply
accented sentence in a | anguage that was not Gal -
basi c. Rogarkil asked Troy another question: "Is not
this foreign to your regular routine?"

"Yes."

"So—wel |, maybe Merchant Kyger's personal affairs
are beginning to press himnore acutely," he com
mented. "One cannot carry a knife in tw quarrels
and give equal attention to both. But the foxes are
still there?" He turned to Troy. "And where is the
ki nkaj ou you took fromD's villa—-also in the shop?"

Troy shrugged. "When | returned fromthe Wld, it

was gone fromthe cage room Perhaps it was restored
to the Sattor Commuander's heirs. It is a very valuable
asset of the estate."

"Kyger did not return it so," Rerne stated with
finality. He was watching Troy narrowWy now, coldly.

"It was gone fromits cage." Troy repeated the part-
truth stubbornly. He was not going to add to that when
he did not know the gane they were pl ayi ng—the

nature of this "whirlpool" in which he, too, could be
trapped.

"The boy is right, of course," Rogarkil said. "Enployed
as casual | abor, he would have no reason to know
nmore than he has noticed. And he is a man under
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104

contract, apart fromour problens. It is a pity this is
so now, Horan. Under other circunstances we m ght

have been of nutual assistance to one another. A

rider of Norden is not too far renoved in aspirations
and desires froma Hunter of Korwar."

"There are no riders on Norden today," Troy pointed
out. He was watching Rerne, and again it seened to

hi mthat the Hunter was two-m nded, about to speak

and then thinking better of it. Instead he nodded and
Troy took that gesture for one of dismssal. He lifted
his own hand in a small salute—ene of equality though
he was not aware of that—-and wal ked away fromthe
boot h. Why was he gnawed by the feeling that he had
just slamred a door irrevocably, a door that m ght
have opened on a new worl d? There was an ache of

di sappointment in himthat was like the bite of an old
unappeasabl e hunger.

He pushed through the crowds, hardly noticing those
about him made his way back to the shop and the

side entrance into the courtyard. Sl apping his hand
agai nst the signal plate, he waited for the night
yardman to activate the open beam for him But
instead, at that touch fromhis open palm the pane
swung i nward and he was | ooki ng down the short
covered way, a way that was unnaturally dimas if the
usual night-radiance bars there had been set at |east
two notches | ower than was normal .

Troy's stunner was in the bunk room He was

unarmed, and he had no intention of wal king that
courtyard w thout some form of defense. The door had
no right to be open; the dimed |ights underlined
that silent warning. He could well be facing a trap

Now he unfastened the polished silver buckles of his
105

belt. The strip of nmetal-encrusted | eather was the only
thing on himthat could serve as a weapon. Wth one

end grasped tightly in his fist, the length ready to use
as a lash, he edged along the wall of the passage,
listening to catch any sound fromthe courtyard beyond.

The nild conmplaints of the aninmals penned there

coul d cover an attack. But from whom and for what

pur pose? Troy reached the end of the passage, flattened
hi s body against the wall just inside the entrance, and
surveyed the open. There was sonet hing wong about

the south side—

Then he pinpointed that difference. The door that

led to Kyger's private quarters, which he had never
seen open, stood aj ar now—painting an unfamliar
shadow across a section of pavement. And in the center
of the yard stood a flitter. Whether it was the shop
flyer he could not tell

The open door and that waiting flyer were not all
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There was an at nosphere of sharp expectancy about

the whol e scene—as if the stage awaited actors. Maybe
the aninmals were sensitive to that also, for there were
only the nost subdued sounds fromthe pens. Again Troy
snelled "trap" as if it were a tangible odor in the air.
But sonmehow he could not believe it was set for him

Kyger then? That fitted better. He had had hints of
some personal difficulty—perhaps even a knife feud—
engul fing the nerchant. And there was the Can's
concern with the ex-spacer, too. Troy Horan was very
small fry indeed. This suggested an operation on a
much nore inportant scale.

Prudence dictated his getting across that courtyard,
into his own bunk room w thout any exploration—f
he coul d make it unobserved by what m ght hide out
106

there. And what about Zul? The little man had |eft

with Kyger—but what if he had returned separately?
The yardnmen? From what he could see, there was no

i ndi cation that there was any human anywhere in the
store bl ock.

A flicker of novement, not in the courtyard but on

the top of one of the blocks of pens, drew Troy's eyes.
There was a second such. Sonething small, dark, fluidly
suppl e, had crossed a patch of light, been foll owed by
anot her such. Far too small to be Zul —aninals | oose
from some cage? But why on the roof coming in? The
shadows into which both had slipped were far too deep
for his sight to penetrate, and the speed with which
they had di sappeared suggested they m ght already

be far away fromthat point.

A gathering—why did he think of that? Troy nea-

sured the distance between him and the nearest cover
Then, with as much speed as he could nuster, he

made that |eap, stood listening once nore, his breath
com ng raspingly.

Anot her surge of shadow, drawn toward that half-

open door of Kyger's. This noving, not with the slinking
glide of the patch on the roof, but in a quick, scuttling
dash, again too hurried for Troy to see clearly. But he
was sure it whipped about the edge of the door, went

into the nmerchant's private quarters.

Troy made his own advanci ng rush. Then he saw

round balls of green turned up toward himfrom cl ose
to giound level, feral animl eyes. The belt swung in
his hand, his reaction to being so startled. They were
gone as another formwent through the door.

His earlier alarmhad been tinged with curiosity.
Now t here was another enotion feeding it. Just as
107

those shadows had gone to the waiting door, so did he

have to follow He crossed the |ast few feet and entered,
sonehow expecting an attack.
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Here the sounds fromthe courtyard were rmnuted.
But there was that which was not a sound, rather a ;

thrumming in the blood, a throb in the ears—tess

than audi bl e sound, or nore. He knew of whistles,

animal and bird calls, that sounded notes beyond the
human range of hearing. Yet he could feel this that he i
could not hear, and it was an irritant, a disturbance '
that nourished fear. But he could not turn his back
upon it.

Troy groped his way forward, for there was no night

ray on. Then his foot touched a rising surface and he
explored a stairway with his hands. Step by step he
clinmbed, the thick substance of the footing soaking up «
any sound of his boots. The throb was beating nore
heavily through his body as he went.

The stairway ended. He stood listeni ng—and knew
that no | onger was he al one, though no sound, not
even that of a hurried breath, betrayed whoever, or
what ever, shared that darkness with him

Troy had no idea of the geography of the space in

whi ch he now was, and there could not be any open

wi ndow slits, for the dark was conplete. He kept stem
rein on his imagination, which tended to people this
pl ace with shapes that crept and slunk toward the
target —whi ch was hinself. On inpul se he squatted

on his heels, marked off a foot or so on the belt he
hel d, and swng it fromleft to right at floor |evel
Sure of that much clear space, he inched on to try the
same nmaneuver agai n.

How | ong he might have taken to nmake the trip
108

across the hall Troy was never to know, for a sudden
shaft of |ight speared dazzlingly fromright to left
some feet away. And as his eyes adjusted to that. Troy
saw it issued froma panel door not quite closed.

He was in a hallway fromwhich three such doors

i ssued, all of themon his right. And it was the | ast
one that showed the Iight. No sound—but he coul d not
retreat now. Soneone—er sonet hi ng—knew he was

there, was waiting. And he had to face it.

On his feet again, Troy noved lightly and swiftly to
that panel. His hand touched its surface—now he coul d
I ook in, though he was not sure the man in that room
coul d see him

Kyger sat there, not in the envel opi ng enbrace of

an eazi-rest, but upright on a queer, backless, arm ess
stool, his shoul ders against the wall. And between his
hands was a cylinder perhaps a foot in diameter, one
end resting on the fl oor guarded by his firmy planted
boots, its top slightly bel ow his chin.

No man could sit that quietly, not if he was conscious.
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Yet Kyger's eyes were open, staring-nAot at Troy as
the other first supposed, but beyond and through him
as if the younger man had no existence. And that
frozen stare noved Troy forward, nmade hi m push open
the panel and step w thin.

Kyger did not stir. Troy, tongue running across

suddenly dry lips, came on. It was an oddly bare room
There was Kyger on his stool, gripping his cylinder.
There was a series of small polished cabinets, all closed
and with plainly visible thunmb | ocks, and that was all.

Troy spoke and then wi shed he had not as his words
echoed hollowy. "Merchant Kyger—s there sonething
wr ong?"

109

Kyger continued to stare and Troy at |ast knew the
trut h—Kyger was a dead man. He whirl ed, seeking
behi nd hi mthe one who had put on the |light—+o see
not hi ng save a wall on which there were patterned
lines of red, black, and white laid down in a map's
design. A map of Tikil, he realized as he surveyed it,
in which the open door panel had left a break in the
eastern section.

Pur posefully Troy noved to the right of the seated
man. He could see no wound, no indication of any

vi ol ence. Yet Kyger had not died naturally-his
position, this room argued that. And what of the
thing or things that he had seen precede hi mthrough
t he downstairs door?

Leavi ng the panel open for light, Troy went back

into the hall, pushed open both other doors. One gave
on a bedchanber, the other on a small | ounge-diner,
both enpty.

He went back to Kyger's room And now, fronting

hi m out of nowhere, were those shadows—the bl ack

cat and its blue-gray mate, the kinkajou, no | onger an
indifferent ball but very much alert, the two foxes he
could have sworn were safe in their cage in the other
building. It |Iooked as if the full roll of Terran inports
to Korwar was before himnow And their |ips were

drawn back fromtheir teeth, the hair of the cats was
roughened on their arched backs, their united nenace
could be felt as a bl ow

"No!" Oddly enough he answered that unvoiced rage
and fear with word and gesture, dropping the belt,
hol ding his hands up and palmout to themas if he
faced another of his own species.

The black cat relaxed first, pacing forward a paw s
110

r

| ength or so, and Troy dropped on one knee. "No," he
repeated as firmy but in a lower tone. Then he held
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out his hand as he had seen Kyger do on the norning
they had first uncrated the cats in the courtyard.

A delicate sniff or two, and then sharp teeth cl osed

on the back of his wist, not to hurt, he knew, but as if
to seal some agreenent. Troy did not have a chance to

|l earn nore, for there was a sound from bel ow. Somreone
who had no reason to disguise his comng was clinbing
the stairs.

Troy strode to the panel of the hall door. Then he
knew that his silhouette could be seen from bel ow,

and he ducked to one side. It was the action of only a
few seconds, but when he glanced at the animals, they
were gone. \Were they had vani shed to he coul d not
guess, but that they had their suspicions concerning
the newconmer he coul d deduce fromthat disappearance.

There was no such escape for him Troy stepped
back a little, picked up his belt, and, with it ready
in his hand, stood waiting.

Zul cane into the path of the light. He gave Troy a

wi de-eyed stare, | ooked beyond to the notionl ess Kyger.
Then, his lips pulled tight against his teeth, just as
the animal s had snarled, he |launched hinself at Troy,
his knife out, a vicious streak of fire in his hand.

Ten

Troy dodged and licked out with his belt [ash for the
wist of Zul's knife hand. The buckl e-1 oaded tip found
its mark, and the smaller man yel ped and swung

around so that his outflung, balancing arm brushed

agai nst the tube Kyger's dead fingers steadied. The
cylinder fell and the body of the merchant followed it,
wilting bonelessly to the floor. Zul screeched, a cry as
hi gh and unhunman as any the animals or birds could

have uttered.

At the same tinme Troy felt a cessation of that

thrumm ng throb. The tube rolled toward him and

Zul, seeming to forget his rage of only seconds earlier,
made a grab for it

Troy kicked, sending the tube spinning. Then he
brought the edge of his hand down across Zul's neck,
dropping the little man to lie on the floor gasping.
Troy had leisure to collect both knife and cylinder
before Zul sat up, still breathing in hoarse rasps.

Wth the knife and tube laid on top of a cabinet,

Troy advanced on Zul. It was like trying to master by
force a frenzied animal, one that scratched and bit. In
spite of his repugnance, Troy was forced to knock the
smal ler man out in order to fasten his hands behind
himwi th his own belt.
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Troy was rebuckling his riders broad cincture when
112

he saw Zul's eyes open and take in the |inp body of
Kyger. The small man's face twisted in a grinace

Troy could not read. Then he strained to raise his

head fromthe floor, |ooked about eagerly, as if he
want ed somet hing nore inportant for the nonent

than Troy. Hs attention centered on the tube where it
lay with one end projecting over the edge of the cabinet,
and he actually began to wiggle his body across the
floor toward it.

Troy stepped between. Zul's grinmace was now an
open snarl. He spat, struggled to |lever hinmself from
the floor.

Troy picked up the tube and took it with himas he
moved to the red alarmbutton on the wall. The quicker
he summoned the authorities, the |less trouble he would
have in telling his own tale.

"No!" For the first tine Zul spoke intelligibly. "Not
the patrollers!”

"Whay not? | have nothing to hide. Have you?"

Zul's frantic squirmng across the room had brought
himto the row of cabinets. Now he wiggled his

shoul ders up agai nst that support so that he was sitting,
not |vying.

"No patrollers!" he repeated, and his words now
held the tone of an order rather than a plea. "Not
yet =

" \My?u

Zul's dark eyes were again focused on the tube
Troy held. He was plainly a man torn between the
need for secrecy and the necessity of having hel p.

Troy pressed. "Because of the animal s—+the Terran
ani mal s?"

Zul froze, his small body suddenly rigid, his face the
113

personi fi ed mask of surprise—and perhaps sone other
enotions Troy could not read.

"What do you know?" Hi s words were harsh, rasping,
as if he had to fight for the breath to expel them

"Enough." Troy hoped that anbiguity would force
sone revelation out of his captive.

Zul's tongue tip wet his lips. He hitched his shoul ders
along the cabinets as if to reach Troy.

"They nust be kill ed—gui ckl y—before the patrollers
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are called."

Troy was startled. Death for those who had net him

in this roomwas the last thing he woul d have expected
fromZzul. And certainly he had no intention of vyielding
to that.

"\ 2"

Zul's eyes changed, becane sly and suspici ous once
again. "If you do not know, D ppleman, then you know
not hing. They are a danger—to all of us under this roof
they are a great danger, now that their master is dead.
You will kill, or you will wi sh that you had died al so."

Troy covered the space between themin one |ong-

| egged stride. He stooped, caught Zul by the collar of
his tunic, and pulled himto his feet, holding him

pi nned agai nst a cabi net.

"You will tell me why these animals are a danger,"
he said softly, trying to put into that speech all the
force and nmenace he coul d nuster.

"Because"—Zul's eyes were lifted to Troy's; appar-
ently he was nmaking a | ast throw, which m ght or

m ght not contain the truth—they are nore than
animals. They think, they take orders, they report—

"What orders do they take, and to whom do they
report?"
114

Zul swal l owed visibly. There were snall beads of

oily noisture forming on his forehead just bel ow the
tight knots of his hair. Yet Troy sensed that he was
not afraid of his captor, but of sonething else. "They
take their orders from hi mwho sunmons them" Zul's
eyes flicked to the tube and back again to Troy's face.
"And they report to him—=

"What ?"
"Information."

Puzzl e pieces clicked together in Troy's mnd. Pets—

with the ability to understand their nasters' or

m stresses' actions, to collect information—planted in
househol ds where information worth a high price could

be gat her ed!

"And Kyger did this?" That was a statenent as well
as a question.

"Yes. Now the animals nust be summoned and kil l ed
before the patrollers arrive. Gve ne the caller."

"I think not." So Zul did not know that the animals
had al ready arrived to answer the call of a dead or
dying man. And as Troy made a deci sion of his own,
he was answered by a thrust of emption fromthe
seem ngly enpty spaces of the roomfear, such as
had noved the kinkajou to his arms in the garden, a
determination to fight, perhaps, too, a vague plea
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And he knew that he was again tuned in on the
hi dden five. If the aninmals had been used by Kyger in
sonme schene, certainly they had only been tools.

"Let the patrollers get them" Zul continued, "and
they will have them under probes to | earn what they
can—and kill themafterwards. Is it not better to kil
themcleanly before that is done?"

Troy stiffened, felt his own reaction intensified as
115

the others picked it up. What Zul said made such good
sense it presented a new form of danger, and a very
big one. But his own thoughts were racing ahead.

So far only those in this roomknew that Kyger was
dead, with the exception of his killer—which gave
Troy a small measure of time. He knew that he could
not let zZul kill the animals, and he would fight to
keep themfromfalling into the hands of those who
woul d wring secrets out of themvia the probes.

Fl i ght —But where? Menory painted for hima

picture of that plateau high in the clean w nd. Not
perhaps there—but the WIld that stretched over half

of this continent. To shake one man and five snall
animals out of that would be a | ong and arduous task,
and before it was done perhaps he could find a solution
to their problemin another way.

"You'll have to let nme call themand kill them
qui ckly!'" Zul was losing control, his voice rasping
| ouder as he watched Troy with narrowed eyes.

"Be quiet!" Troy enforced that order by planting his
hand over the other's nmouth. Holding Zul so in spite
of his renewed withings, Horan tried to contact the
ani mal s.

"Go together—away from here." He thought those

words with all the enphasis he could, not trying to
anal yze why he must chanpion the five, only know ng
that it was very inportant to do so—ot only for them
but for him

I f Zul understood what he was doi ng, he gave no

sign of it. As he fought to be free of Troy's hold, his
eyes were now wi |l d above the tenporary gag of the
other's palm

There was again a flicker of movement, which Troy
116

r

caught only fromthe corners of his eyes. The bl ack cat
materialized as if f"omthe flooring, cane stealthily,
with its belly fur brushing the carpet, skirting Kyger's
outflung arm And Zul, sighting it over Troy's hand,

was still. Troy waited as the cat reached them to

front Zul with a silent, nmenacing snarl, hatred ex-
pressed in every fluid Iine of its body.
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"They do not need to be called, Zul," Troy said
softly, "for they are here. And fromhere they shall go
safely. "

So they cane—the other cat in a swift spring, the

foxes side by side, and |l ast of all the kinkajou in a
rush that brought it to Troy, to clinb up his body as if
it were a tree.

"W shall all go together for a little, Zul." Troy

swung the smaller nman about, held him before him

with one hand as he transferred Zul's knife to his own
belt. He dropped the tube to the floor, and the bl ack
cat went into instant action, setting it rolling with
smal |l paw taps until the cylinder disappeared under

one of the cabinets. Now all the aninmals, save the

ki nkaj ou which rode on Troy's shoulder, its tail |oosely
coi |l ed about the nan's neck, slipped out the door

Zul night have been shocked speechl ess by the
appearance of that furred conmpany and their cooper-
ation with Troy. He obeyed the other's push like a
controll ed robot, and all his struggles ceased as they
went down the stairs, heading toward the courtyard

One part of Troy's mind considered the matter of
supplies—and the flitter. So much depended now on
chance and | uck, and he woul d have to hope for help

from bot h.
Still holding Zul, he paused just within the passage
117

door and | ooked out into the courtyard. The flitter was
just where he had seen it last. Fromthe pens and

cages cane the usual night sounds. And there was no
sign of the yardman who shoul d have been on duty.

Troy caught a stir at the side of the flitter, knew
that the animals had picked that much of his intention
fromhis mnd. At this hour the air |anes would be
crowded with villa dwellers returning hone from ni ght
spots in Tikil. He would have that traffic for cover
fromthe patrollers

Now t hat he had made his decision, Troy had to

throttle down the excitenent bubbling in him For the
first tine in years he was going to sanple freedom

He had had a very small taste of that on the expedition
with Rerne, but this tinme the choice was his al one.

Zul renmai ned the i medi ate problem Troy continued

to propel the other before himuntil they reached the
storeroom Since they had left the roomin which Kyger
lay, the other had not struggled. It mght have been
that he had no nore desire than Troy to draw attention
to their activities

I nside, Troy shoved his captive into a comer and
wor ked fast. He knew that Kyger had rmade a point of
supplying the Terran animals with special inported
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food, and he tossed into a sack such containers of that
as he could find. Zul's knife was in his belt and in
addition the flitter would have a stunner in its arma

| ocker. He drew the cord of the sack tight, with Zul
wat ching him The latter spoke and Troy knew he

meant every word he said.

"W shall hunt and we shall kill. And the patrollers
will hunt also. There is no place you can hide that one
118

or the other of us will not find. And for you also there
will be death now. "

"Because | know too much?" Troy suggest ed.

"Because of that—and because of this. W cannot

al | ow know edge of this thing."

"And you will set the patrollers on me—=

Zul grinned. "There will be no need to tell them of
the animals. They will cone and find a dead nman
where one of his hirelings has fled. That is a story
that needs no telling, even to the nost stupid."

"Suppose they find that two have fled?" Troy asked.

He had no wi sh to take Zul along; that would be like
fitting a triggered egg bonb into the flitter. But the
di sappearance of two of Kyger's enpl oyees at the sane
time, and one of them an ol d associate of the ex-
spacer, mght nudiy the trail as far as the | aw was

concer ned.

Slinging the bag over his shoul der, he closed on Zul
agai n, herding himout of the storeroomin the direction
of the flitter. But that plan was to go awy. There was
a sudden shout fromthe passage |eading to Kyger's
quarters. Zul relaxed, made hinself a dead wei ght

that Troy could not hope to manhandl e into the flyer

wi thout a loss of precious tine. He | eaped over the
prone man and scranbled into the flitter, hoping the

ani mal s were al ready on board.

"Here!" Qut of nowhere cane that reassurance as

Troy took the lift control and raised the machi ne out
of the well of the courtyard. Lights showed in the
forepart of Kyger's roons. Perhaps one of the yardnen
had di scovered the body. Troy nmust make the best use
of the small head start that he had.

119

The main streamof the late traffic went north, not
east, and he would have to weave into that, not making
the necessary turn until he was well over the villa
section. Also the flitter nust keep within the |lawfu
speed of the passenger |anes.

Troy triggered the corn on the control panel and
listened intently for any hint that the al arm had been
rai sed behind him Zul's words had not been an idle
threat. However, once in the Wld, he did not fear the
patrollers too nmuch.
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VWhat did concern himwas the C an rangers, orga-
nized to track down just such unauthorized invasions
as his own. They knew the wilderness intimately. This
realization nmade future prospects suddenly far nore
bl eak for Troy, and they grew grinmrer the farther he
flew. Yet he had nade his choice and there was no
turni ng back.

Rene! |f cornered, dare he appeal to the Hunter?
Once nore he experienced the odd duality he had
known that norning on the plateau. Part of himwas
untrusting, wary, disillusioned, and anot her segnent
pull ed toward confidence in the ranger, a |longing for
the freedomin which he and his kind wal ked under

an open sky.

A patroller cruised above his flitter, and Troy sat
stiff and tense, waiting for the order to land. Then the
official flyer darted away, and he drew a really deep
breath once nmore. The traffic about hi mwas thinning.
Soon he woul d have to make his dash out of the

regul ar lanes into what he hoped woul d be the con-

ceal nent of the night. He saw the twinkle of villa
lights, two of them anong the rising heights. Snhapping
off his lawful lights, he banked to the right, comng
120

around to head eastward in a burst of speed that
should tear himwell away fromthe city | anes before
he was noti ced.

But it was several very | ong nonents before he

could be sure of that escape. So far there had been no
war ni ng broadcast on the corn. Certainly if the nen in
the shop had been aroused, they would have called in
the patrollers and there would be a bl anket al arm out

for the stolen flitter. Zul -was Zul still determned to
hold off the law as long as he could to serve his own
pur poses?

And in the last warning the little nman had said
"we"—ot "I". Who were "we"? If Kyger was not the
master of the animal s—and Zul was certainly a
subor di nat e—+hen who was? Soneone in Tikil with
power enough to delay the official hunt so that a
private and deadly one could be put into notion? Zul
had warned Troy that he woul d be the quarry of two
chases. And in the WId perhaps tailed by the C ans
as wel | .

Troy's lips shaped a mirthless smle. Too many
hunting parties mght just foul each other. He would
not specul ate on chances that m ght not exist. One
move at a tine was all anyone coul d nake.

The flitter sped on into the night, northeast. Before
dayl i ght caught them and he woul d have to set down,
they should be well into the wilderness. And, remem
bering the nmountain chains Rerne had lifted them
above, he set the flyer to clinbing, though the auto-
mati ¢ al arm systemwas on and the autopilot would
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avoi d any crash agai nst an unseen peak

He becane conscious of warnth against his thigh
and side, the soft touch of a small paw on his nervously
121

rigid arm The kinkajou was pressed agai nst him and

the rest of that odd crew had clinbed into the other

hal f of the driver's seat. Troy began to tal k, not know ng
how nmuch of what he said reached their mnds, but

driven by the inpulse to put his nebulous plans into

wor ds.

"There is the WIld ahead—and only the rangers and
the native animals in it. Such a place should hold
many hidi ng places for such as we—

"And good hunting." From one of them had cone

that quick reply. He sensed a rising excitenment that
was born not of fear or the need for defense but of
antici pation—an enotion that all five of them shared,

"Good hunting." He confirned that. "Trees, and
pl ai ns, nountains, rivers, rocks—

"It is good to run free." Qut of the general aura of
sati sfaction those definite words arose.

"It is good to run free!" Troy echoed. Free of the

D ppl e, of Tikil—ef the ways of men, which he had
endured only because of his own stubborn determ nation
not to be broken

Overhead the stars made a clear, cold pattern, and

the green round of the nmoon, rising above the noun-
tains, showed snow caps |ike clear jade. The fugitives
were across the first rimof the Larsh—+nto the
Wld—and still no hint that the chase was up behi nd.
Troy knew again the heady exultation of one who is

pul ling of f an odds-agai nst m ssion. He had no map,

no points of reference, but he was certain that to
sinmply continue northeast would bring himout along
the fringe of the plains.

He set the controls on conplete autopilot, stretched
his arnms wide. Hi s shoulders ached fromthe rigid
122

r

tension that had held himduring the first hours of
flight.

"By dawn," he told his conpanions, "we shall be
down—n a big country where there are no trails."

The ki nkajou had crowded into his lap, was curling

up against him And now the black cat was at his

side, sitting upright, watching the night sky outside

the bubble of the flitter, as if it had now accepted Troy
as one of its own Kind.

He must have drowsed, for the red snap of |ight on
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the control panel brought himawake with the stupid
dul I ness of a too quickly aroused sl eeper

"Warn off! Warn off!"

Troy had heard just that sane netallic voice before,
but he could not renenber when or why.

Hi s hands went to the controls. He thunbed the
autopilot release, but it did not give. As he hanmered
at it with his fist, that blink of Iight becane steady
and he renenber ed—Ruh—karv

"Warn of f"

Troy reached for the m ke, to say the words that
woul d end their escape attenpt. But that nove cane
too late. The red light was now a beam Qut of the
ni ght bl ossoned a huge burst of eye-searing white.
The flitter lurched, |ost speed, started down.

123
El even

Afterwards Troy could recall little of that crazy
falling-leaf descent that threw them from one side of
the pilot's seat to the other. They were not quite
hel pl ess before the force that had shaken them of f
course and out of the sky, for the accident-safety ray
had fl ashed on automatically, bringing themdown to
ground | evel at a speed under that of a direct crash
Troy fought the controls, beat at the lock with the ful
force of his wists and arns. Sonethi ng gave and for
an instant or so the flitter was his again. He tried to
put the nose up and the flyer gave a giant hop

If that action did not win themthe sky again, it

did carry the flyer—with the effect of bursting through
a taut curtai n—beyond the influence of the thing that
had grabbed them out of the air. Troy felt the flitter
wheel s stri ke, bouncing themup. They flattened off in a
second crash, and it was dark—spon and stars blotted
out.

Hi s chest hurt and his head ached. In his nouth

was the unforgettable flat sweet taste of blood. Before
hi m was dar kness, but from behind cane a neasure of
light that he could sight as he tried to turn his head.

"Qut—eut— That was a plea rising to a kind of
frenzy. Troy could feel novenent beside him back
and forth across his bruised body until he grunted
wi th pain.

124

Sonmehow he forced up his left arm worked at the

catch of the cabin door, |unging against that stubborn
barrier with the strength of his shoul der. The pane
gave, tunbling himout, and smal F paws t hudded on
himas their owners raced into the open

Troy pulled hinself up and tried to see where they
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had conme to earth. Under himthe surface of the ground
seened singularly snooth. H s hand, questing over it,
scraped up the grit of sand that lay in a drifted skim
on stone or r”~ck, very level stone or rock. As he tw sted
fully arouna, he could see the shaft of noonlight better
Behi nd—yes—the flitter had in sone incredible way

fitted itself nose first into a crevice where an arch of
roof shut off the sky.

Troy worked his way around the weckage to the

light. But it was after he had craw ed those few feet
that he realized what had happened and how chance,
the protective device of the Cans, and his own | ast-
monent attenpt to control the flitter had | anded them
in an unusual hiding place. Those rounded dones and
crunmbling walls, blind of any wi ndow or door opening
were set deep in the sand of a desert waste. He had
crashed straight into the heart of Ruhkarv itself!

"Where—2" He tried to sumon the ani mal s—and

since he had no nanes to call, he pictured them
mental ly. The cats, black and gray-blue, the foxes,
russet and cream the kinkajou, where were they?
Hurt? Still about?

"Come—one back!" He called softly aloud, heard

odd echoes reply fromthe ruins about. Qutside now,

he coul d | ook around, see how the flyer had nosed into
a donme that had a crunbl ed opening in one side.

A shadow | eaped from one of the broken arches,
125

pattered to him The ki nkaj ou had answered his call

It | eaped to his shoulder, coiling its flexible tail about
his upper armin a grip tight enough to pinch. Troy
reached up his other hand, caressed the round head
butting agai nst his cheek

Then the foxes returned in a swift |ope, stopping
before him their pointed noses up, testing the w nd,
their eyes agl eam

"Come," Troy coaxed the cats. Wen there was no
answer, he detached the kinkajou, started back into
the done cave to explore the weck. In the pocket of
the door he had wenched open he found an at om

torch and thunbed its button. The cone of |ight made
clear the nose of the flyer enbedded in the space of
the done as a too thick thread m ght have been forced
into the eye of a needle.

Troy flashed the light into the machi ne and then

stood very still as he saw a swiall |inp body. Blue eyes
wide with pain were raised 10 his. The gray-blue cat

lay flat, its nmouth open, panting. Now and again it
licked a foreleg that was cl anped tight between two
buckl ed pieces of metal. Above it crouched its bl ack
mat e, who, upon seeing Troy, uttered a series of sharp,
demandi ng cri es.

Setting down the torch, Troy went to work to free
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the delicate leg. Then he carried the cat into the open,
placing it on the ground until he could sal vage the aid
kit of the flyer.

By the time the first thin streaks of false dawn were
in the sky, he had done what he could. The |eg had
been set and treated. He had dragged out of the flitter
the food bag, the stunner, and sonme of the kit tools,
whi ch he festooned fromhis own belt. As tinme had

126

passed and no one had invaded the forbidden area of
the ruins to gather themup prisoners. Troy began to
bel i eve that they had been brought down by sone

aut omati ¢ guard device and that on foot they still had
a chance to escape capture. But whether the O ans

had set other guards about Ruhkarv, which n ght

now keep theminside, he did not know.

The foxes and the black cat nelted into the shadows,

| eaving Troy to his collection of equipnent. Only the
ki nkaj ou remained to watch and at last to come to his
aid, dragging small objects fromthe wecked flyer to
pile by the dome. Troy sat back on his heels. He had
been so busy that he had not had tinme to consider the
future further than the next job to be done, for he had
been driven by a sense of working against tine.

"Wal | -al | that cannot be seen— The bl ack cat
stepped out from a nei ghboring done and cane directly
to the man.

"Wal | around here?" Troy's hand swept in a gesture
to indicate the ruins.

"Yes. W have tried to cross many pl aces."

One of Troy's fears had materialized. The d ans
must have set a barrier about Ruhkarv. Intended to
bar interlopers, it would make himand the ani mals
prisoners within. How he had managed to pierce it
with the flitter was a nystery.

"There are many dens—mybe hunting in them—=
One of the foxes drifted into the open. The cat had gone
toits injured mate, was licking its head caressingly.

"Danger underground here." Troy countered that
hal f suggestion fromthe prick-eared scout.

"Not now." The report was enphatic and Troy
wonder ed. Before Faukl ow s expedition with the recaller
127

had turned the nanme of Ruhkarv into a synonym for

ni ght mare, the upper galleries of the strange city or
structure had been explored with inpunity by a handfu
of the curious. If it had been only the action of the
recal l er that had dammed the place—wel |, the rangers

had put an end to the nmachine's broadcasts, according
to Rene, and the undersurface passages m ght give

the fugitives shelter for a tine. He would have to
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have sonme rest, Troy knew, and perhaps here in the
heart of a forbidden territory they had found tenporary
safety after all.

"W go then—+to0 a safe den."

Wth the food bag over his shoulder, the injured cat
hel d as confortably as he coul d nanage agai nst his
chest, and the stunner ready in his free hand, Troy
nmoved out. The kinkajou rode on his shoul der, naking
small twittering noises and now and then patting its
two-1egged steed with a forepaw as if to make Troy
continually aware of its presence. The foxes and the
bl ack cat guided himto another dome, in which a

| arge segnent of wall had been cut through in the
past, either by one of the early treasure seekers or by
the ill-fated Faukl ow men.

Al the fantastic tales that had been told of this

pl ace were peopling the dusk Troy faced with a nyriad
of nightrmares, but the readiness of the animals to
expl ore was his insurance. Troy knew that their senses
were far keener and nore to be relied upon than his
own, and that they would give warning of any trouble
ahead. He snapped on the atomtorch he had sl ung
fromhis belt, watched the cone of |ight bob and wave
across flooring and walls as it swung to the rhythm of
his wal k.
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There was nothing to be seen but walls and a

pavenent of bl ocks, fitted together with precision and
skill. At the far side of the dome was the dark nouth
of a ranp | eading down into the real Ruhkarv. That
murk had a quality close to fog, Troy thought—as if
the dark itself swirled about with independent notion
And even the atomlight was sapped, weakened by it.

Yet the lead fox had al ready padded down into those
depths, and its mate and the cat were waiting for Troy
al nost i npatiently.

"This is a place where there has been great danger,"
Troy warned, conbining words with the nental reach

"Not hi ng here—* He was sure that inpatient over-
tone canme fromthe bl ack cat.

"Not hing here," Troy repeated even as his boots
clicked on that sloping length of stone, "but perhaps
farther on—=

"There is water."

Troy was startled at that confident interruption

They had the supplies fromthe flitter, but the problem
of water had nagged at him If somewhere within this
maze the aninmals had | ocated water, they were even
better provided for than he had dared to hope.

"Wher e?"
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"W go—,

The ranp carried himdown through three | evels of
side corridors, all enpty as far as the beans of the
atom light could disclose, all exactly alike, so that
Troy began to think a nman mght well become lost in
such a place without a guide. And he tried to set his
own entrance path in his head, nenorizing each cor-
ridor by counting.

Somewhere there must be an unseen air system for
129

the at nosphere, though dry and acrid, remined

breat habl e, and he was sure that now and then from

one of the offshoot corridors he scented a whiff of some
fresh inport fromthe surface.

At the fourth level, though the ranp continued on

to Korwarian depths, Troy found the three scouts
waiting for him And now, unless his sense of direc-
tion was conpl etely benmused, they took a way that
headed directly east. For a nonment he dared to wonder
if some one of these |Iong hallways m ght not take
them outsi de the range of the bl ocki ng-wave wall so
that they could enmerge free in the WId.

Stark walls of red-gray stone, paved footing—nothing

el se, save the fine sifting of centuries of dust, which
arose al nost ankl e-hi gh and nuffled the sounds of his
own footfalls. Twice only were those walls broken by
round openi ngs, but when he swung the beam of the

torch in, he saw not hing save a bare, circular cel
hardly | arge enough for a man to crouch in, w thout

any ot her opening. The purpose of such roonms—f roons
they coul d be cal | ed—+enmi ned anot her of the Ruhkarv

mysteries.

But their journey was not to continue so easily. The
eastern corridor ended in a huge well, and again a
descendi ng ranp faced them curving about the side of
t hat openi ng, narrow enough to make Troy thoughtful,
t hough the sl ope was not too steep as far as he could
sight with the torch's aid. Again the scouts noved
ahead, and there was nothing to do except follow.

As he went down, there was a change in the air—not

a freshness, but a rise of noisture. As the wall agai nst
whi ch he steadied hinself fromtine to tinme began to
grow cl ammy under his fingers, he knew that the fox
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had been right. Sonewhere bel ow was a source of
water—a | arge one, if he could judge by the present
evi dence.

As the noisture content grew, he was aware of a
fetid under scent—ot exactly the stagnant stench of
an undrai ned and unrenewed pond under the sun, but
the hint of something ill about that water. However,
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there were trickles of danp on the walls and his thirst
grew.

Around and around—the coiled spring of the ranp

inside the well began to forma d*zying pattern. There
was no break here made by side corridors. Troy | ost
track of tine; his |l egs ached, and every bruise on his
body added to his punishment. He was sure now that

if he should try to reverse his path and reach the
surface—er even the last corridor fromwhich this

drop had issued, he would not be able to sunmon up
strength enough to finish. There was only the need to
get to the bottomof the well, out on the |evel some-
where where he could drop down and rest.

And finally the torch did show hima pavenent.

Troy reached it in a long stride and flashed the |ight
about the bottomof the well. There was water right
enough, but—-as dry as his nmouth now was, as mnuch

as his body cried out for a drink—he could not bring

hi nsel f to approach closely that sullenly flow ng runnel

The water was a ribbon of oily black, |ooking as

thick and turgid as if the substance were nore than

half slinme, and it nmoved with sluggish ripples onits
surface fromone side of the pit to the other, filling to
within a few inches of the pavenent surface a stone
trough that had been constructed to carry it.

The inlet and outlet for that yard-w de fl ow were
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| arge circul ar openings—the inlet situated under the
rise of the ranp fromthe floor. And except for those
there was no other way out-save the ranp down

whi ch he had just cone. But the black cat and the
foxes were at the mouth of the inflow tunnel, and

when Troy wal ked to that point, he saw that the

tunnel was |arger than the streamat floor |evel, |eav-
ing a narrow path to the right of the water.

"Qut?" he asked, and that single word echoed hollowy
until the boom hurt his ears. The kinkajou chattered

angrily, and the cat in Troy's hold pressed the good

forel eg hard against his chest and added a protesting
wail. But the three aninmals before himglanced up

and then away again, into the tunnel, telling himas

plainly as with words or the nind touch that this was

i ndeed the proper exit.
The ripples on the water, as Troy passed al ong so

close to it, began to take on a rather om nous and
sinister significance, and he wondered just how deep
that trough really was, for some of the ripples went
agai nst the current, suggesting action under the dark
surface of the fl ood—sonething or things noving

i ndependently against the flow of the water. For an
anxi ous while one such V of ripples acconpani ed Troy
at his own pace. Tine and tine again he paused to
flash the torch directly on that disturbance—to sight
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nothing in the inky Iiquid.

That slight fetid odor was growi ng stronger, yet

again he felt a puff of renewing air, though through

what channel in the walls he could not guess. But the

gl eam of his torch began to pick up small answering
sparks of light along the walls. From pinpricks scattered
wi t hout apparent pattern they grew thicker, set in
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clusters. And once, when he turned his head to watch
a particularly large and suspicious line of ripples,
Troy saw that those sparks of |ight behind him
awakened by the torchlight, did not |ose their gleam
but continued as small patches with a bluish glow He
tried the experinent of snapping the torch off for a
moment and | ooked about him Were the atomlight

had touched, that blue gl ow renai ned. But ahead the
way was still dark. Whatever those flecks m ght be,
they needed the radiance fromthe light to set them
actual I y wor ki ng.

The patches of such light grew |l arger, and now he

t hought he could trace a kind of design—+tike a sharply
peaked zi gzag—+n their general setting, which argued
that they were not native to the rock bl ocks of which
these walls were fashioned but placed there with a

pur pose by the unknown buil ders. At |ast he was

backed by an eerie glow walling in the stream al ong
whi ch he wal ked.

His torch found an opening in the wall ahead. The
cat awaited himthere, but the foxes were not to be
seen. Troy pushed on, eager to be out of the tunne
and its attendant water channel

When he canme out, he was not in another corridor

or room-but he stepped into what night have once

been sone vast underground cavern adapted by the
unknown buil ders of Ruhkarv to their own peculiar
uses. His torch beam was swal |l owed up by the vastness
of the open expanse and he halted, a little daunted by
what faced him Here was a city in mniature, open
ways runni ng between walls of separate, roofless en-
closures. And yet the substance of those walls— It
was fromhere that the fetid odor had cone. He could
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not be sure, yet sonmehow he shrank from putting his
guess to the test of actually laying his hand upon one
of those slimly noist surfaces—but it |ooked at first,
and even after a nore careful examination, as if those
wal | s grew out of the ground, that they were giant

sl abs of an unknown fungus.

There was an open space of white-gray soil, neither
sand nor gravel but possessing a granul ar appearance,
bet ween the mouth of the water tunnel and the be-
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ginning of the first of those structures, and Troy was
inno hurry to cross it.

"A road around—

One or all of his guides had picked his feelings of
repugnance out of his mind, and he knew then that
they shared it in a nmeasure.

"Cone!" The last was urgent and Troy broke into a
clumsy trot, not sure now just how | ong he coutd keep
moving at all. He rounded an outthrust suburb of the
fungus town and saw sonet hi ng el se—a shaft of
brightness that was so clean, so nuch of the world

that he knew, that he threw himself toward it, his trot
| engthening into a run

There was an island of sanity in the mdst of what
was not of his world, nor, he suspected, of any hunman
worl d. From sonme break in the arch overhead, through
what unknown trick of nature—er of the architects of
this place—he woul d never know, a shaft of sun struck
here. And there was water, a small pool of it fed by a
runnel through the sand. Cear water with none of the
turgid rolling of the streamthat had |led them here
Troy put down the injured cat where it could | ap
beside its mate, scooped up a palnful to wet lips and
chin as he sucked avidly.
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Two, three tiny plants, frail as |lace, grew on the
bank of that pool. Troy drank again blissfully and
then opened the supply bag, sharing its contents anobng
hi s band, taking hinself the concentrates that would
gi ve hi mdays of energy.

Was there any other way out of this dead, fungoid
wor |l d? At the nonent he was too tired to care. Wth
his head pillowed on the food bag, Troy curled up,
weak with exhaustion, aware that the aninals were
gathering in about him as if they, too, distrusted
what |ay beyond the circle of sunlight.

Did anything live here? The ripples in the water

had been suggestive. And there m ght be other crea-
tures to whomthe fungus-walled streets were hone.
But Troy could no | onger summon the strength to
stand guard. He felt the warnmh of small furred bod-
i es pressed against his, and that was the |last he
remenber ed.

Twel ve

He mi ght have been asleep only for a nonent, Troy

t hought when he roused. The sun patch still lit the
pool . There had been no change in his surroundings,
save that the aninals, except for the injured cat, were
gone. The cat raised its head fromlicking the splinted
| eg and made an inquiring noise deep in its throat as
Horan sat up, rubbing his armacross his eyes. He
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shook his head, still a little benmused, wondering vaguely
if he had slept the clock around.

Then out of the murk of the fungus growth trotted

the black cat, its head held high as it dragged the body
of a linmp thing across the coarse earth. Paying no
attention to Troy, it brought the weird underground
dweller to its mate.

The dead creature was in its way as hideous as the
hur-hur, a nightmare conbi nati on of many | egs, stalked
eyes, segnented, plated body. But apparently to both
felines it was a very acceptable formof food and they
di ned am ably together

If the Terran aninmals were able to forage for them
selves even in this hole in the ground, Troy had proof
of another ofKyger's secrets. They had not needed the
special food that had been so cerenoniously delivered
at a suitably high price to the quondam owners in

Tikil.
"Good hunting?" he asked the black casually.

The cat was engaged in a neticulous toilet with
tongue and paw.

"Good hunting," it agreed.

"The others al so have good hunting?" Troy wondered
where in that unwhol esone fungoid growth the nmissing
three hunted and what they pursued.

"They eat," the cat answered with finality.

Troy stood up, stretched the cranps out of his sore
body. He had no intention of remaining in this cavern,
or underground city, or whatever it mght be.

"There is a way out?" he asked the cat, and received
the odd nental equival ent of what m ght have been a
shrug. It was plain that hunting had been of nore
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i mportance than exploration for another passage as
far as that independent ani mal was concer ned.

Troy sat down again to study both cats. The injured
one was still eating, with neatness, but hungrily. He
was sure that it was not unaware of the exchange
between its mate and hinsel f.

Horan had no control over the five Terran ani mal s,
and he knew it. By sonme freak of chance he was able
to comunicate with themafter a disjointed fashion
But he was very sure that their comunication with
Kyger had been nuch clearer and full er—perhaps
through the aid of that odd summoni ng devi ce he had
seen in the dead nman's hands.
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They had acconpanied himin the flight from Tiki
because that had suited their purpose al so, just as
they had guided himto this particular hole. Yet he
knew well that if they wi shed they would | eave him as
readily, unless he could establish some closer tie with
them The position was changed—n Ti kil he had been

in command because that was man's place. Here the

ani mal s had found their own; they no | onger needed him

It was disquieting to face the fact that his sonewhat
rosy dreans of cooperation between man and ani nal

m ght be just that—dreans. He could fly the fussel to
his will and that bird would know t he pl easure of the

hunt and still return on call. But these hunters had
wills and minds of their ow, and if they gave com
pani onship, it would be by free will. The age-old bal -

ance of man and ani mal had tipped. There would be a
cool examination fromthe other side, no surrender
but perhaps an alliance.

And such thoughts could | ead Troy now to understand
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Zul's dermand that the aninmals be killed. Few nen

were going to accept readily a copartnership with crea-
tures they had al ways consi dered property. There woul d
lurk a threat to the supremacy man believed in.

Yet Troy knew that he could not have |eft any of

the animals in Tikil, nor yielded to Zul's denands.
Why? Way did he feel that way about then? He was
uneasy now, al nost urhappy, as he realized that he

was not dealing with pets, that he nust put aside his
conception of these five as playthings to be owned and
ordered about. Neither were they humans whose

t hi nki ng processes and reactions he could in a nmanner

anti ci pate.

The bl ack cat ceased its toilet, sat upright, the tip of
its tail folded neatly over its paws, its blue eyes
regarding Troy. And the man stirred uneasily under

that unw nki ng stare.

"You wi sh a way out?"

"Yes." Troy answered that sinmply. Wth this new
hunbl eness he was willing to accept what the other

woul d gi ve.

"Thi s pl ace—not man' s—not ours—
Troy nodded. "Before man—sonething |i ke nan but

different."

"There is danger—eld danger here." There was a

new touch of thought |ike a new voice. The gray-blue
cat had finished its nmeal and was | ooki ng over the
good paw, raised to its nouth for a tonguing, at Troy.
"There was a bad thing happened here to nen—
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some years ago."

Both cats appeared to consider; that. Perhaps their
mnds linked in a thread of conmunication he could
not reach.
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r

"You are not of those we know. " That was the bl ack
cat. Troy di scovered that he could now distinguish
one's thought touch from another's. The ani nal s had
come to be definite and separate personalities to him
and cl oser in conpani onship because of that very fact.
Sonetimes he was so certain of a conrade at hand

that it was a shock to realize that the mind he could
touch was outwardly clothed in fur and was borne by
four feet, not two.

"Few nmen know our speech—and those nust use

the caller. Yet fromthe first you could contact us
wi thout that. You are a different kind of nman." That
was the gray-blue cat.

"l do not know. You mean that you cannot 'talk' to
everyone?"

"True. To the big man we tal ked—because that was

set upon us—just as we had to obey the caller when he
used it. But it was not set upon us to talk to you—yet
you heard. And you are not one-who-is-to-be-obeyed."

Set upon them-did they nmean that they had been
conditioned to obey orders and "tal k" with certain hu-
mans?

"No," Troy agreed. "I do not know why | hear your
"talk," but | do."

"Now that the big man is gone, we are hunted."
"That is so."

"I't is as was told us. We should be hunted if we
tried to be free."

"We are free," the black cat interrupted. "W night
| eave you, man, and you could not find us here unless
we willed it so."

"That is true."

139

Agai n the pause, those unblinking stares. The bl ack

cat noved. It came to him its tail erect. Then it sat
upon its hind legs. Horan put out his hand diffidently,
felt the quick rasp of a rough tongue for an instant on

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt (90 of 147) [1/17/03 1:06:43 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt

hi s t hunb.
"There will be a way out."

The cat's head turned toward the fungus town. It

stared as intently in that direction as it had toward
Troy a nonent earlier. And the man was not surprised
when out of that unwhol esome naze trotted the fox

pair, followed by the kinkajou. They cane to stand
before Troy, the black cat a little to one side, and the
man caught little flickers of their unheard speech.

"Not one-to-be-obeyed—hunts in our paths—will et
us wal k free—=

It was the black cat who continued as spokesnan.
"We shall hunt your way for you now, man. But we

are free to go."

"You are free to go. | share ny path; | do not order
you to wal k upon it also." He searched for phrases to
express his acceptance of the bargain they offered and
his willingness to be bound by their conditions.

"A way out— The cat turned to the others. The

foxes | apped at the pool and then | oped away. The

ki nkaj ou dabbled its front paws in the water. Troy
offered it a pressed-food biscuit and it ate with noisy
crunchings. Then it turned to the cavern wall at their
back and frisked away along its foot.

"W shall go this way." The cat nodded to the right
of the pool, along that clean strip of ground between
the fungoid growmh and the cavern wall.

Troy enptied two of the containers of dry food, rinsed
them and filled themwith water as a reserve supply.
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Both cats drank slowy. Then Troy picked up the in-
jured one, who settled confortably in the crook of his
arm The bl ack darted away.

Horan wal ked at a reasonabl e pace, studying his
surroundi ngs as he went. To the gl ance there was no
alteration in either the fungus walls or the rock bar-
rier to his right. But as he drew farther away fromthe
spl otch of sunlight, he switched on his atomtorch.

The cat stirred in his hold, its head—with ears
sharply poi nted—swung to face the fungus.

"There is .sonmething there—alive?" Troy's hand went
to the stunner in a belt loop

"dd thing—ot alive," the thought answer came
readily. "Sargon finds—=

" Sar gon?"

The wavering picture of the male fox crossed his
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m nd. "You are naned?" he asked eagerly. Sonehow
nanmes made them seem | ess al oof and unt ouchabl e,
closer to his own kind.

"Man's nanmes!" There was disdain in that, hinting
that there were other forns of identification nore
subtle and intelligent, beyond the reach of a nere
human. And Troy, reading that into the cat's reply,
sm | ed.

"But | ama man. May | not use man's nanes?"

The logic of that appealed to the dafnty | ady he
carried. "Sargon and Sheba." Fleeing fox faces flashed
into his mnd. "Shang"—that was the kinkajou. "Sinba,
Sahi ba," her mate and herself.

"Troy Horan," he answered gravely aloud, to conplete
the round of introduction. Then he cane back to her
report. "This old thing—+t was nmade—er did it once
live?"
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"I't once lived." Sahiba relayed the fox's report
pronptly. "It was not man-Aot we—different."

Troy's curiosity was aroused, not enough, however,

to draw himinto the paths threading the forbidding
fungoid town. But as they passed that point he
wondered if the remains of one of the original inhab-
itants of Ruhkarv could lie there.

"An openi ng— Sahi ba rel ayed a new nessage.
"Shang has di scovered an openi ng—4p— She poi nt ed
with her good paw to the cavern wall.

Troy altered course, cane up a slight slope, and

found the kinkajou chattering excitedly and clinging
head down to a knob that overhung a crevice in the
wal | . Troy flashed the torch into that dark pocket.
There was no rear barrier; it was a narrow passage.

Yet it did not have any facing of worked stone as had
the other corridor entrances, and it m ght not |lead far

The foxes and Sinba cane fromdifferent directions

and stood sniffing the air in the rocky slit. Troy was
consci ous of that too—a faint, fresh current, stirring
the fetid breath of the fungus, hinting of another and
cl eaner place. This nust be a way out.

Yet the waiting animals did not seemin any hurry
to take that path.

"Danger?" asked Troy, willing to accept their hesi-
tation as a warning.

Si mba advanced to the overhang of the opening, his
head hel d hi gh, his whiskers quivering a little, as he
i nvestigated by scent.

"Somet hi ng waiting—for a long tine waiting—
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"Man? Ani mal ?"

But Simba appeared baffled. "Along time waiting,"
he repeated. "Maybe no | onger alive—but still waiting."
142

Troy tried to sift some coherent neani ng out of
that. The kinkajou nmade himstart as it | eaped from
the rock perch to his shoul der

"It is quiet." Shang broke in over Sinba's caution
"W go outside—this way outside—

But Troy asked Sinba for the final verdict. "Do we
go?"

The cat glanced up at him and there was a flash of
sonet hi ng war m upon the neeting of their eyes, as if
Troy in his deference to the other's judgnment had
advanced anot her step on the narrow road of under-
st andi ng between t hem

"W go—taking care. This thing | do not understand."

The foxes were apparently content to follow Sinba's
|l ead. And the three trotted into the crevice, while
Troy came behind, the atomtorch showing that this
way was indeed a slit in the rock wall and no worked
passage

Though the break was higher than his head by

several feet, it was none too w de, and Troy hoped

that it would not narrow past his using. Now that he
was well inside and away fromthe cavern, the freshness
of the air current blow ng softly against his face was
all-the nore noticeable. He was sure that in that
breeze was the scent of natural grow ng things and

not just the nustiness of the Ruhkarv paths.

They had not gone far before the pathway began to

sl ope upward, confirmng his belief that it connected
sonmehow with the outside world. At first, that slope
was easy, and then it becane steeper, until at |ast
Troy was forced to transfer Sahiba to the ration bag

on his back and use both hands to clinmb sone sections.
His | ess sensitive nose registered nore than just fresh
143

air now. There was an unusual fragrance, which was
certainly not normal in this slit of rock, nore appro-
priate to a garden under a sun hot enough to draw
perfume fromaromatic plants and fl owers. Yet be-
neath that al most cloying scent lay a hint of another
odor, a far less pleasant one—the flowers of his imag-
ining mght be rooted in a sline of decay.

The torch showed hi manother clinb. Luckily the
surface was rough and furni shed handhol ds. Shang
and Sinba went up it fluidly, the foxes in a nore
scranbl i ng fashi on. Then Troy reached the top and
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was greeted by a gl ow of daylight. He snapped off the
torch and advanced eagerly.

"No!" That warning canme enphatically fromnore

than one of the animals. Troy stiffened, studied the
pat h ahead, saw now that between himand the open
was a grating or nmesh of netting.

He stood still. The cat and the foxes were outlined
clearly agai nst that nesh.

" CGone—
A flicker of thought, which was perm ssion for him

to cone on. There was a neshwork over the way into
the open. And through it he could see vegetation and
a brightness that could only be daylight. The mesh
itself was of a sickly white color and was forned in
concentric rings with a thick blob like a knob in the

center.
Troy approached it gingerly, noting that the cat and

the foxes did not get within touching distance. Now he
noti ced sonething el se—that along the rings of the

netting were the remai ns of nunerous insects, ragged
tatters of wings, scraps of carcasses, all clinging to the
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surface of those thick cords. He drew the knife from
his belt and sliced down with a quick slash, only to
have the cord give very slightly beneath his bl ow
Then the bl ade rebounded as if he had struck at sone
i ndestructible elastic substance.

The cord stuck to the blade so that it was carried
upward on the rebound, and he had to give a hard jerk
to free it. A second such experinent nearly pulled the
knife out of his grasp. Not only was the stuff elastic
and incredibly tough, but it was coated w th something
like glue, and he did not think it was any product of
man—er of man's renote star-born cousins.

There was clearly no cutting through it. But there

was anot her weapon he could use. Troy set down the

bag in which Sahi ba rode and investigated the | oot he
had brought with himfromthe wecked flitter. There
was a small tube, nmeant originally for a distress flare,
but with another possible use.

Troy exani ned the webbing as well as he could

wi t hout touching it. The strands were coated with

thick beads of dust. It had been in place there for a
long tine. Unscrewi ng the head of the flare and hol d-
ing the other end of the tube, he aimed it at the center
of the web.

Violent red flame thrust |like a spear at the net.

There was an answering flower of fire running from

the point of inpact along the cords to their fastening
poi nts on the rock about the opening, -a stench that set
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Troy to coughing. Then—there was nothing at all
fronting them but the open path and sone trails of
snoke w eathing fromthe stone.

They waited for those to clear before Sinba took
145

a running leap to cross the fire-bl ackened space,
the foxed followi ng himeagerly. Troy, again carry-
i ng Sahi ba and Shang, brought up the rear

He was well away fromthe cliff before he realized
that they might have nade their escape fromthe
cavern of the fungus town, but they were not yet on
the open surface of Korwar. There was vegetation
here, growing rankly in an approximation of sunlight,
a light that filtered dowmn froma vast expanse of roof
crossed and crisscrossed with bars or beanms set in
zigzag patterns like those forned by the |ight sparks
in the water tunnel. Between that patching of bars
was a creamwhite surface, which, seen from ground

| evel, could have been sand held up by sonme invisible

means.

As Troy studied that, he saw a puff of gol den vapor
exhal ed froma section of crosshatched bars. The tiny
cloud floated softly down until it was midway between
the roof and earth, and then it discharged its bulk in a
smal | shower, spattering big drops of liquid on the

| eaves of the plants i mediately bel ow.

And now Troy coul d see radical differences between
those plants and the ordinary vegetation of the surface.
Not far away a huge four-petaled flower—the petals a
vivid cream its heart a striking orange-red-hung

wi t hout any stem Troy coul d detect, in a rounded
openi ng anong shaggy bushes.

The heavy, al nost oppressive fragrance he had first

noted in the passage cane fromthat. Sinba, nose
extended, stal ked toward the bl ossom Then the cat
arched its back and spat, its ears flattened to its skull
Troy, coming in answer to the wave of disgust and
warning fromthe animal, found his boots crunching
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t he husks of small bodies, charnel house debris. Hs
si ckened reaction nmade himslice at the horrible
flower—to discover it was not a flower but a cunning
weave of sticky threads. And, as his knife blade tore
through them the orange-red heart cane to life, |eap-
ing fromthe trap, darting straight at him

Troy had a confused inpression of nany-I|egged thing
with a gaping nouth, a thoned tail ready to sting.
But Sinba struck with a heavy cl awed paw, throw ng
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the creature up into the air. As it smashed to the
ground, Sargon pounded it into the earth in a flattened
smear. The fox sniffed and then drew back, his head
down, his paws rubbing frantically at his nose.

Sinba, tail noving in angry sweeps fromside to side,
sat half crouched as if awaiting a second attack

"This is a bad place," Sahiba stated flatly. And Troy
was ready to agree with her.

Oddly enough it was Shang, the kinkajou, who took

the |l ead. He | eaped from Troy's shoulder to the top of
the nearest tall bush, and in a nonent was only to be
mar ked by a thrasing of branches as he headed into
the miniature wilds. Troy dodged another nade-to-
order rain cloud and sat down to share out supplies
with his oddly assorted conpany. They woul d need

food and water before they tried to solve this |atest
riddle.

147
Thirteen

The sane wild waving of |eafed branches that had

mar ked Shang's departure heral ded his return. He

made a flying leap froma nearby bush top to the
ground, raising small spurts of dust as he raced toward
Tr oy.

"Man thing!" There was excitenent in that report,
enough to make Troy set down a water container
hastily, not quite sure whether Shang nmeant an ani -
mate or inanimte find.

"Where?" Troy asked, and then added quickly,
"What ?"

Shang raised a front paw and gestured to the mini-
ature wilderness. He seened unable to define the
"what" at all. Troy | ooked to the cats; he had conme to
accept their superior judgrment in such matters.

Si nba faced the screen of vegetation, and Horan,

alert nowto the slight changes he night not have

noted hours earlier, marked that twitch of' whi skered
muzzl e. Sahiba, linmping clumsily, left his side, joined
her mate, and sat in the same listening attitude.

"Call thing— It was Sinba who reported.

Troy experienced a flicker of uneasiness. There had
been a "call thing" associated with Ruhkarv, and he
did not want to have any cl ose connection with that,
certainly not with what runor and | egend suggested
that it had called.
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"ad d?" He did not know how Sinmba coul d pick the
answer to that out of the air, or out of Shang and the
messages the air brought feline senses.
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"Not old."
"Aman with it?"

Sinba's blue eyes, with their unreadabl e dept hs,
lifted fromthe foliage wall to Troy's. He caught the
cat's puzzlenent, as if Sinba was able to pluck a
confused series of inpressions fromchannels closed to
the man, but as if inportant sequences in that series
wer e | acki ng.

"Man thi ng— Shang was fairly dancing up and

down with eagerness, running a few steps toward the

wi |l derness, retreating to peer at Troy, plainly urging
that his find be exanined by Horan. But the man
continued to wait for the cats' verdict.

" Danger ous?"

To that again neither Sahiba nor Sinba made a

direct answer. But the urge to caution was intensified.
Then Sargon and Sheba went purposefully off into the
brush as if obeying sone order. Troy repacked the
supplies, picked up Sahi ba. He studied the natted
growt h before him looking for a path, or at |east a
thi nner patch through which he might force his way.

The light fromthe odd roofing overhead, which had
been day-bright when he had found his way into this
pl ace, was fading, and Troy did not nuch relish
plunging into the tangle. But, sighting a space be-
tween two bushes, he pushed in resolutely.

Wthin seconds he was conpletely lost. It was im
possible to keep any sort of straight course, and he
had to use his knife to get free of vines and sprawing
branches. The whol e growth m ght have been intel -
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ligently planted to forma giant trap or barrier. It was
Sahi ba who rel ayed the suggestions of the scouts and
Shang who roamed from bush to bush, com ng back to

coax him on.

Then Troy half fell through a nass of foliage, as a
tough vi ne gave way, and was once nore in the open—
facing a nightnmare scene.

There was an opening in the wall here, with a

wel | - cl eared, paved space before it. And in the center
of that, facing, the opening, was a snmall machine, a
machi ne akin to his owmn time and culture. A cone of
met a- pl ast was pointed with its large end toward the
wal | opening, and, as Troy stepped onto the pavenent,
he was i nmedi ately conscious of the fact that a faint
vi bration came fromthat machine. It was not only in
wor ki ng order—t was runni ng!

Cat, foxes, kinkajou—the animals were |ined up
well to the left of the nachine, facing the openi ng—
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wai ti ng—

Troy's cry was half choked in his throat as he | ooked
beyond the machine, along the line of that pointed
cone. It nust—surely it nust have once been human,
that thing trenbling a little, spread-eagled on just'
such a webbi ng as had choked the passage fromthe
fungus cavern. Yet this was a dried rag-fashi oned
creature fromwhich not only life but much of the bul k
of body had vani shed. The head, which still showed a
thatch of dust-stiffened hair, lolled forward on the
rack of bones that was the chest, and Troy was gl ad
he coul d not see the features.

He surveyed the webbing, seeing not only that it
covered the opening and held its | ong-dead prisoner
upright, frail as that structure of skin and bones was,
150

but that the cords also ran along the walls to forma
pattern of stripes, sone as fine as thread, others as
thick as one of his fingers. And the thing that had
woven the web coul d not have been one of the orange-
red lily hearts. It must have been | arger than the
Terran ani nmal s.

Had been—nust have been? Wat was there to

prove that the weaver was now gone? The captive was
dead. Troy thought he could guess how | ong he had
been there—ust as he knew what machi ne stood before
them its powers danpened out, nercifully, but still in
operation. This was part of the horror that had put
Ruhkarv out of bounds for his kind. The recaller had
been set here, a point Faukl ow had sel ected because
hi s know edge of nonhuman remai ns had indi cated
there nmight be a response. And there had been a
response—+00 concrete a one.

El sewhere the recall er had sunmoned only the pal -

lid tatters of ghostly nenories. Here sone freak of

time, space, or unknown nature had given body to a

ghost and the power to use it! Qut of a far and devious
past and the corridors of Ruhkarv had conme a crea-

ture, intelligent or not, ruler of those ways once, or a
prower in them as great an eneny to the builders as

it was to the Faukl ow nmen, which had had the energy

to revive and attack its arousers.

And per haps the naker of that web had been only

one of a nunber of nonsters that had craw ed out of
the caverns of Ruhkarv. Mst of the bodies of the

expl orers had been found aboveground with indica-

tions that they had, toward the end of their suffering,
battl ed i nsanely agai nst each other. Horrors driving
themin a mad flight to the surface.
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To the surface! That registered in Troy's mnd now
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as he strove desperately to keep his inagination under
control, to observe without trying to reconstruct what
had happened here. Fauklow s men had set up the
recaller, and they had fled fromthis point. So there
was an exit to the surface sonewhere fromthis cham
ber—did it |lead through that opening before hinf

He thought not. There would be no reason to aim

the recaller on the back trail of the passage that had
brought explorers here. No, that opening had had

some significance for the dead archaeol ogi st, but not
as a door of escape. The old story of the treasure of
Ruhkar v—had Faukl ow found sone clue that had | ed
himto believe he could sunmon a whi sper fromthe

past to reveal the hiding place of the treasure?

Troy only knew that nothing would have led himto
expl ore that dark tunnel nouth behind the spread
and wasted body of a man who m ght have tried just
that. He glanced at the animals. They were intent
upon the scene, but not hostile.

"Dead onl y?" he asked.

Sahi ba, pushed back agai nst his shoul der, her good
foreleg rigid on his arm

"Dead here— But there remmi ned an odd note of
puzzl enment in that reply.

"Here?" he echoed.
"It is here—yet it is not here." She shook her head.

Troy could not be sure of what she was trying to tel
him "The man is dead."

"Yes.
"And that which nade the net?"

"It is"—the gray-blue head noved, soft fur rubbing
hi s shoul der —~dead here—but waiting."
152

"The recaller!" Troy thought he knew now. Bl anketed

by the quencher beam fromthe rangers' installation

the machi ne could no |onger naterialize the uncanny
thing fromthe past. But under that blanket the recaller
still ran. Let anything again Iift the quencher and the
weaver of those webs would return!

Troy stared at the array of dials and buttons on the
smal | control board set into the back of the nachi ne.
There was no way of his knowi ng which of those

woul d cl ose down the dangerous ray, and he had no

i ntention of experinmenting.

Sinba crept slowy toward the web and the captive
there. He might have been a hunter stalking prey.

One bl ack foreleg stretched, a paw with cl aws extended
patted the drift of dust that lay at the foot of the
webbi ng. Sonet hing bright spun fromthat dust and
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Sinmba followed it, keeping it rolling away fromthe
openi ng, back, until it struck against Troy's boot.

The man stooped to pick it up. By the slick, cold fee
he knew he held a ring of netal, a deep crinmson-red.
But as his fingers closed on it, there was a change in
that plain bl ood-col ored band. Sparks flashed on it,
single and in pinpointed clusters, just as they had
appeared on the walls of the water tunnel. And Troy
believed that on his pal mnow rested no nenmento
fromthe body of the unknown dead captive, but

somet hing that was native to these chanbers and

hall's fromthe beginning, perhaps the only piece of
the |l ost treasure of Ruhkarv that men of his own

time would ever see. Had that, too, been sunmmpned

out of the past, given substance by sone chance of
the recaller? O had it been found in the tunne

by the web captive, who had fled carrying it—enly
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to be taken just as he was within sight of freedonf

On the band the sparks w nked faster. Al so—roy

frowned, conpletely puzzled. He had picked up a ring
only a size too large for any of his fingers; now he was
hol ding a nuch | arger |oop. Sahiba sniffed, then put

out a paw, touched the hoop. It spanned his palm

Troy pushed his fingers together, inserted them The
band noved down, closed about his wist, tightened

t here.

Startled, he jerked and tugged at it, only to find the.
bracel et now i movabl e, noi, tight enough to pinch

the flesh, but resting as if it had been fashi oned ex-
actly to the measure of his arm Yet under his explor-
ing fingers the nmetal was solid surface, with no
discernible joints or stretching bands to account for
the alteration in size.

Sahi ba patted it, apparently attracted by the w nks

of light still flickering on and off around it. Was it
only a piece of personal ornanmentation—er sone out-

| andi sh weapon def ensive or offensive?

"Good or bad?" he asked al oud, wondering if the
acute senses of the anirr-als could give hima reply to
t hat .

"dd thing." Sahi ba yawned.

"A way out?" Troy returned to the nmain problem

Per haps sone kind of trail would be marked in the
earth of the garden away fromthis point. He wal ked
al ong the edge of the pavenent on which the recaller
had been set, searching for any trace of the route
taken com ng or going by those who had brought the
machi ne here and then nust have fled or been driven
back to the surface

Si nba and the foxes acconpanied him then darted
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ahead, while Shang swung into the bushes again.

They reached the end of that rectangle of pavenent,
and there Troy had eyes keen enough to pick out old
scars of | opped branches, once again woven with a
cloak of thick growth but still to be seen. He swung
his knife, cutting a new way by those gui des.

The light from overhead had di nmed i nto what was
more ni ght than dusk when he came out facing the
foot of one of those ranps such as had | ed them down
into this strange territory hours—er was it days?—
earlier. He had lost all sense of tine.

They nmade canp in a pocket of bare earth with the
slope of the ranmp at their backs. Troy eyed the now
dark jungle distrustfully. So far only the lily hearts
had been sighted as living things. But that did not
mean that there were no other, just-as-vicious un-
knowns. And perhaps, as on the upper surface of
Korwar, nocturnal hunters were nore to be feared
than those who stal ked by day. Now nore than ever
he was dependent upon the senses of his conpanions.
And that bal ance had shifted agai n—-here nman m ght
be aliability to the Terrans.

He shared out supplies, noting that the ani mals nmade
no nove to hunt their own food.

"Hunting bad?"

Si nba regarded the now gray-bl ack mass of veg-
etation.

"There is hunting—for others—

"Gt hers— That word might not echo in the air, but
it did repeat itself in Troy's nmind. He tried not to
think of the captive in the web. Yes, there had been
cruel hunting for others here.

"That which caught the man?" Against his will al-
155

nmost, Troy pressed the point. Did darkness activate
what the recaller had sumoned out of the past? Wth
that thrust of apprehension, to be fed by his species
age-old distrust of the dark, Troy put out a hand to
gather up the supply bag. Tired as he was, he had the
atomtorch, and he could keep going on the ranp unti
he dropped rather than face that weaver of webs. The
residue of terror here bit at himnow

"No." Sinmba seemed assured of that. "Qher things—
this their place—=

As though on cue there cane a cry out of the mnia-
ture jungle, a long, wavering screech that was nade
up of pain, terror, and the approach of death. Yet it
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was no cry that could have cone from any ani mal he
had ever known. And those he did know retreated,
edging in around him their heads turned to the jun-
gle, their eyes alert, their lips lifted in snarls of
war ni ng.

"Qut of here!"™ Troy's torch snapped on. "Up—=

He did not have to urge. The foxes sprang fromthe
canp site to the ranp; the kinkajou was already racing
after them As Troy, carrying Sahi ba and the bag,
started that sanme clinb, Sinba fell in behind, |ooking
back over his shoul der now and again, a | ow grow
coming fromhis throat to warn off woul d-be trailers.

They went on clinbing, the torch showing only the
rise before them Soon they were above the surface of
the garden cavern, now in a sloping tunnel enclosed
by rock walls.

They came to a level with corridors starring out at

five different points, bare corridors in which his torch
showed t he dust disturbed, perhaps by the feet of the
men who had planted the recaller and died for it.
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Anot her length of walled-in clinbing, then again
corridors—four this tine.

Troy's ribs ached; his breath canme in heaving gasps.
More and nore often he had to pause to rest. But he
was driven now by the need to gain the open air and
the world he knew. How |l ong that clinmb continued he
coul d not have told, for at |last he noved through a
daze of fatigue, weaving and staggering fromwall to
wal | on the ranp, no |onger aware of any conmunica-
tion with the animals, or even if they were still with
him It seenmed that the residue of terror that had sent
hi m out of that cavern grew stronger instead of weaker
as he went, until it blanketed out his normal reactions
and whi pped hi mon and on—

Then there was gray |ight—and cool air, fresh

air—air that bore with it the burden of fine rain, but
whi ch cl eansed hi m and fought the shadows in his

m nd. Troy reeled, caught at a block of masonry, dimy
consci ous that he was out in the open now and that he
was done. Wth that crunmbling wall as a prop to keep
himfrom crashing on his face, he slid down and |lay on
hi s back, the soft steady rain pouring over his face
and body, plastering his clothing to him

"Danger!" That word rang in his head as a shout

m ght have torn at his eardruns. Troy rai sed his head
groggily. The rain was over. There was a patch of
sunlight on the ground just beyond his hand. He shook
his head, trying to wake up fully.

Then he heard nore than that nmental warning. He
heard the sound nmade by a flitter hovering over a
‘"landing site in a cranped space. A flitter
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More by instinct than by any consci ous nove, Troy
drew back against the wall that had given himpartial
157

shelter, trying to | ocate the nmachi ne, which, by the
sound, must be very close. Around himwere the dones
and wal I s of surface Ruhkarv. There could be only one
reason why anyone had invaded this forbidden territory -
—they nust have traced himhere. And who were

"they"? The patrollers, Zul—er the rangers on their
usual duty of keeping the unauthorized out of this
danger zone?

For the first tine he | ooked about for the aninmals.
And they were nowhere to be seen. Even the injured
Sahi ba had di sappeared. Yet they had warned him
ment al | y—er had they? Perhaps he was only still tuned
in on sone wave |length of their intercomrunication

The sound of the flitter grew | ouder, and Troy tried
to squeeze his bulk smaller in the shadow of the wall
He saw the flyer as it crossed between two donmes. It
was that of a ranger.

Troy crept backward, angling toward the nouth of

the ranp. He discovered that the fact he m ght be the
object of an air search renoved a great deal of the
nebul ous distaste he had known in the depths. Then,

to his astonishrment, for he had felt very naked and
plainly in sight, he watched the flitter keep straight
on course and vani sh behind the rise of another done,
the sound of its passing dying away in the distance.
Wth a sigh of relief he sat up.

"Si mba, Sahiba— He pictured the cats in his m nd,
aimed his nental call.

"One comes. "

Troy was not sure of the direction of that anbigu-
ous answer.

"The flitter has gone." He tried to reassure the
furred conmpany, to summon one of theminto sight.

158
"One comes." It was repeated. "One cones fromthe
big man."

From the bi g man—Kyger! Zul ?

"Where?" Troy pushed that effort at conmmunication

to the top pitch he could hold. For a | ong nonent he
feared they had cut their contact, refusing to answer.
Then Shang frisked around the sv*ell of the done
behi nd which the flitter had di sappeared, showed him
self to Troy, and was gone again.

Wth far | ess speed and agility the man fol |l owed
that |ead, crossing the space between wall and done
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with care as to his path but as quickly as he coul d.
Then, one hand braced agai nst the side of the structure,
the other gripping his stunner, he began a sl ow and,

he hoped, a noiseless journey. He could hear the buzz

of a fewinsects. But there were no birds here, no sign
of life in this desolation that was the upper cover of
Ruhkarv. And he caught no sign of the aninmals save

that nonmentary glinpse of Shang.

Fourt een

Perhaps it was because his body was pressed so tightly
to the masonry of the done that Troy caught the first
vibration, a faint tingle through bl ood and bone that
was famliar, bringing with it a vague nenory of

dar kness and suspense.

That throb grew faster, and it pulled, pulled against
159

his intelligence, against the need for caution, making
Troy want to run toward its source

He battled that inpulse, holding to cover, but nov-
ing on with that hardly heard beat for his goal, that
t hrumm ng whi ch registered on his nerves and nus-

cles before it did on his eardruns. And along with his
i nvoluntary answer to that call, there cane now an-

ot her enotion—not his, but the animals'! A desper-

ati on—the hopel ess fear of bound and hel pl ess pris-
oners.

Tasting their fear, Troy guessed the truth. Some-
where ahead Zul was using the cylinder that had
rested in Kyger's lifeless hands. And the aninmals,
conditioned to answer its summons, were being drawn
to their own end wi thout any chance to fight for their
freedom Just as that cord within him which was able
to serve as a communicating link fromtheir brains to
his, was al so respondi ng—

Only he had not been conditioned—he coul d fight
back! And Zul would | ead himstraight to where he
wanted to go

Troy ceased to resist, allowed his hidden conpass to
gui de him But, though he followed the Iline of that
infernal piping, he still kept to cover

Bet ween two nore dones, then into a space of open

land with straight towers of rock outcrops. As soon as
Troy was sure of his goal, he swung to the right,

pul l'ing out of the direct line of the piping, circling to
bring up to the rear of the suspected anmbush. Was Zul

al one? So nuch depended upon that.

Troy reached the first of the rock outcrops, went in
a half stoop to round it and thread a path of his own.
The piping still continued, which nmeant that Zul had
160
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not yet pulled the animals out of hiding. But, as Troy
came to the tallest pillar in that broken land, it stopped
abruptly, and then he knew that he nust trade cau-

tion for speed.

Hi s stunner ready, he whipped around t he base of

that tower to find the scene he had expected. Zul was
there, and between his knees was the tube from Kyger's
chanbers. He had one hand still cupping its |ength.

The other, with wist steadied on the head of the
cylinder, grasped a blaster. Wile facing him crouching,
snarling, betraying in their tense bodies their hatred
and their fear—and hel pl essness—were the aninal s.

Troy shapped the stunner, aimng for the difficult
poi nt of that bony yellow wist. A head target would
have been best—but even as he bl acked out under the
bolt, Zul could still have triggered his blaster. Now
t he numbi ng beam struck the curled fingers with bet-
ter success than Troy had dared to hope for. Zul cried
out with the shock and surprise, his voice thinned by
rocky echoes. The bl aster spun from his deadened
fingers. Gabbing for it with his other hand, he | ost
his hol d on the tube.

When Troy thunbed for a second stunner shot, the

rel ease light did not spark. Charge exhausted! He

sprang into the open, running for the blaster. Zul was
down on his knees, his nunbed hand fol ded up agai nst

his chest, the other within fingertip reach of the bl aster
grip. Troy swng a boot toe forward, kicked the bl aster
away from Zul but out of his own path also.

Zul was well-versed in rough-and-tunble. The hand

that had been straining for the blaster grip struck out
at Troy's ankle, fingers raked across his boot, sending
hi m enough of f bal ance to stagger a step or two beyond
161

the small er man. Horan brought up agai nst one of the
rock pillars with force enough to awaken the pain in
his ol d bruises, and clawed about breathlessly just in
time to face death.

Erupting fromhis half crouch, the blade of a knife
glinting in the sun, Zul cane at him Troy knew his

attack would end in the vicious up-cut that woul d

finish the fight and himin one skilled stroke if he could
not counter it. He was no knife fighter and Zul was.

But Zul's right hand was nunbed and perhaps he

was awkward with the left. There was only that one
smal | chance. Troy swerved and struck for Zul's head
with the barrel of the stunner. The jar of that blow
getting hone was foll owed by a thud agai nst his own
ribs, so sharp and painful as to bring a yelp of agony
out of him

Zul staggered agai nst the rock, recoiled, and sl unped
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to the ground. Troy, hands pressed to his side, needed
the support of the pillar or he would have joined him
He | ooked down, expecting to see the hilt of the bl ade
projecting fromhis flesh. But on the ground at his feet
lay the knife snapped in two pieces, and there was a
line of welling red on his arm above and bel ow t he
strange wistlet he had brought out of Ruhkarv. Dazed,
he wat ched the bl ood gather and drip, realizing tardily
that a super-steel blade neeting that red band had

been broken like a stick of dead wood and that, thanks
to the bracelet, he was still alive.

Hol ding his armpressed tightly to his side to sl ow
the flow of blood, Troy stooped over Zul. The yell ow man
lay linmply on the ground but he was still breathing.

" Behi nd you—=
Troy tried to turn, tripped on Zul's outflung arm
162

and went to his knees, so saving his life, for he towered
just beyond the searing edge of a blaster beam He
coughed in the ozone stench of the discharge. Then,
obeying the instinct of self-preservation, he rolled
across the ground, sick with the torment of his side

and arm gai ning cover behind another rock pillar. So

Zul had at | east one conpanion. And di sarmed and

wounded, Troy woul d now be hunted down, with al

the advant ages on the side of the hunter.

In his desire to hide, Troy knew of only one pl ace—the
dept hs of Ruhkarv. Its evil reputation mght slow up
pursuit, give hima breathing space. If he could only
have reached the blaster he had stunned out of Zul's
hand! But there was no chance to hunt for that

now—not with a sniper ready to fry himif he ventured
into the open.

"The depths," he thought fuzzily, trying to contact
the animals, sure that they had scattered into hiding
when he had broken Zul's spell-binding with the tube.

The tube! Wth that in Zula's or another's hands the
fugitives had no chance at all. Troy | ooked about him
alittle widlly. There it |ay—ene end projecting beyond
a stone. To leave that intact neant disaster. Horan
hunted for a weapon—any ki nd of weapon.

He chose a stone bl ock detached from a nearby

done, of a size to fit his hand. And he hurled it—to
strike hard and true. Under its inpact the tube cracked,
the end shattered, past any repair, he trusted. Their
luck had held—this far

Then, his throbbing armtight against his chest,

Troy scuttled away, expecting every nonment to see

the flash of another blaster beamor feel his flesh crisp
under the beam he did not see.
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Sonehow he made it, falling rather than running

into the open mouth of the ramp up which they had

come hours before with such hope. And that beam he

had been anticipating struck as he fell and rolled
down the inside slope. He saw the brilliant, eye-
searing flash and heard the crackle as it |apped stone.
Then he was beyond its reach, only aware that sonehow
he was still alive, if badly battered.

Woul d his tracker cone boldly on? Troy tried to

listen. He could not see well; his eyes were still daz-
zled by the last shot. Wiat he did hear was the return
of the flitter, or else another flyer. And that n ght
have provided a signal of sorts, for dark shapes flowed
over the edge of the ranp above, visible only for a
second or two against the circle of the daylight. The
animals were on their way to join him

Together they retired to the first level of corridors

and t here paused. There was no sound from above.

Had the rangers' scout seen the activity in the ruins

and | anded to investigate? Troy knew that he had |eft

Zul partially stunned but still able to join the chase. If
he only had the blaster that the other had dropped in
their first encounter—

"It is here."

Sahi ba! Troy dared for an instant to snap on the
atomtorch. The gray-blue cat, her splinted leg held at
an awkward angle, was half lying, half sitting, close
to him and next to her was her mate. And in front of
Si nba rested the weapon Troy had | onged for. He

caught it up, feeling the danpness of the cat's nouth-
carry on the slender barrel, checking the charge. That
was | ess than a third expended. Now he coul d defend

t hem

164

"They cone." That was Sargon

"How many?" Troy demanded.
"One—there are others—still above—

One. Zul, or the unseen with the blaster? Troy eyed

the corridors issuing fromthe ranp, then flashed off
his torch. To venture blindly along any of those m ght
be to | ose oneself entirely. Better the dangers he knew
than a new host, especially with the hunt behind, for
Troy was certain that Zul was not going to give up

And he tried to plan ahead. Perhaps in that tangled
jungl e below he could find the neans of turning tables
on the other.

There was the problemof water and food. Hi s bag of
suppl i es had been abandoned in the open. But there
was wat er bel ow, and perhaps food, if he was not
dainty. He knew that the animals had found edible
prey in the fungoid cavern.
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"Down!" He picked up Sahi ba, unsealing the front

of his tunic and settling the cat into an inprovised
carrying bag, which left his good armfree. The cuts

on his left forearmhad stopped bl eedi ng, but he feared
to use it freely lest they begin to -ooze again.

Though no sounds save his own breathing, the faint
scurrying that marked the going of the animals, and

the thin click of his boots reached his ears, Troy's
scouts assured himthat the pursuit was still in progress
aa they retreated to the I evel of the next set of corri-
dors and on back to the haunted w | derness cavern

He went without the torch, feeling his way, and now

the pallid seep of Iight bel ow marked their goal

When he dropped fromthe foot of the ranp, Troy

di scovered the weird daylight was again in effect.
Perhaps it was true sunlight beamed through sone
165

unknown process of Ruhkarv's builders into this hol -

|l ow. There was a line of clouds discharging their burden
of rain, and Troy dodged to a dry space beyond. He

came agai nst the rock wall where a filanment of gray-
white stuff clung, and his shoul der brushed agai nst
it—+to adhere so that he had to jerk to free hinself.

That was one of the web cords—strung all the way
fromthe openi ng—whi ch had nade a fatal trap for
Faukl ow s man.

Wth the glimering of an idea, Troy exam ned the

|l ength carefully. He discovered that it was not plastered
to the stone surface along its entire side, as he had
first feared, but attached at intervals by thicker
portions. Thrusting his blaster into his belt, he pried
between two of those buttons and, either because the

cord was old or because it had never been neant to

grip too tightly except at those points, he freed a | oop

Troy worked fast. There were other cords, sone
thinner, one or two as thick, and he noved themwith
caution, picking the suckers away fromthe wall. The
outer sides were adhesive in the extrene. Sometines
the ends he | oosened fl opped and becane irretrievably
gl ued together before he could prevent their touching.

But even | aboring one-handed he had a net of sorts,
though very crude and far fromthe perfect mesh he

had seen set over two of the cavern entrances. Wth
infinite care he spread his trap at the foot of the ranp
bef ore the chopped-out trail that marked their former
trip through the jungle. Wiy he had been all owed

time enough to finish the job he did not know. But the
ani mal s posted on the ranp had not given the alarm

At Troy's signal they | eaped free of the tangle now |
lightly covered with dust and tranpled | eaves. To the
166
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man' s eye the net was well hidden, and he hoped his
pursuers would be as blind. Then they took cover, the
ani mal s—except Sahi ba—dnder the fringe of vegetation,
Troy and Sahi ba in the pocket between wall and ranp.

They had set the trap. But was a trap any good

wi t hout bait? There had been no sight or sound of the
eneny for nore than an hour. Had the ot her—er

ot hers—stopped to explore the | evel corridors?

Man had only a scant portion of the patience of the
four-footed hunters, as Troy was to discover. H's skin
itched; his side and armthrobbed. Hunger and thirst
clawed at his insides. A hundred mnor irritations of
whi ch he woul d not have ordinarily been conscious
arose to the point of torment. The sinister vegetation
that had repelled himearlier now beckoned with a
promni se of food and wat er —sonewher e—sonehow—

And under that physical disconfort |lay the mal aise

of spirit that had troubl ed hi m before when ni ght had
caught himin this place—+the suggestion that there
were unseen terrors here worse than any danger he
could face body to body, weapon to weapon.

Troy battled disconfort, vague fears, held hinself
taut, hoping his forlorn hope would work. But how
|l ong he could keep this watch he did not know. A
trap—but a trap needed bait.

A bush trenbl ed. Shang sprang fromits crown onto
the ramp. He stood so for a noment, his prehensile
tail curled up in a question nmark, hindquarters up
sl ope, his round head atilt as he | ooked down at Troy.

"No." The man protested. The kinkajou could nmove
fast, Troy would bear witness to that, ,but not fast
enough to escape a blaster bolt.

But the animal did not heed him Qut of reach, the
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ki nkaj ou was now out of sight as well, up the ranp.
The bait had been provided.

Sahi ba shifted her weight inside his tunic, nmaking
Troy catch his breath as one of her hind paws scraped
his tender ribs.

"One conmes?" he asked hopefully.

Hi s | ess abl e sense of contact caught again the fringe
of their joint concentration, the filanent that nust
unite themto Shang up there in the danger of the

hi gher levels. And Troy, inpatient, knew that he could
not badger them wi th questions now.

Time crept. Once nore dusk was growing in the
jungl e, patch of shadow united with patch of shadow,
and did not retreat but becane solid.

"One conmes!" Sahi ba dug the claws of her good
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forepaw into Troy's flesh, jerking himout of a nod. He
drew the bl aster, took the cat out of his tunic, and set
her in safety behind him

A scurry on the ranp. Shang flew through the air
fromthe stone to the bushes. And nowouder —he
click of shod feet—-human feet.

Above, a flicker of |ight—gone alnost as instantly

as Troy had sighted it. An atomtorch snapped on and
of f agai n? He was sure that the newconer nust have

seen the thin |ight of the cavern and woul d now proceed
gui ded by that al one.

"Zul ?" He beaned that at Shang.
"No. "

If not Zul, then it nust be that unknown who had
sniped with the blaster. Troy readi ed his own weapon.
Whet her he coul d burn down another human bei ng,

even when fighting for his |life, he was not sure. The
struggles in the D pple had al ways been man to man,
168

fist and foot. And a knife was an accepted conbat arm
anywhere on Korwar, in fact across the stellar |anes.
But this thing in his hand—he did not know, though

he was very sure no such scruples would check the

ot her.

The click of boots was still. Had the other halted—er
turned back?

"No!" A reply concentrated in force fromthe ani nmals.

Then it was stealth. Troy crouched, steadied his

bl aster hand against the wall. Yet for all his long
period of waiting he was not quite prepared for the
sudden spring fromthe head of the ranp.

H s own slight novement m ght have spi ked that

attack and al nost spoiled his plan. But Troy had

pl anted the net well. The man fell short and his | and-
ing was not clean. He went to his hands and knees, to
be enmeshed in the sticky ropes, which, as he rolled
and fought, only tied the nore tightly about his body.

Troy stood away fromthe wall. He would not be
forced to fire after all. The other was doing a good job
, of nmaking hinself a prisoner.

" Anot her —=

The warning startled Troy out of his absorption in

the struggle. Sinba advanced into the open, avoiding
the flopping captive, to stand at the foot of the ranp
| ooki ng up.

Then a bl aster bolt crackled—striking not for Troy,
as he had expected, but at the withing figure on the
ground, close enough to singe sone of the cords so
that they flaked away from snol dering clothing. The
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bound man gave a mghty heave and rolled, as a
second bolt burned the soil where he had lain and cut
a bl ackened slash into the jungle.
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And by that flash Troy saw the hide tunic the other
wore. The trapped man was not Zul but one of the
rangers. Horan snapped an answering bolt recklessly

up the ranp. There was a cry and a figure staggered
into view, slipped, rolled to the cavern floor. Wen it
did not stir again, Troy went to the ranger.

"I thought | might find you here, Horan."

He was | ooking down at Reme. And his first im

pul se to free the other died. Once he had al nbst turned
to this man for help. Now all the instincts of the

hunt ed brought back his | ong-seated suspicions. He

m ght well have as good a reason to fear Rene as he

did Zul. Not that the ranger woul d bl ast hi mwi thout
war ni ng, but the Cans had their own | aws and those

| aws were obeyed in the WId. Troy did not sheathe

the bl aster, but over its barrel he regarded the Hunter
narrow y.

"Do not be a fool." Rerne had stopped struggling,
but he was trying to raise his head and shoul ders
fromthe ground. "You are being hunted."

"I know," Troy interrupted. "You are here—=

Rene frowned. "You have nore after you than d an
rangers, boy. I|ncluding sonme who want you dead, not
alive. Ha—=

Hi s gaze swept from Troy to a point nearer ground

|l evel. Troy follow the path of his eyes. Shang, Sinba,
Sargon, and Sheba had materialized in their usua

noi sel ess fashion, were seated at their ease inspecting
Rerne with that measuring stare Troy could still find
di sconcerting when it was turned in his direction

Sahi ba cane |inping fromthe place where he had | eft
her for safety.
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"So— Remne returned the steady-eyed regard of the
animals, his expression eager. 'These are the present
nmost-wanted crimnals of Korwar."

Fi fteen

"Most want ed, maybe,"—Froy's voice was soft, cold,

one he had never used before to any nman outside the

D ppl e—but not crimnals, Rerne." No nore subservient
"Hunter" or "Gentle Hono." This was not Tikil but a
place into which the nen of Tikil feared to go, and he
was no | onger a weaponless city | aborer but one of a
conpany who were ready to fight for what the Dipple
had never hel d—freedom
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"You know how they served Kyger?" Rerne asked
al most casual ly.

"1 know. "

"But you could not have been a part of that—er

coul d you?" That last portion of the question night be
one Rerne was asking hinmsel f -had been asking

hi nsel f—+for sone tinme. He was studying Troy with a
stare al nost as unblinking as that Sinmba could turn

upon one.
"No, | was not a part of Kyger's schenes, whatever
those were. And | did not kill him+f you have any

doubts about that. But neither are we crimnals."
"\Ae 2"
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Troy took a step backward to join the half circle of
ani mal s. They stood together now, presenting a united
front to the ranger. Rerne nodded.

"l see, it is indeed 'we'."

"And what do you propose to do about it?" Troy
chal | enged

"It is not what | propose to do, Horan. We shall al
probably die unless we can work together to find a

safe way out of here." But he sounded cal m enough.

"You are being hunted by nore than just C an rangers

—+n fact, the rangers could be the | east of your worries.
And 'it seens that the order is out to blast before
aski ng questions—bl ast on sight."

"Your orders?" Troy brought up his own weapon.

"Hardly. And when they hear about it, the dan

shal |l take steps. That | promise you." There was ice in
that, and Troy, noting the narrowing of the other's
eyes, the slight twist of his lips, estimated the quality
of the anger this man held under rigid control. "It is
easy to elinmnate a fugitive and afterwards swear that
his death was all an unfortunate m stake—the gane

our friend over there was trying to play." He jerked
his head toward the body at the foot of the ranp. "You
have one chance in a thousand of escaping one or

anot her of the packs after you now or— He was
sunmmarily interrupted.

"One cones.'
agai n.

Si nha padded to the foot of the ramp

Troy hesitated. He could | eave Rerne where he was,
neatly packaged, for either the ranger's own nen or
soneone el se to discover—and nelt back into the jun-
gle, eventually seeking the yet |ower |evel of the
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fungoi d cavern, retracing their whole journey through
172

Ruhkarv. O he could nake a stand here and fight.

Rone's eyes traveled fromcat to man and back
again. "W are about to entertain another visitor?"

"We?" This tinme it was Troy who accented the
pronoun.

"I't could not be ny men com ng now. "

And Troy believed him That nmeant it was truly the
eneny.

"You have a choice," Rerne pointed out. "Take to
the bush over there and they will have a difficult tine
beating you out of it—

"And you?"

"Since you can nane nme one of your pursuers, should
that matter?" There was a grimlightness in that.

"The other one tried to burn you."

"As | said, they are working on the principle that
accidents will happen and a dead man one has to
explain is better than a live w tness who can explain
for himself."

Troy nmade the only possible choice. Hooking his
fingers in the nearest |oop of the cords about the
ranger, he jerked the man under the overhang of the
ranp. There was no tinme nowto try to free Rerne,
even if he were yet sure he wanted to. But he knew he
could not | eave the other helpless to take a blasting
from Zul or one of Zul's crowd.

"Zul ?" he asked Sinba.
"Zul ," the cat replied with sure authority.

There was no tinme either in which to rig another
trap, and Troy”was sure the other cane arned. Nor
could he count on another shot as |ucky as the one
that had brought down the earlier assailant. Now he
squatted besi de Rene, hoping for a workabl e anbush.
173

"Get nme |oose!" The ranger's shoul ders heaved as he
wor ked his nuscl es agai nst the cords of the webbing.

"Nothing will cut those except heat," Troy told him
absently, mpost of his attention on what m ght be

happeni ng up ranp.

"What is this stuff?" Rerne demanded, his voice a
whi sper.
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"Part of a web—taken fromthe wall over there."

Troy nodded to the stretch of rock where strips of cord
and thread still hung in tatters. Rerne gave a snall
gasp and was silent.

The light was fading steadily into a dark that had

none of the quality of the upper-surface night. Troy
remenbered his first stay in this place, his belief that
the jungle had its own brand of very dangerous life.
There was one place free of that grow h—the section

of pavement where the recaller stood. And as |ong as

t hat nmachi ne was deadened—

If Zul did not conme soon, should they try to reach
that? Troy seesawed between one plan and the other

Wait here for Zul and try to shoot as soon as he
appeared on the ranp, when he could not be too sure

of his aimin the failing light? O free Rerne's |egs
and bundl e the ranger along to that haunted spot

beside the recaller with the warning of that shrivel ed,
| ong-dead thing set up to stare at themthrough the

ni ght hours?

"Zul ?" Again he asked that of those who were quicker
than he to know whet her danger ran or crept toward
t hem now.

Si nha again answered, but this tine with a puzzl ed
shading to his mnd speech. "Zul begins to fear—

"Us?" Troy could hardly believe that. He knew wel |
1,74

that Zul had had no fear when they had fought above,
that Zul | ooked upon the aninmals as creatures he
could control, could entice helpless to their deaths.
What and why did he fear now? O was it the presence
of Reme that was a restraining factor? Could Troy
sonehow use the Hunter to bargain wth?

"Zul fears what he cannot see," Sinba reported, stil
that puzzl enent coloring his reply.

For a nmonent Sinba's report fed Troy's own | atent
uneasi ness. Wth the dusk closing in about them and
the only too clearly renmenbered picture of the captive
in the web at the back of his mnd, he thought he
knew what coul d plague a man, eating at his nerves
until he had to get out of this hidden pocket within
Ruhkarv. But Zul had not been here; he coul d not
know of the web, or the recaller, or guess at what

m ght have been summoned and now, according to the
animals, still hovered just beyond the bonds of |iving
consci ousness. Wiy did Zul fear?

"He does not see," Sahiba cut in, "not with his
eyes—only with his far thoughts. But he is a kind who
feels trouble before him"

"He is able to speak to you then?"

"No." That was Sargon. "Not wthout the aid of the
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t hi ng-whi ch-calls. But Zul sees nany shadows now

and each hol ds an eneny." The fox trotted out of

hi di ng, nade a detour about the body of the dead

man, and advanced a foot or so up the ranp, surveying
the gl oom above. "He wi shes to cone, yet his fears
hol d hi m back."

And did Zul have a right to fear? Troy watched the

now ni ght - di sgui sed splotch of the jungle. And he knew
that he could no | onger plan to pass through even a
175

fringe of it, much less intrude upon that open space
about the recaller. It was as if that thing, which

| urked—not alive, yet not wholly in the dead past
either—sucked vitality fromthe dark, nade itself
substance that could not be seen with the eyes, but
whi ch coul d be sensed by that other thing inside one',
the thing that allowed himto communicate with the

ani mal s.

"What is it?" Renme, too, his shoul ders braced agai nst
the rock wall, was staring into that nass of vegetation
"What wal ks there?"

"Not hing alive—+ hope." Troy went down on one

knee, sparked his blaster on | ow power, and touched
lightly the coils of webbing still encircling the other's
| egs. The strands shrivel ed and were gone.

"Not hi ng alive?" Rerne repeated questioningly.

"The recal |l er Faukl ow brought is out there. Your
machine muted it, but the power is still on-bl anket ed.
They tell me that what it sumoned is still partly in
this dinmension."

"What! And | take it that our friend above is
reluctant to descend into what may prove to be a
dragon's jaws?"

Troy sat back on his heels. Had Rerne been able to
tune in on that conversation between Troy and the
ani mal s? But he was certain that the aninmals would
have known of such eavesdroppi ng and woul d have
war ned him

"You comruni cate with the ani mals sonehow, "
Rerne continued. "And now you suspect that | can
al so. "

Troy nodded.

"Mental contact." That was a stated fact, not a
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question. "No, | have been guessing only. And this

do know, Zul is of unusual stock. Mst of us now are
a mngling of many races, the result of centuries of
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stellar colonization. He is a primtive out of Terra—
pure Bushman—a race of hunters and desert dwellers

with an inborn instinct for the Wld such as few oth-
ers have today. And such primtives keep senses we

have lost. If he sniffs your denon, then | do not think
that nmere duty will drive himdown. Rather he wll
confort his conscience with the belief that the denon
wi Il account for us—f he sits over the exit and so
locks us in. And at that, | can alnost find nyself
agreeing with such reasoning."

Rerne moved his shoul ders again, straining at the
remai ning cords. "This is not a place in which | would
choose to spend the night," he confessed, and there
was no light touch to those words.

"You were here when Faukl ow was found?"

"Not here. We did not know this particular beauty

spot existed. After what we saw al oft there was no
nonsense about exploring bel ow ground. W thought

we had accounted for the recaller, though. That nust,

be seen to. That is, if | ever get out of here to report
it."

"He can wait up there a long time—pick us off

easily if we try to pass." Troy wondered if now was the
time to reveal the alternate route to the surface.

Wt hout food and water—o, he was not sure they

could nmake it back the | onger way around.

"Yes, any one of those level corridors would nake
hi m a good cover for anbush. But if we cannot get up,
we can bring help fromthe surface to take himin the

rear." Again Rene tried to flex his upper arns. "If
177
you will just | oose nme the rest of the way, Horan, | can

bring in reinforcenents."”
"No." Troy's dissent was flat and quick

"Why?" Rene did not sound angry, nerely inter-
est ed.

"We are crim nal s—+enenber ?"

"Where there is a comon enemny there can be a
truce. In the Wld | do have sone small authority."

Troy considered that. Trust was a rare commpdity

in the Dipple. If he gave his nowto this man, as he
was so greatly tenpted to do, he would be putting a
weapon in Rerne's hands just as surely as if he were
to hand over the blaster. And again his suspicion
warred with his desire to believe in the other

"A truce, until we are out of here," Rerne suggested.
"I amwilling to swear knife oath if you w sh."
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Troy shook his head. "Your word, no oaths—f |
accept." He paid that nuch tribute openly to the ranger
"Trrce and a head start for nme, with them"

"The chase wili oe up again," Rerne warned. "You
have no chance with the Cans out to quarter the
field. Better surrender and let the | aw decide."

"The |l aw?" Troy | aughed harshly. "Which | aw,
Hunter—c an right, patrollers' code, or Zul's exter-
m nation policy? | know we are fair gane. No, give
me your prom se that we can have a start of at |east
hal f a day."

"That is freely yours, for what you can nake of it,
which | amafraid will be very little."

"W shall take our chances.'
the other's remaining bonds.

Troy applied heat to

"Al ways we. Wiy, Horan?" Rerne rubbed his wists.

"Men have used ani mals as tools,
178

Troy said slowy,

trying to fit into words sonething he did not wholly
under stand hinmsel f. "Now some nen, sonmewhere, have
made better tools, tools so good they can turn and cut
the maker. But that is not the fault of the tool s—that
they are no |l onger tools but—=

"Per haps conpani ons?" Rene ended for him his
fingers still stroking his ridged flesh, but his eyes
very intent on Troy.

"How did you know?" the younger nman was startled
i nto denmandi ng.

"Let us say that | am al so a workman who can
admre fine tools, even when they have ceased, as you
point out, to be any longer tools."

Troy grasped at that hint of synpathy. "You under-
st and—

"Only too well. Mst of our breed want tools, not
conpani ons. And the age-old fear of man, that he wll

| ose his supremacy, will bring all the hawks and hunt -
ers of the gal axy down on your trail, Horan. Do not
expect any aid fromyour own species when it is
threatened by powers it cannot and does not want to
understand. But you will have your truce—and your

head start—and what you do with themis up to you

Now, |et us see what we can do about getting a clear
road out of here before what prow s over there takes a
fancy to conme out." Rerne waved a hand toward the
jungl e.

He slipped a small object froma loop on his belt. On
its surface was a tiny dial he set with care, holding it
into the beam of an atomtorch. Then he sniled at

Tr oy.
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"Broadcaster. It is beamed for a ranger aid call, and
| have alternated that with a warning code, so they
179

will not head blindly into any anbush of Zul's. He
may have another man with him possibly two. W
know that he went to the Guild in Tikil before he
coasted in here. | think he hired bl aster nmen."

"Then he nust have robbed Kyger's. He woul d not
have credits enough on his own to pay blaster man
prices to the Thieves' Guild."

"Did you ever think that perhaps Kyger was not the

top man of his organi zati on on Korwar?" returned

Rerne. "If he was not, then it is up to that head to

cl ose down the whole enterprise as quickly and with

as little fuss as possible. You have al ready been posted
in Tikil as a murderer who has stol en val uabl e ani -

mal s. Someone issued that conplaint."”

"l thought that would happen.” Troy governed his

di smay speedily. Posted as a murderer! Wi ch neant

that even the city patrollers could shoot first and ask
troubl esome questions after. Only this was the WId,

not Tikil, and he thought he had an advantage over

that set of trackers here

"You say that you did not kill hin®P"

"I found himdead." Swiftly Troy outlined the events
before his escape fromthe shop and from Tikil that
ni ght.

"That account | can readily believe. Kyger had some
odd acquai ntances and had stepped hard on the w ong
toes,"” Rerne commented obscurely, "apart fromthese
other activities. And do you realize that | can supply
you with an alibi? At the time Kyger died you were
with Rogarkil and nme."

"Did you say that to the patrollers?" Troy's throat
felt tight. If that was the truth, why had Rerne not
cl eared hin?

180

"Not so far—

"You wanted a bargaining point to use with ne?"
Troy demanded. That seesaw of belief, then suspicion,

wi t hin hi mswing once nore to the chilling side.
" Per haps. "
"I amnot interested. | will take what | have." Troy

was cooling rapidly. He was sure Rerne woul d keep
his word to the strict letter of his pronise. But why
the ranger had revealed this other matter—that he
could clear Troy with the aw of the city but had not
done so—+enmi ned a nystery. It snelled of the desire
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to push Horan into sone pattern of C an devising, just
as he and the other had obliquely suggested at that
cafe neeting. And having tasted freedom Troy was

not m nded to wal k agai n anot her's road.

"As you wish." Rerne neither urged nor expl ai ned.
He raised the mniature corn unit to his ear, |istened
for a noment, and then nodded.

"They are com ng, have |laid down a haze ahead-as
far as the levels. Should not be |Iong before that reaches
Zul . "

So the rangers were using that nost up-to-date
subdui ng weapon—and one Zul, Troy was certain, was
not arnored against.

"WIIl they arrest Zul ?"
Rerne glanced at him "Is that what you w sh?"
"Why not ?"

"There is no reason to believe that Zul is top man
He was wholly Kyger's subordinate, not the other way
around. Zul, left free, could | ead sonmeone to his em
pl oyer."

"I'f that trailer had time—-and the inclination,"
snapped Troy. "Just a present | have nore inportant
181

thi ngs— He paused. Rerne was right in a way. To

trace Zul's contacts to their sources. If it were not for
the aninmals, he would like to do just that. But he

must nake the best use of his truce, and he coul d not
waste tine on Zul. "Your nove, if you wish," he

suggest ed.

Rerne was hol ding the broadcaster to his ear again.
"Qur nove is up." He gestured to the ranp.

" ZU| ?u

"No sign of him But there is a Guildsman sl eeping
sweetly at the second | evel. They have collected him
for the patrollers. Let Zul believe that he has made a
safe escape in his hiding place. He will sleep off the
haze and he can be watched later."

So Rerne was going to investigate Zul ? Though what

he woul d make of nore exact know edge, except to use

it as a lever for sone Clan dispute with the authori -
ties in Tikil, Troy did not see. He gathered up Sahi ba,
nmoti oned Rerne to precede them

"l have a blaster. You have granted nme a truce. My-
be sonme of the rest up there will not be so generous."

Rerene snmiled. "It pays to be cautious. But | think
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you will find | speak for the rangers. Up it is.

To Troy the clinmb was as | ong and exhausting as

had been the descent of the winding way in the well.
There was no one waiting at the first level of corri-
dors. On and up, Sinba and Sargon forging a little
ahead, a twin pair of scouts Troy was sure no human
bei ng coul d equal. Shang was on his shoul der, Sheba
beside him None of the animals paid any attention to
Rerne outwardly, but Troy knew they kept an expert

wat ch on the ranger.
They passed the second | evel. Ahead lay the open

182

Troy pushed his weary brain to plan action beyond

that point. He could not hope that he woul d have any
chance at mechanical transport; his bargain did not
reach that far. But the barrier about Ruhkarv nust

have been | owered to |l et the searchers in, so they
could I eave this scar on foot. Tired as he was, w thout
supplies, he did not see how they would be able to
cover nuch ground. But even if they could reach the
fringe of forest lands, the animals could escape. Then
he woul d take his chances with the nen.

"Men waiting," Sinba warned.

Well, that was to be expected—Rene's nen.
"Not enemies," Troy replied.
"W have you covered! Drop your blaster!"”

Troy spun hal fway around as he caught a glinpse of

a uniformed shoul der, a hand holding a blaster. H's
arm still stiff fromthe cut, went up and his fingers
gripped Rerne, pulling the other to himas a shield.
He heard a gasp fromthe ranger and an excl amati on

of anger.

"So this is the worth of a Cansman's word!" Troy
spat. "Would your knife oath have held any better?"
Then he raised his voice to reach the others. "W got
out—this Hunter lord with us. Any attenpted burn-
down and he roasts too!"

Rerne of fered no resistance as Troy propelled him
ahead into the open. There was a muttering behind
but no bolt to shatter the gl oom

183

Si xt een

Rerne was oddly silent; he had nmade no reply to Troy's
accusation. That bothered the younger nan; he wanted
an explanation, to know that the other had not
purposely led himinto a trap. Now that he had a
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moment to think, he believed that scrap of uniform so
briefly glinpsed had not been ranger dress.

"Men here—= Again that alert fromthe ani mals.

Troy, holding the unresisting Rerne to him stood—
back to the donme wal | —surveying the scene. He could
see those others waiting—and they were unm stakably
rangers, the hunting dress blending into the earth
color of the ruins. Alittle beyond was what he had not
dared to hope for—a flitter!

"Tell your nen," he said harshly to his prisoner, "to

stand away fromthe flitter—ow"

"Leave the flitter," Rerne repeated obediently, his
voi ce as toneless as that of a corn robot. H's features
were set and hard, and Troy sensed his rage.

The rangers noved. Wen they were well away

fromthe flyer, Troy began a crablike journey inits
direction, keeping Rerne between himand the d an
men, knowi ng the aninals were well ahead of him
Then he was at his goal, his hand on the cabin door

H s anger and fear driving him Troy swing the
bl aster, laid the barrel against Rone's head. The Hunter
184

gasped, his knees buckl ed, and he dropped to the
ground. Troy scranbled into the flyer, knocked down

the rise lever. They clinbed in a junp, which shook

hi m across the control board and made Sahi ba yow in
protest as she was scraped agai nst that obstruction

But they were safe for the nmonent; he was sure the
zoom had lifted them out of range of blaster fire. Free
and in a flitter.

He twirled the journey dial to the east, know ng

that the flyer, without any tending fromhim would
keep straight for the heart of the Wld. They woul d be
after himsurely. But unless they had another flitter
at Ruhkarv, there would be precious tine |ost unti
they could sumobn one, and tine was all he dared

hope to gain now.

Troy's eyes were fixed unseeingly on the night sky
that held them Food—water—shelter—H s mnd felt

as sapped of energy as his body. He could not think
properly. O only one thing was he sure: a stubborn
determination to set down the flyer sonewhere in the
WIld where the animals could take to the country for
their own conceal nent.

"It is well." That was Sinba. "Good hunting here.
Men cannot shake us out of these |ands."

"There is still ZzZul," Troy warned sl uggishly.
"There is still Zzul," Sinba agreed. "But |et Zul

follow us before we lay a trap for his feet."

Troy nmust have slept. He aroused with light in his
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eyes, sat up groggily, for a nonment unable to renenber
"where he was. Then the gol den sky of norning,
patterned with the clouds of fair weather, recalled the
i mredi ate past. Under himthe flitter rode steadily on
the course he had set—eastward

185

He | ooked down through the bubble, expecting to

see the rolling plains he had hoped to find. They
spread beneath himright enough, only ahead was a

di stant snudge of darker vegetation, the sign of a
forest or nore broken ground. They nust have passed
over a large section of the open territory during the
ni ght and were | eagues deep into the reserve, farther
than the Tikil hunting parties ever went. Troy rubbed
his eyes, began to think again.

The only way they could be traced now was by the
flitter. Suppose he were to |land by the edge of that
di stant wood and then send the flyer off on renpote
control —back to the west? One way of confusing the
pursuit.

But, as he reached for the controls, to take the flyer
back under manual pilotage again, his time had run
out. The flitter plunged crazily, caught in the side
sweep of a traction beam Troy gave one startled | ook
to the rear, saw another flyer boring down his track

Perhaps a nore skilled pilot could have done better.

Hi s evasive swings only kept himout of the direct

core of the beamthe other had trained upon his craft.
He set the air speed to the top notch, striving to reach
the wood before the other pinned himsquarely.

At last Troy set down, felt the wheels of the flitter
catch and tear through the |ong grass. But that grass
coul d cover his passengers' escape. He slewed the flyer
about, broadside to the first tongue of woods cover.
Openi ng the door of the cabin before they bumped to a
conplete halt, he gave his |ast command to the ani-
mal s: "Qut and hide!"

Sahi ba he set down hinmself, saw her linp into a
tangl e of grass with her mate, the foxes and the
186

ki nkaj ou al ready gone. Then Troy sent the flyer on,
scuttling -along the ground as far and as fast fromthe
poi nt where he had dropped his live cargo as he could
get.

The flitter rocked, half lifted fromthe ground. Now
he was pinned to his seat, helpless, unable to raise as
much as a finger fromthe controls. They had a pinner
beam on him and he was a captive forced to wait for
the arrival of his pursuer.

e Unable to as much as turn his head, Troy sat
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sweating out the minutes of that, wait. At |east they
wanted to take him prisoner, not just blast himout of
the air as they m ght have done. Wether this was
good or bad he had yet to |l eam And whether his
captors were rangers, patrollers, or™ Zul's anbi guous
force he would know shortly.

The cabi n door was pull ed open. Though he coul d

not turn his head, Troy rolled his eyes to the right far
enough to see that the man who had thrust head and

shoul ders into that confined space was not wearing

the hide forest dress of the C ans, not the uniformof a
patroller. Zul's party—=2

Paying little or no attention to the hel pl ess prisoner
before the controls, the other searched the fl oor,
squeezed behind the seat to survey the storage space.
Undoubt edly he was | ooking for the animals. And,
guessing that, Troy's spirits rose a snall fraction

They had either not noted his brief pause by the

tongue of woodl and, or they had not understood the
reason for it. They had expected to find not one but six
hel pless in the flitter

The man backed out of the door. "Not here." Troy
heard his call.

187

Though he knew he could not fight the tension

bands of a pinner, Troy strove to nove just his hand.
The bl aster butt was a painful knob agai nst his chest,
hel d upright by his belt. If he could only close his
fingers about that, the nan by the door and the one
he reported to—he could turn tables on both of them
But, though blood throbbed in his tenples fromhis
efforts, he was held notionless and unable to resi st
any attack the others chose to nake.

Hi s eyes began to ache with the strain of trying to -
keep watch on the door of the cabin. But he did not
have too long to wait. Zul, his yellow face a mask of
pure and unshi el ded nal i gnancy, took the place of his
hireling there. As the other had done, he searched the
floor of the nmachine, apparently unwilling or unable
to accept that first report. Then he | ooked directly at
Tr oy.

"They are gone!" He said that flatly.

At | east vocal cords and throat nuscles were not
governed by the pinner. Troy was able to answer.
"Where you will not find them™

Zul did not reply to that. Wthdrawing fromthe

cabin, he gave a |l owvoiced order. After a nmonment the
door beside Troy was opened, and his disobedi ent nus-
cles could not save himfromfalling through it, drop-
ping to the ground on his face.
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But the fall had renmoved himfromthe direct |ine of
the pinner, and now he was free to nove as the others,
protected by countercharge buttons, had noved within
the machine. He tried to get to his knees but he was
not qui ck enough. A sharp pain burst at the nape of
his neck, and he sprawl ed forward again, into the
tranpl ed grass of the plains.

188

Troy roused to utter darkness, a black that was
frightening with its suggestion of blindness. And as
he tried to raise his hand to his eyes, he made the
di scovery that he was bound, this time by no pinner
but by very real cords, which chafed his wists, drew
hard | oops about his ankles. A noment's experimen-
tation informed himthat it was no easier to | oosen
those than it had been to fight the beam And he al so
| earned that the dark came froman efficient and
bewi | deri ng bl i ndf ol d.

What ever the intentions of his captors, they wanted
to keep himalive for the present—and in reasonably
good shape. Having nmade sure of his status as a

wr apped package, Troy tried to figure out where he
now was. The vibration, the small rough jolts of a
swift air flight, were transmtted to his body through
the surface of which he lay. H's legs were curled
behind himin a manner to stiffen nmuscles with cranp
if he did not change position, and he could not. So
Troy guessed that he now lay in the storage conpart-
ment of a flitter, in either the one in which he had
made the dash from Ruhkarv, or the one in which Zul
had tracked him

And with Zul in comand of that party, Troy thought

that they nmust now be headed back toward Tikil—

Ti kil and perhaps the nan who gave the orders now

that Kyger was dead. The ani nal s—They had expected

to find themin the flitter. After they had stunned him
had they di scovered the aninmal s? Wth nothing to

bring them out of the woodl and as Zul had drawn
themwi th the sunmoner. Troy doubted that any of

those who held him prisoner could have picked up the
four-footed fugitives.

189

He tested his hope by trying to reach one of the
animals with the nmind touch. There was no response;

he apparently had no fellow captives. Nor could he

hear anything except the normal noises of a conpetently
piloted flitter going at top | egal speed—which neant
they were flying high.

He had no way of telling how | ong he had been
unconsci ous. But his middl e was a hol |l ow ache of
hunger, and the thirst drying his throat was an addi -
tional pain; it was hard to remenber now just when
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he had eaten | ast, harder yet to think back to a ful
drink of water. And these tornents, added to the dis-
confort of his present position, spoiled his efforts to
plan clearly, to try to specul ate concerni ng what |ay
ahead of himat the end of this journey.

Troy wiggled, trying to work his | egs straighter,
then became aware of a change in the tenpo of their
flight. The pilot was cutting air speed, with a jerk
that shook the flyer every tine they dropped a notch
—whi ch argued the need for saving time. They nust

be ready to drop into a | ower | ane—oul d they be
approaching Tikil?

Lying in his cranped curl, Troy tried to sort out the
few i npressions he could gather through the vibration
of the flyer, the difference in small sounds. Yes, they
were definitely dropping to a | ower |ane. Then he
caught the whistle of a patroller flitter.

Troy tensed. Was this flyer being overhaul ed by the
| aw?

But if the pilot had been questioned, he had been

able to give the right signal answer, for there was no
change in the beat of the engi ne—+hey had not been
ordered to set down. However, the speed decreased

190

anot her notch. They were now traveling at the placid
rate required for a low city |lane, one used preparatory
to | andi ng.

Landi ng where? Troy's whol e body ached now with

the strain of trying to evaluate what he heard and
felt. The swoop of the flitter he had been expecti ng.
Then came the slight bound of a too-quick wheel touch,
and t he engi ne was snapped off.

Pl ay dead, Troy thought. Let them haul hi m about

as if he were still unconscious until he | earned what
he could. He forced his nuscles to relax as well as he
was abl e.

Air blew through the flitter. He heard the scrape of
boots. Then anot her panel was opened only a few

i nches beyond his head. Hands, hooked in his arnpits,
jerked himroughly backward so that his legs hit the
pavenent. Guntin'g, the man who had unl oaded him
continued to drag Troy al ong.

But the air was providing the blindfol ded prisoner
with a clue to his whereabouts. Only one place had
ever held that particular conbination of strong odors
—the courtyard of Kyger's shop. He was back to where
he had started from days before.

He thudded to the ground, dropped by his guard,

then heard the faint squeak of a panel door. Once

nor e hands hooked under hi mand he was manhandl ed

al ong. Again his nose supplied a destination. This was
the storeroomoff the courtyard. Troy was allowed to
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fall uncerenoniously, his head and shoul ders agai nst
a bag of grain, so that he was half sitting. He nmade
his head loll forward m what he hoped was a convinc-
i ng display of unconsci ousness.

But if this convinced his captors, they were no | onger
191

willing to et himremain unaware of his plight. Qut
of nowhere the flat of a pal msmacked one cheek,
snappi ng his head back agai nst the ba-g. And a second
stinging slap shook himequally as nuch.

"What 2" He did not need to counterfeit that dazed
query.

"Wake up, Dippleman!" That was Zul. Yet Troy was
sure the small man did not have the strength to drag
hi m here. There nust be at |east two of them beside
himin the storeroom

"What =" Troy began agai n.
"Use your nmouth for this."

A hard netal edge was thrust against his lips with
force enough to pinch flesh painfully against his teeth,
and then he al nost choked as a substance that was
neither liquid nor solid but more nearly a thick soup
filled his nouth and he had to swallow, a portion
trickling out greasily over his chin. It had a bitter
taste, but he could not struggle against their force-

f eedi ng net hods, and about a cupful of it burned down
his throat into his stomach.

"WII that hol d?" someone, he thought it was Zul,
asked.

"Never failed yet," returned a stranger briskly. "He'l
be as frisky as one of those Dandl e pups of yours
about five hours fromnow That's what you want, is it
not? Up until then you can | eave himhere with al

the doors wi de open and he will not get |lost. W know
our job. Ctizen."

Troy's head fl opped forward on his chest once nore
as the other released his grip. There was no need to
sham hel pl essness. Spreading outward fromt hat
warnth in his stomach was a nunmbness that attacked
192

nmuscl es and nerves; he was conpletely unable to nove.
One of the notorious drugs used by the Guild. But,
Troy thought dimy, that nmade this a highly expen-
sive job—to include scientific druggi ng would put the
price in the upper credit brackets. And where had Zul
managed to lay his hands on that kind of funds—and
the proper connections?

The nunbness that had first affected his body now
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reached his mnd. There was a dreamny |lassitude in

whi ch nothing mattered. He lay quietly, drifting along
on a softly swaying cloud that spiraled up lazily higher
than any flitter could clinmh—

Col d—~ery col d—The cold centered in his head—no,
in his nouth. Troy swall owed convul sively and the
cold was in his throat-his m ddl e—

"Thought you said he would be ready— Wbrds, the
very sound of which jarred in his head.

"Does not usually work this way—dnl ess he had an
enpty stonach to begin with." Mre words—protesting
—hurting his head.

The col d spread outward, up through his shoul ders,
down his thighs, into his arms, hands, fingers, |egs,
and toes—a cold that bit, though he was unable to

shi ver.

"CGet some sub-four into himnow " The order was
rapped out in a |l ouder tone.

More |liquid splashed into his nmouth, to dribble out
agai n because he had no control over slack lips. Then
his mouth was refilled, a palmheld with brutal force
over his lips, and he swall owed. The taste this tine
was sweet, cloying. But it drove out the ice as it went
down him bringing a glow, a feeling of returning
energy and fitness, which was like a raw life force
193

bei ng punmped into his veins to supply new vigor for
hi s body.

"That does it." The hand that had been over his |ips
slipped down to rest on the pulse in his throat, then
farther, inside his tunic, to touch directly over his
heart. "He is comng around all right. He will be ripe
and ready when you want him™"

The fatigne, the hunger, the thirst of which Troy

had been so conscious were gone. He was fully alert,
not only physically but nentally, with an added fillip
of rising self-confidence—though he mistrusted the
latter, for that enption m ght be born of the succession
of drugs they had forced into him A haffer addict, for
exanple, sinply did not believe that failure of any of
his projects was possible. Had they punped himfull of
sonet hing that woul d make him as anenable to their

will or wills as the aninals had been to Kyger's
sunmmoni ng tube?

However, for the nmoment they left him H s nose

told Troy he was still in the storeroom of the shop, the
bag of grain propping his shoul ders. Beyond that there
was little that hearing, touch, or snell could add.

Time had | ong ceased to have any neaning at all in

his blindfol ded worl d—+his mi ght be tonorrow, or

several tomorrows, after that hour when he had dunped
the animals in the WId.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt (127 of 147) [1/17/03 1:06:44 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Cat's%20Eye.txt

The ani mal s! Once nore he put his newWy alerted

mnd to trying to establish contact with them If they
had been | ocated and captured, he could not tell, for to
all his soundless calls there came no replies.

Click of boot soles, the scrape of the door panel, boot
sol es again nmuch | ouder. Then the snell of clothes
worn about animals too | ong—the odor of a human
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body. Troy found a snatch of time in which to narvel
at his hei ghtened sense of snell.

There was a tug at the bindings about his ankles,
those bonds pulled off. Then a hand dug fingers into
hi s shoul der.

"Up and wal k, Di ppl eman! You go on your own two
feet this tinme."

He staggered a step or two, brought up painfully
agai nst the sharp edge of a box. The hand canme again
to steer himwith a shove that nmade hi m waver. So
propell ed, he energed into the courtyard, heard the
purr of a waiting flitter ready to take off.

Hi s guard steered himto the flyer, and he was

| oaded by two nmen, not into the driver's seat but once
more into that storage space in which he had ridden
back to Tikil. He was sure of only two things: that Zul
was in charge of his transportation—he had heard the
small man's grunt of assent fromthe pilot's seat before
they lilted—and that the Thieves' Guild, Blasterman's
Section (highest paid of all the illegal services on
Korwar), was in command of the prisoner's keeping,

whi ch was enough to dampen thoroughly all hopes of
escape, or even of a try at defense.

Sevent een

But their lift into space was a very short one—perhaps
it only cleared the division between courtyard and
street. They descended gently, the wheels touched
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pavenent, and the flitter proceeded as a ground car.
Whi ch meant that their destination was sonewhere

wi thin the business sector of the city and not one of
the outlying villas. A warehouse—an office? It would
have to be where the entrance of a blindfol ded, bound
man, acconpani ed by at |east one guard, would not
attract attention. If this was night, a goal in the
busi ness district or anong the warehouses woul d neet

t hose requirenents.

Troy tried to renmenber the geography of Tikil in
relation to Kyger's but found that a hopel ess task
Unl ess he was on his feet in the open, his eyes
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unbandaged, he could not even effectively retrace his
way to the Dipple.

They turned once, twice, their speed a decourous

one well within the Iimt. And undoubtedly they were
taking every precaution against any irregularity of
action or appearance that could awaken suspicion in a
patroller's mnd. The Quild were skilled worknmen and
this was a GQuild protection project, which nmeant that
Troy might well be on his way to sone hi dden head-
quarters of that power. Only he did not believe so. It
was nore |likely he was being taken to face, or at |east
be inspected by, Zul's new enpl oyer.

Anot her turn. Neither man in the driver's seat spoke.
Troy deduced by the volune of street noise that the
hour nust be one of |ate evening. They had joi ned
honmewar d- bound traffic, which neant they were not
headi ng toward the war ehouses.

The flitter cane to a stop. Troy, with his heightened
sense of smell and hearing, knew that one of the men
had | eaned across the partition and was hangi ng head
and shoul ders above him
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"Listen, you." The words were bitten off dryly, and
Troy knew that the speaker neant them "You are

going to get out and wal k, Dippleman. And you are
going to do it nice and easy w thout any noi se or
confusion. I'lIl have a nerve-block grip on you all the
way. Make any trouble and you will still wal k—but

not nice and easy. You will sweat blood with every
step. Understand?"

Troy nodded his head violently, hoping that the

other could see that gesture. He had not the slightest
desire to suffer the promi sed correction for the fault of
causi ng his captor any trouble.

The other assisted himout of the flitter and kept a
tight fingerhold on him They wal ked, as his guard had
prom sed, "nice and easy" across a strip of pavenent.

Troy sniffed vegetation. They nust be in a dwelling-
house district. There was a slight pause, probably

wai ting for the househol der to rel ease a door-pane

| ock. Then their slow march started once again, the click
of boot heel s deadened by foamset floor covering.

Troy's head jerked suddenly. Just as he had known
they had returned himto Kyger's storeroom so did he
now guess where he stood. There could not be two

such establishnents in Tikil! But know edge brought
with it conplete bew | der ment —al nost shock.

VWhat did the clerk Dragur, living in the mdst of a
collection of marine horrors, have to do with Kyger's
secret enpl oynent ?

On the other hand—roy's thoughts readjusted
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qui ckl y—the col orl ess nan's chosen hobby was an ex-
cellent cover for a connection between him and the
shop, a connection above suspicion, since Dragur's en-
t husi asm concerning his pet nonsters in their gl obes
197

and aquariuns had not been feigned; Troy would swear
to that. H's only objection to this new revel ati on was
the character of the man hinself. He sinply could not
vi sual i ze Dragur as the masterm nd behi nd anyt hi ng

but fussy details of Korwarian bureaucracy.

Troy's ears caught the faint plop-plop of water
slapping in a bow as sone inhabitant of the marine
zoo noved, and he tried to renenber how the room

had been laid out at the tinme of his first visit there.

"Here is your nman, Citizen, safe and in one piece."
That was his guard reporting.

"Mbst commendabl e,” Dragur's slightly high-pitched
voice replied. "But | understand that the shipment is
not conplete. W were to have a conpl ete shiprent,

Qui I dsman, compl ete. ™

"You shall have to ask this one what he did with
the others, Ctizen. The Big Man will settle with you
on the deal. Gve ne the delivery release.”

"Your Big Man shall al so make an adjustnment on
the fee," Dragur snapped. "I bargained for a conplete
shipnent. No rel ease until that nmatter is settled.”

"The Big Man will not feel kindly about that, Cti-
zen." This was no threat, just a statement of fact, a
fact to be accepted when the Guild made it clear.

"Ch, he will not? Well, | share his disappointnment!"
Dragur actually giggled. "You may tell himthat as
soon as you w sh."

"No release, no delivery." The grip on Troy tightened.

"And you think you may march out of here, taking
himw th you?"

There was a | ong nonent of silence. Troy tried to
i magi ne what m ght be happening that he coul d not
see.
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"Where did you get that?" his guard asked slowy.

"l do not ask questions about the source of your
equi prent, do |?" countered Dragur. "Now you will
renove your hands from ny shipnent and you will

withdraw to your flitter. You have ny perm ssion,
however, to comunicate with your Big Man if you

wi sh. |1 do not know whether he suffers bungling with
patience or not. Hi s reaction to your report you are
better able to gauge than |. But you may nention to

him as a mtigating point, that a profitable relationship
bet ween oursel ves may not be at an end, providing, of
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course, that we conme to an equitable agreenent now. |
will also indicate that | have contracted for a tine
guardi anship with your organi zation and that stil

has several hours to run. | amnot in any way breaking
contract."

The hand fell away from Troy. Wth the grunt of a
baf fl ed man who had been out naneuvered, the guard
moved from his side, and a noment | ater a door pane
opened and cl osed. Troy heard Dragur | augh agai n.

"He will beamin his Big Man as soon as he thinks
matters over. Better get a rating now than a burn
|ater for not reporting."”

"The Quildsnmen like their credits." Zul spoke for
the first tine.

"But of course, do not all of us? On the other hand
their continuing in business—at |east the continuance
of this particular branch of their business—depends
also on a certain integrity. If they prom se a shipnent
in full and deliver only part, then they have broken
contract and rnust take the consequences. But that is

a matter to be taken under advi senment |ater. Now,

Zul, let us nmake our visitor nore confortable."

199

Fingers pulled at the cords about Troy's wists. His
arns fell to his sides and then he rubbed his hands
together. Another tug and the blindfold was a | oop
about his throat. He was blinking, dazzled by the
light, subdued as it was, in the room

"A nost energetic young man—

Troy centered his attention on the speaker. Dragur
sat there in a nobst unusual chair. Atall glass slab
formed the back, and in it swamw th oily ease one of
the mniature nightmare nonsters, coming to the fore
now and then as if peering over its master's shoul der,
or to whisper through the transparent pane into his
ear. Simlar aquariuns on either side, one holding
carnivorous dorch crabs and the other a tranjan reef
snake, served as arnrests. The |lid of the crab con-
tainer was up, and fromtine to tine Dragur tossed in
small wiggling creatures to satisfy his pets' hunger
As an arrangenent designed to nmake the onl ooker

bot h queasy and disinclined to argue with its owner,
it was extrenely successful

But across Dragur's sharp-boned knees there al so
rested a nerve needier. And, seeing that, Troy could
wel | understand the quick and al nost fearful with-
drawal of the Guil dsman.

"You rmust be tired," Dragur continued in his high,
fussy voice. "So much traveling and nmost of it under
what m ght be termed unconfortable conditions. Zul,
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provide Horan with a seat. There is no need for you to
be unconfortable here. No—+ believe in confort. Ehh—
that is it, my pretty! Junp!" He was dangling a tidbit
over the crab cage. "Did you note that, nmy boy? Such
energy, such spirit! One could not believe that a crab
could actually | eap, now, could one? | have discovered
200

that many things will cause a crab, or an animal, or a
man, to exert hinmself far past the powers one believes
that nature endows himwi th at birth. Many things—=

"Such as a needier?"

Zul had brought a chair, not one furnished with
attendant nonster cages, Troy was pleased to note,
and he sat down.

"A nmost crude stinulant to endeavor, only to be

used i n special cases and under special conditions. No,
the action obtained under threat of punishnent or

deat h cannot be depended upon for any length of tinme.
Just as torture is an expedient to be tried only by the

uni magi native. A man will adnmit anything to save
hi nsel f from pai n when hi s breaki ng point has been
found. Needl ers have their places. | prefer nore

attracti ve nmethods. "

"Such as?" Troy tried not to watch a second exhi bi -
tion of profitable greed in the crab cage.

"Such as— But whatever Dragur was about to say
was silenced by a | ow buzz.

Zul, blaster in hand, sped across the room and
vani shed through an inner door. Dragur raised the
needi er so that the spray barrel sighted on Troy.

"Perhaps | amwong," he said in a voice that was

this tinme neither high nor fussy. "This may be an
occasion for the cruder settlenent after all. Sit where
you are, Horan. The slightest nove will conpel ne to
press the trigger on this, and | think you know t he
results of such an action. | will also be conpelled to do
the sane at any vocal warning fromyour direction. If
we do have an unfriendly visitor on the way, he wll
encounter sonme surprises."” Wth his other hand Dragur
snapped down the Iid of the crab cage, and in the
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quiet only the noises of the aquariumdwellers could
be heard.

Then there was the sound of a scuffle, followed by a
thud. Dragur, Troy noted, did not turn his head in

that direction; his full attention was still fixed on his
pri soner.

"An intruder indeed." The agent's voice was now
hardly nore than a whisper. "And | believe that he
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has fallen into one of our anusing little traps. W
shal | soon know. "

They did. Zul led the small procession. Behind him
stunmbl ed a man who wove about on rubbery |egs, the
normal gait of one who has taken a half jolt froma
stunner in the motor nerves. And hol di ng hi merect

and on course was the sane Quildsman who had ex-
plored the flitter when Troy had been a captive to the
pi nner beamin the WIld. But it was the identity of
the prisoner that startled Troy. Rerne!

Just as he had not expected to find the ranger in his
trap in the cavern of the Ruhkarv, so he had not
foreseen his arrival not only in Tikil but in this par-
ticul ar house.

Dragur surveyed the new captive

"Greetings to the noble Hunter." He used the exag-
gerated phrase denmanded by fornmal society with a
sardonic inflection. "Not that | quite understand why
one of the dans should be noved to enter ny nodest
honme by the rear entrance and that w thout invita-
tion fromme. Zul, a chair for our new guest, please.
We are beconming quite crowded here, are we not? So
you— He watched the CGuildsman slide Rerne onto

the seat of the chair Zul drew forward. "You m ght as
well retire, guard. Be sure | shall informyour Big
202

Man of your alert and nost appreciated services. |
trust, Hunter Rerne," he said to the new captive,

"your head is sufficiently clear for you to note and be
duly apprehensive of this inportation of mne." The
needier lifted a fraction of an inch and then went back
into a new position, one that would share its deadly
and agoni zi ng spray between his prisoners.

'These interruptions quite put one off." Dragur shook
his head. "W were in the mdst of a nobst serious
conversation, Hunter."

"Then | ask pardon for the disturbance." Again the
formal words. Save for his |oss of control over his
muscles, it would appear that Rerne had not been
stun-beanmed to the point where he suffered too
nmuch.

"Most graci ous of you, noble Hunter. Tine presses
or we could resunme our conference later and in nore
privacy, Horan. But you have no ties with the d ans.
O have you? This sudden and unheral ded arrival of
the noble Hunter is provocative."

Hi s head slightly atilt, Dragur |ooked specul atively
fromTroy to Rerne and back agai n.

The ranger turned a countenance of blank courtesy

to his captor as he replied, "Your men left a trail that
was easy enough to follow, Citizen. When a trace of that
sort leads fromthe WId to Tikil, we are interested.”
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"Interested!" Dragur repeated that word as if he

woul d wring nmore than one fine shade of neaning
fromit. Hs attention returned to Troy, and the latter
had his own reply ready. He did not know why Rerne

had foll owed himhere, but he was not going to be
drawn into any business of the d ans.

"l have no ties with the Wld." And the enphasis
203

he put on the statenent nade it sound unduly harsh
in that crowded room

"And | shall accept that assurance, Horan. It is easy
to believe that you do not have nuch synpathy for
any authority on Korwar."

"And | am not a Quildsman."

"Have | suggested such a thing?" Dragur demanded.

"I merely conmment upon certain unpl easant facts of
life. You surely cannot nurse any fondness for the

Di ppl e, nor accordingly for the | ans that have con-
fined you there. On the other hand"—his fingers noved
to one of the seam pockets of his tunic, canme out to
display a white card—this is your perm ssion to | eave
this world."

" Goi ng where?"
"Nor den. "

The answer was so unexpected that Troy was as

shocked as if he had nmet a needier face on. Then
caution, learned painfully through the years, took coo
control of his brain again. He hoped he had given no
outward sign of his shock and surprise, know ng that
Dragur was perhaps the nost dangerous man he had

ever faced-not because of the outlawed of f-world
weapon he now hel d across his knees, but because he
did not really have to use it. The agent was right;

there were other ways to bend a man to his will, and
he had just produced an effective one to | evel Troy

Hor an.
"Why?" Troy cane out with the question flatly.
"Let us say that | have—=

"Atidbit for a crab to junp for?" Troy countered. He
was afraid, afraid with a different sort of chill than
204

that whi ch had seeped al ong his backbone when he
had faced the needier.

"Atidbit, just so. Norden is now under the jurisdic-
tion of the Confederation. The Horan hol ding there
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was, | believe, the Valley of the Forest Range—

a good-sized range—a very fruitful one. There was
the stockade of the Home Pl ace, and five out-towers,
a fruit setting, and an excellent stand of skin-wood
in the heights. Quite a pleasant little kingdom of
your own, Range Master Horan, was it not? Your
famly and their riders nust have been practically
sel f-sufficient. Such a pity—+ess than a century to
grow and all swept away by the arbitrary orders

of one man with his nind on a war that did not

even conme near that planet. Conmander D was
impulsive, alittle too firma believer in his own
edi cts.

"I fear you will have to do sone reorganizing and

start fromthe begi nning al ong sone |ines. The tupan

have run wild. But a roundup should bring them under
brand control again. And you will be permitted to

recruit your own riders, as well as be given all possible
assi tance from Confederation officers.”

"Promising quite a lot, are you not. Citizen?" Troy

kept as tight a control over his enptions as he coul d.
Every one of Dragur's words had been a whip laid on
sensitive skin. He dared not believe that there was a
fraction of truth in the offer, dared not for the sake of
his own equilibriumof heart and m nd.

"I am promi sing nothing that | cannot deliver, Range
Master Horan." And in that nmonent Troy was forced
to believe him
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"Korwar is a Council planet." Troy hedged, tried to
test his assurance from anot her angl e.

"Whi ch agai n nmeans not hi ng—to ne." And once
more his tone and the will behind it carried convic-
tion.

"And in return for Norden what do you ask?"

"A small task successfully perfornmed—-by you, Range
Master. It seens by sone quirk of fate you al one now
on this world are able to comunicate with sone
runaway servants of mne. | want them back, and you
can get themfor ne."

That was it: produce the ani mal s—and get Norden
Norden and everything his father had held ten years
ago! Sinple and deadly as that.

"They nust be very special, these servants of yours,'
Rerne cut in.

"I ndeed, noble Hunter, as you already know. Their
breeding is the result of many years of research and
experinmentation. They are the only ones of their

speci es—

"On Korwar." Rerne's words were not a question,
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but a statenent that carried both force and meani ng.
Troy caught the inference. Yes, the five he had left in
the WId mght be the only ones of their species on
Korwar. And yet in other places, other solar systens,
simlar tools were being enpl oyed by Confederation
agents.

Dragur shifted slightly in the weird chair. "Wat
happens on ot her planets is none of ny concern, noble
Hunter, nor the Clans'. In fact | wllassure you that
once ny servants are returned to me, there shall be
no cause to fear any nmore activity of this type on
206

Korwar. The experinent, due to the human el enent
here, has been a failure. W shall admt defeat and
wi t hdraw. "

And that, too, Troy believed.
"And the animals thensel ves?"

"Are now expendable. | do not think that you will
hesitate for a nonment to weigh the lives of five ani-
mal s agai nst your return to Norden, will you, Range
Mast er ?"

Troy's tongue tip wet his dry lips. He had to use all
his will power to fight shivers running al ong arns
and | egs.

"You cannot be sure | can bring themin."

"No, but you are the only contact with them And
think ny crab will junp with all his energy for this
tidbit, do you not agree?"

"Yes!" Troy's answer canme in a harsh expl osion of
breath. "Yes, | do!" He saw, fromthe corner of his eye,
Rerne's head turn in his direction, a flash of surprise
deepen to bl eak distaste on the ranger's face. But
Rerne's opinion of himcould not matter now. He nust
keep thinking of the future. Dragur was so right; this
crab was willing to junp—very high!

'ASo!l" The agent spoke to Rerne now. "You see how
simply matters can be arranged. There is no need for
Clan interference—er their hope to have a hand in
this. | take it, Range Master, that the animals stil
are in the WI|d?"

"They left the flitter for the woods just before your
men sl apped that pinner on ne."

"How easy to understand once one knows the facts.
Very well, we need have no worries now. You, noble
207

Hunter, shall be our passport to the WIld. A happy
chance brought you here in time. One m ght al nost
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begin to believe in the ancient superstitions regarding
a personified formof Fate that could favor or strike
adversely at a man. W shall be a hunting party, just
Zul and |, you, noble Hunter, Range Master Horan,

and ny GQuildsman. And if all goes well, we shall have
this matter decided before nightfall tonorrow. | am
sure we are all sensible nen here and there will be no

trouble." He raised the needier

Troy was not sure Rerne noted that warning ges-

ture. Wen the ranger replied, his voice was renote.
"There is no argunent, Citizen. | amat your service."
"But, of course, noble Hunter, did | not say you
woul d be? And now we shall go."

Ei ght een

Troy had no idea how far into the WIld they had
penetrated. As Dragur had foreseen, Rerne tal ked them
safely through the dan patrols. Dawn cane and
mel l owed into day, the day sped west as they bore
east. Troy put his head back agai nst the cabin walls,
closed his eyes, but not to sleep

Hi s right hand braceleted his left wist, noving
around and around on the snooth, cool surface of the
band he had involuntarily worn out of Ruhkarv, unti
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that nmovenment fell into rhythmw th his reaching
t hought s.

The flitter noved at top speed, but surely thought
could thrust farther and faster than any machi ne. He
tried to call up a sharp picture of that tongue of

woodl and into which the aninmals had fled—was it

hours, or days ago? Sinba, if he could contact Sinba!

If he could persuade the cat, and through himthe
others, to conme back to th'at neeting point, be waiting
t here—

Nor den—No, he nust not think of Norden now, of

how it would be to ride free once nore down the
valley. Wth a wench of thought that was close to
physi cal pain, Troy crushed down nenory and dreans
bom of that nenory. He nust concentrate with every
part of him mental and physical, on the job at hand.

There was only Dragur's word that none of them
here could communicate with the animals. But if that
was not true, why did they want his help so badly?

Hi s whol e body was taut with effort. He was not
aware that his face grew gaunt with strain or that
dark finger-shaped brui ses appeared under his eyes.
He did not know that Rerne was watching hi magain
with an intentness that approached his own concen-
tration.

Slip, slip, right, left, his fingers on the bracel et—-his
silent call fanning out ahead of the ship. Troy aroused
to chew a concentrate bl ock passed to him hardly
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conscious of the others in that cabin, so tired only his
will flogged himinto that fruitless searching.

And to undermine his | abors there was a grow ng
di smay. Perhaps the animals, having wtnessed his
209

capture, had pressed on past any hope of their being
| ocated now. Only Sahiba's injury could curtail such a
flight.

Nightfall found the flitter well into the plains. Dragur
heeded the protests of the Guildsman who alternated
with Zul ap pilot and agreed to canp for the night.

"VWich," the agent remarked with courtesy exag-

gerated enough to approach a taunt, "provides us with

a problem noble Hunter. You, in this, your hone
territory, will have to be bodily restrained. | trust you
will forgive the practical solution. Qur young friend
here needs no such linmts on his freedom™

Rerne, hands and feet bound, nade no protest as he

was bedded down between Zul and the CGuil dsman.

Troy, oblivious to his conpany and surroundi ngs, fell
asl eep al nbst at once, his weariness |like a vast weight
grinding himinto darkness. Yet in that dark there

was no rest. He twisted, turned, raced breathlessly to
finish some fantastic task under the spur of tinme. And
he awoke gaspi ng, sweat danp upon his body.

Stars were paling overhead. This was the dawn of

the day in which they would come to the wood. For a
fraction of one fast escaping nonent he knew again
that sensation of freedomand fresh life that had first
cone to himon the plateau, which would al ways signify
for himthe WId. Then that was gone under the |ash

of menmory. Troy did not stir, save that his hand
unconsci ously once nore sought the band on his wist,
and fromthe touch of that strange netal a quickening
of spirit reached into body and m nd. Hi s thoughts
quested feverishly, picturing the fringe of saplings
and trees as he had seen it last. Sinmba crouched be-
neath a bush—waiting—

210

" Found!"

Troy flung up his arm the cool band of Ruhkarv
pressed tight to his forehead above his closed eyes.
And under that touch his nental picture |eaped into
i nstant sharp detail

"You come?"

"I come," Troy affirmed silently. "Be ready—when
come." He tried to marshal the necessary argunents
and prom ses that would draw themto the place where
Dragur woul d | and.
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"So—you have nmade contact at |ast, Range Master?"

Troy's armfell away fromhis forehead. He frowned

up at the Confederation agent. But there was no reason
to deny the truth. Wat he had had to do he had done,
to the best of his ability.

"Yes. They will be waiting."

"Excellent. | nust conplinent you, Horan, on your
comendabl e speed in seeking to fulfill your part of
the bargain. W shall eat and then get on to the
netting."

Troy ate slowy. So much depended now on Sinba's
response to his appeal, on the cat's dom nance over his
fellow mutants. If the slight bond between man and

ani mal s was not stout enough to |lead themto trust

hi m now—+then he had failed conpletely.

Back in the flitter he nmade no further attenpt to
keep in touch with the fugitives. He had done all he
could during that early norning contact. Either they
woul d be waiting—er they would not. The future nust
be governed by one or the other of those facts-which
one he woul d not know until the flyer |anded.

In mdnorning, bright and clear, the flitter touched
with an expert's jarless |anding at the edge of the
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wood. Dragur ordered themout, the barrel of his needier
as much on Troy as on Rerne.

"And now'—the agent faced the woodl and—where
are they, Horan?"

"In there." Troy nodded to the cover. Yes, they were
all there, waiting in hiding. Whether they woul d show
t hensel ves was agai n anot her natter.

The CGuildsman drew his blaster, thumbed the butt

dial to spray beam Troy gathered hinmself for a quick
leap if the other touched the button. But the agent
spoke first. "No beam ng," he snapped. "We have to be
sure we get themall and in one attack." Then he
turned to Troy. "Bring themout."

"l have no summoner, and they will not obey ne to
that point. | cannot bring them against their wills. |
can only hold themwhere they are.”

For a second or two he was afraid that Dragur
woul d refuse to enter the shadow of the trees. Then
Troy's statenent apparently nmade sense to the agent.

"March!" Dragur's tone sheared away the urbanity
of earlier hours. Troy obeyed, the agent close behind
hi m needi er ready.
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Horan rounded a bush, stooped under a hangi ng
branch. "Here! Here! Here!"

Si nba, Sargon, Sheba—

Troy threw hinself face down into the | eaf nold,

rol | ed—Bragur shrieked. Troy came to his knees again
and faced the man now pl ungi ng enpty-handed toward
hi m

Sinmba clung with three taloned feet to the agent's
shoul der, as with a fourth he clawed viciously at the
man' s face and eyes, while both foxes made a concen-
212

trated attack with sharp fangs upon the agent's
ankl es.

Troy caught up the needier the other had dropped
when Sinba had sprung to his present perch froma

| ow-hanging tree linb. Horan was still on one knee,
but he had the weapon up to cover Zul as the snmall
man burst through the bushes to them

"Stand—and drop that!"

Zul's eyes widened. Reluctantly his fingers | oosened
their hold upon the blaster. The weapon thudded to
t he ground.

"You, too!"

The @uil dsman who had prodded Rerne on into this
pocket clearing obeyed Troy's order. A furred shadow
with a long tail crooked above its back flitted out
of cover, nmouthed Zul's blaster and brought it to
Troy, then went back for the guard's weapon. Dragur
staggered around, his arns flailing about his head
where the blood dripped fromripped flesh on his
face and neck. Sinba no |onger rode his shoul ders,
but was now assisting the foxes to drive the man,
with sudden rushes and sl ashes at his feet and

| egs.

Bl i nded, crying in pain, completely denoralized by
the surprise and the unexpected nature of that attack,
the agent tripped and fell, sprawing at Rome's feet,
whil e Sinba snarled and nade a | ast claw sw pe at

his face. The ranger stared in conpl ete amazenent
fromthe team of animal warriors to Troy

"You planned this?" he asked in a voice | oud enough
to carry over Dragur's npaning.

"We planned this," Troy corrected. He thrust'the
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two blasters into his belt, but he kept the needier
ai ned at the others.
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"Now'—he notioned to the Guil dsman—you gat her
up Citizen Dragur and we will go back to the flitter."

There was no argunent agai nst the needier. Half
carrying the noani ng agent, the CGuildsman tranped
sullenly back to the flyer, Zul and Rerne in his wake,
Troy bringing up the rear. He knew the animals were
active as flanking scouts though he no | onger saw

t hem

"You"—roy nodded to Rerne—unload water, the
energency supplies.”

"You are staying here then?" The ranger showed no
surprise.

"W are staying," Troy corrected once again, watching
as the other dumped fromthe flitter the things he

m ght need for survival in the Wld. Then the Guil ds-
man, under Horan's orders, gave Dragur rough first
aid, tied himup and stowed hi maway, afterwards
doing the sane for Zul, before he, hinself, submtted
to binding at Rerne's hands.

"And how do you pr”™' ose to deal with nme?" the
ranger asked as he boosted the | ast of the invaders
fromTikil into the flitter.

"You can go—with them" Troy hesitated for a no-

ment and then, alnost against his will, he added
roughly, "I ask your pardon for that tap on the head
at Ruhkarv."

Rerne gazed at himlevelly. The mask he had worn

in the city was back, to nake his features unreadable,
though there was a spark of some enotion deep in his
eyes.

"You were within your rights—an oath breaker de-
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serves little consideration."” But behind those flat words
was sonet hing Troy thought he could read a different
meani ng i nto.

"Those waiting were not your men but patrollers?”
He denmanded confirmation of what he had conme to
suspect.

Si nha appeared out of the grass, by his presence
urging an end to this tinme-wasting tal k.

"So you saw that nuch." The flicker in Rerne's eyes
gl owed stronger.

"I saw, and | have had tine to think." It was an

apol ogy, one Troy longed for the other to accept, though
that acceptance could | ead to nothing between them

now save a | evel bal ancing of the old scal es.

"I will conme back—you understand that?" Rerne
stated a fact.
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Troy smled. The headi ness of his victory bubbl ed
in him Release fromthe strain of the past hours, or
past days, was an intoxicant he found hard to conbat.

"If you wish, Rerne. | may not be your equal in the
lore of the Wld, but together we shall give you a good
run—=

"We?" Rerne's head swung. |If he was | ooking for the
other aninals, he would not see them But they were
all there, even to Sahi ba crouched under the | ow
branches of a bush.

"Still we."
"And Nor den?"

Troy's smle faded. That was a w cked backstroke

he had not expected from Rerne. Hi s bracel eted hand
went to the belt where the studs were no | onger
bur ni shed bri ght.

"The crab did not junmp," he replied evenly.
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"Perhaps it was not offered the right bait." Rerne
shook his head. "This is the WIld and you are no
trained ranger. By our laws | cannot help you unless
you ask for it, and that would nean surrender." He
waited a |l ong nonent, as if he actually hoped for
sonme affirmative sign from Troy.

The ot her nodded. "I know. Fromnow on it will be
you and yours agai nst us. Only do not be too sure of
the ending, Rerne."”

He watched the flitter rise in the vertical clinb of a
master pilot. Then the carrying strap of the needier
across his shoul der, he made a conpact bundl e of the
suppl i es.

Sunset, sunrise, another nightfall—prni ng agai n—

t hough here the sun nade a pal e greenish shimer in

the forest depths. Troy only knew that they were stil

poi nted east. At |east under such cover he could not be
tracked by air patrols. Those hunting hi mwould have

to go afoot and so be subject to discovery by the keener
senses of the aninals. Shang took to the treetops, Sinba
and the foxes ranged wi de on the ground, able to scout
about Troy as he marched, carrying Sahi ba.

Once Sinba had been stalked in turn by a forest
creature, and Troy had blasted it into a charred nass
as it leaped for the cat. But otherwi se they saw few
living things as they pushed forward.

To Troy the Wld did not threaten. About himit
closed like a vast envel ope of content. And the nem
ory of Norden was a whisper of mist torn away by the
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wi nd rustling through the boughs over his head. Wth
the aninmal s he had noved into a new world, and Ti ki

too was a forgotten dreama ni ghtmare—small, far-
of f, cranped and dusty, well lost. The only thing to
216

troubl e himwas a vague | onging now and then for one

of his own kind to share the jubilation of sone discov-
ery, the exultation when he awoke here feeling a
measure of his birthright returned to him

On the fifth day the ground began to rise, and once or
twice through a break in the trees Troy | ocated peaks in
the sky ahead. Perhaps in those heights he could find

a cave to shelter them-sonething they woul d need

soon if the now threatening clouds neant a storm

"Men!"

Troy froze. The sobering shock rmade hi mrecoi

against a tree. He had half forgotten the chase behi nd.
Now he heard Sinba squall in fear and rage, the fear
thrusting into Troy's brain in turn as a spearhead. A
pi nner! The same force that had gripped himat the
time of Zul's pursuit glued themall to the earth once
again. Yet there was no flitter in sight, no sign of a
tracker.

"How far away?" he appealed to the scouts.

"Up slope-they are coming closer now." Fromthree
sides he had his replies as noses caught scents he
coul d not detect. "They have set a trap."

Troy tried to subdue the rising panic of the animals.
Yes, a good trap. But how had they known that Troy
and his compani ons woul d enmerge fromthe wood at

that point? O had they laid down a |long barrier of
pi nner beans just in case?

There was no chance for himto use the needier; he
could not raise his hand to the blasters at his belt. Al
of themwould remain where they were to await the

| ei sure of the unseen eneny. And the bitterness of

that soured in his nouth, cranped his now usel ess

nmuscl es.
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Sahi ba whi npered in his hold. The others were quiet
now, understanding his trap explanation. He knew

that each small mnd was busy with the probl emene
that they could not solve. Not singly—but together?

Way had he thought that? Swiftly Troy touched

each mnd in turn-Si nba, Sargon, Sheba, Shang,

Sahi ba. Sinba nmust be their choice for the experi-
ment. The bl ack cat whose whole battle techni que
depended upon qui et stal king, instant, |ightning-swft
attack. If they could free Sinba—t
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This was a last fantastic attenpt, but the only one

left to them Troy focused the full force of his nmind on
a picture of Sinmba free, Sinba noving one padded

paw skillfully before the other as he crept up the sl ope
before themto | ocate the pinner broadcaster. The oth-
ers took up that picture, fed into it their conbined
will and mnd force. The thread becane a beam a beam

of such strength as to amaze one part of Troy's brain,
even as he labored to build it deeper, w der, tougher.

A trickle of noisture zigzagged down his cheek. It

was crazy to hope that mind could triunph over a

body pinned. Perhaps only because of the freedom of

the past few days could their desperate need nourish
such a hope. Troy was weak, drained. Yet, as he had
fought to reach the animals fromthe flitter, so now he
| abored to unleash Sinba. And in that noment he

knew that it could be done!

Troy did not see that small streak of black bounding
up the hillside. And the man operating the pinner
could not have seen it coning. There was a how of
pain from above, and Troy was free. He | eaped out of
the brush and went to one knee, the needier ready to
sweep the whole territory ahead.

218

Rerne arose from behind a rock well up the sl ope,

hi s hands up and enpty. Qut of the grass sped Sargon,
Sheba, Shang, and, descending in a series of bounds,
Si nba. Once nore Troy was one in their half circle of
def ense and of f ense.

"You broke pinner power!" Rerne cane down at an
even pace, his eyes never |eaving Troy's face.

"And you found us." In spite of his overwhel i ng
victory against the machine, Troy tasted the ultimte
defeat. The WIld no | onger remained their coveted
escape.

"W found you." Rerne jerked one hand in a signal
Two nore nen started to nove along the hillside,
their hands conspi cuously up and enpty. One was

Rogarkil; the other wore the uniform of a Counci

attache.

Rerne spoke to them over his shoul der. "So—ow
have you seen for yoursel ves?"

"You underestimated the danger!" The Counci

attache's voice was harsh and rough, he was breath-
ing fast through his nose, and it was plain he did not
find his present position one that he relished.

"Danger," Rerne observed, "is relative. Belt knives
have been shifted fromthe sheath of one wearer to

that of another without |osing their cutting edge. You
m ght consider the facts in this case before you com
mt those you represent to any hasty course of action."
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Cl ansman spoke to Council as an equal, and, though
the attache did not like it, here in the WId he nust
accept that. His mouth was now a tight slit of disap-
proval. I n another place and conpany those |ips would
be shaping orders to nmake nen junp.

"l protest your arguments, Hunter!"
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Rogarkil answered in a nmild tone. "Your privilege,
Gentl e Honp. Rerne does not ask that you agree; he
merely requires that you report, and that the natter

be taken under sober consideration. | will say also
that one does not throw away a new thing nerely

because it is strange—dntil one explores its useful ness.
This is the Wld."

"And you rul e here? The Council shall renenber
that al so!™"

Rogarki|l shrugged. "That is also your privilege."

Wth a last glare at Troy and the aninals, the

of fi cer strode back up the hill, joined, when he was at
the crest, by an escort of patrollers who gathered in
fromthe rocks. Then he was gone, as the w nd brought
the first gust of the storm down upon themall.

"Truce?" asked Rerne, his shoul ders hunched agai nst
the el ements. Then he smiled a little.

Troy hesitated only for a nmonent before his own

hand went up in answer and he slung the needier. He
ran toward the shelter the ranger had indicated, a
space between two | eaning rocks. The area so sheltered
was small, and they were still two conpanies, Troy and
the animals on one side, the Cansmen on the other

"That one will do sonme straighter thinking on the
way back to Tikil," Rerne renarked

Rogarkil nodded. "Time to think is often enough.
When and if they do nove, we shall be ready."

"Why are you doing this?" Troy demanded, guessing
fromthe crosscurrents of their speech that, incredibly,
the Cl ans seened to be choosing his side.

"Because," Rerne replied, "we do believe what | said
just now to Hawt hol —a kni fe changi ng sheat hs remains
a knife. And it can be used even to counter a bl ow
220

fromits first owner. Kyger died because of a persona
feud. But for that chance this attack agai nst the Coun-
cil, and agai nst Korwar, woul d have succeeded. And
because this espi onage conspiracy was in a nmanner

ai med agai nst Korwar, it concerns us. Qur guests

here, the G eat Ones of the gal axy, nust be protected.
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As we told you that night in Tikil, the continuance of
our way of life here depends in turn upon their
confort and safety. Anything that undermines that is
a threat to the d ans.

"Now i f the Confederation tries this weapon on an-
other planet, well, that is the Council's affair. But
such an attack is finished here. And | do not believe
that Kyger, or Dragur, or any of those behind them

ever realized or cared abouUhe other potentials of the
tools they developed to further their plan. It could be
very illum nating to see what m ght happen when two

or three species long associated in one fashi on nove
into equality with each other, to work as conpanions,
not as servants and masters—

"And who is better fitted to make such a study than
the C ans?" asked Rogarki l

Troy stiffened. They were taking too nuch for
granted. Both nen and ani mal s nust have sone voice
in their future.

"WIIl the crab junp to his bait, Horan?" Rerne

| eaned forward a little, raising his voice above the
gathering fury of the storm "Rangers' rights in the
Wld for you and your conpany here—granting us in
return the right to know them better? This may not
rank with being a Range Master on Norden—=

He paused nearly in md-word at Troy's involuntary
wi nce. But that hurt was fading fast. Troy's thought
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touched circle with the other five. He did not urge,
tried in no way to influence them This was their
decision nore than his. And if they did not wish to
accept—well, he still had the needier.

The answer cane. Troy raised his chin, |ooked to the
rangers with a cool neasurenment such as he coul d not
have used a week earlier, but which was now part of him

"If you make that a trial agreenent—

Rerne smiled. "Caution is good in a man—and his

friends. Very well, rangers, this shall be a trial run as
long as you wish it so. | will adnit that | ameager to
have a catseye view of |life—f you will allow nme into

this hitherto closed conpany of yours."

Troy's eyes net Rerne's and the younger nan drew

an uneven breath. Norden's plains were gone now.
Instead he had a flash of another nenory. A rock-

wal led roomon a cliff above a | ake and Rerne's voice
talking of this world and its fascinating concerns.

"Why?" He did not stop to think that perhaps his
question, which seened so clear to him m ght not be
as intelligible to the other. But—as if Rerne's thought
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could touch his |ike the animal s' —+he ot her answered
him "We are of one kind, plains rider." Then Rerne
| ooked beyone the man to the animals. "So shall we
all be in the end."

"So be it." Troy agreed, know ng now he spoke the
truth.
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