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ANDRE NORTON- NI GHT OF MASKS (1964)

(Scanned by: Ki sl any)

QUTSI DE, THE DAY was as gray as the wall behind N k Kol herne, where he hunched under the
arch of roof well above his head. The steady drizzle of rain was as depressing as those thoughts
he could not push out of his mind, even by the nost determ ned effort. H's thin-fingered hands
moved restlessly, snoothing the front of the worn and col orless junp coat that hung in fol ds about
his thin chest and shoul ders. The danp had hi m shivering, but he nmade no nove to seek shelter
t hrough the door imedi ately behind him

There was shelter inside but nothing else in the big barracks of the D pple. Those w thout
famly ties held no nore rights than the tentative possession of a bunk, and that only as |long as
they could defend it, should one of their fellows in msfortune take a liking to it.

Ni k's right hand came up in a gesture now so nmuch a part of himthat he was no | onger
aware when he made it. Wthout actually touching his face, his pal mcovered chin and nose, nasking
all that lay below his large, penetratingly brilliant blue-green eyes. He hugged the wall of the
entranceway, giving good roomto two nen splashing in fromthe yard. Neither noticed himas they
pushed into the barracks.

Moke Yarn and Brin Peake. In the world of the Dipple, they were solid citizens of a sort.
O should one correct that? Nk, his hand nask still upheld, searched for a proper termto cover
the activities and standing of Moke Yarn and Brin Peake.

Maybe not solid citizens in the sense used by the free world beyond the Dipple gates. But
at least they had power, and their standing within these walls was firmy based. And since it was
undoubtedly true that the Di pple woul d continue to be Nik's conplete world, its ternms of reference
nmust be the ones used in evaluating his fellow unfortunates-not that either Mke or Brin
consi dered hinmsel f unfortunate.

Once there had been no Dipple; once there had been no war. Once-once a little boy had been
soneone different, very different. H's blue-green eyes held a shadow as Nik stared dully into the
slanting lines of rain. But there had been the war, and all the dispossessed flotsam had been
swept up and thrown into the refuse heaps of the D pples on many planets-to rot forgotten, as if
they were not people at all but statistics and footnotes in sonme, little-read history book of a
time the free worlds were now working hard to forget. The war had ended in an exhausted tie, but
hate |ingered, snoldering under the surface of the here and now, a hate that-

This time Nik's fingers closed tight against his face. H's stomach heaved in a retching
spasm The furrows of scarred skin were harsh under his touch. He had a nmask all right, one out of
ni ght nares and one he coul d never put aside. Ten years ago a freighter spacer had been tenporarily
turned into an escape ship for a snall colony on a frontier world lying within enemy-patrolled
territory. That freighter had been pursued by the eneny and had crashed on a barren noon

How in the nane of the Spirit had N k survived that disaster anyway? Why had a child with
a torn and burned face continued to live when all those about himhad nmercifully died? Then-out of
nowher e- had conme rescue, nen in space arnor tranping into the small area of the ship where N k had
cowered al nbost witless. After their coming, there was a junble of inpressions cloaked with
deliriumand pain, the terror of the unknown. Finally, there had been the hospital here at the
Di ppl e on Korwar. Then-just the Dipple in which he was al ways al one.

He dreaned-yes, sonetines he dreaned of a country under another sky with a different tint
and a warner sun. But was that a real nmenory or just a drean? He coul d renenber only such snal
bits after the crash. His sole link with that other world was the identity disk they had found on
hi m Ni k Kol herne, a name conbined with synbols that had not nade sense to any authority here. At
first, he had asked questions of his fellowinternees until their reaction to his gargoyle face
had driven himinto a solitary life and to the readi ng tapes.

To a tape, it did not matter that Nik was only human-seening fromeye level to the top of
his head with its tight curls of wiry hair the color of burnished jet. So he had fled into the
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world of the mind, soaking up materials upon which his imagination fed, so that he was able to
| ead another |ife-one he could sumon up at need, perhaps as vivid as that a haluce drinker knew.

Sonet i mes nowadays Ni k was nore aware of that other life than he was of the Dipple, though
a ripple of disquiet came |like a half-heard warning now and then to disturb his dream ng. But he
pressed that down, strove to rout it utterly. He had his dreamworld, and in it he was free! He
clung to it passionately.

The need to return to his fantasy now drove himforth into the rain, and he scuttled from
the barracks to the next building, the supply warehouse. The bored guard at the door did not see
Nik flit by-he was an expert at finding hiding places. Seconds | ater he reached his | atest one, a
tiny openi ng through which he could squeeze, to wiggle up on sone crates and |lie on a ragged bit
of bl anket.

Ni k stretched out. The |layer of stuff beneath his sharp shoul der bl ades was not thick, but
he was oblivious to the disconfort. The drumof rain on the roof not too far above hi mwas
soot hi ng, and he closed his eyes, ready to plunge into his dream

"-has to be right-all a one-tinme blast-off-"

Those words had no part in the fantasy Nk was creating In thenselves, they were only a
nmi nor di sturbance, but sonething in the voice brought N k's eyes open, nmade himlisten

"No nove until we are sure-"

"And while we're sittin' on our fins waitin' for a take-off, the whole deal can turn sour-
into a real bad burn-off-"

N k hitched around on his pad and began a worm s progress to the end of the box from which
he should be able to view the speakers. There was no light in the gl oom bel ow. The neeting had al
the aspects of a private one. O course, there were a good many undercurrents in the Dipple. This
was not the first tine Nik had been on the fringe of secrets or |earned what could prove dangerous
shoul d his know edge be discovered by others. ,

"I repeat-in this there can be no chances-not in the groundwork. It's too big to allow any
of f-course work. Do you understand that?"

Stowar! Nik could see the two figures bel ow only as shadows anong ot her shadows, but that
one voi ce he knew. Stowar was big here in the Dipple-a king shark to such small predators as Mke
and Brin. If a nman could raise the price to buy into the Thieves' @iild and so open a door out of
this rat hole, Stowar was the negotiator who carried out the deal. Stowar had things to sell, too-
hal uce and other drugs. He had contacts, they said clear up the Veeps of the half world on Korwar
and even of f-world, too.

Ni k shivered. To eavesdrop on one of Stowar's little deals could be very dangerous. He dug
his nails into the surface of the box on which he lay and tried to still his breathing, not daring
to withdraw for fear they could hear his novenents.

"Al'l right-so no chances." The other sounded inpatient and not a bit overawed by Stowar.
"But that course's been plotted twi ce-an' each time it cost us a fistful. If we have to go to
Margan again, he'll up the price on us. He's no fool, and he'll do a little thinking on his own."

"There are ways of dealing with Margan-"

"Yeah, and those wouldn't be healthy either. Meddle with Margan and you'll have the
Bret hren down with blasters out, ready to do sone cookin'! Don't you planet craw ers ever forget
that Margan is our man, and we'll cut in for him W need Margan; he's the best course man in the
busi ness. This trick of yours is just one trip as far as the Brethren see it."

The Brethren! Nik's mnd was wholly freed of the m st of fantasy now Stowar could well
have contacts with the Brethren-the space-borne section of the Thieves' Guild who sought their
prey on |loosely held frontier worlds. That neant this deal could be very big. Though Stowar m ght
head the law ess elenment in the Dipple, to the Guild itself he was a small operator to whomthe
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real Veeps threw the small crunbs.

"Commendabl e comment. But our friend here is right on one point. This is no tine to cone
in for a two-fin |anding, Bouvay-"

A third nman down there! Nik tried to pick out his shadow, but he nust be standing, out of
sight, in the crack between the crate on which Nk hinself perched and its fell ow.

St owar had been easy for Nk to identify because, seenmingly indifferent to Nk's
di sfigurenent, he had, fromtinme to tinme, given the boy snmall tasks, Nik's only means of earning a
credit or two to finance the purchase of new tapes.

"Al'l right. But a third run with Morgan will be suspicious -maybe make real trouble.”
"We are duly warned," agreed the unknown in the crack. "You say we have five nore days?"

"Five nore days for this course. Then you wait three planet nonths before you can try
again."

"So be it. Well just have to wait it out."
"But-" Stowar began an instant protest.

"Five days-to find our man, to set up the whole plan? It can't be done. |'ve tried sone so-
called inpossible things in my tinme, orbited in on one or two of them too. But short of going
into stass and taking all of Korwar with us, we're going to have to pass on this run and wait out
those three nonths."

"And in the neantine"-Stowar's voi ce soared-"we can see i'lnad nmade sone change to spoi
everything. | say-nuch better make it a straight snatch-"
"Which is conpletely inpossible,” came a chill retort. "They have the ultimte in

security. The pattern can't be broken by us except by the setup Heri harz has worked out. You
yoursel f were urging caution just a nonent ago, friend."

"Caution, reasonable caution, certainly. But every delay gives i'lnad a chance to counter
us-"

There was a soft laugh fromthe dark alley. "Seens an inpasse, doesn't it? But | have
faith in the stars, Stowar. W'Il| either turn up our key or-"

"O have to wite it all off. Some tricks you can't pull ever. This is a dead rocket if |
ever saw one."

"Your conmander doesn't agree with you, Bouvay, but it's your privilege to cry off if you
want . "

Only a nutter replied to that. Nk tensed. That voice out of the dark carried a note of
confidence rarely heard here. The diction was snmooth, the tone authoritative. This was no Dipple
dwel | er. Everyone knew that the Guild had their undercover nen in the Planet Guard, anmpong the port
authorities, with the spacer crews. This nman could well be one of them

"Three nonths-" That was Stowar, but this time there was a resigned note in his voice.
"And at the end of three nonths- if we have not found the right man?"

"Then we make sone ot her decision. But FC says we will." Sone one of his |isteners
snorted. "Then why'n green blazes don't that tame machine tell us where to find hinf? Maybe he
ain't on Korwar. Ever think of that?"

"The probabilities, according to FC, are that he is. Look about you, nman-what's in a
Di ppl e?"

"A bunch of dimbeats as has had it!" returned Bouvay pronptly.
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"According to your estimation, yes. But on the other hand, right between these walls we
have a big cross section of galactic races and types. \Wen they swept up refugees and deportees
and dropped them down here, there wasn't any sorting. W have inhabitants fromforty worlds,
survivors of ship disasters, a mxture such as you won't find anypl ace el se."

"Except in another Dipple," cut in Stowar. "Just so. And where is the nearest other
Di pple? On Kali, a good six-nonth flight fromhere. How | ong have we been sifting the stock right
in front of us? About one nonth. FC says the probabilities are he is here; we just have to find
him And because you haven't turned up the proper conbination yet, Stowar, is no reason that such
a person does not exist."

"I know." The Dipple nman sounded nore confident. "You're right. If there's such a man, we
ought to have himhere. There's a mx as will turn up about anything. The only thing they've in
comon is that they all | ook human."

"That's the only factor he has to have,"” conmented the unknown. "Qur nan has to register
human or he can't get by the spy line. So, we practice patience and-"

Ni k was startled. The speaker had stopped, alnmost in nmid word. Al N k caught thereafter
was a sharp hiss. The shadows that were Stowar and Bouvay had frozen. Nik listened. H's nouth was
dry, his heart beginning to sharpen its beat. Sonehow he coul d sense a wariness, an alerting. Had
t hey di scovered hinf? But how coul d they-?

He cried out, tried to jerk free, kicking out with one foot, but the hold on his right
ankle remained firm It was as if his whole right leg was glued to the top of the crate. Then the
power in the left suddenly failed. That leg | ay beside the right, both now i movabl e. Thoroughly
frightened, Nk tried to |l ever his half-dead body up by using his arms, only to have themfail him
in turn. He was pinned to the surface under himas if he had never had any power to nove.

Then he did nove, but not by his own will. Stiff in his invisible bonds, his whole body
rose fromthe crate and slid out over the open space where the men he had spied upon stood waiting
for him Shaking with a fear he could only control to the point of not screanming his terror aloud,
Ni k sank down, hel pless to defend hinself agai nst any action they chose to take.

"Stack rat!"

Ni k was still descending when that fist snapped out of the general gl oom and connected
agai nst his cheekbone with force enough to scranble his senses. He was aware dazedly of another
bl ow. And then there was only darkness until light beat into him and he tried to raise his hands

to shield his eyes, blinded by the full glare of a torch.
"-you're away off orbit-"
"I don't think so. Look, man; just use your eyes for once!"
A painful grip on Nik's hair jerked his head closer to the light. He closed his eyes.
"Who is he, Stowar?"

"Just what Bouvay called hima stack rat. G ves nost of the people horrors, so he keeps
out of sight."

"Sure-look at his face! Enough to turn your insides straight out of you! Wat do you nean
about his being any good to us? Gve hima blast and let it go at that. Put himoutta his nisery.
He can't enjoy life lookin' Iike that."

"His face-" The voice from behind the torch sounded specul ative. "That doesn't matter too
much. What is inportant is that he's about the right size and age-or |ooks it anyway. It's just
possi bl e we have what we want. |If he goes, there'll be no one to ask questions-he won't be
m ssed. "

"I don't believe you can use him" Bouvay was enphati c.

"You don't have to. But | believe in luck, Bouvay, and it nmay be that Lady Luck is pushing
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conmets across the board to us right now Gyna can do wonders with raw naterial."

"Anyway, we'll have to do something with him" That was Stowar once nore. "Stow himin the
box there, and I'Il send a couple of the boys to take himto nmy place. How |l ong does this tie of
yours | ast?"

"Not much | onger, unless | want to burn out the unit."
"Fair enough. 1'Il just take care of that problem"

The last words Ni k heard were those from Bouvay. For the second tine he was struck and
sagged back into the dark fromwhich the torchlight had nmonentarily dragged him

He was lying on a hard surface-the bl anket nust have been dragged from under himon the
crate. And this was the first tine he had cone out of a dreamwith a badly aching head. Dreanf But
this had not been one of his visits to his secret world at all! N k found thinking a shaky
process, and the feeling of nausea, which, oddly enough, seened |ocated nore in his painful head
than his mddl e, swooped down into the proper section of his anatony as he tried to nove.

The patchwork of recent nmenories began to fit into a real pattern. He lay with cl osed eyes
and forced hinself to nmake those nenories whol e. The warehouse-and the three who net there-Stowar
Ni k' s suddenly tensing nmuscles hurt. He had been caught listening to sonme private plan of
St owar ' s!

Now he tried to nake his ears serve to informhimon his present surroundi ngs. He was
lying on a hard surface-that nuch he al ready knew but before he opened his eyes and so perhaps
gave away his return to consciousness, he wanted to |l earn everything el se he could.

There was a sound-a nurnur that might be the rise and fall of voices froma distance. Now
that he had hinself in hand, NIk could use his nose, too. The faintly sweet snell-that was only
one thing, Canbia wi ne. Just one inhabitant of the Dipple could afford Canbi a- St owar-so he was now
in Stowar's quarters.

Ni k dared to open his eyes and | ooked up into conplete darkness. Wth great effort, he
lifted a linmp hand. A fraction of an inch fromhis side, it struck against a solid surface. The
| eft hand di scovered a simlar obstruction on the other side.

He coul d see light nowa faint outline over him enough to tell himhe was in a box. In a
monent of raw panic, he struggled to sit up, only to discover the effort beyond his powers. Then
all the patience and self-control he had so painfully [earned went into action. So-he was in a
box. But he was still alive, and if they had wanted to erase him they would not have gone to the
trouble of carting himhere. Stowar wanted no trouble in his own quarters.

N k puzzled over his fragnentary menories of those | ast nonments when he had been so
strangely lifted out of hiding and delivered, helpless, into the hands of the eneny. The nethod of
attack did not concern himnow, the reason for his being here did. Wiat had the stranger said-that
he was the right age and size and that his face was not inportant. Not inportant.

The sound of boot heels on the floor outside his prison nade Nik strive once nore to nove.
Hi s hands-he could pull themup a little. The rest of him seened frozen still.

Then the cover over hi mbanged back, and he was | ooking up into the face of a stranger
The skin was browned in the deep coloring of a spaceman, so that the single topknot of hair above
the alnost totally shaven skull | ooked like a white plume in contrasting fairness. The regul ar
features were handsone, though the eyes were so heavily droop-lidded that Nik had no i dea of their
col ori ng.

And now there was a quirk of a smile about the stranger's lips, giving a certain
relaxation to his expression. Nk found hinself losing the first sharp edge of his apprehension

A bronze hand swooped down and caught at the front of Nik's jacket. He was drawn up in
that hold as if his own weight were feather-light as far as the other was concerned. Then an arm
about his shoul ders steadied himon his feet, and he was standi ng.
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"Don't worry. You'll be able to blast in a mnute."

Under the stranger's gui dance, N k regai ned enough power to step out of the box and take a
stunbling step or two. He was | owered onto a stool, his back against the wall of the room The
ot her sat down, facing him

The stranger wore space | eather and ship boots. The triple star of a captain w nked from
the throat latch of his tunic. He | eaned forward, his fists on his knees, to survey Ni k. For the
first time in years, N k Kol herne nade no attenpt to mask his ruined face with his hand. There was
a kind of defiance in his desire for the other to see every scar.

"I was right!" The white-hair plume rippled as the stranger nodded briskly. "You are our
probability."

NI K'S HEAD and shoul ders were propped against the wall, and as the stranger | eaned
forward, their eyes were nmuch on a level. He matched the searching stare. And now he said, "I
don't know what you nean."

"Not needful that you do-yet. How | ong have you had that face?
"Ten years, nmore or less. | was fished out of a weck during the war."
"Nobody tried to patch it up for you?"

Nik willed his hand to remain on his knee, willed hinself to face that frank appraisa
wi thout an outward trenor. There was no di sgust, no shrinking, only real bew |dernment in the
other's expression. And seeing that, Nik replied with the truth.

"Why didn't they fix ny face? Well, they tried. But it seemed | couldn't adapt to growth
flesh-it sloughed off after some nonths. And other experinents, they cost too nuch. No one had the
credits to spend on Dipple trash."

That had been the worst of his burden in the years behind him knowing that right here in
Korwar were cosnetic surgeons who m ght have been able to give hima human face again. Yet the
costly experinmentati on needed by a patient who could not provide natural rooting for growmh flesh
was far out of his reach.

"Sonet hing coul d be done even now." N k refused to rise to the bait. "I'mnot the son of a
First Crcle famly," he replied evenly. "And if growth flesh fails, there's little they can do,
anyway. "

"Don't be so sure." The stranger got to his feet. "Don't discount |uck."
"Luck?" queried NiKk.

"“Yes, luck! Listen, boy. I'mon a winning streak now. The conets are all hitting stars on
my table! And you're a part of it. Wat would you do for a new face-the face you shoul d have had?"

Nik's stare was set. Plainly this was neant in all seriousness. Wll, what"would he give,
do, for a face-a real face again? He didn't have to hesitate over that answer.

"Anything!" It would be worth it, any pain or sacrifice on his part, any effort, no matter
how severe or prol onged.

"Al'l right. Wll see. Stowar-!" At the space officer's call, the Dipple man cane to the
door of the room "I'm standing for Kol herne."

Stowar's flat, enotionless eyes slid over the boy. He was frowning a little. "The choice
is yours-now," he returned, but not as if he agreed. "When do you take him Leeds?"

"Ri ght away. Now, Kol herne"-the other swung to face Nik once nore-"it's up to you. If you

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (6 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F)/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt
want that face, you have to be prepared to earn it, understand?"

Ni k nodded. Sure he understood. Anything you wanted you had to earn, or take-if you were
strong enough and well arnmed enough to make the grab practical. He did not doubt that Leeds was
either one of the Guild or the Brethren, operating well on the cold side of any planetary or space
law. But that did not bother him Wthin the Dipple, one | earned that the warnth of the | aw was
for the free, not for the dispossessed and hel pless. He was willing to wal k the outlaw s road;
that was no choice at all with the prom sed award ahead.

"This is the story- you're the son of a spaceman, my former first officer. | found you
here, will sign bond for you. That will release you fromthe D pple. The guard won't do nuch
checking. They're glad to get anyone off the roster legally. Got anything you want to collect from
a |l ock box, N k?

VWat did he have to call his own? A tape reader and a packet of tapes. Nothing he really
needed. And those bel onged to the Kol herne who had no hope at all- save through their tenporary
means of escape. Now sonething as wild as anger or fear was boiling inside Nik; he could hardly
keep it bottled down. He did not recognize it as hope.

"No - " His voice seened so little under his control that he did not say nore than that
one word.

"Then, let's go!" Again that strong grasp bringing himup to his feet, steadying him He
stunbl ed across the room out into Stowar's business quarters, hardly noting Mdke Varn there. Mke
was of no inportance any nore. This was one of Nik's dreans taking on the solid reality of flesh
in the hand gui ding himahead, in the surprised expression on Mke's flat face, in the bubbling
and churning in Nik's nmiddle. He was drunk with hope and the excitenent Leeds had fired in him

"Now pay attention.” Leeds' tone sharpened as they enmerged into a mst that had foll owed
the rain. "My nane is Strode Leeds. |'m master of the Free Trader Serpent. Got that?"

N k nodded.

"Your father was ny first officer in the Day Star when the war broke out. He was killed
when we were junped by the Afradies on Jigoku. |'ve been searching the Dipples for you for the
past three years. Luck, O Luck, are you riding my fins today! | couldn't have set this up better
if I'd knowmn you were going to cone down out of the roof back in that warehouse. You stick with
me, boy, and that |luck has just naturally got to rub off alittle on you!"

Leeds was sniling, the wide satisfied smle of a ganbler ready to scoop up fromthe table
nmore than his hoped-for share of the counters.

Ni k, still alittle wobbly on his legs, tried to match his stride to the captain's,
willing to go where Leeds wi shed, holding to himthe pronise the other had nade, the prom se that
still seened part of a dream He listened to Leeds' glib explanation at the Dipple Registration

and nodded when the supervisor perfunctorily congratulated himon his luck. There it was-Iluck
again. He who had never renenbered seeing the fair face of fortune was beginning to believe in it
with some of the fervor Leeds exhibited.

Then they were out of the Dipple. Nik dragged a little behind his conpani on, savoring that
smal | wonder that was part of the larger. In all his existence on Korwar, he had been out of the
Di ppl e's gray hush no nore times than he could reckon on the fingers of one hand. Once to the
hospital in a vain attenpt to have themtry skin growth on himagain, to return defeated and
aching with the pain of the nedical verdict that it was useless. And the rest on hurried trips to
the nearest tape shop to buy the third-hand, scratchy records that had been all the life he cared
for. But now he was out-really out!

Leeds punched the code of a flitter at the nearest call box. It was beginning to rain
again, and the captain jerked the shoul der hood of his tunic up over his head. Nik |icked the
nmoi sture fromthat scar tissue that should have been |ips.

Even rain was different beyond the Dipple walls; it tasted sweet and cl ean here.
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As they seated thenselves in the cab and Leeds set the controls, he glanced at the boy.
The captain was no longer sniling. There was a sharp set to his nouth and jaw

"This is only the first step," he said. "Gyna and |skhag, they have the final decision."

Ni k snapped back into tense rigidity. One part of himwas apprehensive. So-there was a
flaw in this "luck" after all? This was only what all his |life had I ed himto expect.

"But," Leeds was continuing, "since the main play is nmine, I've the right to say who's
going to lift into this orbit-"

N k's first seething glow had faded; his old-time control was back. Al right, so Leeds
had tal ked himout of the Dipple. He'd have to go right back if the captain's plan failed. Nowhere
on Korwar could he show this face and hope for a chance for freedomunless it was freedomto
starve.

Korwar was a pleasure planet. Its whole econonmy was based on providing | uxury and
entertai nnent for the great ones of half the galaxy. There was no place in any of its
establishnents for N k Kol herne. On another world, he night have tried heavy |abor. But here they
woul d not even accept himfor the off-world | abor draft once they took a good | ook at him

The flitter broke away fromthe traffic lanes of the city and slanted out on a course that
would take it to the outer circle of villas and nmansions. N k gazed down at a portion of the life
he had never seen, the wealth of vegetation culled fromhalf a hundred different worlds and re-
rooted here in a mingled tapestry of growing and gl owing color to delight the eyes. They lifted
over a barrier of gray thorn, where the pointed branches and tw gs were beaded with crystalline
dropl ets-or were those flowers or |eaflets? Then the craft came down on the flat roof of a gray-
green house, part of its structure seenming to run back into the rise of a small hill behind it.

The rain splashed about them and poured off in runlets to vanish at the eaves of the
building. NNk followed Leeds out of the flier, sawit rise and return to the city. Then he
shivered and wi ped his sleeve across his face.

“"Move!" That was Leeds, giving his charge little or no tine to | ook about him The captain
had his boots planted on a square block in the roof. He reached out a |ong armand. caught at Nk,
pul ling himclose. There was a shi mer about the edges of the block on which they stood. Abruptly
the rain ceased to drive against them Then the shi mer becane solid, a silver wall, and N k was
consci ous of a whine that was half vibration.

The silver becane a shinmer again, vani shed. They were no | onger on the roof under the
dull gray of the sky but in a snmall alcove with a corridor running fromright to | eft before them

"This way." Leeds' pace was faster; N k stunmbled in his wake.

The wal I s about them were sl eekly snmooth and the sanme cool gray-green as the outer part of
the house. But Nik had the feeling that they were not in that structure but beneath it, somewhere
in the soil and rock upon which it stood.

Just before the captain reached what appeared to be a solid wall at the end of the
corridor, that surface rolled smoothly back to the left, allowing themto enter a room

The carpet under Nik's worn shoepacs was springy, a dark red in color. He blinked, trying
to take in the roomand its inhabitants as quickly as possible, with all the wariness he could
sunmon.

There were two eazi-rests, their adaptable contours providing seating for a man and a
woman. N k's hand flashed up to his face, and then he wondered. She nust have seen himclearly;
yet there was none of that distaste, the growing horror he had expected to see mirrored in her
eyes. She had regarded himfor a long nonent as if he were no different from other nen.

She was ol der than he had first judged, and she wore none of the fashionable gold or
silver cheek leaf. Her hair was very fair and hung in a sinple, unjeweled net bag. Nor did her
robe have any of the highly decorative patterns now preferred. It was a blue-green, in contrast to
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the red cushions supporting her angul ar body, restful to the eye. Between the fingers of her right
hand rested a flat plate of milky sem preci ous stone, and fromthat she licked, with small, neat
movenents of her tongue, portions of pink paste, never ceasing to regard Nik the while.

In the other eazi-rest was a man whose ornate clothing was in direct contrast to the
simplicity of the woman's. H's gemenbroidered, full-sleeved shirt was open to the belt about his
paunch, showi ng chest and belly skin of a bluish shade. H s craggy features were as alien in their
way to the ancestral Terran stock of the others as that blue-tinted skin. His face was narrow,
seeming to ridge on the nose and chin line, with both those features oversized and jutting
sharply. And there were two points of teeth showi ng agai nst the darker blue of his |lips even when
his nouth was closed, points that glistened in the light with small jewel w nks. H s head was
covered with a close-fitting netal hel met boasting whirled circles where human ears woul d be set.

There were non-Terran, even non-hunmanoid, intelligent species in the gal axy, and Korwar
pul l ed many of their ruling castes into tasting its amusenments, but N k had never faced a true
alien before.

Bot h woman and alien nade no nove to greet Leeds, nor did they speak for a | ong nonent.
Then the woman put down her plate and arose, coming straight across the roomto stand facing N k.
She was as tall as he, and when suddenly her hand struck out, catching his wist, she bore down
hi s masking hand with a strength he could not have countered w thout an actual struggle.

Grave-eyed, she continued to study his wecked face with a penetrating concentration as if
he presented an absorbing problemthat was not a natter of blood, bones, and flesh but sonething
renoved fromthe human factor entirely. "Well?" Leeds spoke first. "There are possibilities-" she
replied.

"To what degree?" That was the alien. H's voice was high-pitched, w thout noticeable tone
changes, and it had an unpl easant grating quality as far as N k was concer ned.

"To the seventieth degree, perhaps nore," the woman replied. "Wait-"

She left Nik and went to the table by the eazi-rests. She spun a black box around to face
a blank wall. And the alien pressed a button on his seat so that it swung about to face the wal
al so. There was a click fromthe box, and a picture appeared on the blank surface.

Alife-size figure stood there, real enough to step forward into the rooma nan, a very
young man, of Nik's height. But Nk's attention was for the unmarred, sun-browned face whose eyes
were now | evel with his own. The features were regular. He was a good-|ooking boy; yet there was
an oddly mature strength and determi nation in his expression, the set of his nouth, and the angle
of jaw.

The wonman had stepped to one side. Now she glanced fromthe tri-dee cast to Nik and back

agai n.

"He says growmh flesh did not take on transplant,” Leeds conment ed.

"So?" Well, there are ways-" Her reply was al nost absent. "But | ook, |skhag-the hair!
Al nost, Strode, | can believe in this luck fetish you swear by. That hair-"

Ni k 1 ooked fromthose features to the hair above them The wiry curls on the pictured head
were as tight as his and just as bl ack.

“I't would seem"” shrilled Iskhag, "that the FC was right. The probabilities of success at
this point outweigh those of failure. If, Gyna, you think you have a chance of performng your own
magi c- ?"

She shrugged and snapped off the tri-dee cast. "I will do what | can. The results | cannot
insure. And-it may be only tenporary if the growh fails again"

"You know t he newest techniques, Gentle Fern," Leeds interrupted, "and those are far nore
successful than the ol der nethods. W can prom se you unlimted resources for this." He | ooked to
I skhag, and the blue alien nodded.
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"Does he understand?" The high chitter of |skhag's speech canme as he | ooked at Nik.

Leeds took out a small box and flipped a pellet he took fromit into his mouth. "He
under stands we prom se hima face again, but that it has to be earned. Also, | signed himout of
the Dipple and will guarantee his Guild fee-"

The woman cane back to Nk, her long skirt rustling across the carpet. "So you will earn
your face, boy?"

Before he could avoid it, her hand nade another of those quick noves, and her fingers
cl osed on his misshapen chin, holding it firmy

"You are entirely right," she continued as if the two of themwere alone in the room
"Everyt hing nust be earned. Even those to whombirth gives nuch make paynent in return, in one
formor another. Yes, | shall strive to give you a face, for our price."

For the first tine, N k summoned up enough courage to take a part in this conversation
about himand his affairs.

"What's the price?"

The wonman | oosened her hold on him "Fair enough."” She nodded as if that question had, in
some obscure way, pleased her. "Tell him Leeds." That was no request but an order

So" -1 skhag swung his eazi-rest back to its forner position-"take himto his quarters,
tell himmake all ready. We have been too | ong about this matter now "

Leeds smiled. "In a matter of this kind, haste nakes for m stakes. Do you wi sh for
m st akes, Gentl e Honp?"

"I wish for nothing but to set a good plan to work, Captain.” WAas there a shadow of
wi thdrawal in Iskhag's reply?

The woman had picked up her plate of pink paste. Once nore her tongue |licked, in small
ti p-touch novenents, at its contents, but she watched Ni k as Leeds caught himby the shoul der and
gave hi man encouragi ng shove toward the door

Down the corridor, past the al cove where they had entered, then through a second sliding
doorway they went, and they were in another |uxurious room Leeds notioned Nik to a seat on a w de
di van.

"Hungry?" the captain asked. Wthout waiting for an answer, he went to a dial server on
the wall and spun a conbination. A table slid out, drawer fashion, the closed dishes onits
surface nunbering at least six. Nik watched as it noved into place before the divan, and Leeds sat
down beside himto snap up the heat covers.

"Tuck in!" the captain urged, sanpling the contents of the nearest dish hinself.

Ni k ate. The food was so different fromthe ness-hall fare of the Dipple that he coul d
hardly believe it could be called by the sane nanme. He did not know, could not even guess, at the
basic contents of some of those heated platters, but it was a banquet out of his dreans.

When an unaccustoned sense of fullness put an end to his explorations, N k came to hinself
again, to the uneasy realization that in accepting this bounty he had taken one nore step along a
trail that would lead himinto very unfamliar territory and that had its own dangers, perhaps the
nore form dabl e because they were unknown.

"Now- Leeds pressed the return button and ,the table rolled away fromthem"now, Nk, we
talk."

BUT THE CAPTAIN did not begin. He was watching Nik with that same searching scrutiny the
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woman had turned on himearlier. And under that regard, as always, Nk squirmed, inwardly if not
visibly. The boy had to call on strong will power to keep his hand away from his face.

"It's amazing!" Leeds m ght have been talking to hinself. "Amazing!" he repeated. Then he
cane briskly to the point. "You nust have gathered this is a Guild project?"

"Yes." N k kept his answer short.
"That does not bother you?"

“"In the Dipple you don't live by the law." Nk had never really tried to reason out his
stand before, but that statenent was true. Those in the Dipple had a brooding resentnent of the in-
powers who had | ong since condemmed themto that forgotten refuse heap because they could neither
protest nor fight back. There were three ways a man coul d escape the Dipple, and two of those had
been closed to Nik fromthe begi nning.

He coul d not possibly hope to hire out to any businessman on Korwar, and he could not ship
in deep sleep to be sold as a | aborer on another world. But the fact that he was now allied with
the Thieves' @uild did not bother himat all. In a world-or a life-turned permanently agai nst Nk
Kol herne, any ally was to be wel coned.

"You have the proper attitude," Leeds conceded. "Gyna thinks she can give you a new face
And if she thinks so, you can just about count on it."

n @na?ll
"The Gentle Fern you just net. She's a cosnetic surgeon of the first rank."
"That tri-dee cast-1"mto look like that?" N k ventured.

He had heard of the cosmetic surgeons and the wonders they were able to performfor fees
i mpossible for an ordinary nman to cal culate. That one was tied to the Guild was perfectly in
keeping with all el se runored about that shadowy enpire. But it still remained sonething not to be
bel i eved that he could ever resenble that picture. Now Ni k added a second question before Leeds
had replied to the first.

"Who is he-that man in the tri-dee?"

"Sonmeone who has life but no body," Leeds replied cryptically. He had a drowsy, satisfied
|l ook, as if he were content, satisfied in a way that had no relation to the food he had just
eaten. "Yes, life-and we hope you'll provide the body."

N k's imagination | eaped. "Parasite!" He tensed again. There were sonme things worse than
his face, and his fantasy-bred thoughts could supply a list of them

Leeds | aughed. "G ve you the horrors, Nik? No, this is no nonster rally. You're not being
set up to provide a carcass for sone other life type to nove in. You're just going to be a dream
a hero out of a dream"”

Conpletely baffled, Nik waited. Better let Leeds tell it his ow way. If the captain did
carry out his promise, Nik would owe himnore than his life.

"Don't suppose at your age you pay nuch attention to politics."” Leeds settled back on the
di van. He took out his box again and began to suck one of the pellets fromit. He did not wait for
the boy to reply.

"The | ate war ended nore or less as a drawthe fighting, that is. Then a real struggle
started around the peace table when ternms were of fered, bargained for, schenmed over. No one got as
much as he wanted and nost of them enough less to | eave sores on their hides as tender as bl aster
burns. W're still at war in a way, though it's behind-the-scenes action now not sending in ships
and nen and burning off a world here and there. And the Guild's for hire in sone tricks for either
side."

That made sense to Nik. On the lower levels, the Thieves' Guild might deal in ways that
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had given it its title, but in the upper strata, there were services such a band of outlaws could
of fer the heads of governnents, sector lords, who would pay very well indeed.

"We've such a ploy on now, but it's been hanging fire because we needed a front for the
first nove."

"That's me?" Ni k asked.

"That rmay be you," Leeds corrected. "And this is the truth.” He still wore the half snile,
but his eyes held no hunor at all. "There will be no out once you begin."

"l guessed that."

"Al'l right-then here's the full course. A year ago a warlord of one of the Nebula worlds
sent his only son here to Korwar, just so pressure couldn't be brought on himthrough the boy. He
pi cked one of the High Security villas, and that was that."

An HS villa was one that no unauthorized person could enter and that held its inhabitants
safe as if they had been sealed in a double-illum plate.

"Two nonths ago,"” Leeds continued, "the warlord ceased to be of any concern.”

"Dead?" Nik was not surprised at Leeds' nod. "Now the boy is no longer inportant as a
hostage, but he is inportant for what he controls. Locked in his mind is the answer to a time-
secure device that only he and his father knew. And behind the device are tapes that have
infornmation -of no value to the boy but of vast inportance to two different parties. The one in
power at present chooses to keep hi munder w aps-nmaybe for life. The other-"

"Wants himout,"” Nk finished.
"Yes. But they can't get himexcept by coning to us."
"And the Quild can crack an HS?"

"They could have cracked it any time within the past year. That doesn't mean they could
get the boy out. His father took every precaution. He has been bl ocked agai nst any stranger, even
one altered physically into a copy of a friend. He also has a circuit set in his brain. Force him
or frighten him and the information we need is totally w ped out."

"Then how?-" Ni k was intrigued.

A small tri-dee scene, vividly real in spite of its size, glowed there. The | andscape of
t he background was none that N k had ever seen before. Rugged bl ack heights were stark against a
yel | owi sh sky, and black sand lay |level at their foot. MIKky liquid flowed there in a crooked
course. At the edge of that flood, the sane dark-haired figure N k had been shown by Gyna was down
on one knee, engaged in skinning some reptilian creature.

The yellow |ight made a dazzling sparkle of parts of his clothing where nmetal overl ays
were fastened to a form of space uniform but his head was bare and noticeabl e. Standi ng watching
hi mwas a nmuch younger boy wearing a sinmlar uniform H's hair was also black, and his hands
grasped a weapon, a snall edition of a blaster. His attitude was of one standing guard in
dangerous territory. Leeds switched off the beam and Nik waited for an explanation

“"Children cut off fromnormal friendships and lonely," the captain observed, "have a habit
of i magini ng conpani ons. Vandy Naudhin i' Akrama is no exception."

"I magi ned conpani ons,” Nk repeated. "But that tri-dee showed two people”

"What you saw was the fantasy Vandy has built up in his nind. He and his imagined
conpani on-hero are not in the garden of the HS at all. They are on another world- | believe Vandy
calls it Veever. Over a period of two years, he has been building up an el aborate fantasy
existence that is nost real to himnow And he lives in it for hours at a tine."

"But how ?"
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"How do we know this? How did we get this tape?" Leeds shrugged. "Don't, expect an
expl anati on of the nechanics fromne. The Quild has its resources. There are certain snooper-
machi nes that have never been nmarketed, that are unknown to the public. None of the secrets men
have sought to keep remain undi scovered. The CGuild has the power to bid for such discoveries or
take them It remains that there is such a device, one that has snooped on Vandy's dreamworld for
months and built up a conplete file on his activities in that fantasy for our use."

"How?" Ni k accepted Vandy's fantasy easily enough because of his own, but he still could
not quite see how Leeds or the Quild proposed to use such a discovery for their purposes.

"Vandy has been bl ocked agai nst all contact except through five people, two of whomare
now dead," Leeds explained. "As far those who prepared himfor this exile-protection know, there
is no one now who dares to approach himw thout triggering the circuit that will erase instantly
the know edge we need. However, suppose Vandy was to neet, say in that particular portion of the
HS garden where he feels nost free frominterruption, Hacon-"

"And Hacon is-?"

"You have just seen him skinning a nonster Vandy recogni zes as an enemy on Veever. You
will see himagain as soon as possible, we all hope, in any mirror you care to glance into."

"So | nmeet Vandy as Hacon, and he tells me-" N k began. The inpossible was beginning to
seem nerely i nprobabl e.

But Leeds shook his head. "No, you neet Vandy and suggest an expedition-"
"Qut si de? Where?"

Leeds smiled lazily. "As to that, | can't give you any information. Since you are not an
astro-navigator, anything I would tell you would nmake no sense. But you'll have an LB | ocked on a
certain course. Once aboard, you and Vandy will go into stass. Wen you cone out of that, you'l
be where we want you."

"OFf-worl d?"

"Off-world. In a place where we won't have to fear any chase. There you'll have tine to
consolidate your position with Vandy and get the information we need."

"And afterwards?"

"Afterwards, Vandy will be sent back here. You'll be a menber in good standing in the
@Quild, with a face and a future. Nobody gets hurt except some politicos who' ve tried to gobble up
more than they can safely swallow. In fact, Vandy will also have the satisfaction of tripping up a
coupl e of those , who helped to erase his father."

"But why of f-world?"

"Because we can crack the HS, yes, but we can't preserve that crack for any |ength of
tinme. You wouldn't have a chance to talk Vandy into any nore than going with you. And we'll get
you both off-world in a shielded LB because Vandy can be trailed by corn-cast anywhere on Korwar.
I told you his father took every precauti on when he planted him here."

It made sense, and it could work, providing Gyna was able to turn Nik into Hacon. He
t hought of that smooth brown face, of Leeds' pronmise that that was what he nmight see in any mrror
he cared to use. The price was a snmall one, and the reward-N k drew a deep breath of wonder-the
reward was out of one of his own cherished dreans.

"When do we start?" he asked eagerly.

Leeds hoisted his body off the divan and tucked his box of pills into his tunic. "R ght
now, Nik, right now"

Part of what followed Nik was to renenber in sections that were hazier than his cherished
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fantasies. Most he was never to recall at all. And tine had no meaning during this netanorphosis
of Ni k Kol herne into Hacon

But there canme an hour when he stood staring with incredul ous wonder at a figure not on
the wall this tinme but in a mrror, as Leeds had pronmi sed. And he was Hacon! A wild exhilaration
filled him and he found hinself laughing with a laughter that was cl ose to chest-tearing sobs.

Leeds, who had brought himthis mracle, stood there |aughing, too, but nore gently,
bef ore he nodded to Gyna.

"Well done, Gentle Fern." Leeds found words; N k had none at all. But when he turned away
fromthe mirror to face her, a little of his ecstasy was danpened by a vague apprehensi on because
he could read no satisfaction in her expression

She did not neet his gaze but glanced at Leeds, her soberness sonehow a warning. And then
she turned abruptly and left the .room Nk, puzzled, |ooked to the captain for enlightennent.

"What-?" And this tinme it was the other who would not neet Nik eye to eye

He went back to the mirror, drew one hand down its glistening surface, and saw t hose
fingertips nmeet the ones in the mrror reflection. So, that was he-no trickery there. But stil
sonet hi ng was wong. Hi s hand sought his face, not to mask it this time but to reassure hinself by
touch as well as by sight that there was firmbrown skin there, flesh unscarred, bone no | onger
m ssing. He could see, he could feel-

"What is wong?" N k turned to stand before Leeds, making that demand with a fear all the
keener because of his exhilaration of nonents earlier.

"We had nonths to do a job that might have taken nore than a year," Leeds said slowy,
"three nonths lacking a few days. Gyna is not sure it will last unless"-now he did neet N k's gaze-
"unl ess you can get back into her hands within another two nonths, Korwar-planet tine."

"But, you nean it will be the old story-no growh flesh-?" N k dared not face his
reflection again. That first blasting failure had occurred years ago, and he had been too young
then to grasp the horror of what was happeni ng. But now now he woul d know

"No," Leeds replied quickly, "this was done by another technique altogether. Gyna is sure
it would have succeeded with the right tine elenment; now she cannot be sure. You may nheed a
tightening process to recover any slip. But it will hold | ong enough for you to do the job. Then
you'll come back here for the checkup.”

"You'll swear to that?" N k's rising fear was |ike a shaking sickness.

Leeds' hands held onto his shoulders. He stood tense and taut in that grip. "Nk, 1"l
swear by anything you want to nane that we'll keep this prom se-providing you deliver. The Quild
takes care of its own."

There was enough truth in that to allay the icy fear a little. N k knew the reputation of
the organization-it was loyal to its own.

"All right. But in two nonths-"

"You'll have plenty of time. You start today, and you have all that you need right here."
The captain lifted one hand from N k's shoul der and tapped himin the niddl e of his forehead.

That was true. During the tine he was being turned into Hacon outwardly, all the
i nformati on gathered by snoopers had been fed into his mnd by hypo-induction. Everything Vandy
had created in Hacon and about Hacon was in Nik's mind, including the approach that woul d best
entice Vandy into the needed adventure.

"When?"

"Ri ght now, " Leeds answered.
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Ni k had not been out of the suite of roonms for days, probably weeks, but the captain took
himnow with a sense of hurry that Nik's own need built. How | ong woul d Hacon | ast? Wuld he fail
in his task and so | ose everything? Yet the neeting with Vandy could not be too hurried; the boy's
suspi ci ons nust not be aroused. N k knew everything about Vandy that the snooper tapes could tell
but that did not nean he knew Vandy.

"You have all any induction can give you." Leeds did not sound in the |east worried as
they went down one of the long corridors that Nik knew were underground. "It's been so well
planted in your nind that you can't nmake a wong nove, even if you wanted to. Just get himinto
the LB-"

"But when we get there-on that other planet?"

"No need to worry about that. The setup on Dis has been in order for nonths. You'll have
all the help you need there."

They cane out not on the roof of the gray-green house this tinme but on a hillside, where a
cluster of rocks and a fringe of bushes had conceal ed the opening. There was a small glade in
which a flitter waited, another man al ready aboard. That flier had an odd shi mer about its
outline, alight that made Nik's eyes snart and forced himto | ook away qui ckly. Sone other trick
device for its conceal nent, he decided. Leeds clinbed in and took the controls, proving that the
flier was not on a set flight pattern. "Set?" Leeds asked of the other passenger. The nman
consul ted the tinekeeper on his wist. His |lips noved as if he counted; then he snapped his
fingers, and on that signal the flitter bounced into the air under a full spurt of power. They
were out of the masking greenery and flying into the wilderness beyond the fringe of the city.

"Correct course and speed," the nman behind Leeds ordered. "Two-four-hold it!"

The flier bore on. They lifted over the first range of hills, and N k | ooked down into a
tangl ed mass of vegetation. Then he caught a glinpse of red stone walls surrounding a solid-
| ooki ng buil di ng.

The flitter cane about in order to approach the building fromanother direction

"What about the LB?" N k dared to ask. How could they have planted any craft as large as a
space |ifeboat undetected by the guards bel ow?

"I't's ready." Leeds appeared to have full confidence in that.
"When, Jaj ?"
n '\k)v\A n

The flitter gave a forward leap |ike the spring of a stal king beast upon its prey, comng
down between trees. Leeds signaled Nk out through the hatch Jaj held open. He landed with a rol
on thick and cushioning turf. As he scranbled to his feet, he | ooked up

There was no sign of the flitter at all, nor could he hear a notor hum So far Leeds was
right. Nk was past the safeguards of the HSvilla, only a few yards fromthe very point where the
snooper had been planted in the beginning. Well, the captain had also said that the Guild Forecast

Com had given 73 per cent odds on the success of this part of the plan

Ni k brushed down the fantastic spacer's uniform Vandy had created for Hacon and wal ked
quietly forward. He stood between two drooping |inbed bushes to look into a small hidden gl ade.

Soneone was there before him sitting down with knees hunched agai nst his chest, his
attention all for a hopping creature naking erratic progress across the sod.

Ni k cane into the open. "Vandy?" he call ed.
IV
Nl K WAS CRAWLI NG down a tunnel of cold dark, but ahead was an encouragi ng spark of |ight,

a promi se of warnth. The light closed in about himas he lay |ooking up at a roundi ng curve of
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bl ue, which held the hard, sleek sheen of netal. He blinked and tried to think clearly.

There was a chine ringing in his ears, growing nore strident. He raised hinself on one
el bow, and the wink of a flashing |ight dazzled his eyes. This-this was the LB! And he was com ng
out of stass.

The chinme-that neant they were nearing the end of the voyage. They! Nik sat up abruptly to
| ook at the other bunk. Vandy lay there, still curled in sleep, his dark | ashes shadows on his
cheeks, the netting of take-off straps holding himin safety.

Ni k's own straps were taut across his thighs. And the wi nk, the chinme, were warning enough
to stay where he was. He wiggl ed down and fastened the second belt. Coming in for a |anding-but
wher e?

Korwar was one of a six-planet systemand the only inhabitable world in that system And
Leeds, while being evasive over their destination, had insisted that they need not fear pursuit.
Probably their voyage had renpbved them not only from Korwar but fromits sun as well. And to Nk
i gnorant as he was of galactic courses, they could be anywhere, even on Vandy's Veever

Vandy's Veever, Vandy's Hacon, Vandy's dream N k lay flat, waiting for the |anding
controls to take over, and thought about how right Leeds had been so far. Fromthat nonent when
Vandy had | ooked up in the garden to see Nik standing in the open sunlight, he had accepted N k
unquestioningly. N k squirmed now on the plasta-foamfilled bunk. Too easy- this whol e operation
had begun. H s hand twitched, but the straps prevented his raising it to his face, to fee
tangi bl e evi dence of the change he accepted as a small part of truth, the one thing he clung to
fiercely. And now |l ong could he continue to cling? Leeds had said perhaps two nonths-

LB's were fashioned to rove wide courses in space. The very nature of those escape craft
meant that they had to be al nbost equal to the fastest cruisers as they took the "junps” in and out
of hyper-space to carry out their rescue mssions. But how nuch tinme had passed now? Ni k had no
i dea of how long it had been since they had taken of f from Korwar. Any ninute the change in him
nm ght start-

His snooth Iips twisted on a sound that was close to a nban. Leeds-surely Leeds woul d be
waiting for their landing. N k believed that Leeds was the | eader in this Cuild operation. But
what if he wasn't there or if he did not have power enough to nake good on his pronise? And how
long would it take to learn from Vandy the information they wanted? Even if the boy had accepted
Ni k easily as an adventure conpani on, would he share sonething he had been taught to keep secret?
The holes in the future becane bigger and bl acker all the tine!

Wth a final clang, the chine stilled, and Nk was aware of the increasing disconfort of
landfall. H s past traveling on ships had been | ong ago, and now he was conscious of the strain on
hi s body, though an LB, which m ght be transporting injured, was rigged with every possible
protecti on agai nst pressure.

"Hacon!" The cry shrilled with a sharp undertone of fear and made Nik force his head to
one side on the bunk. Across the narrow space between them he saw Vandy's eyes w de open, the
fear in them

"All-right-" Nk got out the words of assurance. "W're setting down-"

Then he felt the surge of the deter-rockets, and the wei ght of change brought himclose to
the edge of a conpl ete bl ackout.

They were down, a snooth three-fin | anding he judged, though his know edge of such was
very meager. Wiggling one armloose fromthe straps, N k pushed the button on the side wall and
| ooked up expectantly at the visa-plate for the first glinpse of the new world. And in spite of
all the worries nibbling at him there was a small thrill of excitenent in waiting to see what |ay
out side the skin of the LB

Dar k- darker than the bl ackest night on Korwar-with a faint glinrer in the distance. But
such dark!
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"Hacon-wher e-where are we?" Vandy's voice was thin, shaken

"On Dis." At |east Leeds had supplied himwith a nane. But where Dis was renmi ned anot her
matter.

"Dis-" the boy repeated. "Hacon-what are we going to do here?”

Ni k unbuckl ed his straps, sat up, and reached across to do the sanme for Vandy. "W"-he
tried to nake his voice express the proper authority-"are going to have an adventure."

"The M ccs-they' re hunting agai n?"

The M ccs-those were Vandy's ever-present, ever-to-be-battled enemes. But no use in Nk's
bui |l di ng what he might not be able to deliver, well-versed as he was in Vandy's fantasy worl d.

"This is just a scouting trip," he replied. "I don't know whether they are here or not."

"Hacon- | ook! Somet hing's coning!"

Ni k gl anced at the visa-plate. There was novenent there, the on-and-off flash of what
nm ght be a torch, and it was advancing toward the LB. He hel ped Vandy fromthe bunk and drew t he
boy with himto the escape lock at the end of the small conmpartnent, but he nade no nove to open
that until he heard the tapping fromw thout.

Air poured in-humid, hot, with a sweetish, al nbst gagging odor, as if it had bl own across
a stretch of rotting vegetation. It was cloying, clogging in the nostrils. Vandy coughed.

"That snells bad," he commented rather than conpl ai ned.

"Al'l right?" The inquiry canme fromw thout. The light fromthe LB port showed a man, his
face, raised to view them half masked with | arge goggles. "Here." A hand reached to N k, and
obediently he took the ends of two lines, both nade fast to the welconer's belt. "Tie those on,"
he was ordered. "This is no place to be lost!"

The humidity of the dark beyond was so oppressive that N k was already bathed in
perspiration, and he breathed shallowy, as if a weight rested above his | aboring |lungs. He
knotted one cord to his own belt, one to Vandy's, and then dropped fromthe |lock hatch, lifting
down the boy.

"This way-" Their guide had already nelted into the all-envel opi ng dark, tow ng them
behind him Luckily, he did not walk fast, and the ground under their feet appeared reasonably
snoot h. Vandy pressed against Nk, and the latter kept hold of the snaller boy's shoul der

As they noved away fromthe lights of the LB, nore features of the dark | andscape becane
clearer. Here and there were faint halos of misty radiance outlining a | arge rock, a weird-seem ng
bush-or at |east a growh that had the general appearance of a bush. But for the rest, it was al
thick black, and when Nik turned his eyes to the sky, not a single gleamof a star broke the
broodi ng bl ackness. Al ways the rotten stench was in their nostrils, and the humidity brought drops
of nmoisture rolling in oily beads across their skin.

"Hacon-" Vandy was only a snmall body noving under N k's hand, not to be seen in this night-
hel d steanbath. "Wy doesn't that man use his torch?"

For the first tine, Nk's attention was drawn fromtheir weird surroundings to the guide
Vandy was right; they had seen the flicker of a torch when the stranger had approached the LB, but
since they had left the ship, he had not used it. Yet he noved through the soupy bl ackness wth
the confidence of one who could see perfectly. Those goggl es? But why link his two conpanions to
himby tow ines? Wiy not sinply use a torch and show themthe way?

The |ines became for Nik not a matter of conveni ence but a synbol of dependence, which was
di squi eting. He stepped up, bringing Vandy with himand closing the gap between them and their
gui de.

"How about using your torch? This is a dark night." To N k's anmazenent, the answer was a
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I augh and then the words, "Night? This is the nmiddle of the day!"

If that was neant to confuse him N k thought, it did. "First day | ever saw that was a
conpl ete bl ackout," he retorted sharply.

"Under an infrared sun,” the other replied, "this is all you'll ever see.”

Ni Kk was puzzled. H' s education had been a hit-or-mss-nostly niss-proposition, so the
gui de' s expl anati on was neani ngl ess. But Vandy apparently understood.

"That's why you're wearing cin-goggles then," he stated rather than questioned.

"Right," the stranger began, and then his voice arose in a shouted order. "Down! GCet
down!"

Ni k flung hinself forward, taking Vandy with him so that they rolled across a hard
surface on which evil-snelling, slinmy things smeared to pul p under their weight. Their guide was
using the torch now, sending its beamin a spear shaft of light to inpale in the glare a w nged
thing of which they could see only nightnare portions. Then the beam of a blaster cut up and out,
and there was a curdling screamof pain and fury as the bl ackened nmass of the attacker whirled on
al ready charred and dead, to fall heavily sonme distance away.

Again their guide |aughed. "Just one of the local hunters," he told them "But you see
that planet-side wal ks are not to be recormended. Now, let's get going. There're going to be sone
nmore arrivals soon; they don't get a chance to dine on flapper very often." Jerking at the
tow i nes, he hurried them al ong.

They were going on a downslope, Ni k knew, and walls of stone were rising higher on either
side. But whether those were purposeful erections or native cliffs, he had no idea. He did see at
one backward gl ance that, where their boots had crushed the ground growths, there were small
ghostly spl otches of phosphorescence with an evil greenish glow marking their back trail

But even if he and Vandy could regain the LB, the ship would not lift. The controls had
been locked in a pattern to bring themhere, and Ni k had neither the know edge of a course to take
them home or the ability to reset the controls. Hone? Korwar-the Dipple- H s hand went to his
face. Wat |ay behind himwas not honel And why did he wish to backtrack? The action, as Leeds had
outlined it, was sinple enough. Vandy accepted himw thout question, and to the boy this would be
only a very real adventure straight out of his fantasy world. He would be induced to share with
Hacon the information Leeds or his superiors wanted. Then Vandy woul d go home, and he, Nk, would
have earned his pay. He knew from his briefing what Vandy had made of Hacon and what he woul d have
to do to sustain his role. Only, in these surroundings, with their total and frightening
alienness. could N k Kol herne be Hacon | ong? Already he was baffled by information Vandy knew and
he did not, and he woul d be a prisoner wherever they were going until he gai ned sone nmanner of
sight. He was sure that this was a planet on which Terran stock were total aliens and where every
danger was to fronted w thout much preparation on his part.

But once he saw Leeds-Nik held tightly to that thought. Leeds was the stable base in this
whol e affair and nmeant security.

Wt hout warning, there gaped before thema slit of light, which grew wi der as they
approached it. Then they passed through and into a rock-hewn chanber, for that was what it was,
not a natural cave. A click behind themsignaled the closing of the door

The humid, sickly air of the outside was thinned by a cooler, fresher current, and their
gui de shed his goggles. He was a stocky, thick-set nan, with the deep browni ng of a space crewran,
like any to be seen portside at Korwar. Now he stepped into an alcove in the wall and stood while
a mst curled out and weathed about him In a nmoment he cane out and waved N k and Vandy to take
his place. "Wat for?" Vandy wanted to know.

"So you don't take theminside." A crook of thunmb indicated the floor.

There were the snmears fromtheir boots, and in those snears tiny |unps were rising. One
branched in three-waving arns? Branches? Tentacl es? A quick-growing thing fromsnears. Nk
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shivered. That flying creature their guide had killed he could accept, but these were different.
He took firmhold of Vandy and shoved the boy in before himso that they huddl ed together in the
al cove, sniffing a bracing air that carried a spicy, aromatic odor, the very antithesis of the
hum d reek outside this chanber.

Beyond the entrance, they found thenmselves in a barracks-like series of corridors and
roons, all hollowed in rock, nostly enpty of either people or furnishings. They passed only two
other men, both wearing space uniforns, both as nondescript as their guide.

Ni Kk sensed a growi ng restlessness in Vandy. None of this resenbl ed the dream adventures he
and Hacon had shared in the past. Nor, N k realized, was his own passive part akin to the figure
Vandy had built up in his imagination. N k had prom sed himan adventure, and this was far from
the boy's conception of that.

“I'n here!" A jerk of the head sent the two of them past their guide into another room
This was mani festly designed as living quarters, with a bunk against the far wall, a fold-up
table, and a couple of stools. The air current sighed overhead at intervals, conmng through a slit
no wi der than the edge of Ni k's hand. Wen he turned quickly, the door had closed, and he did not
have to be told that they were prisoners. He pressed against the slide panel just to nake sure of
that point, but the barrier held.

"Hacon!" Vandy stood in the nmiddle of the room his fists on his hips, his small face
sober with a frowm. "This-this is real!"

"I't'"s real." Nk could understand the other's nonmentary bew | dernent. He had fashi oned
fantasies, too. And when he had fallen captive to Leeds' weapon in the warehouse, been freed from
the Dipple, and gai ned what he had wanted nost-why, at tinmes all of that had seened just part of a
dream But there had been nonents of awareness, of doubt- and those were nore than fleeting

monents now. |f Leeds had been here, if N k had been told nore of what to expect- "Hacon, | want
to go horme!" That was a demand. Vandy's scow was dark. "If you don't take ne horme, 1'II-"
Ni k sat down on the nearest stool. "You'll what?" he asked wearily.

“I"1l call Umar." Vandy funbled with the m d-seal fastening that covered a carry pocket in
the breast of his tunic. He brought out a glistening object, which he held on the flat of his palm
and studied with concentration. A monent |ater he |ooked up. "It doesn't work!" The scow of
i mpati ence was fading. "But Father will find me; he'll bring the guard-" Hadn't they told Vandy
his father was dead? N k's fingers picked at the broad belt with its fringe of weapons and tools
that Vandy had thought up for his created hero. There were plenty of those. It was a pity they
didn't have the powers Vandy had endowed them wi th-or would sone one of them provide himwith a
weapon, a tool, so that he would not have to wait passively for trouble?

Why did he expect trouble, one part of N k's brain demanded even as he began to pull that
col l ection of show armanment out for exam nation? Because he had been set down on a world where he
was blinded anong si ghted nen? Because he was linited by |ack of infornmation and driven by a
feeling that there was little tinme?

"This is real, Vandy," he said slowy. "But it's an adventure, one we'll take together."
If only Vandy hadn't built Hacon up as invincible! How was he going to keep Vandy believing in
hin? And if Vandy |learned the truth, then the chances of getting what Leeds wanted sank past the
vani shing point. And if he, Nk, could not deliver-

He was holding a small rod in his hand, one that was tipped with a disk of shining netal.
In Vandy's inmagination, it could generate a heat ray to cut through stone or netal. Now it served
Nik as a mirror to reflect the smooth face he still did not dare to accept. |If N k Kol herne did
not, and speedily, keep his part of the bargain, could he hope to keep that? He had to get Vandy's
know edge, and he could do it only by preserving Vandy's image of himor rather of Hacon. Which
meant that his own doubts must be stifled, that he nust make a gane of all this.

"Why are we here?" To Nik's ears, that held a note of suspicion
"They think that they have us." N k inprovised hurriedly. "But really we cane because your

father is going to follow us-he can trace you, you know. And then at the right noment, we'll get
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himin. Then the Mccs will be taken-"

"No!" Vandy's shake of the head was decisive. "These aren't Mccs-are they, Hacon? It's
Li k I skhag's doi ng! And how are we going to help anyone if they keep us shut up? If Umar tells
Fat her and they cone to get us-maybe it's all a trap and Father and Umar will be taken, too!l W
have to get out of here! You get us out quick, Hacon!"

None of this was promising. Nk shoved the "heat ray" back in its belt Ioop. Wth Vandy in
his present nmood, N k would never be able to talk himinto telling what Leeds wanted. And | skhag-
that was the bl ue-skinned alien on Korwar. But Vandy wasn't of the sane race. How did |skhag fit
into the picture or into the story Leeds had detailed for N k?

"Listen, Vandy. | can't work blind, you know Remenmber when we went hunting for the jewels
of Caraska? We had to have information such as those nmap tapes we found in the derelict ship, and
we had to |earn the Seven Wrds of Sard.”

Feverishly, N k delved into past Hacon adventures. "Now | have to know ot her things."
"What things?" There was a note of hostility in that, N k believed.
"You're hel ping your father, aren't you, Vandy? Keeping sonme information for hinP"

When the boy shook his head, N k was not too surprised. Watever had been left in Vandy's
brain under the drastic safeguards Leeds had descri bed was not going to be extracted easily.

"Why el se woul d Iskhag want you?" He tried a slightly different approach

"Bait-to get ny father!" Vandy replied pronptly.
fat her ?"

VWhy? What does | skhag have agai nst your

"Because Warlord Naudhin i'Akrama"-there was a vast pride in Vandy's answer-"is going to
hold d ansgog until the end. And Lik |Iskhag wants the Inner Places-"

The reply had no nmeaning for Nik at all. And why didn't Vandy know his father was dead?
Had that been kept a secret fromhimfor pity or for policy?

"I f Father cones here and |Iskhag gets him" Vandy continued, "then-then @ ansgog will be
gone and every one of the Guardians will be killed! W have to get away before that happens-we
have to!"

Vandy pushed past N k and set his pal ns agai nst the sliding surface of the door. Hi s snal
shoul ders grew stiff with the effort he was nmaking to force it open. "W have to!" he panted, and
his fear was plain to hear

\%

"VANDY!" Ni k nade that sharp enough to attract the boy's attention. "Wen did pounding on
wal | s ever open a door?" He was working by instinct now. Hypo-tapes had nade himpart of Vandy's
fantasy world; he knew that to the snmallest detail. But with Vandy hinsel f, beyond that
i magi nation, rich and creative as it was, he trod unknown territory. How nuch dared he appeal to
the boy's good sense?

He did not even know Vandy's real age. Various branches of once Terran stock had mutated
and adapted so that a life span might vary fromseventy to three hundred years. Vandy could be a
boy of ten or twelve; also he nmight be twice that and still be a child. And Nik realized that the
perilous gaps in his own information concerning his compani on were dangerous. Surely Leeds could
not have intended this conpanionship to endure for any length of tine.

Vandy had cone away fromthe door to face Nik. There was a shadow on his small face, but
his jaw was set determ nedly.

"W have to get out."
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"Yes." Nk could echo that. "But not without a plan-" He grabbed at the one del aying
suggestion that might not only give himtime to think a little but m ght also produce information
from Vandy. To his vast relief, the boy nodded and sat down on the other stool

"Once we're out of this roonmf-Nik took the first difficulty that came to nmind-"we can't
manage without goggles."

"That man had them " Vandy pointed out. "We'll need blasters, too. That flying thing-there
may be nore of those."

"Al'l right. But even with goggles and blasters, we can't go back to the LB-that was set on
a |l ocked course.” Nik was listing the problens. "But just what we can do-"

Ni k, sensitive wi thout being conscious of it to sonme change in the atnosphere, glanced at
Vandy. H's eyes were nornally gol den, but now there seened to be sparks of red fire in their
depths. His small face was expressionless.

"You aren't-" he began when N k rmade a sudden warni ng gesture.
Behi nd Vandy, the door panel was opening. Nik arose to face it.

The sane crewran who had brought them here tossed sone ration containers in the genera
direction of the flap table. One missed and rolled to Vandy's feet. He stooped to pick it up

"I want to see Captain Leeds,” N k said quickly.

"He ain't here.”
“When will he come?"
"When he's sent for, unless he gets sone big ideas and makes the junp on his own."

"Then who's in charge?" N k persisted. |If Leeds was not, what did that nean for him for
Vandy, for the whole plan?

"Orkhad. And he wants to see you now. No-the kid stays here," he added as Nik notioned to
Vandy.

“I"1l be back," Nk prom sed, but Vandy's |level gaze, still holding that ruddy spark, did
not change. He said nothing as Nk hesitated irresolutely.

"Come on. Orkhad's not a Veep as takes kindly to waiting," the crewran said.

Ni k went, but his first uneasiness was now a definite dislike of both his surroundi ngs and
the situation here. As they went down the corridor, he surveyed the physical features of the
pl ace. The walls were rock, hollowed out, not built up by blocks. Though the current of air was
fresh, there were slimy trickles of noisture marking their surfaces. Wio had fashioned this place
Ni k did not know, but he was convinced it was not the present inhabitants.

There were several chanbers opening off that hall, all fitted with netal doors far newer
than the walls on which they were installed. From quick glances, N k | earned those other roons
were living quarters, all like the one where he had been w th Vandy.

They passed a larger roomwith a rack of blasters on the wall and various storages boxes
piled within. Then the hall ended in |arge space dinmy |lighted. They threaded their way along a
narr ow bal cony hangi ng above a wi de space in which at | east a dozen passages net in star
formation, as if this were a grand terninal of sone vast transportati on system But there was
nothing to be seen in the half gloomsave all those tunnel nmouths evenly spaced about the expanse
of the chanber.

The bal cony brought theminto another corridor, and NNk sniffed a new scent on the air. He
had known that on Korwar. Sonmeone not too far away was or had |lately been snoki ng suequ weed.

Hol di ng sone of the sanme sickliness that seened to be a part of the natural air of this
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world, the aroma grew stronger as they neared the end of the second corridor. And with every
breath Nik drew, his fear grew. Suequ weed was one of the many drugs manki nd had di scovered to rot
body and mnd, and its side effects made for real trouble. The snoker |ost all sense of fear or
prudence, any sane bal ance of judgnent. And the drug fostered reckl essness that coul d invol ve not
only the user but also his conpanions, were he in any position to give orders. If this Okhad was
t he suequ snoker -

The room at the end of the corridor was different, in that an attenpt had been nmade to
lend it a nmeasure of confort.

There was a strip of matting across the floor and a cover of black feathers fluffing from
the bunk. Fastened to the wall above that was a picture-not tri-dee but rather a round of crysta
in which were suspended a nunber of brightly hued creatures, either insects or birds.

Qddly enough, the snmell of suequ was not so strong in the room though the enpty pipe |ay
on the table to the right of the man sitting there, turning around in his fingers a cup that was
barbaric art of precious netal and roughly cut gens.

He was plainly of |Iskhag's race, though his present dress was far renmoved fromthe other's
foppi sh splendor. H's tunic was well cut but bare of ornament, and there was not so nuch as a
j ewel ed buckle on his belt. H's boots were those of any spacenan, though new, and the over-al
color of his clothing was a russet brown. He was not arned, though the hooks of a blaster hold
were riveted to his belt.

Ni k' s gui de sketched a casual salute and took his place against the wall, |eaving his
charge in the open to face Orkhad. The alien, did not break the silence, and Nk, wondering if the
other were trying to needle himinto some inpatient nood, held to the sane quiet.

Then Orkhad suddenly brought his cup down on the table top, the netal agai nst netal
produci ng a ringing note.

"You"-the thin notes of his high voice had a nmonot onous sound-"what do you do?"

To Nk, the question made very little sense. H s job had been clearly defined back on
Korwar. He was to bring Vandy here-wherever in the gal axy "here" was-and wheedl e out of the boy
the informati on Leeds needed.

"More of Leeds' work!" Wthout waiting for any reply, Okhad spat out that name, nmaking it
sound |i ke an obscene oath. "Wy did you cone? To put the boy in the ship was all that was
necessary. We are not so well-supplied that we can feed extra nmouths. You are not needed here."

"That isn't what Captain Leeds said. | do not have the information yet-"

Orkhad only stared at Ni k. The eyes in that blue face slitted i nstead of w dened, as if
the alien narrowed vision to see the better

"Information?" he repeated. "What is this information?"
"Captain Leeds gave nme ny orders."

"And Captain Leeds"-Orkhad nade nockery of the nane and title with the first rea
inflection Nik had heard in his voice-"is not here. He may not be here for sonme tine. Here | am
Veep-do you understand? And it is for me to deternmine the orders given-and obeyed. You have
brought us Warlord Naudhin i' Akrama's son. That is well. For himwe have a use. And this is a
world that is all your eneny. Do you understand that?

“I't has a sun in the sky right enough-a red dwarf sun whose rays you cannot see, not with
your eyes. | can see a little, but your breed can see nothing unless you wear cins. And it is a
world to which things have happened-for it is close to its dark sun. Sonetine-who knows how | ong
ago- there was a flare that crisped out to nake of this planet a scorched thing. Its seas were
steanmed into vapor, which still clouds overhead, though a nmeasure of this comes earthward in
rai nstorns such as you cannot conceive of.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (22 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt

"There was life here before that flare. This"-one of those blue hands indicated the walls
about them "was perhaps a refuge wought in despair by sone intelligent life formlong before
Captain Leeds' friends honed in here to discover a a base to serve us well. Yes, intelligence
burrowed and squirnmed, hoping to preserve life, only to be burned away. So now we have sone life,
but none we cannot nmaster with a blaster. Only to venture out into that nmurk w thout cin-goggles,
wi t hout weapons-that is death as certain as its sun once gave this planet. Do, you understand
t hat ?"

Ni k nodded.

"So, we are agreed. This base, it is life; out there is death. And in this base it is by
my will that life continues. Since the boy knows you, will be quiet with you, you shall continue
to be with himuntil we are ready to deal with him That small purpose you may serve. Fabic, take
hi m away. "

Ni k went, adding up small itens. Fabic was matching himstep for step, and when they
reached t he bal cony above the term nal, the crewran spoke.

"I never saw you with the captain."
"l wasn't one of his crew"

Fabic grinned. "So you wasn't of his crew. That figures- you' d have to be sone older to
make that claim But you are his man now, and so I'll pass on a warning. Don't know when the
captain will fin in here, but until he does, Orkhad gives the orders. You renenber that, and
there'll be no flamer to push you out of orbit."

"I have orders from Captain Leeds about the boy."

Fabi ¢ shrugged. "All right then, stall-and you' d better be smart about it, too. Let Orkhad
get another pipe into him and he's liable to try his luck at taking over. Then it wouldn't matter
much what orders you had fromthe captain."”

"You're a Leeds man?" N k couldn't help that one question that night nmean so nuch

Fabic still grinned. "Me, I'mplaying it safe-all the way safe! This is no planet to go
exploring on. And | don't aimto be set outside wi thout cin-goggles and a blaster and told to
start wal ki ng! That has happened before. Sure, |I'll back the captain-if he's here and ready to
speak up. But |I'mnot stripping nyself bare for himregardless. If you want to spit in Okhad's
eye, you'll do it on your own and take what he'll give you then all by yourself. Wal k sl ow and
soft and forget you know how to speak until the captain does show"

"Which will be when?"

"When it suits him Here's your hole. Crawl right in and renenber to be invisible when
troubl e comes-"

Still trying to nake sonething coherent out of those hints, Nik re-entered the cell-like
chamber and heard Fabic click the door behind him Vandy still sat on his stool, staring at an
unopened tin of energency space rations.

That gave Nik an idea for putting off explanations for a while.

"Let's eat!" He set the button for heating and, opening the nearest container, handed it
to the boy.

When it popped open and the steam arose fromits interior, Nk realized that he too was
hungry. Vandy | ooked nulishly stubborn for a second or two, but it seemed that he could not resist
that aroma either. They ate in silence, savoring the food. Nk counted the pile of containers
Fabi ¢ had brought-enough for three days, maybe nore. Did that nean they woul d be inprisoned here
for that length of tinme or nerely that Fabic did not want to nake too nany trips to supply thenf

Leeds was corning, but, neanwhile, with Okhad in command and hostile- What if the alien
Veep noved agai nst Vandy and incidentally gainst N k?
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How bi g were these underground di ggi ngs? That terminal with its radiating star of tunnels
suggested size. WAas Orkhad right? Wre all these corridors, roons, tunnels, part of a refuge
system devel oped by a native race in a despairing attenpt to survive the flare fromtheir sun, an
attenpt that had failed? Did Orkhad have any |arge force here, enough to occupy an extensive
section? If Nik only knew nore!

Supplies for three days-and those tunnels. N k's thoughts kept juggling those two facts,
trying to add themas if he could nake a satisfactory sum As long as Leeds was not here, O khad
was in control. Their safety rested on the very shaky foundation of the whins of a suequ snoker.

"I want to go home-" Vandy put down the enpty ration tin. There was no pani ¢ now as he had
shown earlier. But N k, occupied though he was with his thoughts, read the determ nation in the
boy's tone.

"W can't go." He was startled into a bald statement of truth.

“I will go!" Vandy sped across the roombefore Nik could nove. He fitted his small fingers
into the door slit, and the panel gave!

Ni k |aunched hinself at the boy to drag hi mback, while Vandy fought |ike a cornered dra-
cat. Hol ding himon the bunk by the sheer weight of his own body, Nk strove to reason with his
captive.

"All right, all right," he repeated. "Only we can't just wal k out of here."

Wiy was the door left unfastened? Had Fabi ¢ overl ooked that precaution on purpose or in
carel essness? Did the crewman's weak all egi ance to Leeds take that way out, giving N k and Vandy
an offer of escape? O was it intended to be a nmethod of getting rid of them both, organized by
O khad?

Vandy |l ay quiet now, the red sparks blazing in his eyes.

Suppl i es, arms, cin-goggles-the tunnels-a chance to hide out until Leeds did arrive? It
was wild, so wild that Nik could only consider such a plan because the fear that had been rising
in himsince their landing on Dis was now an icy and constant conpani on. He was sure that whatever
pl an Leeds had made had gone wholly awy, and the next nove m ght be his al one.

"Listen!™ Still keeping the tight grip pinning Vandy to the bunk, N k spoke hurriedly. "W
can't use the LB, but they nust have other ships or a ship here. And Captain Leeds is comng. |If
we can hide out until he arrives, then every-thing"will be all right. There are sone tunnels-"

Qui ckly, he outlined what he had seen during the trip to Okhad's quarters.

"W need cin-goggles.” Vandy's face was no | onger closed and hard.
"W won't go outside!"™ Nk was determ ned on that.

"The goggles will be better to use than a torch in the dark," Vandy returned. "And if
there is a ship, then well have to go out to reach it."

Back in the Dipple, Nik had spun his own adventures, neat pieces of dreaned action wherein
all the mmjor advantages had been his. But to start out blindly in the real thing was very
different. He wondered fleetingly if Vandy found this true also. Superficially, this was not so
different fromthe fantasies the boy had woven about Hacon and hinself in that Korwarian garden
but N k was not Hacon and this was no dream adventure.

"Bl ankets-" He might as well start off practically. Nik swept the supply tins fromthe
tabl e, bundl ed the coverings on the bunk around them and secured everything into an awkward
package with his belt. He was tenpted to discard that fringe of nock weapons and tools but finally
deci ded against that with the faint hope that sone one of those mi ght prove valuable after all

Just how they were to obtain cin-goggles he had no idea, but blasters were racked in that
room down the corridor. And with a blaster, he would feel less Iike a naked cor worm exposed to
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the day when the cover rock of its sleep chanber was torn away.

Inch by inch, N k worked open the door. There was no change in the light of the walls. As
far as Nk could see, the doors of the other chanbers ahead were just as he had viewed them | ast,
one or two half open, the rest closed. He signaled Vandy to silence and tried to hear any smal
noi se that mght herald waiting trouble. There was no sound, and he notioned Vandy out into the
corridor and silently eased the door shut.

The bundl e he carried by the belt fastening provided a weapon of sorts, always supposing
he was the one to surprise a newconmer. At least, it was the only protection they had. Wth his
fingers locked in that strap hold, N k edged out into the corridor, Vandy between him and the
wal | .

They reached the first of those half-open doors. Vandy jerked at the edge of Nik's tunic
and poi nted. They could both see the strap, the round | enses. A set of goggles lay en the tip
table in there. But nost of the room the bunk itself, was hidden. Suppose it was occupi ed? To get
t hose goggl es neant taking three, four steps in-

Before Nik could stop him Vandy was on his way. Just inside, he stiffened, and Nk raised
the bundl e. The room was occupi ed! He dared not nove to pull the boy back for fear of alerting the
occupant. But Vandy-surely Vandy had sense enough to withdraw.

Nik bit his lips. Vandy was not retreating as his conpanion so fiercely willed himto.
I nstead, he squatted close to floor level, his attention all for something well to Nik's left and
conpletely out of his range of vision. Then Vandy began to crawl on hands and knees, his body as
close to the floor as he could manage. Hel pless, Nk was forced to watch

Now Vandy was directly below the table, his hand rising to the strap. N k's heart pounded,
so that the blood in his ears was a heavy beat. He had , heard that snuffling, the rustle of bunk
coverings as if the occupant stirred. Vandy's hand was notionless, his head turned. Nik could see
one eye, very watchful. Then his hand noved down, and his fingers closed in triunmph on the strap

Vi

SECONDS STRETCHED into nerve-racking minutes. Vandy hitched his way out of the room the
goggl es cl asped tight to his chest. He was at the door, getting to his feet again. N k set aside
the bundl e, and his hands cl osed on the boy, jerking himback and out of what could have been a
trap.

He | ooked down into Vandy's face. The boy's eyes were alight, his lips curved in a w de
smle, but Nik did not respond. He pulled Vandy away fromthe door

"Don't ever try anything like that again!" He thinned his whisper to the nerest thread of
sound, his lips close to Vandy's ear.

Vandy was still grinning. "Got 'em" He dangl ed the goggl es.
"And whoever was in there could have gotten you!”™ Nk retorted. "No nore chances-"

Teami ng with Vandy was trouble. N k had been transforned into Hacon outwardly, but for a
human being to resenble the i magi ned hero of a small boy was al nost inpossible. In the fantasy
adventures of Hacon and Vandy, Vandy had al ways had equality of action. If Nik tried to inpose the
need for caution on the boy now, it mght end in a clash of wills that would inperil their escape.
Feverishly N k searched his Hacon nmenory for sone precedent that would render Vandy nore anenabl e
to his orders in the imediate future.

"This is a Silcon job." He brought out the best argunment he could rnuster. "A slip wll
mean failure, Vandy."

"Al'l fight. But | did get the goggles! And we'll have to get another pair, won't we?"

“"I'f we can." Privately N k thought that their picking up the first pair had been such a
pi ece of good luck that it was unlikely that such an opportunity would occur again. He recalled
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Leeds' belief in luck but was not nmoved to accept that belief for his own. To acquire one pair of
goggl es wi t hout mi shap was perhaps all they dared hope to do.

The soft whi sh-whish of the air current over their heads was the only sound in the
corridor. Nk counted doors to |locate the roomwhere he had seen the arms rack. Once both of them
paused as a rmutter from anot her sl eeping chanmber suggested the occupant was awake or waking. Nk
was sonewhat appeased by Vandy's present sober expression and his quiet.

At the arns room they were faced by a cl osed door, which did not yield to Nk's efforts
to slide it back. But the thoughts of the blasters kept himbusy past the first sharp
di sappoi ntnment. To venture out into the unknown dangers of the tunnels w thout weapons was too
perilous. He had too good a nenory of that wi nged thing that had attacked outside the refuge.
Per haps other native creatives had found their way underground. Neither did he want to face any
pursuit of Orkhad's forces with enpty hands.

Ni k's fingers traced the crack of the door. It did not give in the slightest to his
urging. He turned the supply bundle around in his hands, exam ning those glittering "weapons"
still in the belt |oops. They could not deliver the power Vandy had i nmagi ned for them but in
their shapes and sizes, there might be one to answer his purpose now.

He chose the mirror ray and worked its curved edge into the door crack at the position of
the | ocking nmechanism It was not a finger-heat seal, for which Nik was thankful, and his probing
did neet obstruction. Carefully he began to pry, levering the mrror edge back and forth, so that
it noved nmore freely.

Ni k applied nore pressure. Hi s position was awkward, and he could not bring nmuch weight to
bear. But at last there was a click, and the door noved. A |ocked door should nean an enpty room
and it was dark. Swiftly, N k grasped the goggles, not sure they would work.

But they did, and he was able to see in an odd fashion, enough to nake sure that the room
was enpty of all except its stark furnishing and the arms rack. He notioned Vandy in with him

Four bl asters stood in the rack slots. Nik took the first and saw that the dial butt
indicated a full charge. At |least Orkhad's nen kept their arns in order. He thrust the weapon into
the front of his tunic. Vandy reached for the second in the rack. Nk was about to protest and
then kept silent. Wether Vandy could use the armor not, a second one would be worth taking. Nk
slipped the two remai ning out of the rack, set their beans on full, and laid themon the floor
Wth any luck, they would Iie there undiscovered until their charges were conpletely exhausted. It
woul d take tinme to recharge them

Luck agai n-he was beginning to think as Leeds did. And why was he so sure that the nen
here in the refuge were his enemies? Nik returned to the present problem that of getting away
fromthe quarters of Orkhad's force.

Vandy was staring, fascinated, at the wall beginning to glowred fromthe force beans.
What effect that disintegration mght have Nik did not know, but he shoul dered the pack and pushed
the boy back to the corridor. Qutside, he shut the door once again and inserted in the crack
anot her of the belt "tools,"” twisting the narrow strip of netal well into the slot and then
melting it with his new weapon to make sure. That was a new door |ock that would take them sone
time to break.

They canme out on the bal cony above the term nal of the tunnels. Wat if there was no way
down? The expanse above that star-shaped convergence was big and shadowed. Ni k coul d make out a
mat chi ng bal cony on the opposite side as he cane to the edge to | ook over. There was not hing
nmovi ng bel ow, no sign that Orkhad' s people had any use for that series of rock-hewn ways. Nik
measured the drop with his eyes and then went to work.

The contents of the bundl e were spread out and two of the covers knotted together. Yes,
that ought to reach

"W clinb down?" Vandy whi spered.

"No, I'll lower you, then drop-" N k tested the knots with hard jerks, listening all the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (26 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt

while for any intimation that their escape had been discovered. Was the scent of suequ stronger?
Had Orkhad gone back to the pipe? N k fastened one bl anket end to Vandy and hel ped the boy cl anber
over the rail.

He played out the inprovised line and saw the pale face turned up to himas Vandy signal ed
safe arrival. Now up with the rope again. A bag was nmade of it to |lower the supply containers. The
whol e thing dropped. Not too far away there was a rise in the surface of the tunnel |evel, close
to Orkhad's quarters. N k neasured that distance by eye. To approach that end of the bal cony was
an added risk, but it was his best chance. He waved to Vandy and saw the boy nod vi gorously.

Ni k sped for that end of the bal cony, Vandy matching him Bel ow the boy dropped the
bl ankets in a heap as Nk clinbed over the balustrade. As he had hoped, that tangle cushioned his
fall. Jarred but unhurt, he got to his feet.

"Whi ch way do we go now?"

Vandy's question was apt. Nik could see no difference in the radiating tunnels, no
di fference save direction. In that way, they should reach toward the outer world and the place
where the LB had set down, which neant toward the spot
where Leeds should come, in turn. But wouldn't Orkhad reason the same way? N k hesitated as he
faced the dark nouths in what seened the right direction-left, mddle, right- If the Veep did hunt
in that direction, he would have to split his force in three. Success m ght depend upon how many
men he commanded. Ni k made his decision and took the tunnel to the right.

"That way!"

Bl aster in hand, he started down the track to discover that, once into the passage, they
did not need the goggles after all. At well-spaced intervals, there were plates set in the walls
that glowed dully. N k thought that those who had built these ways had certainly not shared his
type of eyesight -perhaps to that forgotten and dooned race, those plates had presented a nmaxi num
of light. Had Dis always been a night world for Terran stock or had the sun flare altered nore
than its surface?

"Where are we goi ng now?" Vandy asked.
"Wherever we can hide until Captain Leeds comes."
"Who is he, Hacon, a Patrol man?"

Ni k grinned wyly. Strode Leeds was probably far froma Patrol man, but he was certainly
their only hope of surviving this venture.

"No-he's just the man who'll take us away from here." And N k hoped that was the truth.
"When is he coni ng?"

When-t hat was the question! For the first in what m ght have been hours, N k's left hand
sought his face. Tine-tinme to keep himwhat he now was or just to keep himand Vandy alive. The
conflicting stories concerning the boy returned to plague N k as they wal ked on al ong what seened
endless miles of tunnel, with no change in the walls, no sign there was any end to this burrow
hol | owed for an unknown purpose |ong before either of them had been born

"I don't know." Nik roused to answer that |ast question
"If we hide, how can we tell when he does cone?" Vandy was practi cal

"Well have to find a hiding place fromwhich we can see the landing apron,” N k replied.
"Only near there is where they will hunt us, too."

"CGo outside?" Vandy sounded doubtful, and Nik did not blane him

Stay in the burrows where Orkhad coul d eventually track them down-go outside into a
ni ghtmare world where only a pair of goggles would give them freedom of novenent, perhaps nean the
di fference between life and death? But also-to go outside was the only way to be sure of Leeds
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arrival. N k had no assurance of the wi sdom of his own decisions. He could only make them by
choosing the I esser of two evils. And he clung stubbornly to the idea that in Leeds lay their only
saf ety now.

"Yes." His reply was curt. And then he began to wonder if they could reach the outside
world-if this tunnel had any opening onto the surface of Dis.

"Look!" Vandy's outheld hand was a vague blur in the gloom Wat he indicated lay nid-
poi nt between two of the dimlights. It was a greenish glow, stronger toward the roof, tapering as
it descended. Nk pulled up the goggles, startled by the sharp focus that |eaped at him

Pl ants-or rather fleshy growths against the bare rock. They had no | eaves N k coul d
identify but innunerable thin arnms or branches that matted together, intertw ning and tw sting
until they made a thick mass. And they grew through a break in the wall only a little below the
room A way outside?

Ni k could not bring hinself to touch that mat of weird vegetation with his bare hands. The
stuff had such an unheal thy, even evil, |ook that he thought of poison or fungoid contanination
Yet the chance of an unexpected bolt hole could not be mi ssed.

"What is it?" Vandy demanded, and Nk realized that to the boy's unai ded eyes the growh
was a hazy nystery.

"Maybe a side door if we can open it." N k dialed the | ow beamon the blaster and turned

it on that tw sted nass.

There was a burst of flame |icking across the whole growh in one consum ng puff. The
stench of that burning bl ew back at them forcing a retreat. Then it was gone, and only stained
rock remai ned. But the crack the plants had masked was open, and there was light fromit, |ight
well visible to Nik's goggled eyes. Since the cleared space was bi g enough to scranbl e through, he
| eaped and caught at the sides, pulling hinself up for a | ook

Around himthe concentrated stench nmade hi m gasp, and there was a whirl of thick and heavy
smoke. It would seemthat the fire started in the tunnel had ignited the vegetation here al so.

Ni k, coughing, held to his vantage point |ong enough to discover that the break was at the
bottom of a wedgelike cut, the lips of which were far above. The fire puffed now up the walls of
the cut, running with lightning speed along the trails of plants that must have originally choked
nost of that space.

The wal I s | ooked clinbable, and Ni k thought they had found their way out. He dropped back
to wait for the fire to clear the cut, taking advantage of that interval to share a tin of rations
with Vandy. They had food; now they nust find a place to hole up for rest. Vandy had nmade no
conplaint, but Nk judged by his own growing fatigue that to clinb out of the cut mght be all the
youngster coul d do.

He was right, Nik discovered, when they did clinb. Vandy was slow, funbling, and N k used
his belt as a safety device to link them Vandy was not just tired; he was clinbing that grade
blind, making it necessary for Nik to guide his hands and feet. Wen they at last pulled out on
top, Vandy sat panting, his head bowed on his knees.

“I-1 don't think I can go on, Hacon-" he said in a small voice. "My legs-they're too shaky-

Ni k stood surveying the | andscape about themw th concentrated study, The ground was rough
with many outcrops of rock anong which grew | unmpy plants, sone inches high, others branching into
the height of normal trees, but none of them whol esome-| ooking. The dank humidity of the outer
world was a stifling bl anket, weighing down their bodies al nost as heavily as the fatigue. No,
neither of themcould go far now, and the rocks offered the best hope of shelter

The nearest was a cluster of squared bl ocks where patches of growth made | unpy
excrescences. Wiether those rises also contained any protecting crevices or niches he could not be
sure, but he was certain Vandy could not go rmuch farther. Sonmehow, N k got the boy to his feet and
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hal f | ed, half supported himto the rocks. The cloying scents in the air made them both gasp. And
once or twice during that journey N k gagged at a snell alien enough to human nostrils to arouse
nausea.

A creature hunped of spine, which noved by hops, broke from hiding al nost under N k's feet
and took a soaring leap to the top of one of the blocks. There it slewed around. A tongue issued
froma w de, gaping nouth to |l ash across a patch of fungi-encrusted stone and transfer a burden of
harvested vegetation to that lipless stretch of warty skin

Ni k sighted the shadowy space beneath that hopping thing's perch. A nonent |ater he
supported Vandy to the edge of a dark pocket, pausing only to use the blaster to clear its
interior. Then they were in a slit passage running on between the bl ocks. N k pushed Vandy al ong
t hat narrow way

It was not a cave. The continued regularity of the walls nmade himsure that this was the
remai ns of a structure.

A rattle underfoot drew Nik's attention fromthe wall to the floor. He had kicked a
grayi sh object. About as long as his forearm it was forned of a series of rounded knobs |inked
together until his foot had disturbed them and several had rolled apart. Bones? Renains of what-
and how recent the death that had |left themthere? Was this the lair of one of the killers of Dis?

Still, the way before them was open, and Ni k had the blaster. Now he saw |ight ahead-
further proof that this was a passage rather than a cave. Three or four nore strides and he was
fronted by an opening well above the surface of the way, a window to | ook out upon an eerie
| andscape so dark that even the goggles did not help nuch in his inspection

Rui ns-that was surely true. The block piles were regular in pattern. And they extended al
along a shelf to his right. On the left was an abrupt drop, and then another, as if he were on the
edge of a flight of steps intended for the use of giants.

No use trying to go on now, stumbling into the ruins. The w ndow openi ng was well above
the surface of the pavenent, and if they bedded down inmedi ately beneath it, they would be well
protected. Nik was shaking with fatigue, and Vandy had slid out of his hold to lie still, his eyes
closed, his panting breath coning in a nore even pattern. Vandy was finished for now, and Ni k had
no strength to carry him This had to be their refuge. He managed to spread the blankets and roll
the boy on them Then he sat down, his back against the wall, the blaster resting on his knee,
wondering how | ong he could hold out against the sleep his body demanded.

VI |

Nl K AWDKE to darkness, a black so thick it was a match for the humd air about him He was
choki ng, gasping, blinded. For those few seconds, panic held him and then he renmenbered where he
was. But before he could nove, there was an awesone roll of sound, and he thought he coul d detect
an answer of vibration through the stone paverment on which he crouched.

"Hacon- Hacon!" The appeal was half scream N k flung out an arm but Vandy was not there
He pawed at his chest, hunting the goggles that had rested there when he had nodded off into
sl umber. They too were m ssing! Vandy and the goggles. Had the boy tried to return to the LB?

"Hacon!" The call came fromnot too far away. Nik clawed up to the wi ndow facing the
ruins. A thunderous roll shook the air and the earth under him As it dwindled into silence, Nk
heard ot her sounds, a grow, then a high-pitched scream He clung to the edge of the w ndow and
tried to force sight where his eyes stubbornly refused to grant it.

"Vandy!" He put all his power into that shout. "Vandy!" If there was an answer, the third
peal of giant thunder swallowed it. A flash of di mradi ance around the bow of the horizon
foll owed, while wind battered the scattered bl ocks. A stormwas com ng, and such a storm as was
possi bl e only on this nightnmare worl d!

Nik tried to remenber how the stretch beyond had | ooked when he had worn the goggl es.
There had been a relatively open space-he was sure of that-before the next ruined structure.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (29 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F)/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%620-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt
"Vandy!" Agai nst hope, he bell owed agai n.

Then there was a flare, blinding in intensity, that started a colum of flanme N k could
use as a beacon. Vandy nust have fired his blaster at sone of the highly conbustible native
vegetation. Wth that as his guide, N k began to run

The wi nd caught at the ragged banners of the flanes, tearing theminto long, tattered
ri bbons, which ignited other grow h beyond. Vandy-caught in that! A roar that was not thunder, but
fromsome animal, sounded. N k raced around broken columm, a section of wall, and cane into an
arena where the fire lighted a wild scene.

Vandy was there, standing on a block of masonry, his back to a pillar or stele. And he
hel d the bl aster at ready, though he was not firing at what noved bel ow

Ni k saw themclearly in the light of the fire, but how could you describe then? Each world
having life on its surface had grotesques, things of beauty, things of horror, and how one
classified themall depended upon one's own native range of conparison. These had beauty of a
sort. Their elongated, furred bodies noved fluidly, wound in and out as if they were engaged in
sonme formal dance. And their heads, with the double fur-fringed ears and the gl owi ng eyes were
rai sed and lowered in a kind of rhythm

"Vandy," Nik shouted frominstinct alone. "Don't watch them™

Weavi ng patterns were produced by those lustrous fur bodies to draw the eyes and focus the
attention. N k | ooked above and behind the boy. H s own blaster came up, its sights centered on
twin pinpricks of light over Vandy's right shoulder. Nk fired. He had dialed the ray to needle
beam but even then he had had to aim high for fear of touching Vandy. That ray must have m ssed
the attacker or attackers leading the sortie from above, but the eye gl eanms vani shed, and the
weavi ng pattern on the pavenent ceased abruptly. The heads swung in Nik's direction as they stood
still, eying him

Here in the hollow anmong the ruins, the wind did not reach, but the fire had already eaten
away at the growth and was now dying, so that Nik's sight of the hunters was curtail ed. Several of
the flankers dropped low, their belly fur brushing the ground as they glided toward him pausing
at once when he | ooked directly at them They were not |arge animals. The biggest in the pack was
as long as N k's arm but size did not mean too nuch if they hunted as a unit, and N k thought
that they did.

He began his circling, noving with his face toward the eneny, hoping to reach the point
directly beneath Vandy's present perch. It was apparent that the creatures were cautious hunters.
Per haps sonmehow t hey had nade a qui ck appraisal of the intruders' weapons in Vandy's use of the
bl aster.

Thunder was answered by a wi de flash of the sem-invisible Iightning. Neither sound nor
Il ight appeared to make any inpression on the hunters. N k had reached the edge of the stele; two
nmore short steps would bring himbel ow Vandy.

"Vandy!" He dared to hail the boy, and oddly enough his voice stopped the forward glide of
the flankers and brought their heads up, swinging slightly fromside to side as if the hunman
mout hed word was far nore disturbing than the approaching fury of the storm "The goggles-" Nk
held up his left hand without daring to see if the boy would obey him "G ve them here!"

A nmoment | ater the strap hol ding those precious windows . into the dark was in his grasp
Then he heard Vandy. "I'mcovering-" Wth that assurance, N k dared to put the cin strap about his
head and take the chance of |ooking away fromthe hunters. He gave a half whistle of relief. To
have sight again- that was better than a glinpse or two with the aid of the al nost dead fire. His
confi dence rose.

"Vandy"-he gave his orders slowy-"1"mgoing to nove out fromthis block. You slide down
behind nme and take a grip on ny tunic-now"

What ever influence his voice had had in the beginning on .the pack was now wearing of f.
They had nade a half circle about him but so far they had not advanced beyond an invisible |ine
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of their own choosi ng.

He coul d not hear the sounds of Vandy's descent, for the thunder rolled deafeningly. A
jerk on his tunic told himthe boy had foll owed orders. N k began to edge sideways, pulling Vandy
with him his body between the hunters and the boy, his blaster ready for the first sign of
attack. Wiy the Disian creatures had not already pulled himdown, N k could not inagine. He
reached the end of the block, and the full force of the stormdriven wind struck at him bringing
with it torrential rain.

Instantly the hunting pack vani shed, |leaving Nik to blink unbelievingly as he threw out
his left armand clawed for anchorage against the buffeting of wind and rain. It was as if they
had sinmply disappeared into the slanting lines of the falling water itself!

Shelter- Nik did not think they could nake it back to the w ndow corridor across the open
space where the stormhit with hammering strength. A flash-and through the cin-goggles the
brilliance of the dark world's |ightning was blinding. That rmust have hit cl ose hy.

N k was aware of Vandy's pulling at him urging himto the right. He | ooked over his
shoul der. The boy had kept his hold on Nik with one hand; the fingers of the other had fastened in
the edge of an openi ng between two bl ocks.

To venture into such a hideout m ght be wal king into one of the hunters' dens, but they
could not remain in the open. Already the force of the wind was driving through the air pieces of
vegetati on and other debris. There was one precaution he could take. Nik threw an arm about Vandy,
hol di ng hi mwel | anchored agai nst his own body as he beaned the blaster into the opening. Then he
stooped to enter.

Here even the cin-goggles were not nuch use. The pavenment sloped down and inward fromthe
door, and snall rivers of rain poured about their boots. Nik halted. No use going on to a basin
where the stormwaters might gather. He could see walls faintly, near to hand at his right,
farther away 7mhis left. And there was a | edge or projection on the right.

"Ledge here." He guided Vandy's hand to that and swept the boy's pal mback and forth
across the slined stone. "W'I|| stay there; too nuch water running down here."

Ni kK boosted the boy onto the projection and then settled beside him The water was now
fl ooding dowmn the ranp. It was hard to believe it was nerely stormoverfl ow and not sone stream
diverted into this path. How far down did it run?

Even though sounds were nuffled here, the fury of wind and rain and the assaults of
thunder and lightning nmade a grunble that vibrated through the wall agai nst which they huddl ed.
Vandy's body pressed closer to Nk's with every boomfromthe outer world, and N k kept his arm
about the snmall shoul ders, feeling the shudders that tacked the boy's frane.

"Just a storm Vandy." N k sought to reassure the other.

But on Dis a stormm ght well be catastrophe of the worst land. If he only knew nore about
this black world, about the Guild refuge and those in it, about Leeds-

For that matter, about Vandy, too. Wiy had the boy taken the goggles and gone into the
ruins on his owmn? If he tried that trick again, it could well lead to disaster for both of them
Ni k nust nake Vandy understand that.

"Why did you take the cins and go out?" N k raised his voice above the gurgle of the
rushing water, the nore distant wind and rain, to ask

Vandy squirmed in his hold. "I wanted to see if I could find the ship.” H's voice had a
sul l en note.

So, he had been heading for the LB

"Vandy, I'mtelling you the truth." N k spoke slowy, trying to throwinto his words every
accent of conviction. "Even if we were right in the LB now, we couldn't rise off-world. It's
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| ocked on a homing device to this port, and | can't reset that."

There was no answer fromthe other save that his body stiffened in Nik's hold as if he
woul d pull away. N k kept his grip tight.

Vandy was still stiff in his hold when he spoke. His lips were so close to N k's ear that
the puffs of his breath touched the other's now snooth cheek

"There's somet hi ng-sonet hi ng on the | edge-over there!"

Ni k turned his head slowy. It was alnost totally dark for himeven with the goggl es. How
coul d Vandy see anything? A ruse to distract hin? It VM5 there, and to NN k's eyes it showed with
frightening plainness. Wiere had it conme from put of the watery depths bel ow or down the wall
from above? Its hunched body had some of the greenish glow of the crushed slinme plants, but Nk
could not be sure of nobre than a phosphorescent | unp.

Between them and it dangl ed a gl owi ng spark that danced and fluttered. It took a ful
monment for NPk to trace that spark back to trie hunped body to which it was attached by a sl ender
whi p- suppl e antenna. Now anot her of those antenna snapped up into action, and a second spark
glistened at its tip, flickering about. Save for that play, the thing nade no nove to
advance toward them

But before that display of twin dancing lights, there was other nmovenment on the | edge.
Whet her the second creature had been there all the tine or whether the action of the antenna
fisher had drawn it, N k was never to know. But a four-legged furred shape, |ike one of the
hunters, arose froma flattened position and began to pace hesitatingly toward the fisher

The antennae with their flashing tips slowy withdrew, luring the other after them The
pacer showed no excitenment nor wariness; it followed the lures unresistingly.

"What - what i s happeni ng?" whispered Vandy, and Nik realized that the goggles gave hima
view of the hunt that the boy | acked.

"Somet hing is hunting." He described what he saw.

The drama ended suddenly. As the antennae vanished into the owner's bul k, the prey
appeared to awake to its danger. But already the fisher had | aunched itself fromthe stone with a
flying leap into the air that brought it down on the unfortunate it had lured into striking
di stance. There was a shrill hummng either fromfisher or prey, and Vandy cried out, his hands
catching Nik's tunic.

Continuing to crouch on its captive, the fisher was still. N k could not yet sight a
separ ate head-nothing save a bulk with that unheal thy, decaying sheen about it.

"Hacon, it wants-it wants us!" Vandy did not whi sper now. H's voice was shrill. Wether
that was a guess on his part or whether sone sense of malice was transnmitted to the boy, Nk did
not know. But when those twin tw nkling, dangling lights once nore erupted fromthe black bul k and
whi pped through the air in their direction, he chose prudence and used the bl aster

As the ray lanced into the bulk, N k caught his breath.

He was not sure that he actually heard anything. It was nore like a pain thrusting into
his head than any cry his ears reported. But the thing and its prey twisted up and fell down into
the rush of waters, to be carried on into whatever depths the ancient ruins covered.

"I't's gone!" he assured Vandy. "I rayed it-it's gone!"

Vandy's shivers were al nbst convul sive, an,d Nik's alarmgrew. He nust get the boy under
control, arouse himfromthe fear that nmade his body starkly rigid in Nik's hold-that had frozen
hi m

"It's gone!" he repeated hel pl essly. But he knew what might lie at the base of Vandy's
terror. To be blind in this hole could feed any fear, could drive even a grown man to panic. I|f
they only had two sets of goggles! And what if sonething happened to the one pair they did
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possess? What if both of themwere |eft wandering blind on the outer shell of Dis, prey for the
creatures of the dark? Their flight fromthe refuge had been a wild nm stake. He was armed now.
Better go back and take his chances with Orkhad than remain in this wilderness of horror.

Just let the stormdie and they would do that. Nik could find the trail back fromthis
point to the break in the tunnel, and fromthe tunnel he could scout the living quarters of the
refuge, find a safe hiding place until Leeds came-

"Vandy!" He strove to nmake his words penetrate the |ocked terror he could feel in the body

he held. "We're going back to the tunnel just as soon as the rain is over. W'll be safe there.
And until then-well, we both have blasters. You used yours, renenber, when the aninmals had you
cornered in the ruins. Used it well, too. | couldn't have found you if you hadn't set fire to the

plants. We hold this | edge. Nothing can conme at us here as long as we're arned.”
"But-1 can't seel”

"Are you sure, Vandy? You told ne that thing was there before | sawit, and | have the
goggl es. How did you know?" Vandy's body was not quite so rigid and his voice, when he replied,
was alive again and not dehumanized with terror. "I guess | saw sonething-a sort of pale Iight-
like those plants we squashed wi th our boots."

"Yes. Some of the living things here appear to have a light of their own. And naybe you
could see that better than | could just because you did not have goggl es on, Vandy. Perhaps we'll
need both kinds of sight to watch here." How true that guess might be Nik did not know, but its
ef fect on the boy was good.

"Yes." Vandy | oosed one hand hold. "And | do have the other blaster."

"Don't use it unless you have to,” Nik was quick to warn. "I don't know how | ong a charge
will last."

"I know that nuch!" Vandy had recovered to the point of being irritated. "Hacon, this was
all part of a city once, wasn't it? It's scary though-like the Haperdi Deeps-"

If Vandy could return to one of his fantasy adventures for a conparison, N k decided, he
was comi ng out of his fright. "Yes, it was a city, | think. And it does seemlike the Haperd
Deeps, though | don't recall that we ran into any fishers with light for bait there." He hoped
Vandy's confidence woul d not soar again to the point of confusing reality with fantasy, regaining
a belief intheir owm invincibility. Hacon, the hero, could wade through battles with horrific
beasts and aliens untouched, but N k Kol herne was very human and perishable, as was Vandy, and the
hope of survival nmust nmove them both. He said as nuch, ending with a warning as to what m ght
happen i f the cin-goggles suffered any danage before they regained the refuge. To his
satisfaction, Vandy was i npressed.

Now t hat he had made his decision to return, NNk was inpatient to be on his way, but the
water still rushed down beyond the | edge. And now and then the roll of thunder, the cry of the
storm carried to them How long would this fury of D sian weather |ast? A day-or |onger? And
could they remain on their present perch for any length of tinme? Nk had no fear that they could
not defend it against attack, but fatigue and hunger could be worse enem es. The supply containers
t hey had brought with them had been left with the blankets back in the w ndow passage. Already N k
was hungry and knew t hat Vandy nust be al so.

Ti me dragged on. Vandy went to sleep, his head resting on Nik's knees. Now and then he
gave a little whinper or said a word or two in a tongue that was not the basic speech of the
gal axy. Nik had plenty of opportunity to plan ahead, to exami ne all that had happened. He woul d,
he deci ded, have done the sanme again-given his word to Leeds and the @uild for a new face, And the
paynment was bringing Vandy to Dis. Bringing Vandy-

Leeds' story of what was wanted fromthe boy and Ork-had's counter story- Vandy believed
his father still alive. Did Vandy have information the Guild wanted, or was the boy hinself the
goods they were prepared to deal in?

Ni k's fingers slipped back and forth across snmooth cheek and chin, across flesh that felt
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firmand healthy, bone that was hard and wel | -shaped. How | ong woul d he continue to feel that? How
| ong before his fingertips detected new, yet well-renenbered, roughness there to signal his own
defeat ? There was no possi bl e answer except to wait for Leeds.

And to tanp that thought and the uneasiness behind it well back into his nmind, Nk tried
to assess his imedi ate surroundi ngs. They had not cone too far fromthe tunnel opening. They
coul d get back, and nost of the way was under cover. H s ears gave hi m hope. The rush of water
bel ow had sl ackened, and he did not hear the wild sounds of the stormany nore. Even a lull would
all ow themto regain the wi ndow passage and the food there. He shook Vandy gently.

"Time to go-"
VI

Nl K TESTED t he current of the flood on the downward sl ope by lowering hinself to stand
with it washing about his boots while he held to the | edge. The water was glassy; its dark surface
rippled now and then. Sonetinmes those ripples ran against the current as if life fought a passage
upward. But the wash came no higher than Nik's ankles, and the force of it was not enough to
i rpede wadi ng.

At his assurance, Vandy dropped down, keeping a hold on Nk as he had when they had faced
the hunters. Then they splashed toward the outside.

There it was still raining steadily, but the wildness of the wind had abated. The rain
flowed by every depression to the edge of the drop the ruins |lined, cascading over in countless
smal |l falls. There was sonething about that abrupt drop -could this city once have been a port on
a | ong-vani shed river or sea? But the nmystery of the ruins-was not their problem To get back to
the tunnel was.

"Keep hold," Nk ordered Vandy as he pushed into the open under the pelt of the rain.

Now-t hat was the w ndow t hrough whi ch he had clinbed! He boosted Vandy up and scranbl ed
after. They were in the dry again, and N k | ooked for the supplies. He triggered the heat-and-open
button on one of the containers, holding it with care lest some of the precious contents spill.
Wien the lid sprang up and the steam nmade his nmouth water, he gave it to Vandy.

"Eat it all, but slowy," N k ordered and took up another tin for hinself. Rationing nght
be nore sensible, but it had been a long tine since their last meal. Nik felt they needed ful
stomachs for the job ahead. Once back in the refuge, there would be chances to get nore suppli es.

The humidity, which had been so choking before the storm seened even worse in the narrow
passage. The snallest effort left Nik gasping. H's clothes, soaked in the rain, had no chance of
drying, but he nade Vandy strip and wi pe down with one of the bl ankets, doing the sane hinself,
before huddling into their soggy clothes once nore.

"My boots-they're shining," Vandy observed suddenly. N k gl anced down. There was an odd
| um nescence outlining the boy's footgear-his own, too. He exam ned them nore closely. A furred
substance was there. Nik had a dislike of investigating by finger touch. Wth a bl anket edge he
wi ped Vandy's boot toe. There was a sliny feel to the smear, and the bl anket came, away
phosphorescent as had their tracks upon first entrance to the refuge. Their boots were grow ng
sonme form of vegetation!

-Quickly Nk surveyed the rest of their clothing. H s belt -yes, that had the sanme warning
glow, and so had parts of the ornanental harness Vandy had dreanmed up for Hacon's uniform But,
save for the boots, Vandy appeared free. Neither of themdared to discard those boots and venture
bar e- ski nned across Disian earth. Wether they were now carrying sone deadly danger with them Nk
did not know. He could only hope that the weird growth would not root on their skins.

There had been vegetation in the tunnel, but where the roof break had admitted it, and it
had not spread far fromthat point. Perhaps the cool current of air always flow ng through the
refuge was a di scouraging factor. Al the nore reason for getting back there.

Wth their remai ning supplies repacked, Nk steered Vandy down the passage. They had
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reached the other door of that way and were near to the cut where the tunnel entrance |ay when
Vandy cried out. But Nk sawit, too, and there was no mstaking that kind of fire. A small ship
was riding tail flames down for a | anding, probably on the sanme field where the LB had finned in.
That must be Leeds! "There's another!" Vandy cried. "And-" Two ships-a third! Leeds couldn't be
|l eading a fleet! Was Vandy right? Wre those his father's ships, a father who was not dead but
lured here with Vandy for the bait? But if that was true, where did Leeds stand? Nik halted the
run that had brought himto the edge of the cut.

The rain was pouring into the bottomof that hollow. It nust be curling in turn into the
tunnel . Their back door night not even be practical-if they still wanted to use it. That it was
important, and its answer could only cone by learning the identity of the planeting ships.

There was noi se-not one of the great thunderclaps of the Disian storm but a shock through
t he ground under them Vandy screanmed and tunbled forward into the cut. Nik tried to grasp him
One hand caught a hold, and then the two of themwere sliding down. N k brought up against a rock
with painful force, but that anchored them against a farther tunble. There was a second shock in
the ground, and out of the tunnel break air exploded, carrying with it bits of rock and soil

Down in the refuge, there had been an expl osi on. Had O khad taken sone drug-tw sted way
out of trouble by blowing up his own stronghold? O had the refuge been forced fromw thout and
was it now under attack? At any rate, to
drop into those depths at present was asking for worse trouble than they had faced so far

"Cot-to-get-away-" N k panted. "Whole thing night collapse under us here-"

One of his arns and one side were pinned to the ground by Vandy's weight, and the boy had
nei t her spoken nor noved since they had | anded there. "Vandy!" N k edged his head around.

Cl osed eyes, a trickle of blood across the forehead- Vandy 8 nmust be unconscious. N k
strove to wiggle free. Hi s novenents brought an answering throb of pain. That slam against the
rock had not been the easiest landing in the world. But Vandy, the boy m ght be seriously injured-

Their anchoring rock had seened to give a little when Nik noved. He began to claw at the
soil under him | oosening enough so that he could squirmaround and put his head and shoul ders
upsl ope. The trails of rain were still flooding down. Splashes fromone struck them Vandy nopaned
and tried to nove, but N k was quick to pin himdown. Another wiggle and they both night be on
their way to the bottom Luckily, there had been no nore quakes or expl osions or whatever had
stirred up the earth hereabouts.

Wth Vandy a dead weight, N k was defeated when it cane to clinbing, and he feared to
descend. That explosion of air and rock nust have blown a larger hole in the tunnel. To fall into
What ever nmight be in progress down there was nore danger than he cared to face.

A sidewi se progress upslope-yes, he could nake that-but not carrying Vandy. Could he | eave
the boy there, wedged in behind the rock, while he went to the top and devi sed some nethod of
rai sing Vandy in turn? The boy was hal f consci ous now but not alert enough to understand their
predi canent and cooperate by remaining quiet. Left, he could well fall into the tunnel hole.

The wet slope was a slippery way at best, but Nik still had the small pack of blankets and
supplies. The bl ankets thenselves? Nik tried to think coherently and purposefully.

He noved with infinite caution, dragging Vandy across his thighs so that the boy lay face
up behind the rock. Then N k unfastened the blanket roll and pulled it around.

Sonehow, he managed the next nove. One of the blankets was w apped around Vandy, confi ning
his arns and | egs, the belt nade fast, and the other blanket used again as a rope. Fromthis
point, the clinb seemed mountain high, but Nik knew fromtheir first journey out of the cut that
it was not. If he could nake the effort, they would w n.

He chose to tackle the sl ope between two water streans where the earth was relatively dry,
if any stretch of ground on this bedeviled world could be deened that. Now he straightened
cautiously and drove two of the supply containers into the yielding surface with all the strength
he could rmuster, hanging his weight on each as a test.
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Anchorage for a gain, now use the | ast two above those! Nik crawl ed face down agai nst the
slimed earth. It was tine to | oosen the | ower containers-but only one would cone free as he | eaned
at an al nost inpossible angle to struggle with it. WelIl, that one would have to serve. Drive it in
above- craw -

Then his clawi ng hand was over the edge where a portion of the cut wall had earlier
collapsed. Nik strained with the effort to rise and rolled over into a puddle of rain

He heard a moan from bel ow and edged around. His arnms were |ike heavy weights. N k was not
really certain that his overtaxed rmuscles woul d obey his demand for nore effort. Hi s breathing
cane in snorts, which did not supply enough air to his laboring |ungs, but he grasped the end of
t he bl anket rope and began to pull

The package that was Vandy slipped around, and for once the slick ground surface served
rather than thwarted. Nik pulled with a desperate need for getting this over and brought Vandy
upsl ope into the sane puddl e where he knelt.

Now, only a few feet and they would be at the top. Nik did not have enough energy left to
lift Vandy. Pushing the boy before him he crept up the incline and lay there, the humd air thick
in his nostrils, seeping with difficulty into his |ungs.

It was then that the third and | ast shock cane. For one desperate instant, N k thought
they would slide back. He flung out an armto roll Vandy on and ki cked hinself away fromthe
slipping earth. So they were saved from being carried down once nore.

As soon as that upheaval ended, Nk began to crawl, pulling Vandy, determ ned to get away
fromthe danger point, not really caring in which direction, so long as it was not down. They were
in the open anong the ruins, and the sheets of rain continued to sweep over and about them

Ni k headed for the passage from which they had energed only a short tine earlier, desiring
not hi ng now but to be out of that torrent. He was al nbst under that cover when he heard, above the
rain, a sharp crack that he could not believe was part of the natural noise of the storm He
hunched around, his hand to his bl aster

Qut and up from sonewhere near the landing field it soared, not one of the wi nged D sian
creatures but a flier- and a planet atnosphere craft, not a spacer

It skinmed through the rain |ike a black shadow, seeking no great altitude, rising only
far enough to clear the heights that roofed the refuge. Then it headed out across the ruins of the
ancient city.

Tracers of fire followed that flight, shooting angry |ashings into the storm N k was not
famliar with the tricks of evasive action, but he sensed that the unknown pil ot was meking a
masterly escape fromwhatever fate had overtaken one party or the other in the stormng of the
refuge. That the fleeing man or men in the flitter were of the Guild he had little doubt which
meant that the invaders were in control below and on the |landing strip

But who were the invaders? Forces of Vandy's people? Leeds' nen forcing a showdown with
O khad-t hough Ni k hardly believed that. Coul d Leeds have nustered three ships, which he estinmated
had been used to break into the refuge? Law in the persons of the Patrol?

He crouched there, watching the shadow of the flitter weaving back and forth, flying | ow
inthe rain. At least the invaders were firing only ground-based m ssiles, not naking chase by
air.

There was a splash of fire to the right. One of the msslies had fouled with a fire ray
and exploded with a clap of sound. Then one of those fire spears touched a fin wing on the
flitter. The craft whirled, fluttering back and forth. N k tensed, inmagining the frantic fight of
the pilot to keep the machine aloft or sufficiently under control to land it safely.

The flitter sideslipped to Nk's left. It was falling rather than |Iandi ng under control
But before it was quite out of sight, it steadied. If it did nake a landing, it would be down in
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the gulf of the drop below the ruined city, perhaps on the bed of what seenmed a one-tine sea.

And those who had ai ned the |ucky shot that finished it- they woul d be noving out to hunt
t he weckage, which meant they would come in this direction! N k chewed on that unhappy
reflection. If he remai ned where he was, he would be detected. If this was the Patrol or any
of ficial expedition hunting Vandy, they would be equi pped with any nunmber of devices to |ocate
anot her human on Dis. He had heard a | ot of stories about such nmechani cal man-hunters. And to be
scooped up now by either party would nean his own death warrant, as he well knew. The squadron
that had used such force to break into the refuge would not be tenpted to argue out a surrender
Nor could he be sure they were on the |law s side.

Orkhad had hinted at two parties in the GQuild. This could be a jack job. If he only knew
What N k did know, however, was that this was not a good place to stay.

"Hacon-" Vandy wiggled in the blanket roll, striving to throw off his bindings. "Wat-
what happened?"

"Alot." Nik knew a snall surge of relief. If Vandy was conscious and able to go on his
own two feet, their flight would be easier

And flight it was going to have to be! There was a snol dering, sputtering patch of fire on
the heights where a ray had ignited vegetation. The highly inflammable stuff seened able to burn
even in the rain, and the snog of that burning carried through the thick air as a stifling gas.

Ni kK pulled the wappings from Vandy as they both choked and coughed. To return to the
ruins would do no good. Not only were there the things that lived in the shadows there, but also
the gas of the burning settled thickest in that direction. They should get down to a | ower |evel
And that would take themin the general direction of the vanished flitter, along the very path
pursuit would cone, but they were cut off on the other three sides.

Ni k | eaned over Vandy. "Can you wal k?" He asked the imedi ate question. "I think so-"

He hoped that was the truth. But when he hel ped the boy to his feet, Nik kept his arm
about those small shoul ders. Then, half guiding, half supporting Vandy, he started on through the
ruins to hunt sone way down the cliff the city
edged. And, with Vandy | acking cin-goggles, N k's sight had to do for them both.

Their first break of better fortune came when the rain actually began to sl acken. That
needling force of water was now a drizzle, and the streanms finding their ways across the broken
and earth-drifted pavenent were thinning visibly. By the cin-fostered sight, it was now as |ight
as cl oud- gl oonmed Korwarian day, and N k was thankful for that.

They threaded a path along the verge of the cliff, and Nik sighted piles of tunbled bl ocks
that m ght once have been wharfs for the conveni ence of surface shipping. One of those they used
as a stairway down to the first level belowthe city surface, where the oily vapors of the burning
had not reached.

Ni k's throat was raw with coughi ng, and Vandy was sobbing as they cane to the end of that
tough scranble. There was a |arge pool there filling a depression but already draining through a
channel toward the outer reaches of the one-tinme sea. Nik went down on one knee beside it and put
his hand into the |iquid.

So far they had nanaged on the supplies fromthe refuge, but those were gone. Now they
woul d have to chance the water and what food they could find on Dis, and that chance would be only
one nore danger in the many they faced.

Ni k scooped up a palnful of the water. It had no scent he could detect. And they had
i nadvertently swall owed sonme of it in the formof rain on their |lips and faces ever since they had
been caught in the first gusts of the storm He licked up sone of the noisture greedily, and it
relieved the parching of his mouth and throat.

"Water, Vandy!" Nk cupped his hands and filled them lifting the trickling burden to the
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boy's lips and supplying nore a second and third tine.

How long this water would last, Nk could not tell, but it was now a wealth all about
them And their path at present would take them along the foot of the old shoreline cliff, away
fromthe refuge. Wat their goal was, N k could not have said, except shelter of sone kind unti
he mi ght gain sone idea of the forces now ranged agai nst them How he was going to make that
identification without walking directly into the enenies' hands, he had no know edge, either. The
sanme fungoid vegetation that grew thickly above straggled here, but not in such profusion or size.
Ni k avoi ded the patches whenever he could, remenbering how their boots had left trails of shining
prints before. The rain was coning to an end, and the neasure of daylight increased. It was hard
for himto recall that this was still black night for Vandy. He kept remninding hinself of that
fact, keeping his hand on the boy's shoul der as a guide.

Vandy was not going to be able to keep up this travel for very nuch longer. N k could
carry himfor a while, and he would, but there would be a linit to that also. They nust hole up
somewhere for a rest, and yet, for all their efforts, they were still so close to the refuge, so
easily tracked by any pursuers.

The ruins of the old wharves were well behind. When N k | ooked up at the one-tinme shore,
he saw that there had been an increase of height there, as if the ancient city had been walled on
this side by small mountains. And the cliff to his right soared higher and higher. Its surface was
broken by the dark, ragged patches of cave nouths. This once nust have been a wild place when the
sea battered along those walls. Ahead and not too far away, an armof the cliff stretched out to
bar their present path with a wall of rock, which must nark an old cape dwindling to a reef. And
that was a barrier they could not pass in their present fatigue. Sonewhere al ong the broken | ength
of that Nk nust find thema tenporary refuge which he could turn into a fortress agai nst pursuit.

I X

NI K RAI SED his head fromhis forearm It was full day, and the steam ng heat brought
visible curls of vapor fromthe recently drenched soil until there was a m st |acing the rocks.
Back in the shallow cave hol e he guarded, Vandy was sleeping in a small neasure of cool ness. But
how | ong could either of themcontinue to take the surface atnmosphere of Dis?

Both their boots were covered with a red fur of growth, which appeared in patches al so on
Ni k's belt and the ornamental tabs of his tunic. Even though they had washed in pools of rock-held
rain water, they could not free their skins froma greasy feel, which carried the sensation of
perpetual filthiness. And there was never any chance to be really dry! d othing continued soggy
and al most pul py to the touch.

The nmist was nearly as hindering to the vision as the I oss of the cins nmight be, Nk
t hought dully. Anything or anyone ni ght be creeping upon themnow within its tw sting, curling
envel ope. And he believed that his powers of hearing were also distorted.

So far, their occupancy of the barrier crevice had been chall enged by only one creature-a
thing of long, jointed legs, the first pair of which had been armed with claws of assorted sizes.
St al ked eyes had sighted them and brought the thing scuttling in their direction, but a blaster
beam had curled it up wiggling, to kick away its life at the foot of a nearby rock. And since its
fl oppi ngs had subsided, smaller things had cautiously ventured forth to sanple a feast they had
never expected to enjoy so opportunely.

Its attack had taught Nk the need for wariness. Only there was a linit to endurance, and
he had reached it, nodding now into unqui et dozes from which he roused with a start of warning. He
woul d soon have to wake Vandy, to trust the boy not only with a blaster but also with the cin-
goggl es when he went on sentry duty. And dared N k do that? What had happened back in the ruins
when Vandy had taken off on his own was still in NNk's mnd. Had he nade plain to the boy the
danger of trying such a run? Luckily, Vandy had not shown any interest in the nature of the
pursuit N k expected. But suppose Vandy did believe that those were his father's nen back at the
refuge. Wuld he try to return?

Did he believe Nik's explanation of a fight anong the nmen there-a rift in the Quild
forces? Vandy had wi tnessed the | anding of the spacers, which could have been the eneny. To pl ace
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the boy on sentry-go was the sane, or could be the sane, as inviting himto desert.

However, if Nk waited until he went under from sheer exhaustion, then Vandy woul d have an
easy opportunity to | eave, which he might not be so inclined to do if his conpani on shared sone of
the responsibility with him It all depended now on how nuch of the Hacon influence remained.
Vandy had shown signs of breaking with his fantasy several tines lately. On the other hand, he
also clung to Nk, appealing for help and confort. Wuld Nik remain Hacon if Vandy faced in their
pursuers sonmeone he knew or would he turn On Nk for what he was now, a ki dnaper and an outl aw.

There were two choices, and his brain was too tired to nmake a cl ear-headed sel ecti on
Ei ther way, N k m ght be choosing his own end. But wearily he turned and reached to touch the
sl eepi ng boy's | eg.

Monments later, blind in the eerie dark of non-goggle sight, Nk stretched out in the
hol | ow between the rocks. He could not even be sure that Vandy was in the | ookout, ready to obey
orders and arouse Nik at the first sign of any native creature or off-world searchers. He sighed,
unable to raise again his weighted eyelids. His | ast awareness was of the blaster, about the butt
of which his fingers tightened.

Muddl ed dreans haunted him of which he could renenber only a sense of frustration and
terror. He cane out of themgroggily at sone urging he was not able to understand at once.

"Hacon!"

N k sat up, obeying the pull at his shoulder, blinking into a dark broken here and there
with feeble touches of a pallid Iuninescence. Vandy | eaned above him

“Over there!"

But "over there" was still a nystery in the dark for Nk, trying to assenbl e sone neasure
of wits.

"I can't see-" he protested dully.

"Here!" The goggles canme into his hand. He put themon and faced in the direction Vandy
i ndi cat ed.

It was disturbing to have sight return instantly with the aid of those | enses. The reef
was clear, sharp as it would be under normal sunlight. N k | ooked for what had excited the boy.

"Where-?" he began, and then he saw it! O rather- then

I ssuing froma rock-bordered crevice well along the reef, fronting what nust once have
been the waters of the vanished sea, was a trio of creatures. They stood very still, heads aloft,
as if facing into the wind and spray of the past. N k brought up the blaster and sighted on the
nearest of that trio, before he noted that there was no stir in their position, that no pull of
breath noved their nonstrous sides, that the wind did not disturb the thick nmanes that |ay about
their nmassive shoul ders.

The watchers were not alive; yet the long-forgotten artist who had created them had given
such a senblance of reality to their fashioning as to make decepti on easy.

In form they were not unlike the creatures that had surrounded Vandy in the ruins save
that they were much larger, majestic in their stance. The black of their bodies was stark agai nst
the lighter gray and red of the rocks, and N k caught a glisten of eye in the one he had
originally marked as a target, as if some glittering gemgave it the necessary touch of realism

CGuardi ans of the coast, synbolically erected to warn off invaders in tinmes past, he
wonder ed? Monunent to sone ancient feat or victory.

Then Nk started. There-there was somnethi ng-soneone behi nd the wat chers!
A shadow of rock overhung that spot, so that his line of vision was obscured. But, he knew

after a nonent of study, he had been right-there was sonething behind the statues. And to see it
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clearly, he would have to |leave their crevice refuge and work his way farther along the reef. He
said as much to Vandy.

"But the animals-" the boy protested.

"They l ook alive, but they are just statues. It's what behind them counts now"

“I'"'mgoing, too," Vandy decl ared.

These rocks were nothing to cross without cins, but Nik could not order himto remain. He
gave the goggles back for a tinme, made Vandy survey the stretch they nust negotiate, and then
resettled themover his own eyes. Wth Vandy |inked by a hold on his belt, N k began a creeping
advance al ong the weat hered reef.

Now, he should be able to see fromhere-unless the lurker had nmoved in turn. Wth caution
Ni k braced one arm against a spire of stone and | eaned well back to | ook up at the watchers.

He jerked up his blaster and then hesitated. Again the suprene art of the scul ptor or
scul ptors had deceived his off-world eyes. There was sonething standi ng behind the watchers, yes,
but it, too, was stone.

Ni k blinked, al nost gasped. Just seconds earlier there had been no head there! Now there
was a black furred one, gazing fromthat point straight out over the drained sea bottomw th rmuch
the sane fixity of stare as the three giant watchers. But the static pose of that head did not
remain. It changed position, turned on the green shoul ders, and N k knew t hat what he saw was one
of the hunters fromthe ruins nmounted on the broken figure as if on | ookout duty.

A scout for the hunting pack? If so, this might be the nost dangerous perch he and Vandy
could have. To be caught anobng the broken rocks by those hunters could be disastrous. Did the
creature hunt by sight or scent? And how many of its kind would followit?

Ni k flattened hinself against the rock spire, whispered a warning to Vandy, and stared
about him Every shadowed crevice was now suspect. But, if they went out into the open sea bottom
where there was no cover for the eneny, then he was sure he could hold off any rush by bl aster
fire. He remenbered how t he anmbush had been set up in the ruins- those eyes that had betrayed the
hunt er creeping on Vandy from above. Yes, get out-away fromthe rocks, which could cover an
att ack.

But to strike out into the sea bottomitself- As long as they kept the shoreline for a
gui de, they would not be lost to the general nei ghborhood of the refuge. Their supplies were gone.
The rain pools could provide water, but they had to have food-and N k had clung to the faint hope
that there m ght be sone chance of getting that from sone dunp at the Guild base. Yes, they could
take to the open of the sea bottombut not out so far as to |l ose contact with the shore as a point
of reference.

He gl anced again at the figure behind the watchers. Once nore the green shoul ders were
headl ess. And that fact drove himinto action. Wth Vandy holding to his belt, guided by his
instructions, they clinbed over the reef and headed out toward the open, where the | ow grow ng
veget ati on could provide no cover for an attack.

Once off the skirts of the reef, the wal king was easier, and they noved faster. N k kept
| ooki ng back to check their trail. A good view of the watchers and their headl ess conpani on could
be had fromthis point, and he had been right about the eyes of the forner-they flashed now and
then as if they were lighted within. But the shoul ders of the green nan were bare; the furred
scout had not returned.

Luckily, much of the mst and steamthat had drifted fromthe ground earlier had been
di ffused, and Nk judged the extent of visibility gave hima present advantage over any trailers-
fromDi s or fromthe refuge-always providing the latter were not airborne. He set a course that
kept to the bottomland just a little to shoreward of that second sharp drop to another one-tine
sea | evel

Bel ow, the runnels of water had fed a | ake of sonme size, though the stream ets thensel ves
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were dwi ndling fast, many leaving only cuts as reninders of their flood courses. And on that | ower
| evel the vegetation was even scantier. Hillocks of rock sprouted fromthe | ake's surface, one
such rising to a respectable height, and Ni k guessed that its crown had once been a true island.

He did not stop his inspection of their back trail. And it was on the third such pause for
careful survey that he thought he detected a hint of nmovenent at the base of the reef, as if what
lurked there was taking care not to be sighted. The pack on the hunt? O even an off-world scout
of his own species?

"Hacon, is there sonething to eat?" Vandy waited quietly, not losing his hold on NN k's
belt. "I'"mhungry."

Nk l'icked his own lips. The supply tins were back in the tunnel cut. \Wat dared they use
of Dis to answer the demands of their bodies for sustaining fuel? He gagged at the thought of
attenpting to nouth any of the growi ng stuff about them Meat-one of those thin-Iegged, clawed
creatures such as had stal ked themon the reef? O one of the furred hunters that m ght be
trailing then? O sonething such as that fisher in the dark of the ruins? Wien it was a choice
between life and starvation, a man could stanp down repugnance born of appearance.

"We'll find something.” He tried to make that reassuring and knew that he woul d have to
fulfill that proni se soon

There was a screech torturing to his off-world ears. Vandy cried out, his eyes straining
to pierce the dim but Nk saw clearly. Not so far ahead there was a commoti on on the verge of the
rain | ake bel ow. Wnged things flapped and fought over a surface that was ruffled and dinpled in
turn, as if sone life formwall owed and swam One of the fliers nade a dive into the center of the
di sturbance and arose, uttering harsh squawks of what ni ght have been triunph, since it carried in
its claws withing, scaled prey.

Two of the flier's fellows followed it aloft, harassing it as if to make it drop its
capture, rather than trying a catch on their own. The successful hunter dodged, screaned, and
ski med just above the surface of the higher level, while its tornentors harried it with
determ nati on.

One soared and then nade a sudden swoop, deadly intention in every beat of its sustaining
| eathery wings. The attacked nade a futile effort to evade and crashed into the conpani on pursuer
There was a squawki ng, screeching whirl of
fighting fliers falling fast to the ground. The prey the first had raped fromthe | ake was | oosed.

The airborne battle had swept close to the place where Nk and Vandy stood. And the
twisting, turning captive fell only a little away. That third conbatant, which had delivered the
attack from above, avoided the struggling fighters that had al so struck the ground and were stil
clawing at each other. It swooped above Nik as if some of its fury had been transferred to the
nman.

Alnmost in reflex action, he fired the blaster, catching the flier full on. The force of

the ray blast carried the creature back so that it fell, already dead, over the cliff to the |ake
| evel . Then weapon still in hand, Nk strode forward to i nspect the cause of battle
It was still flopping feebly, but even as he canme up, it straightened out and was still

Though its body was weirdly elongated, it bore some resenblance to a fish, enough so that N k
pi cked it up.

One of the battlers had left the other and came scuttling across the ground screeching,
its long neck outstretched, its narrow head darting back and forth with a jerky vehenmence. One
wing was held at a queer angle, and there was bl ood snmearing its torn body.

Ni k junmped to the left, and the creature sped on, seeningly unable to change course-to
pl unge over the cliff like the flier before it.

"Hacon! Hacon, what was it? What are those things? What are they doing?" Vandy's voice was
shrill. To him the struggle nust have been frightening, carried on in the dark
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Swiftly Nik explained. He was still holding the fish, and now he | et Vandy examine it by
t ouch.

"I's it good to eat, Hacon?"

"It could be.” Nik hesitated. Anything put in their nmouths on Dis mght be rank poison
but they had to start sonewhere, and perhaps that was here and now.

"How do we cook it?" Vandy conti nued.
"We don't," Nk replied shortly.
"Eat it-like this?" Vandy faltered. He al nost dropped the |inp body.

"I'f we have to, yes. But not here and now." N k was hungry, and even the thought of eating
a Disian fish raw did not dimnish that hunger. But he had no intention of consuming it here, when
they could be the. focus of attack fromother predators. He took the fish from Vandy and hooked it
into one of his belt attachnents, one that was free of any phosphorescence.

As they skirted the cliff, they saw other turnoil in the |ake and witnessed the fishing of
other fliers. The wi nged creatures appeared reluctant to touch water in taking their prey. Only a
few dared that, as if the | ake held sone nenace they feared.

The | ake itself stretched al ong the second cliff edge, |apping the outcroppings of the
irregul ar ground. The surface on which Vandy and Ni k travel ed was sl opi ng down with indications of
eventually nerging with the lower level, while the cliffs of the one-tinme shore were rising.

Ni Kk made anot her cast behind. And this tine the pursuers were not so careful to keep
conceal ed. A furred hunter stood over the flier killed in conbat by its fellow. It nosed the body
and then began to eat.

"Hurry-!" Ni k caught at Vandy, pulling the boy al ong. Ahead he coul d see one of the island
hill ocks, though this must have been a nere dot of island in the days when the sea washed this
| and. The light was less than it had been when they had left the reef. Nk did not doubt that the
day's end was conming. And at night that hillock m ght nean safety.

Perched up there, they woul d have defense agai nst anything that would clinb to attack

Anot her gl ance showed himthat a second hunter had joined the first at the feast. Unlike
the fliers, the first did not attenpt to drive off or attack his fellow but noved a little to one
side, allowi ng the newconer a chance at the food. This was odd enough to nmake N k wonder.
Cooperation in feeding, as well as hunting, suggested a higher form of consciousness than the
fliers, who tore each other for the prey. The hunters were snaller editions of those three
magni fi cent watchers on the headl and. They had been esteened by the original natives of Dis to the
point that infinite care had been taken to establish highly artistic representations of their
species on a promi nent place before the city. Animals that had been sacred to the one-tinme rulers
of this world? Pets-protection?

"I can't go-so-fast-" Vandy stammered. He stunbled and nearly fell.

Ni k, eaten by the need for sone formof shelter before the com ng of what was a doubl e
dark, caught himup and kept on. They were directly below the island hill. He struggled up and on
finally pulling out on an expanse of rock | edge below a sharp crest. He pushed Vandy back agai nst
that crest and | ooked back

There were the furred hunters, still eating, and still only the two of themin sight. If
they were scouts for a pack, the rest had not yet caught up. Now, Nik got to his feet and turned
slowy to get a good | ook at what |ay about them To his right was the rain lake, to his left a
dip and then the cliff of the old shore.

Anything trying to reach their present perch nust either swmthe | ake and then win up an
al nrost sheer drop or cone up the same way he and Vandy had used, to be met by blaster fire. They
had their refuge for the night, as safe a one as he coul d devi se.
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Ni k sat down and unhooked the fish fromhis belt. Methodically, he cleaned it and cut the
whol e into portions. They would now try the provender of Dis.

“VANDY! VANDY!"

Ni k held the boy, wondering whether that violent retching would ever stop, whether the
convul sions that shook the small body could be endured for long, his feeling of guilt rising Iike
an answering sickness within him He had never w tnessed such a terrible attack of nausea before
It was as if the few bites of fish Vandy had taken had been virul ent poison; yet they had had no
simlar effect on Nik

Vandy lay linmp now, nobaning a little, and Nik hesitated. Should he try to get himto drink
some water or would that bring on another attack? He feared anot her such violent upheaval m ght be
truly dangerous. There was nothing he could do for Vandy-no nedicine he could offer. Back at the
refuge-Back at the refuge-to return there- If Vandy's people had |led the attack, or the Patrol -
But suppose the other possibility was the truth, that the struggle had been sone inter-Guild
dispute? O was Nk clinging to that nerely because it was what he wanted to believe for his own
safety? Vandy's head rolled on N k's shoul der; the boy's breathing was heavy, | abored.

In spite of the night, with the cin-goggles, he could start now, carry Vandy, retrace
their journey, and find the hunters waiting out there while he was too burdened with the boy to
make a fighting stand. Nik bit his lip and tried to think clearly. This could be only a passing
illness for Vandy; the boy could have an allergy to the strange food. And to be caught by the
hunt er s-

Perhaps to wait right here until any trailers fromthe refuge came would be the w se nove.
Ni k could remain with Vandy until he saw them coming, then | eave the boy to be found, always
provi ding those trackers were friendly to Vandy. And he honestly doubted he could get far carrying
t he boy.

How | ong had that sound been reaching his ears wi thout his being conscious of it? Nk
shifted Vandy's body to free his right hand for the blaster. It came fromthe down side of their
island hill where the rain | ake washed-a spl ashing, not just the normal rippling of wind-ruffled
wat er | appi ng the shoreline.

Ni k i nched along the | edge, hoping to see what lay below. And it was not too difficult to
make out a bulk floundering there, not swi nm ng, but wadi ng through shall ows, staggering now and
then, once going to its knees and rising with an exclamation

A man!

Ni k stiffened, watched. By all he could discover, the wader was al one. Coning in that
direction, he could well be fromthe flitter that had fled the refuge in the |Iast nonents of
battl e.

The man reached the shore of the rain | ake and steadi ed hinself with one outflung hand
agai nst a rock. He looked up as if searching the island hill for hand holds. Cin-goggles nade a
mask to conceal his face, but this was not Orkhad or any of his race.

Plainly, the stranger decided the rise before himunclinbable. He began to nove along it,
still supporting hinself with one hand against the rock wall. Now that he was free of the water,
Ni k saw he was |inping, pausing now and again as if the effort to keep noving was a heavy one.

He neared the place where N k and Vandy had clinbed. Wuld that tenpt himal so? Vandy was
quiet. Carefully, N k laid himdown against the crest that crowned the hill. He waited in silence
for the stranger's next nove.

"Hacon?"

Startled, N k glanced, at Vandy, but that had not come fromthe boy. The | ow hail sounded
frombel owl And only one person other than Vandy woul d have called himby that nane. Eagerly N k
| eaned over the edge of the | edge and stared down at that goggl e- masked, upturned face.
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"Captain Leeds!"

"I'n person. But not quite undamaged. In fact, | don't believe |I can nake that perch of
yours wi thout a hand up-and we may all need a perch soon!"

"They're after you?"

"Ch, not the Patrol, if that's what you nean. No, this ms-made hell world has its own
hunters, and a couple of them have been sniffing up ny trail for longer than | care to renenber."

Ni k scranbl ed down the sl ope. The captain's hand fell on his arm and he gave support to
the other's weight.

"You're hurt badly?"

"Wenched ny | eg when | took a tunmble sone distance back there. Couldn't favor it nuch
after | fought off that night lizard. Knew the rest of its clutch would be comi ng. And they were-
at least two of theml You have any arns at all?"

"Two bl asters. Don't know how nuch charge they have left."

"Two bl asters-that's about the nost conforting news |'ve had since | lifted off Korwar.
Tal k about |uck-we've got a lot of it nownostly all bad.

"First, that Patrol snoop ray picked me up on the big orbit in; then they were able to
slamthree ships after ne before ny rocket tubes had cooled. Feel as if |'ve been doing nothing
but running for days now. Gve us a hand up-"

Sonehow, they made it up, but Ni k sensed that Leeds nust be close to the end of his
strength. The captain gave a grunt as Nik settled himon their perch, but a nonent |ater he
crawl ed back to the edge and exam ned the terrain bel ow.

"Coul dn't have picked it better nyself, boy. Any crawer trying to claw us out of here can
only cone up this way, and we'll burn out his engine before he gets within claw ng distance.
VWhat's wong with the boy here?" He | ooked back at Vandy.

N k expl ai ned about the disastrous neal of Disian fish
"No off-world supplies, eh?" Leeds asked.

No. | left the containers | had back at the tunnel break." Hurriedly, Ni ke outlined the
mai n points of their flight for Leeds.

"That's going to conplicate matters,"” the captain said. "Vandy's conditioned-"

"Condi tioned?" N k repeated unconprehendingly.

"I told you, he is conditioned all the way-agai nst going with strangers, agai nst
everything that would nake it easy to lift himout of HS."

"But he ate what was in those rations without trouble."

"Those are LB supplies-energency food. No one of Terran ancestry can be conditioned
agai nst those. It's an elenentary precaution rigidly kept. Suppose Vandy's spacer had been w ecked
on the way to Korwar-there would be a chance of escape by LB. So he could eat LB rations. Now, he
can't eat anything else-on this world."

"But-" Nk realized the futility of his protest. Wthout LB rations, Vandy woul d starve.
And the LB rations, the cans he had driven into the wall of that cut to serve as a stairway and
t hen abandoned t houghtl essly, were far behind. Those containers neant Vandy's |ife-unless there
were ot her supplies he could tap.

"Yes"-Leeds pushed back fromthe rimof the |ledge to set his shoul ders agai nst the crest
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rise- "it presents a problem doesn't it? But there is a solution. Vandy's our way out of here."
"How?" Ni k demanded

"The Patrol -they've taken the refuge. Probably sonme scout squad is out there now hunting

down ny flitter. They'll track ne here, and then-then we'll have our bargaining point, Vandy for
our freedom Boy, you gave both of us about the best break in this whole bungled job when you lit
out with Vandy. H mfor us-ny spacer, free air out of here- Yes, | thought you were a gift from

Lady Luck; now | know that's the truth! W have the boy-so all our conets slid over their stars on
the table. You ever play star and conet, Nik.

"No. "
"Well, it's a gane of chance they tell you-sure, it is. But there's skill to it-real skill-

and nost of that lies in selecting the right opponents and knowi ng just how far they're ready to

plunge in answer to any bet you're reckless enough to make. | know how far the Patrol will go to

get Vandy back-and it's pretty near all the way. He's about the nost inportant pawn in a big-
system gane going on right now, so much so that the orders fromour top were to erase him"

"Erase hin?" Ni k echoed.

"Sure, the @Guild deal was to take himout of the game permanently. These Gallardi-they're
very famly and bl oodline conscious. The boy's father is the warlord who's hol ding the key
stronghol d on Ebo. To wipe out his famly line would mean he woul d then nake sone suicide play-"

"But Vandy's father is dead-" N k was bew |l dered. H s hand was at his chin, cupping the
firmbone and snooth flesh he needed for reassurance. Leeds' story, which had bought himthat face-

"On the contrary, Jerrel Naudhin i'Arkrama was very nmuch alive the last | heard. At |east,
he was to Lik Iskhag, which was the inportant point as far as the Guild was concerned. |skhag paid
to have the Naudhin i' Akrama |ine finished"

"Then the story you told nme-"

Leeds shrugged inpatiently. "Was a story, a good one. | didn't know!| had it in ne to do a
regul ar tape-type tale. Only nowit's all worked out for the best, anyway. W can use Vandy to get
out of here. And-believe nme, Ni k-1 had my own ideas about the boy and this erase order all the
time. OF course, his being conditioned neant trouble, but he could have been kept under w aps
until Iskhag got what he paid for-the surrender of the garrison on Ebo. Then Vandy coul d have been
turned |l oose. | don't hold with erasing children any nore than you do. Orkhad's being here wasn't
part of the plan as | was told it, either. But maybe it was good that he was-he nmade you take to
the hills, and that certainly saved Vandy. Now, all we have to do is wait for the Patrol to get a
direction on us and argue it out-"

"And if they do cone," N k asked, "do you plan to turn the boy over to themon their word
to carry out their bargain?"

Leeds laughed. "No-1'mno fool, and neither do | think you' re one, N k. W get the spacer
and free air, Vandy going with us. Qutside, we put himin a suit with a beeper and space him They
can easily pick himup on a directional signal. And by the tinme they've retrieved him we're in
the clear and | ong gone. The plan isn't conpletely free of a misfire, but it's the best chance we
have now. "

"And if they don't find us, Vandy has to have food." N le stated the i medi ate problem
Leeds had talked a |lot, and he wanted to think it over

The captain nmoved his shoul ders agai nst the rock support.

"Yes, let nme think about that. | took a junp fromthe flitter, and she fire-snmashed out
there. The energency rations on board nust have gone up with the machi ne. Those you left back in
the cut seem our best chance now. O course, the Patrol m ght already have prow ed that area and
found your trail. But it's still the quickest way-"
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"You nmean-1 go after thenP"

"Seeing as how | can probably not even nake it down fromthis | edge again for a while, I'd
say you are Vandy's only chance of getting sone food in the i mediate future. If you are picked up
by the Patrol, you still have your chance, and a good one. I'Il be here with the boy, and Il
swear by anything you want that any bargain I'Il make is for the both of us! That's the truth.

woul dn't be in any position to bargain if |I didn't have Vandy. And who gave himto me-you did!l W
get out together. And if you are netted, you tell the truth -that you know where Vandy is and that
he will be delivered safe and sound on our terns. Anyway, we're snall fry in this as far as the
Patrol is concerned. They want |skhag, those behind him the nan who nade the bargain in the the
first place. You can say |'ll give sonme help in that direction-1 don't |like the erase plan enough
to cover up for those who gave such an order

"But you may be really lucky and get in and out of there wi thout getting caught, or |east
only picking up a tracker, and if you do that, it will be just what we want, anyhow "

Leeds | eaned over to touch Vandy's forehead.

"CQuess he's asleep now, but you can tell themif they pick you up, that he's none too
happy. Could just hurry the whole matter along, and that would suit us all."”

Ni k sat quietly. Again everything Leeds said nmade good sense, good sense if you accepted
his new story and its logic. But to do so nmeant |eaving Vandy here with Leeds-the two of them
al one-and goi ng straight back into trouble hinself. And how could he be sure that this story was
any nore the truth than that other this sane man had told himback on Korwar? Perhaps Leeds had
foll owed that sane thought, for now the captain said:

"Ni k, you're rubbing that face of yours. Still smooth and real, isn't it? Mghtn't be for
| ong-renenber? O course, nmaybe Gyna did a |lasting job, but she said the odds were agai nst that.
You want to go back to the Dipple and no face?"

"But if we get out of here, the Guild won't do anything for soneone who has hel ped to
spoil a job." Nk had found the flaw in that argunent.

For a monent, he thought he had Leeds, but the silence did not |last |ong enough to suggest
that the captain did not have a ready reply.

"This was a job split-don't you think that an erase on a child had bl ast backs at the top?
I had nmy backers, too- and you did just what you prom sed, brought Vandy here. The ninute you
| anded on Dis, you'd done your part. Mst of this mx-up was O khad' s doi ng, and he was being
wat ched al ready from above. You pl ayed straight, and that nakes it a Guild pronise for you. Just
let us get off-world, and you'll keep your face. But if we sit this out too long or fail-" He
shook his head slowy. "So, you see you have a big stake in this, too. You kept your part of the
bargain; the Guild will keep theirs."

In the end, it all added up to just one sum N k saw, and that was his job. Vandy could
not live wthout food; the nearest avail able food was back at the refuge. Leeds was too injured to
make the trip, so Nik had to go. He | ooked out at that back trail.

Even with the goggles, the Disian night was too dark for himto see nmuch, and there were
hunters in that dark. He was tired fromthe long day's travel, and a tired nman nakes errors of
judgrment, is duller of sight and hearing. It was not going to be easy, and he wanted every
possi bl e advantage on his side.

“I"1l go-in the norning."

"Fair enough!" Leeds noved agai nst his back support. "No use going it blind. Maybe we'l|
be lucky and they'll reach us by then."

Vandy rolled over. "Hacon-" His voice was a husky whi sper

"Here," N k answered quickly.
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"I'"'mthirsty-"

Leeds pulled a canteen fromhis belt. "Filled this dowmn there at the lake. Gve hima
pul | ."

Ni k supported the boy with one armand held the canteen to his |lips while Vandy drank in
gul ps. Then he pushed the contai ner away.

"I hurt,"” he said, "right here." H's hand noved across his md-section. "CGuess | was
pretty sick."

"Yes," Nk agreed. "You try to get sonme sleep now, Vandy."

But the boy had struggled up a little. "There's sonmeone el se here." H's head swung around
toward Leeds, and his eyes were wide and staring. "There is, isn't there!" That was nore demand
t han questi on.

"Yes," Nik told him "Captain Leeds' flitter crashed out there. He just got here."

"Captain Leeds," Vandy repeated. "He's one of them one of the men back in that tunne
pl ace-"

"Not one of those who were there, Vandy. He's the one we've been waiting for."
Vandy pawed at Nik's armand strove to rai se hinself higher
"He's one of them "™ That was accusation rather than recognition

"No." N k thought fast. If Vandy | ooked upon the captain as his eneny, he would not be
willing to remain here while Ni k backtracked in the norning. "No." He repeated that denial with
all the firmess he could sumon. "Captain Leeds was trying to find us, to get us out of here. He
is a friend, Vandy."

"But he's one of them back there-"

"He only pretended to be, Vandy." Nk sought wildly for a plausible explanation. "He was
com ng here to help us; that's why we were hiding out here. Renenber? W were waiting for Captain
Leeds. And he was driven out by them too. He's been hurt and can't walk far-"

"Hacon." Vandy turned in NN k's hold, his eyes now striving to the other's face above him
"You swear that-by the Three Wrds?"

All that past Vandy had created for his chosen conpanion tightened around N k. Vandy's
faith was not that of N k Kol herne nor of the Dipple, but it was a firmbastion for him and he
had made it a part of the world he had i magi ned for Hacon. Now Ni k found his indoctrination in
that fantasy had brought a nmeasure of belief to him He dared not hesitate, but as he answered, he
knew the bitterness of his lie.

"I swear it-by the Three Words!" His left hand at his face pressed tight enough agai nst
the rebuilt flesh to bring pain. Hacon's face-and to Vandy he was Hacon

"Bel i eve hi mnow, Vandy?" Leeds asked, his voice holding the same |ight, cheerful note
that Nik had heard in it at their earlier neetings. "It's true. | canme here to help the two of
you. But | ran into nmore trouble than | expected, so now|I'mtied to this perch of yours for a
while. We'll have to hold this garrison together for Hacon-"

"Hacon!" Vandy's fingers were a tight grasp on him "Were are you goi ng?"

"As soon as day cones, |I'mscouting.” N k had no idea whether or not Vandy was aware of
his conditioning. At |east, the boy had not mentioned it when N k had urged the fish on him And
if he did not know, there was no good reason to frighten himwhen off-world supplies were stil
out of reach.

"But why?" Vandy was protesting, his tight clutch on Ni k continuing.
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"Because Captain Leeds may have been trailed. W need to know just how nuch trouble to
That was thin but the best N k could concoct at that nonent.

expect .

"Yes, just to scout and to pick up some supplies | cached when ny | eg gave out," Leeds
added with his usual facility for invention.

"Ch." Alittle of that desperate grip | essened, and Vandy's head fell back on Nik's arm
"I'n the norning-not now?"

“I'n the morning," N k agreed, "not now. "

Xl

Nl K FOUGHT a desire to turn and | ook back at the island hillock. The humd air was thick
about him though the stormstreans had drai ned away, |leaving only the cuts of their passage in
the old sea bed. There was no sunrise visible on this cloud-shrouded planet, but the steam m sts
of the day before were not so thick, nost of themconfined to the yet |ower |evel where the rain
| ake lay. He could see ahead and around enough to nmark any lizard such as Leeds had fled from or
the furred things out of the ruins.

As he went, Nik tried to imagi ne what Dis had been |i ke before the sun flare had steaned
up the seas and rivers and wracked the very bones of the planet with quakes and eruptions. It had
al ways, of course, been a dimworld by the standards of his own species. But to its natives, the
i nfrared sun nust have been as clear as the yellowwhite stars were nornmal to NNk's kind. And it
had been a civilized world, judging by the ruins. The high quality of art shown in the statues of
the watchers and their humanoi d conpanion testified to the height of that civilization

Disians had tried to escape the wath of their heavens by retreat to the refuge. Had any
survivors lingered on in those prepared depths to waver forth again into a ruined outer world? D d

any still exist anywhere on Dis? Nik had tried to pry out of Leeds during the early hours of the
ni ght sone infornmation concerning this planet, know ng that any scrap m ght nmean, by force of
circunstances, life or death for him But the captain had said, "I don't know," to nobst of his
questi ons.

Dis's first discovery had one of those by-chance things. A Free Trader before the war,
threatened by a power | eakage, had streaked for the nearest planet recorded on their instrunents
and set down here. And because it was a Free Trader and not a Survey ship that had made the
di scovery, there had been no official report, the Traders seeing a profit in their know edge.
Traders fornerly dealt with the Guild on occasi on when that organization had a quasi-| ega
standi ng or when there was no chance of being drawn into trouble by such contact. Thus Di s had
beconme an article of trade.

Leeds' own exploration had brought himknow edge of the refuge and had given the Quild an
excel | ent base hi deout-a hideout, N k gathered, although Leeds was evasive on that point, within
crui sing distance of several systenms in which the Guild had extensive dealings. But once the
refuge had been stocked and was in use, the rest of Dis's outer shell was of little or no interest
to the outlaws. In fact, they had a kind of horror of it built up by several accidents and
encounters with its native fauna, which led themto use it to discipline any rebels. Being set
| oose on the surface wi thout cin-goggles or weapons was an ultimate puni shment.

So-only a small portion of Dis was known to those who used it. Were it not "that Vandy was
condi tioned, they could have taken to the outlands and been safe. Safe from whom another part of
Ni k questioned. The Patrol was here to get Vandy, to return himto his people. No, Vandy did not
need to hide out in the wilds. That was N k's portion and Leeds'. Yet the captain was so sure they
could strike a bargain for their own benefit.

N k had been seeing it for several nonments before he realized that a bush to his left and
ahead was not quite right. Right? Wiy did he think that? He paused and surveyed the growth cl osely
for a noment or two until he understood what nade the difference. It was the color! Al the
fungoi d vegetation he had seen was, to sone degree, phosphorescent, with a wan gl eam of green or
red. This bush had a warner, yellow tinge.
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And-
The col or npved!

The yell ow had been close to the ground on the left side at first, but it was now hal fway
up and in the mddle, while the first portion had faded to wan gl ow. Now, the yellow was on the
right!

It was not a question of a change in color-N k was certain of that. But something behind
the bush or within its fleshy branches had noved from one position of conceal nent to anot her
al ways keeping well under cover

Nik tried an experinent. He circled back a little to the left, heading in a direction to
take himto the back of the bush. Wuld the lurker nove to face hin®? Yes! The glow turned with him
al nost at ground | evel, keeping pace with him

Why the presence of that color should be so disturbing, Nk could not have expl ai ned. \Was
it because the source never came into view? WAas that thing in anbush aware Nik was able to see it?
Perhaps it did now guess because of his own novenents.

He | ooked fromthe bush in question to others of its kind ahead and saw what he feared and
expected. Three of those growhs had the betraying glow To avoid them he would have to advance
to the very edge of the drop to the next level. He could not bring hinmself to approach any cl oser
to what might be a trap

There was the blaster. He could here and now burn that nearest bush and its inhabitant
into charred powder, but to attack heedl essly was no answer either. He held the weapon ready as he
started along the cliff rim

It was then that Nik heard the whistle, a piping call that was like a throb of pain
beginning in his head and running along his nerves to make his flesh tingle. Three tines that
shattering call cane. Now the lights in the bushes were steady; all faced him N k knew the nenace
of a before-attack. Wre these the furred hunters? He did not believe so. But what?

To keep on along the edge of the drop now was to expose hinmself to a rush. But how el se
dared he advance?

It was conming-now How Ni k knew that, he could not have told. But he | eaped into an open
space where any attackers woul d be exposed to blaster fire.

The bushes shook, spilling the lurkers into sight. They came scuttling, at first on hands
and knees. Then, froma crouch, they | aunched thenselves at himor two of themdid, while three
remained in reserve. N k had expected ani mals, but these-these were nen!

"No!" He heard his own involuntary cry, but the others ran mute.

And he saw that he was not confronting new refugees fromthe Guild base or Patrol scouts.
These were naked, thin ghostly creatures. The forenost carried a club in the head of which had
been set a row of ugly projections. H's conpanion held a stone as big as his own head.

They sped toward the off-worlder, their eyes agleamwith a terrible insanity. Nk fired,
al nrost wi thout consciously willing that push of the finger. The club carrier went down, and at the
sane tine that throb of a whistle beat in Nik's brain and made his hands qui ver and shake.

The second attacker stopped short when his conmpanion fell. He retreated a step or two to
stand over his body. His head swung fromside to side, his nostrils expanding visibly as if to
soak up sonme necessary scent.

On his bare body the glow ng skin was stretched over a rack of bones. And there was no
trace of hair on face, head, or body. The features on the face now sw ngi ng back toward N k were
roughly human, though the nose was very wide and flat, the nostrils large pits. The nouth was al so
wide; the lips were thin, rolled back in a snarl to display |large, sharp teeth, while the eyes
were sunk back into the skull, difficult to see in their twin caverns.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (49 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt

The stranger dropped his stone weapon, tossing it carelessly aside, where it was speedily
pounced upon by one of the snmaller lurkers. He wested the club fromthe flaccid fingers of the
dead one and swung it once or twice, as if testing its bal ance.

Ni k tensed, waiting for a second rush, but the other made no nove to renew hostilities. He
backed away toward the bushes, keeping a wary eye on Nik, his three conpani ons going to ground
nmore qui ckly. Then as suddenly as they had appeared, they were gone, |eaving the dead behind.

Who-or what? N k knew of the prisoners who had been driven out of the refuge. But surely,
humanoi d t hough t hese creatures appeared, they were not of off-world stock! He marked their going
in the bush glow, but they did not retreat far. Those betraying patches of |ight squatted, each in
a hiding place, along the path he nmust take. Whatever the purpose of that attack, it had not been
abandoned as far as the Disians were concerned. But they would not try a second rush into blaster
fire.

Shoul d he detour down to the second | evel of the sea bottomand clinb again when he
reached the old seaport? There was no reason to fear the outcone, even if all four rushed him yet
Ni k shrank froma second battle. \Watever or whoever the strangers were, they were human enough to
seemrenotely of his kind. And to nmeet a club and a stone with a blaster was sheer butchery in
Nik's mnd. At the sane tine, he did not doubt that the Disians had no parallel qualns. D d they
know that a body light revealed themto him or were they unaware of that di sadvantage?

Ni k studied the ground ahead. The growth of vegetation that favored the conceal nent of the
strangers did not extend too far. If he could keep on along the cliff edge and so cone in to the
open, he m ght avoid another encounter

He broke into a trot, covering that area of inherent peril with what speed he could. Such
exertion in this humdity left himgasping, staggering a little, as he burst into the wel cone
open. Wth one hand pressed agai nst his |aboring chest, he | ooked behind. The |ights-they were
novi ng again, not directly after himbut for the cliff face of the old shoreline.

He stood watching those now di stant figures break fromthe brush cover and begin to clinb
the wall with the agility of those who had perforned that particul ar maneuver before. Had they
abandoned t he chase?

No goggles on their faces-they nust be native to this world! Wre they degenerate remants
of the race that had fashioned the refuge, survivors of the catastrophe that had wecked Dis?
Goggl es-Ni k' s hand went up to touch the ones he wore. Those were a very fragile hold on life. Just
suppose he were to break or |lose the cins-he would be easy prey for even a club man then. He drew
a ragged breath and tried to quiet the pounding of his |abored heart.

There ahead was where the winged fighters had battled over their prey, and that far the
furred hunters had conme. N k exam ned the ground carefully. There was no cover he coul d detect
| arge enough to screen one of the furred beasts, but he kept the blaster in his hand. As he turned
to set out, he caught a last glinpse of the Disians. The club man was near the top of the cliff,
and he, in turn, was |ooking down at N k, watching the off-worlder with intent interest. Then his
gl owi ng body was up and over that last rise, and he was gone. But N k had a strong feeling he was
not abandoni ng t he chase.

A pile of well-cleaned bones marked the place where the furred hunters had feasted, but
there was no other sign of them N k forged ahead. He was in conparatively clear territory here,
and his next | andmark was the reef, though that was yet a good journey beyond. Fromthere the
climb into the city ruins- The city ruins! If there ever was a perfect place to lay an anbush, it
was there-right there.

Nik tried to remenber what he had seen of the ruins, to think whether there was sone other
way around themto reach the tunnel break of the refuge. But he was afraid that if he avoided the
obvi ous | andmarks, he might becone hopel essly | ost. There was sonething frighteni ng about
| aunching out into the open sea bottomaway fromthe old shoreline. Wth those cliffs at hand, the
reef ahead, he had a sense of security, of knowing in part what he could expect. He decided that
he woul d retrace the path he and Vandy had taken earlier
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The coarse, gravelly soil slipped and slid under his boots as it had not earlier. He
guessed that the nmoisture had drained out of it, leaving it the texture of sand, naking wal ki ng
just that much harder. His lungs still |abored to separate air fromthe dankness, and he cut his
pace.

There was no nmore conmmmotion in the rain | ake bel ow. There were no winged fishers, no signs
of turmoil in the waters, which had receded a goodly distance fromwhere they had been at the end
of the storm In the mdst of one such dry part, a glint caught Nik's attention, and he wavered to
a stop. This was tangled weckage, not a rock outcrop. It was sonething fashioned | ong ago by
intelligence-a ship, surface or air transportation of some kind. Metal had gone into its making
and gave back now that sullen glint of Iight.

It was still in sight when Ni k knocked over a small creature with a thrown stone. He found
himsel f holding a linp body with rudimentary |eather wings flaps stretching between its front and
rear |egs, and that body was scaled. Trying not to think of its alien form he skinned and cl eaned
it. Then he choked down nout hfuls of the rank-tasting flesh. Food was fuel, and fuel his body
needed; he could not be dainty in his eating.

On agai n-the reef was ahead, and in the reef he would shelter by nightfall, preferring it
to the ruins. He could not do without sleep forever. It was getting harder to think clearly. Nk
halted, his hand going to his head. That throb! It was |ike something-the whistle call of the
Di si ans!

Slowy, staggering a little, he turned about to viewthe cliff top to his left. Rock-that
was all, just rock. No club w elder was clinmbing down again. But the nuddle in his head-that throb
whi ch was nore pain than sound-

The reef-he would get to the reef and hole up there. It was darkening; it must be close to
the day's end. He could see the reef, a black streak across the dull sea bottom N k wavered on
the gritty soil slipping under his feet so that once he fell to one knee and found it difficult to
scranbl e up agai n.

He feared a return of that throb in his head, shrinking fromthe very thought of it. Hs
hand shook so that .he had to belt hook the blaster. Was he sick fromthat food he had forced into
hi m as Vandy had been sick the night before? There was sonethi ng wong-very wong-Once Ni k swung
around to go back, back to the island hill and Leeds and Vandy. But then he knew that he coul d not
make it. It would be better to reach the reef and rest there The crevice in which he and Vandy had
shel tered beckoned him Just get there and rest-rest- Hi s hand wi ped back and forth across his
face. Once that novement pushed aside the goggles, and he cried out in fear as his sight was
di storted. He was no longer truly conscious of what was happening to him only that apprehension
was clouding his mnd and that the thought of the hiding hole in the reef kept him noving.

The rest of that day was a haze for N k. But he roused when he |urched up agai nst a rock
and |ooked a little stupidly at a wall of them He had reached the reef, he thought foggily. The
reef-safety-rest- If he could only craw a little farther

There were bright glints of light-or eyes, eyes watching- waiting-assessing his fatigue,
his bermused mind? Was it that additional prick of fear that pulled Nk farther out of the fog?
Sonet hi ng gave hi m power enough to drag hinmself up, along the rocks, heading for the pocket he
r emenber ed.

He kicked away something that rattled against the stone and saw a cl awti pped bone flip up
and away fromhis stunbling feet-the remains of the crawl er he had blasted before their crevice
canp. So, he was al nbst there now.

The glint of eyes-they were still at a distance. Hi s sobbing breaths beat in his own ears,
so that he could not hear anything that nmight be creeping up for the kill.

Just a little farther. Nowhold on to this rock, pull up to the next, an irregular
stairway to the crevice. He reel ed back against the very boul der where he had kept sentry two days
earlier.

Once nore he drew blaster funblingly and laid it on the rock. H's hands still shook, but
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he coul d use both of themto bring that weapon into play against the eyes-

A small part of Nik's mnd was aroused enough now to wonder at his present half coll apse
There was no real reason for himto be so exhausted, so dazed. Ever since that whistling when he
had encountered the Disians- N k rubbed his hand across his forehead, pressing the goggles
pai nful |y against his skin. No, he nust not disturb those! He jerked his fingers away.

He was so tired that he could not keep his feet-yet those waiting eyes- Sobbing a little,
Ni k wedged hinself erect, dimy thinking that any attack would be linited to a narrow front he
could defend. But how |l ong could he continue to keep watch?

His head fell forward; he was floating-floating on a shifting mst that enfol ded, engulfed
him spun himout and out-

Pai n throbbed from his head down into his back and arns. N k's head snapped up and back
and struck agai nst stone with shock enough to bring himout of that mst. The throb -but he was
alert enough to see the thing working its way anong the rocks, a shadow advanci ng from deeper
shadows. He clutched the blaster and tried to press the firing button

The ray shot across the top of the barrier dock. It nmissed the creeper but sent it into
retreat. Nik dragged hinself forward. He had to nmeet what was conming in the open. He had to!

Hs forward effort succeeded. Eyes-yes, there were the eyes again-one pair, twd, nore- He
could not count them nowthey spun, danced, jerked about in a crazy pattern when he tried to
wat ch.

Ni k cried out as another throb burst in his head. Al those eyes-they were uniting into
one! No! He was wrong-not eyes but a light! An honest |ight-not of Dis- He had only to follow that
to safety.

He pushed away fromthe rock and crept around, angry that his body obeyed his will so
sl uggi shly. He nust hurry, nmust run to the light that neant an end to nightmares-only let him
reach the |ight!

X
THE LI GHT WAS RECEDI NG
"WAit!" Nik got that out in a cry close to a scream

And it appeared that the light did steady. He was far past wondering about its source. He
believed only that it spelled safety. But his feet would not obey his will. He fell heavily, then
tried to force his body up again, his attention all for the light.

Shouti ng- Through the fog in his head, he thought he could hear words, understandable
wor ds-yet they were too far away, too confused to count as did the light. Nk began to craw .

He was cl ose, too close, when the enchantnment of the light failed, when he fronted the
horror behind that mask. A Disian! Nk had a nmomentary glinpse of a naked body rising from behind
another form a dense, hairy blot fromwhich wavered and sparkled the light. A nenory, so vague
that Nk could not hold it, cane and went in a second-a fisher that used light for bait? Wen and
wher e?

Then he was overborne by the attack, smelled the reek of alien body scent, and was pinned
flat to the ground under the full weight of the other's spring. Nik struggled feebly against that
hol d, but there was no escape. And always the throb in his head and body grew stronger until he
shook and quivered with its beat.

The wei ght on his back and shoul ders was suddenly still, so still that one of N k's
squirns detached its hold. He nade a greater effort and tried to pull free. The Disian coll apsed
inalinp tangle of linmbs, still half pinning Nk, but fromunder which he was able to crawl. He

sat up and strove to find the blaster, but his groping hand encountered only enpty hooks. Had he
had it when he left the rocks? He could not renenber.
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He jerked his feet fromunder the flaccid sprawl of the Disian. Wy the other had gone
down was beyond N k's reasoni ng now. But that he had another chance, snmall as it m ght be,
penetrated enough to send himscrabbling, still on hands and knees, back fromthat spot.

Things flowed up fromthe reef rocks, seem ng to grow out of the ground about-creatures
that could not have life, that were out of off-world nightmares or of Vandy's fantasies with which
they had clogged his brain! Nik was the focus of a weird, nenacing ring, and the ring was draw ng
in.

Ni k gave a shriek of pure terror, pushed for a second al nost over the border of sanity. He
screanmed again, but he also threw hinself at the nearest of those nonsters, driven to neet it
rather than to wait for its spring. Raking claws in his face-pain-.How far can one retreat from
horror into oneself? Was it exhausted sleep that held Nik or a kind of w thdrawal from what he
could not face? He cane out of that suspension little by little, with a reluctance of which he was
quite aware.

And because of that reluctance, he did not dare to nove, to try to use his nmind or his
senses, lest he find hinself back again in that circle of nonstrous life.

How soon did that first small hint of reason awake? Wen did he note that the air he was
drawi ng into his lungs was not water-soaked so that he nust |abor to get a full breath? How | ong
had it been since he had breathed so effortlessly-and felt this cool and dry?

O was this all part of some dreamthat woul d nake the waking that much the worse for hin®
But perhaps it was the air that was clearing his nind as well as his |ungs.

Fresh air-the refuge! He was back in the refuge, and with with that guess he unl ocked
menory. But, the refuge was in the hands of the eneny-which neant he was now a prisoner

For the first time, Nk willed his hand to nove, only to panic when no nuscl e obeyed. This
was not |ike the sapped exhaustion of his last confused recollection-this was a new hel pl essness.
And once before he had been so frozen-when Leeds had take himcaptive in the Dipple! He was a
prisoner all right!

Now, as at that previous tine, Nk tried to nake his ears serve to give himsone idea of
his surroundi ngs. The swi sh-swish of the air was easy to identify. But there were other sounds,
too, some close, sone distant. He heard a clicking in regular pattern, and he thought it marked
the action of some nmachine or installation. Then there was another sound, followed by the snap of
space boot plate soles hitting the floor.

Sonmeone was wal ki ng, not toward him however. That snapping drew father away. Was he al one
now or were there others in the roon? The swi sh of air covered any sound of breat hing.

So, he was a prisoner in stass-which nmeant his body was pinned here hel pl essly-but his
m nd was no | onger blanked out. How much of the inmedi ate past was illusion and how rmuch truth? He
had certainly reached the reef and then been drawn out of that poor safety by the light. And the
Di si ans had done that.

Then-what had happened? The bl ackout of his Disian attacker-did Nik owe that to his
present captors? Had they witnessed that battle and saved himfor their own purposes? There was
logic in that.

So, the Patrol had him But they wanted Vandy, and there was a tine limt on Vandy, giving
Ni k a tal king point-unless they had al ready backtracked on himand made their own deal with Leeds-
Ni k's mouth was very dry; he tried to flex his lips, to nove his tongue, wthout success. This
stass was conplete

There-nore footfalls, and now the murnur of voices, voices speaking Basic, one with an
accent .

This tinme the steps came up to where he lay-two people, N k was sure.
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There was silence for a long nonment. They nust be studying himtrying to learn if he had
aroused to consci ousness yet.

"Amazi ng-" That was the accented voice. "The one thing we did not foresee."

There was a sharp answering sound, which m ght have been an exclamati on of anger or even a
| augh wi t hout nmuch hunor.

"W | ong ago di scovered, Conmander, that there is so often something unforeseen
Perfection is an ending very far in the future, if we ever reach that state. No, this was hardly
to be foreseen, but it worked-very well, if we are to judge by the results we have had to face so
far. You' ve seen the tape we discovered. And that was probably only one of many; it would have to
be under the circunstances. You can't cut off a small boy fromall conpanionship on his own age
level. If you don't provide a friend, he will have one, even in his own mind. So, we have Hacon
here-"

"Yes, we have him"

Ni k' s bonds woul d not all ow any-physical reaction to the nenace in that voice, the prom se
of ill to cone in the enphasis on him

"Remenber, Conmander, he's our route to your young charge. He took the boy out of here
before our attack, sone tinme before it. You recall the testinony?”

"But you found himout there al one!"
"We found himcom ng back."
"Wi ch neans?"

"Probably that he was returning to set up a deal. There may have been nore than one of
these rats who took to the open before the end. If any of themwere on Veep | evel or even had
brai ns enough to do sonme noderate thinking, they'd want a deal. And they have only one thing to
bargain with- the boy. So to send this bait of theirs back would be the | ogical npbve in opening
negoti ations. "

"To bargain with such filth!"

"Commander, this is a big planet and an unknown one as far as we are concerned. You say

the boy was fully conditioned, which neans he'll need off-world food. They can't have too nmuch of
it out there. And they can be hiding anywhere. W have one radi ation tracker, and that won't work-
you saw it fail. This Dis is too far off our norm Adjustnments to the machine can be nmade, but

that all takes tine. Wth a conditioned boy held by desperate nmen, how rmuch tine do we have?"
"Then you say to bargai n?"

"I say that the first consideration is the boy's safety. If that can be obtained by a
bar gai n-we had better bargain."”

"And afterwards?"

"Afterwards-we shall keep to the strict letter of any bargain, Conmander, but the strict
letter will not deter future action against those responsible for this. After all, this prisoner
here was only a tool. Do you want just the hands? Is it not better to wait and take the brain
behi nd t hen?"

"To bargai n-
it-this bargaini ng?"

The di sgust was plain. "But you are right, of course. How soon do we get to
"At once!"

The stiff shell that had encased N k was gone. They had | oosed the stass. He opened his
eyes and lay staring up at the two nen.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Night%200f%20Masks.txt (54 of 89) [1/17/03 1:16:56 AM]



file:///F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Ni ght%200f%20M asks.txt

One wore the black tunic of the Patrol, the dianond double star of a squadron |eader on
his collar. The other was brown of skin, and his hair was as dark as Vandy's. He was plainly of
the sane race as the boy. He too wore a uniform nore colorful than the Patrol officer's, and
there was the glitter of decoration links on the breast of his dark red tunic. He stared back at
Nik with a hatred and contenpt that was hot and bitter, expressed in his eyes and the twist of his
lips. The Patrol nan had a cal m detachnment about the prisoner that was in a way just as forbidding.
Ni k was very glad he had had those nonents to think ahead. The man in red spoke first.

"Where is the boy?"

Nik wet his dry lips with his tongue. H's mouth felt cottony, so dry that he was not sure
he coul d answer audi bly. But matters were noving just as Leeds had foreseen. Vandy was their
bar gai ni ng point, and both these nmen were ready
to accept that. He swall owed and found a whi sper of voice.

"Safe-so far-"
"1 asked-where?"

Ni k was too close yet to stass stiffness to avoid that blow It cracked agai nst his face,
al nost battering himback into dizzy half consciousness. Wen he was able to focus again, he saw
that the Patrolman had a grip on that red clothed armand had pinned it to the other's side.

"That won't do-any-good-" Nk was battling for nore than Leeds' bargain now. He had no
doubt that this conmander, whoever he was, would try to beat the information out of him He had to
appeal to logic on the part of the Patrolman. "I'm not the one giving the orders-out there-"

"But you do know where he is? You were sent here to bargain-" said the Patrol man.

"No, cane for food." N k rubbed a trickle of blood fromthe corner of his nouth. "Vandy
has to have food-"

"You-!" The conmmander |unged at him and the Patrol officer tw sted between them
“i'lnad! Cal mdown, man. So you have no off-world supplies?"
"Not enough-and the boy can't eat native food."

"Then, by the Three Names," the comander expl oded, "bring hi mback!"

He woul d |ike nothing better, Nik wanted to say. But there was the bargain-Vandy for a
ship, a clear start-safety for Leeds and for N k Kol herne.

"Why did you run with the boy in the-first place?”

That question was so unexpected that Nik answered the Patrolman with the truth.
"They wanted to kill him"

"Who di d?"

There was no point in not telling the rest of it.

"A Veep called Orkhad. He was in command here."

"What did you expect to acconplish by running? There was no place to run to-or was there?"
The Patrol man nade that a question. "Another nest waiting?"

"Not that | know of ," Nk returned pronptly. To tell all the truth that did not apply to
Leeds and their present precarious position was, he believed, his best nmove. For all he knew, they
could have him probably did have him under a scanner now. If he supplied the truth in nost
things, they would be nore likely to listen to him

"So you just went out on the surface with the boy to hide out. What did you hope to gain?
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"I was expecting soneone to cone, soneone who could overrule Okhad." Again the ful
truth.
"A division in their ranks, eh?" The Patrol man did not question that.

"I don't know." Nik chose his words with care. "But O khad was not follow ng the orders
had been given."

"Whi ch were?"

The truth-if they did have a scanner on him they woul d know he spoke the truth. And he
was sure they had hi munder such observation

"To keep Vandy safe-for the information he had-"

Commander i'lnad noved cl oser. "Vandy-information?" he repeated. "But the boy has no
i nformati on they couldn't have | earned by other sources. That's a lie!"

The Patrol man had turned his head, and Nik followed that Iine of sight. The nachi ne that
had been clicking away so steadily-he had never seen a scanner, but he was sure that was one. And
now t he Patrol man proved N k correct.

"No, that is the truth as far as this one knows. Wat kind of information?

Again Nik told themthe truth. He put Leeds' first story to himinto a few terse
sentences. It sounded thin, retold like this, but the scanner would bear himout. He was
devel oping an affection for that machine-so far.

"And you believed that?" The commander was hi ghly incredul ous.
Ni k pulled hinself up on the bunk where he had been I|ying.

"I believed it,"” he returned flatly. There was no use adding that he had wanted to believe
it, that he was eager to, considering what acceptance of the story nmeant to him

"But when you got here, Orkhad had a different tale?"

"Yes." Nk told themthat also.

"So you took the boy and ran for it? Wy?"

"It was the only thing to do. | thought we could hide out until the captain cane-"
"This captain-Strode Leeds?"

Ni k was not surprised when the Patrol man naned Leeds. He nust have picked up a lot from
prisoners taken here in the refuge.

"Yes- Capt ai n Leeds."
"Leeds has the boy now?"
"Yes."

"Wher e?"

This was the hard part. Could he defeat the scanner by thought? N k was not sure it could
be done, but it was his only chance.

"I can't tell you where; there's no map. But | can take you there.” Two full truths-one
hedgi ng. Wuld the whole cone out on the truth side in the report?

The commander, as well as the Patrol man, was watchi ng the machine for some confirmation or
denial N k could not read.
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"Well?" i'lnad demanded, not of N k but of the Patrol -
"True-"

For the first time, Nik's tension eased somewhat. He had beat the scanner by that nuch.
Heartened by that victory, he ventured to prod a little on his own.

"I need food for Vandy-soon-"
"Let's go now " That was i'l nad.

"Leeds will have the boy where you left hinP" The Patrol man was not so quick to pick that
suggestion up.

O that Nik had no doubts. His injury was enough to pin the captain to the island hill. He
could not get away and take Vandy with himin the boy's present weak condition, and he woul d not
abandon the one chance he had of buying his freedom N k nodded.

"Let's go!" i'lnad repeated. He grabbed at N k, dragging himoff the bunk with a rough
jerk.

The Patrol man had crossed the room Now he returned carrying a container of l|iquid, which
he held out to Nk

"Drink it!"

Ni k surveyed the contents of the cup warily. There were a lot of runors about the Patro
met hods. He had no desire to go out of here drugged, obedient to orders in spite of his will. The
green liquid had no odor, but he hesitated even as he held the cup to his lips.

The Patrol officer frowed. "It's no drug-not the kind you fear." He must have read N k's
t houghts or el se the scanner reported that, too. "That's Patrol iron rations. You'll need it to
keep going."

Ni k had to believe him H s own weakness of body when he tried to noved warned himthat he
coul d not make any such trip on his own. He drank, and the stuff was warmin his nouth, even nore
heated in his throat, and hot in his stomach as he swal | owed.

"W have to have cin-goggles out there," he said. That was his worst renaining fear, that
they mght refuse to provide himw th those. Suppose they would allow himuse of goggles fromtine
to time in order to point out |andmarks, would keep him blind nost of the journey as a prisoner
wi t hout bonds?

"AH right. W have those."

They went through the passage of the refuge, collecting an escort of Patrol men on the way-
six of them But when they trod a path through rubble to the outside, Nk, in spite of the cins,
was totally at a | oss.

"Well, which way?" i'lInad wanted to know. "Are you trying to say you can't tell?"

"I can't-fromhere.” Nk told of their escape through the tunnel cut. Wen he had
finished, the Patrol officer nodded.

"All right, we'll go back through that."
"He's stalling!" rapped out the comander

"No, he couldn't just have wal ked out with the boy. Such a bolt hole is far nore probable.
We'll try that tunnel.”

Back into the refuge they went, to the terninal of the ancient ways. But in the tunnel no
break showed. Instead, they were faced with an effective stopper of earth and rocks.
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"Those expl osi ons when you broke in-" Nk found the answer. "They nust have plugged this-"
"Clear it," the Patrol.officer ordered.

Sonet hi ng nore powerful than a blaster ray snapped on, and the barrier nelted at its
touch. But only nmore rock and soil poured in.

"That's not going to do it," the officer said a nonment |ater
"Take a bearing, Dagana. We'll try it over the surface with that as a guide.

Then they were back at the original refuge door, clinbing up to the earth, guided by the
smal | cube their advance scout held, which gave off a small beepi ng sound.

X

THEY CAME INTO the city ruins by the enptied sea basin froma different angle. But once he
sighted the shoreline, Nik was confident of his path. As they went through what nust once have
been streets, he eyed every shadowed rubbl e cave, every opening | eading to darkness. Wat had
truly happened to himback there by the reef, he did not know. That the city had its inhabitants
still, he now believed, inhabitants of one kind or another-degenerate Disians or aninals.

There was no blaster in his belt hooks, but the rest of the party were arned. And N k
noted that they were as nuch interested in possible anbush spots as he was. Finally he dared to
ask a question.

"How did you find ne?"

"Fighting off a hunting party,"” replied the officer crisply. "Once of our scouts had
sighted you fromthe cliff top. He followed along until all at once you came out from some rocks
and wal ked straight at trouble. Wien they junped you, Ri swold beanmed the one who had you down-"

"Then they did fish me out with that light!" N k was remenbering now "Just as that thing
did on the ramp way-"

The officer paid no attention to that, for he was continuing. "Qur nen picked you up by a
reef in that direction."

"Yes, we go down to the sea bottom here and then head that way."

Ni k rubbed his head. He had no idea whether this was norning or evening or of what day.
The outward world, even when viewed through goggl es, was darkening. And outside the refuge, the

hum dity again caught themin its soggy grip. Comuander i'lnad was breathing in short gasps, and
even one or two of the Patrol guard seenmed simlarly affected. The restorative drink had
strengthened Nk, but still he felt as if he were wal king thigh deep in water, pushing sluggishly

agai nst a strong current that might at any nonent sweep himoff his footing to be perilously
carried away.

They descended to the first level of the sea bottom Visibility was fading. And then Nk
saw the telltale flash on the horizon. Storm Such a deluge as he had seen before? He stopped to
wat ch the play of |ightning.

"What's the matter?"

"Get along with you!" i'lnad caught N k's shoul der and shoved himon with a force that
al nrost sent himsprawling before he could reply to the Patrol officer's question

"Stormcoming-" Nik got out. "And they're bad here. To be caught in the open-"

The water that had cascaded over the shore cliff, cutting hundreds of swift-flow ng
streanms, to flood this portion of the sea bottomand to build up rain | akes bel ow, how hi gh did
that water reach? And if one were caught in the open, could it be fatal? Nik did not know, and he
was not eager to find out.
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"We'| | have to find cover," he told the Patrol officer, knowing he could not appeal to the
hostil e comander.

"What do you think, Barketh?" i'lnad asked the other. Maybe that play of |lightning and the
horrible pre-stormsnother of humid air nmade sone inpression on the commander

"Planet's weather is definitely unbal anced. Yes, a stormcould be nasty. And there're
signs this is a drain basin."

"W can't go back! i'lInad protested. "The boy-we have to reach himsoon-if we can believe
this-this graxal here!"

"How far is the reef? Can we nake that before the storm breaks?"

Ni k had no idea, but he did know that this was a tinme for action and not just stopping to
consi der what action. He started on at a trot, the best pace he could keep under the weight of the
humd air. Yes, the spine of the reef prom sed shelter of a sort. And, though he had very little
experience with Dis's worst, Nik did believe that they needed sone protection against the com ng
fury. How long did they have? None of them knew. But no one of that squad attenpted to stop him
they only stepped up their own pace to join his flight.

The visibility was shrinking fast. C ouds al ways hung heavy over Dis, but now the bl anket
was night-thick, and splinters of |ightning dazzled rather than hel ped their sight. A snarling
screech-shadows fleeing across their path gave warning tongue. For several paces, N k ran beside
one of the black furred hunters, and then the D sian ani mal drew ahead.

Ni k' s apprehensi on was as much a wei ght on his | aboring body as the exercise. Had they-or
rat her he-nmade the w ong choice? Should they have returned to the ruined city to wait out the
storn? He was not even sure now if they were heading in the right direction for the reef.

Fl ashes that were not of the Disian world stretched paths before them N k had forgotten
the torches the Patrol nust carry. That white-yellow |light picked out the creatures that bounded
and scuttled-raced for shelter. Another time N k mght have been amazed at the anmount of life that
had broken out of hiding on the sea bottom Now he was intent only upon what night |ie ahead, on
how soon one of those beans woul d pick up the reef.

The boom of thunder that had begun as a sullen rmuttering was now creeping closer with a
beat that carried a vibration to fill the whole world and even their bodies. It was as confusing
inits steady "pound-pound” as that whistling that had bew | dered Nl k when the Di sians had hunted
hi m

As yet there was no rain, but he feared the buffeting of the torrents when they cane. The
frenzied flight of the animals about them underlined the danger he suspected.

Rocks stood out nore frequently in the path of those flash beans. They must be drawi ng
close to the reef. Then the lightning struck ahead, and the first of the rain cane like a blotting
curtain to swallow them N k saw the flashes of the torches, but he was no | onger aware of any of
the men near him A small squealing thing shot between his feet, tripping himup. He fell heavily,
to lie gasping the thick air into his laboring lungs, too winded for the nonent to regain his
feet. A Patrolman | oonmed out of the nurk, stopped and caught at him tugged himup, and pulled him
along for a space. , Water poured down upon them This was |ike, drowning while one wal ked on
land. Nik flung his armacross his nose and mouth, trying to make a sheltered pocket in which to
breat he. He staggered under the weight of water. At least the wind was not as great here as it had
been back in the city ruins. He brought up against a rock and clung to it with the sane frenzy as
a man woul d enbrace an anchor when being borne along in a wild current.

Anot her Patrol man, or perhaps it was the sanme one who had ai ded Ni k, blundered up, and
this time Nk put out a hand to draw himto that anchorage. Water streamed over them about them
it gurgled calf high about their I egs. There was nothing in the world but the fury of the rain and
thunder, the crash and clash of lightning. It was weather gone wild with a force Nik could not
have i magi ned possi bl e.
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There was nothing to do but to cling to the rock. To venture on in this was to invite
di saster. The Patrolman held to the other side of that anchor with the sane grim determination
Wat er rose about them Had they cone to a stop in the middle of a rain river? It was fl ow ng
qui ckly, pulling at them knee high now N k flattened his body agai nst the rough surface of the
boul der and put his head on his arm hoping to breathe better. How much of this could one take?
H s hands were growi ng nunb. What if he could not keep that hold? Wuld he be swept by the stream
now rising to his thighs? Only a short way on, that stream nust plunge over the second cliff to
the I ower |evel, doubtless going to feed one of the rain | akes. Hold on-he had to!

Li ghtning-a flash that was blinding that deadened the senses. Now the w nd was coni ng
driving the rain | ashes across the rock and the nmen, linpet-fast to its sides, a wind that strove
to pry themfree fromthose desperate holds, to snap themaway in its grasp

Air-he had to have air to breathe! N k choked in panic; he fought for each gasp. This was
drowni ng. The water tugged and washed at hi m now wai st hi gh. But to abandon his hold was death,
and N k knew t hat.

He hel d, his nuscles aching and then going nunb, his consciousness retreating into
ni ght mare, and then, past nightrmare, into a near blackout. Yet he held on

A hissing-not steady but broken as if by gasps. Inch by inch, Nik crept back fromthe
refuge into which his mnd had retreated. There was still rain, but the wild tunult of the storm
was | ess. He recognized the signs. That hissing-There was the sharp pain of cranped neck and
shoul der nuscles as he lifted his head and | ooked up into a nonster's gl ow ng eyes. The thing,
squatting on the top of the rock to which Nik clung, flexed its wings and darted its head toward
the off-worlder. Nik fell back, his arns and | egs too nunb to respond naturally.

He splashed into the water. Hi s body was pull ed away, though he fought wildly for a
handhol d, some anchorage. There was a cry-soundi ng nore human than any screech fromthe w nged
thi ng-and a nonent | ater another body came whirling through the water, striking against Nik.
Toget her they were borne hel plessly onward until another rock | oomed out of the dark and they
struck against it, Nk on top

VWhat followed next was never clear. He was out of that flood, and so was the other-the
Pat r ol man who had shared his refuge. But the latter lay very still, his body responding a little
to the tug of the water. Nik crawl ed on his hands and knees to what might relatively be terned
I and. Now wi t hout knowi ng just why, he turned to tug weakly at the other, w nning himout of the
flood by small pulls.

The rain shrank to a drizzle, but it shadowed the world about themso that Nik could only
be sure of what lay within reach. He .l ooked down at the Patrol man who |lay face up, the rain
glistening on his skin, on his face-!

This was Barketh, and his goggles were gone! Nik's hand flew to his own eyes, just to make
sure, though he should have known he would not be able to see this nuch had his own cins not been
in place.

He could see; the Patrolman could not. It was as sinple as that. The m shap the other had
suffered gave N k the advantage, and how could he best use it?

Swiftly he transferred the blaster fromBarketh's belt to his own enpty hooks, then the
ration bag- He rolled the body over to free the pouch that had swung from a shoul der strap
terrified lest that al so had been lost. No, it had been too securely |latched. Each of the Patro
carried supplies, now Ni k had this bag, enough to support Vandy for days

Bar ket h had been so helpless in his grasp that N k made a qui ck exam nation. The Patrol man
was not dead, but a gash on his forehead supplied the reason for his present state. Now Nik had a
choice. He could stay where he was and use a blaster to signal his position as soon as the rain
subsi ded, or he could go on with the supplies in freedom

"Wake up!" He shook Barketh. No need to pour water on the Patrol man; the rain was doing
that. But Nik could not drag the other any farther, and neither could he go off and | eave a blind
and hel pl ess man on the edge of a rain river.
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Bar ket h npaned just as N k was giving up hope of bringing himaround. He opened his eyes,
and hi s expression changed from vacancy to fear.

"Dark-" Nk had to |l ean close to hear that word. He spoke distinctly in return
“Your goggles are gone."

"You-who are you?" Barketh struggled to | ever hinself up, digging his elbows into the
muddy ground.

"I"'mHacon.” Nik clung to the name Vandy had given him "Now |listen, the rain is slacking.
I've your supply bag, and I'mgoing on with it. Here's your torch. Wen you can't feel the rain
shine it as a signal."

But, Ni k wondered, would such a signal bring nore than just Barketh's nmen? The furred
hunters-the Disians? He felt for the blaster he had taken fromthe other. To | eave a man without a
weapon, Wi thout cins, alone here-

"You have goggl es?" Barketh demanded.
"Yes. But |'m keeping them"

Barketh felt for his blaster. "You took that, too?"

"Yes. |I'mleaving you the torch. And wait-" N k twisted out of the Patrolman's hol d. They
could not be too far fromthe reef. And there Barketh woul d have shelter. Hurriedly, he explai ned.

"You won't get far-" the other commented | evelly.

"Maybe not, but | have the food, and Vandy needs it. How long would it take you now to get
your squad rounded up again, for you to get going?"

"A point-small-but a point. Al right, for the tine being you give the orders. Stow ne
away and get going. | agree the boy has to have food."

He hel d out his hand, but N k avoided that too easy contact. Reaching behind Barketh, he
took hold of the Patrolman's belt and pulled himto his feet. Remaining at the other's back, Nk
gave hima small push forward.

"Use your torch," he ordered, "and narch."

He had slung the strap of the supply pouch over his own shoul der, where it swung | oosely.
The light cut a path through the dark, picking up nore rock outcrops. Suddenly N k heard a shout
in the nurk. He thought it cane from above and to the right, as if they had been sighted by some
scout who had nmade the reef. Wth that he | oosed his hold on Barketh's belt, at the same tine
giving the Patrolman a swift shove, which he hoped would at |east nonmentarily send himoff bal ance
and keep himfromturning his light on Nik as a target.

As for his own path, he turned left and dodged in and out anobng rocks, keeping to the best
cover he could and heading for the point he nmust pass. The supply pouch bunped his hip as he ran
and he had the bl aster wei ghing down the carry hooks. By chance al one, he was coming out of this
better than he had dared hope.

It was heavy goi ng over the rain-sodden sea bottom Pools fromthe drain streans |inked
here and there into | akes before they drained a second tine to the |lower |evel and the waiting
"sea" there. Nik. had to watch his footing to avoid both water and slick nud and stone. Once or
twice a wind gust blew the drizzle so strongly against himthat he experienced again the sensation
of drowning in water-filled air.

Whet her he coul d be narked by anyone now on the reef, N k did not know. He went on with a
curious tingling between his shoul der blades as if he expected to feel the ray of a blaster beam
there. It seened al nost inpossible that he woul d be able to get away without challenge. But he was
certain it would not be without pursuit. N k kept on doggedly, never once |ooking back, with the
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odd feeling that his refusal to | ook for danger in that direction gave himsone form of
protection.

The heat was rising as the rain slackened, following the pattern of the earlier stormwhen
he and Vandy had seen the mists of steamcurling fromthe ground. Now he snelled an unpl easant
odor and nonents |ater came out upon the edge of a great gouge extending fromthe shore straight
across his track. Lightning had struck here and brought about a collapse of the first |level of sea
bottom Between Nik and the road he nust take to find the island hill was a slash of still-sliding
earth and rock.

He went along its verge back to the cliff face, but there was no way to span it here. The
rock was too sheer and slippery. Down the center of the gouge splashed a stream which constantly
ate at the stuff of its walls, bringing down nore earth slips. He would have to follow it back to
the second seaward shelf if he were to cross at all

That was a nightmare journey, the worst Nik had attenpted since he had clinbed fromthe
tunnel cut with the unconsci ous Vandy. Now he had only hinself to worry about, but the | oosened
ground was as treacherous as a whirlpool, and every step started fresh novenent.

Ni k threw caution aside at |last, determned that the only way was to choose his path and
then go it with all the speed he could nuster to keep ahead of a slide. The debris of the cut
carried well out into the second level, and in the basin there the water collected, backing up to
keep this disturbed earth fluid and shifting.

He took a deep breath and junped from ground al ready novi ng under his boots to land on a
relatively clear space, plunging into sliny soil halfway to his el bows, for he | anded on hands and
knees. Then he struggled up, rolled down to the verge of the |ake, and splashed on with all the
energy he could sumon for a quick and powerful effort. There was no use trying to breast the
other side of the cut. He had been unusually lucky in getting down, but to clinb a constantly
shifting surface was out of the question

Ni k dodged as a good section of wall gave way, thickening the stream water and sendi ng up
spray to fog his goggles. He clawed his way along in what he believed were the shallows, having to
depend upon chance and unsure footing. Once he fell as a stone turned under his weight, but
luckily the force of the stream was al ready sl ackening, and he was able to fl ounder out before he
was carried into the depths of the |ake.

Silvery streaks under the surface of the water converged on something floating not too far
away. The surface roiled as those streaks fought and | ashed. Were the fish had gathered from Nk
did not know, but their ferocious attack on the body of a dead furred hunter sent himsplashing in
turn as far and as fast fromthe dangerous proxinmty of the feast as he could get.

Roundi ng a point of the slide, he saw that the smaller pool into which the gash fed its
wat er here joined the |ake that had existed earlier, a |lake that mght, in years or centuries to
come, formthe sea, the flare had steanmed fromDis. To swimthat, after seeing the carnivorous
fish, was inpossible. He would have to take the equal |y dangerous path al ong under the |evel rise,
where there could be other slips to engulf the |uckless.

The rain had al nbst ceased. The steamgrew into a mst, "which even the cin-goggles could
not penetrate. Nk tightened the strap of the ration pouch and waded on. He had the cliff edge for
his gui de-and that he could not |ose. Eventually, it was going to bring himback to the island
hill.

Wth the waters ankl e-high about his fungi-furred boots, he trudged al ong, wondering if he
woul d ever feel dry again. The fresh dehumidified air of the refuge seenmed a dream now. This had
been going on for always-lifting a foot, setting it down into oozing sludge, trying to breathe
through a watery haze-this had been forever and ever, and to it there would be no end.

XV
THE STEAM CLOAKED but did not conpletely hide the island hill. It was now nore truly
island than hill, for the |lake water had risen to |lap about its base. N k gazed eagerly up at the

| edge where he had left Leeds and Vandy. He could see nothing there-they nust be lying flat.
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Wat er arose about himas he sloshed to the hill. Renpved slowy, worn out by the hours
| ong push he had nade fromthe reef, suspicious of the footing here. There were signs of the fury
of the stormother than just the water. The body of a Disian had been washed between two rocks and
floated there face down, rising and falling with the novenments of the | ake.

A Di si an!

Ni k spl ashed on, trying to nove faster. If the natives had attacked! He crawl ed up the
sl ope.

"Leeds! Vandy!" There was no answer to his call.

He had never thought of their not being there, never faced the possibility of coning back
to an enpty canp. Were had they gone? And why? Had Leeds tried to follow hin? But as the captain
had pointed out, he could not have nade that journey and taken Vandy, too, and certainly the boy
coul d not wal k.

"Leeds!" The nane came out as a harsh croak as Nk nade it over the edge of the | edge.
And the | edge was bare. Bare!

N k huddl ed there, too nunbed by that discovery to try to think. The storm! On this
exposed position, the stormnmust have broken with blasting force. Had those two been swept away by
wi nd and water or had the captain sonehow nmade an escape? Wth that very faint hope noving him
Ni k sat back on his heels to look to the next rise of land. The shore cliffs were the only
possi bility, near enough so that with a determned effort Leeds, m ght have reached them But what
chance had they offered for a seniconscious boy and a nan with an injured | eg? No, both nust have
been swept away.

Only stubborn clinging to unrealistic hope nade Nik start for the cliffs. There had been
pl enty of warning about the inpending storm and Leeds knew Dis far better than Ni k. The captain
nmust have done sonething! If the cliffs were the only answer, then Leeds had tried the cliffs.

A flock of the | eather-w nged creatures wheel ed over the rocks and screaned as they | anded
to shanble up and down, eying Ni k. He gathered they were out to clean up the stormdebris. Myving
abruptly, N k was answered by their taking off again with even |ouder screeches. There were
several flocks of themalong the cliffs ahead, and some were luckier in their finds, for they
settled down to feed.

Had the rugged coast been pounded by the sea that had once filled that basin, N k could
not have made the journey, but the rain | ake was wavel ess, unl ess purposely disturbed, and
shal | ow, save for a deeper pool now and then. He still wal ked with caution, but he was trying to
nove faster.

Aglint of light-to his right-fromthe face of the cliff! N k waded to that spot. A nass
of fungoid brush had been driven into a rock cul -de-sac, and it was fromthat the wi nk came. He
tore aside the sliny stuff to be faced by a
weak torch beam Perhaps the battering of the stormhad affected the charge, for this was only a
wan echo of the usual light, but there was no denying that the rod had been carefully wedged into
a crevice to provide a guide.

They had reached here alive and with confidence enough to | eave a sign for anyone
followi ng! N k had not known how greatly he doubted their safety until relief flooded in to
lighten his fear.

And the torch would not have been so carefully set w thout purpose. He began to search the
wal | for sone other clue, tearing away the matted flotsamwi th both hands. The |ast mass of that
came free like a rel eased plug, and he was |ooking into the dark nouth of a cave.

But why-why woul d Leeds take to such a hole? Wth the water rising outside, a break in the
cliff could be a trap, but NNk was sure this was the road.
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He had to stoop to get in, and the torch he had freed fromthe crevice was very feeble.
The light was still strong enough to disclose that this was not a cave, or if it were, the
demensi ons extended well back into the rock wall

"Leeds!" he shouted. The nane echoed with a hollow, intinmidating sound, but there was no
other reply.

However, there was another trace of those who had passed this way before him the shining
growing prints of feet that had tracked in crushed plant stuff to the dried floor of the cave. Two
sets of those tracks, neither running straight. So Vandy had been on his feet and wal ki ng when
they entered here! N k wondered at that minor mracle.

The footprints vanished as their burden of growing sline was shed little by little. But
there was only one way they could have gone-strai ght ahead where the walls closed in to forma
passage.

An upslope to the flooring formed a vent in the cliff, angling toward the surface of the
shore above. N k wondered at Leeds' luck in finding it-the perfect bolt hole out of the storm But
with his injured | eg, how had the captain nade this clinb? There were places that were an effort
for Nik. He stopped at each and called, certain each time he would be answered-only he never was.

He energed suddenly into a space he sensed was | arge but the walls of which he could not
see. And standing there, N k was puzzled. Which way now? To find a wall and work his way around,
he deci ded, was the best answer. The feeble glow of the torch showed himthe wall to the right,
and he began the journey.

Ni k was several feet along before the nature of the wall itself attracted him This was
not rough stone, as were the walls of the cave passage, but smoothly finished with the sane
coating given to the chanbers of the refuge. Here within the sea cliff was another holl ow ng of
the Disians. Another refuge?

There was no cool current of air, just the general dank-ness of the outside atnosphere,
but perhaps not as heavily hum d as on the surface. Wiatever the purpose of this room he cane
across no fixtures, none of the pallid light that had been in the refuge-or had that been added by
the @il d?

The size of the chanber was awe-inspiring. Nik was still wal king along one wall, the
expanse on his left echoing enptily to the sound of his boots on stone. Was this a gallery running
within the length of the cliff?

Ni k was shivering a little in spite of the humdity. This place did not wel cone his kind
For whatever purpose it had been fashioned, those hollowing it had been aliens, and he was not at
horme here-no off-worlder would be.

"Leeds!" Once nore he paused and called. This time the echo cane back fromall sides unti
it rang in his head al nost as that throbbing whistle had done.

But there had been an answer! A cry that was not a real word but that echoed in turn, so
that he was certain he had heard it, if not what it was.

"Vandy!" Nik faced outward into that unknown space to his left and put the full force of
his lungs into that shout.

This tinme no answer came. He tried to think where the earlier sound had cone from but the
echoes nade that inpossible. To strike out fromthe wall was dangerous. He could only keep on
exploring with that as his guide. But there was a need for hurry, and N k began to trot.

A few nonents brought himto a corner and the angle of another wall to follow This was
broken by slits, which had been filled in, perhaps at a later tine, with rough stones wedged and
nortared together. Wndows walled up? Exits cl osed agai nst some peril?

His torch caugh and held in one that was a dark gap, not sealed. N k hesitated. A way out-
or the way out?
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He |istened. Now that the faint echo of his own footfalls had died, was there anything to
hear? Just as he had been alerted to the Disian anbush by those |ights, so now he was uneasy
because of the very silence about him Hi s imagination pictured only too readily sonething | urking
there -waiting. For what? For N k Kol herne to come within attacking distance?

The dimtorch flashed within the wall cavity, giving himnothing save the assurance that
it was nore than a niche, an entrance to either a passage or another room He could not stay here
forever-he nust either take that door or continue his wall-huggi ng advance. And sonething he coul d
not define urged himinto the passage. After all, he could always return-. There was an oppression
here that he connected with the humd air but that carried with it a danpening to nore than just
the physical senses-an oppression of spirits as well as of body. Wiy had he suddenly thought of it
that way? Men-or at least intelligent entities-had made this place for a purpose, the desperate
purpose of a refuge? O had this existed before the tine when the Disians had foreseen their
world's end and tried to |ast out catastrophe and chaos?

Ni Kk went one step at a time, pausing to listen for that odd cry, for sounds of novenent
that m ght mean he was being stalked. Hs inmagination could provide nore than one answer, but
still he crept on.

Thi s was not another room but a | engthening passage, so narrow his shoul ders brushed the
walls. Ni k began to count the paces, ten, twelve-. Now the outline of another door was visible.

More than an outline, there was |ight ahead-the outer day? But N k cane out into another
chanmber where the alien quality of his surroundi ngs reached a peak

Reptilian life! He almost drew his blaster-until he saw that those rounded | engths were
not | egl ess bodi es but roots -or branches-of plants. They stretched across the floor, tangled and
intertwined, but they all reached for a crack in the mddle through which flowed a stream of
water. The roots were outsize, the plants they nourished relatively small, formng a line of white
fleshy growths along the walls. And fromthem arose a nusty odor, adding to the heaviness of the
air.

"Wel cone back!"

Ni k started. He had been so intent upon that | oathesonme growh that he had not seen the
man within the arch of roots until Leeds spoke.

"How" Ni k stepped over a hunp of root, somehow shrinking fromany contact with the
grow h. "Vandy?" he demanded before he conpleted his first question

"Al'l right. You're alone? You didn't get the rations?"

Leeds' eyes were deep in his head; his face was fined down until the bony ridges of
cheekbones and chin were too clearly defined. He did not nove as N k cane up.

Leeds' eyes-his goggles were gone! The light fromthe unearthly plants nust give hima
measure of sight, but what had happened to his cins? N k bestrode another root tangle and was at
Leeds' side.

The captain's injured leg was stretched stiffly out, tightly bound to a length of thick
pl ant stem the end of which protruded beyond his boot sole and was splintered and worn.

"I take it the storm s over," he said wearily.
"Yes." N k | ooked for Vandy, but the boy was nowhere in sight.

He shifted the strap of the ration bag from his shoul der and dunped the pouch beside
Leeds. "Here're the rations. Were's Vandy?"

Leeds grimaced. "An answer | wish | could give you-"

Ni k stooped to catch the other's shoul der. "Wat do you nean?"
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"Just that. No, you fool, | didn't |eave him behind or knock himout or do any of those
things you're thinking! Wiy should I? He's our only pass out of here. That's why you have to find
him™"

"Find him But what happened?"

"I had a packet of Sustain tablets." Leeds' voice was very tired. "Thought about them
| ater and gave themto himthey brought himaround all right. Then, we saw the storm coning and
knew we had to nmove. He didn't want to go-had a tussle with himbut w thout goggles he didn't want
to stay alone either. W went along the cliffs and found this hole. But it was a long trip in this
far with ny leg bad. By the time we reached here, | was pretty tired. Then the boy took over."

"Took over - how?"

Leeds' mirthless grin was a wider stretch of tight skin and thin lips. "By knocking ne
out, taking the goggles, and going on his own. There's no way of telling how long he's had to set
di stance between us. But he's gone-sonewhere. And you're the only one who can track hi munless you
did bring the Patrol. And that woul dn't be good for us under the circunstances. He has both
bl asters, too-at |east mine' s gone!"

"But why-" Part of this N k thought he could understand-the taking of Leeds' goggles, yes.
To be eternally in the dark on this hostile world would have | ed an ol der man to nake such an
attenpt much sooner, but to strike out alone-Vandy, though, had once before played just such a
trick on himback in the ruined city.

"He's conditioned," Leeds said flatly. "He'd stay with you but not with nme. | thought he
woul d be easy to handl e-as soon as he got energy enough, he made a run for it. And | needn't
rem nd you, Kol herne, that if the Patrol does catch up with us and he isn't here- This bag-did you
go all the way to the refuge?"

"No, they found ne. | was with them com ng here when the stormhit."” N k renmenbered
Conmander i'lnad. Yes, Leeds was entirely right. If the Patrol caught up with them now and Vandy
was m ssing, they would suffer for it. There was no evidence that they ever had the boy at all
They had to find Vandy, not only for the boy's sake, but also for their own. Vandy with the cins
and naybe two bl asters, urged by his conditioning to put as much di stance between Leeds and
hi nsel f as he coul d-where woul d he go?

"You were here when he junped you?" he denmanded.

"Yes. A good thing for me. These plant things give off sone light. If he'd left me in the
dark with this leg-"

"And you don't know how | ong ago?"

"All I knowis that | sat down to ease ny leg. The next thing |I renenber, | was lying on
my back with a big ache behind nmy eyes. And |I'm not even sure how | ong ago that was."

"You' d better eat.” N k took one of the ration containers out of the pouch and handed it
to Leeds... "Any other way out of this place except that passage? And does he have a torch?"

"No, we left that as a signal-which | see you found."

No torch. Even with the cins on, to retreat along that passage and into the big chanber
was a nove Nik would not care to make. But had Vandy been driven hard enough by his conditioning
to do just that? He'd have a | ook around here first.

Leeds pressed the button on the container. The hands with which he held the tin were
shaki ng. N k gazed about the root-matted room At the opposite end of the room there was one
easily noticed exit, the way the water flowed, and that was |arge enough for a stooping man to
enter. Vandy coul d have wal ked through there. Nik went to inspect that exit.

He noted that any touching of the roots left dark bruises on their surfaces-one way of
traci ng Vandy's passage. But those clustered at the nouth of the water tunnel were unmarked.
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Either they had recovered in that interval of time between Vandy's flight and now or he had not
tried that path.

Ni k began a circuit of the walls. The plants were nore thickly nassed to the left; to the
right only a few smaller and nore wi dely spaced ones grew. The entrance to this whol e series of
cavern roons had been hi dden behind a plug of vegetation. Could another such exist here behind the
pl ants? He | oathed goi ng near them but it had to be done.

Only, as far as he could see, there was no break in the wall behind them and the Iight
given off by their fleshy | eaves, those twining reptilian roots, was enough to make the rock
surfaces plainly visible. It began to appear that Vandy had gone back down the entrance passage.
Ni k said as nuch, but the captain shook his head.

"Wthout a torch-no. He hated that place when we cane through, dragged back on ne all the
way. That's what nade nme so tired that | got careless when | hit here and he stopped whini ng about
being in the dark. The cins wouldn't give himvision enough, there. He went sone other way.
Through that water channel probably-"

Ni k went back to the channel. He did not see how even one as slight as Vandy coul d have
wor ked his way through the mass of roots directly before that opening wi thout |eaving sone trace
on the vegetation. The marks of his own passing were not only darkened, but now, a few nonents
after that bruising, the stuff seened to be sloughing off as if his touch had killed it. Vandy's
path had to be the other way-in spite of Leeds' report.

The captain had finished the. contents of the container. "Think the Patrol will follow
you?"

Renmenberi ng Commrander i'lnad, N k had no doubt of that. But whether the Patrol could trace
himinto this cave nmaze, he did not know

Leeds had been fingering the pouch; now he |ooked up with a very grimtw st of |ips.
“Well, | do!'" he said. "Look here."

He turned the pouch upside down, sending its contents spinning and displaying to Nik the
inner part. There was a small bar set there.

"Caster!" Leeds identified. "They probably have had a fix on this all the tine. Any supply
pouch taken would |l ead themright to us. The obviously foresaw a junp try on your part."

"So, the Patrol could be on the way even now, coming up the passage, and with Vandy gone-"

The goggl es nust not have nasked his face too nmuch for Leeds to read his expression, for
t he captai n nodded agai n.

"Just so-they will be coming. And our answer is Vandy. So we'd better find himand quick!"
XV

NI K FI NGERED t he supply bag, staring down at the telltale rod. The Patrol would have a fix
on that all right. Maybe Barketh had deliberately set himup this way, allow ng an escape at the
first opportunity so they could trace himand then claimthe bargain off-but they were not here
yet. Methodically, he began to tw st and wad the pouch into as small a compass as possible. Now he
and Leeds needed tinme. Finding this had changed his plan for trailing Vandy. He could not |eave
the captain here alone to be picked up by the Patrol with no Vandy. Conmander i'lnad m ght just
burn hi mout of hand.

"What are you doi ng?" Leeds wanted to know.

"G ving themsonething to follow " N k went back to the streamexit fromthe root chanber
He was certain now Vandy had not gone that way, but sonmething snaller and nore dangerous to them
could. Nik thrust the supply bag between two of the curling roots into the water, where the
current of the stream weak though it was, tugged the container out of sight. The Patrol fix was
on the nove again, and N k thought that any tracker might have a rather difficult tine follow ng
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it along its present path.

"That makes sense." Leeds appl auded his action. "But they'll cone this far-" He pulled
hinself up alittle as if to test his ability to get to his feet.

"Yes, so well be gone," Nik answered. "Only we have to pick the right road." He went back
to his survey of the chanber walls. Vandy had |l eft here, and Leeds seened very sure the boy had
not backtracked on the way in. Then there was another way out, and, taking it, he nmust have |eft
sone trace for Nik to find.

"I"'mnot exactly up to a clean lift out of here," the captain commented. He was standing,
or rather |eaning, braced anong the roots. "You can't blast off at a good rate with nme slow ng the
rockets, and back there I'mlost w thout goggles." He spoke levelly, not as if he were trying to
ask for assistance but as one nerely pointing out the di sadvantages of sone proposed plan. Neither
did he offer any suggestions.

"Vandy got out of here sone way!" N k's frustration at not finding any trail was rising to
sonet hing stronger than irritation. By all he could discover, Vandy had sinply vanished into thin
air-unl ess Leeds was wrong and Vandy had backtracked.

"He nmust have gone back!" he added, but the captain shook his head.

"You don't know how hard it was to get himthrough there the first tinme. | had to drag
him He kept saying there was sonething there waiting to get us-"

"He has the goggles now" N k was begi nning, but the nmenory of that sensation he hinself
had felt, that there was sonething he could not see or hear lurking, ready and waiting for himto
step beyond sone intangible barrier of safety, came back to him

"Even the goggles aren't nuch use without a torch there. | know they weren't for ne. W
were really lucky to get this far."

Ni k noved on along the wall. There was another exit here then, sonewhere. And it was the
susceptibility of the roots to touch that finally revealed it. A blackened, withering |l ength
caught his eye, and he hurried to it. Vandy nust have set foot there to clinb to the opening
above. Nk regarded the hole with a nmeasuring eye. It was snall but not too small, he thought, for
both of themto squeeze through. Yet what if they found the going on the other side rough-with
Leeds crippled. On the other hand, could he | eave the captain behind now with the Patrol follow ng
the fix?

"So that's the way!" Leeds hobbled across to join Nik, his step a sidew se lurch and
recover, which drew |ines about his nmouth and tightened his Iips.

"Can you make it up there?"

"It's a matter of have to now, isn't it?" the captain returned. "W never know just what
we can do until we have to. Gve us a hand now"

Sonehow with Leeds' straining to lift hinself and N k's boosting, the captain nade it up
to the hole. He clung there to | ook down.

"Better get those supplies-" He nodded at the tins beside the stream "If we do catch up
with that brat, we'll need them"™

N k shed his danp tunic, bundled the containers into it, and so fashioned a pack. How | ong
coul d Vandy keep going on the Sustain pills? It mght be that they would find hi mexhausted not
too far ahead. He scranbled up to join Leeds.

"You'll have to be eyes for both of us fromnow on." The captain hooked his fingers in
Nik's belt. "And I"mnot up to either a fast run or an easy clinb. But let's take off-"

Ni k had to keep the dying torch for energencies and depend upon the goggles. But in this
crack, as they drew away fromthe ghostly glimer of the root room he was alnost as blind as
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Leeds. And they nust go so slowy, a crippled funbling, when he was goaded by the need for haste.

Luckily, the footing here was even, so regular that N k thought it had been purposely
snoot hed. This was no natural fissure in the rock but an established passage. Al so, there was a
distinct current of air, not quite as humid as that of the outer surface. Could they be headi ng
i nto anot her refuge?

There were tenuous traces of Vandy here. The footprints where he had | eft sone vegetable
deposits fromthe roots made faint marks on the flooring, but these dw ndled, to vanish entirely.

"Listen!"

Ni k did not need that alert from Leeds. Far away or else distorted by the walls of the
wi ndi ng passage-there was no mstaking that whistle that hurt the ears and was a throb within the
skull. Nik took a longer stride forward, and Leeds went off bal ance, stunbling into himand
bringi ng them both up agai nst the supporting wall.

"Keep on course!"” the captain snapped. "What is it?"
"The Disians! They hunted nme on the way back; now they must be after Vandy!"

"What Disians?" Leeds denmanded. When Nik told him he whistled in turn, but not the
t hrobbing call of the natives.

"W never saw any of them Men here-natives?"
"Not much like men now." N k corrected grimy. "They're hunters and they hunt for-food-"

Vandy in the dark, being hunted as N k had been-watched, driven, finally lured into the
open. There, at the last, in spite of NNk's off-world weapon and determ nation to stand up to
danger, the primtives had brought himout as an easy kill. And if they could do that to him
forewarned and arned, what would they do to Vandy!

"W have to get to him" N k burst out. He caught at Leeds' arm pulled the captain close
enough to support him and then pushed them both on. Leeds nade no conplaint, but Nk could hear
the panting breaths the other drew and guessed that the captain was straining his powers to the
limt. Yet they still kept to a short-paced shuffle.

Just that one whistle. They did not hear another, although Nik listened not only with his
ears, it seemed, but also with every nerve in his tiring body. Had that been the signal to begin a
hunt, not to urge attack? Suppose they cane up fromthe rear and caught the Di sians from behi nd?
Vandy was arned. After his experience in the ruins and on the reef, the boy would be alert against
dangers native to Dis and the dark. Wiether that would give hima small neasure of safety now, Nk
did not know. He could not do nore than hope.

"Light-" Leeds got the word out between two gasping m breaths.

It was very faint that light, but it was there. They headed for it and came out in another
| ar ge chanber.

"Refuge!" Leeds cried.

The walls had a glow that did not extend far down the passage. It was as if sone invisible
curtain hung there.

"It's bright-"

“"Not to me. That's what the goggles do for you," Leeds conmented. "But it is |ike refuge
light all right. W stepped this up back at the base after we took over."

"But this can't be the sane refuge," N k protested. "W're a long way fromthere."

"Maybe it's not the same series of burrows but another system O it could be the sane. W
never did explore a |lot of the tunnels-no reason to. W just closed off those we didn't need.”
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"You can see here." Nk took in the possibilities of that. He thought, observing Leeds,
that the captain would not be able to keep on his feet much | onger

"Yes, | can see." Leeds' tone was colorless, neither adding to nor denying that fact. "All
right-you go on. Let ne follow at nmy own pace."”

The deci sion was the only one that made good sense. |f the Disians were hunting Vandy
somewhere in this nmaze, Nik had to find himbefore they closed in. And Leeds was close to
col | apse

"Gve nme a couple of the supply tins-and your blaster and the torch," the captain
continued. He had reached the wall of a roomand was |lowering hinmself with it as a steadying
brace.

The supplies-yes, Nk would | eave sone of those. And the torch. It was nearly exhausted
now. But the blaster- with Vandy ahead in danger? N k had to wei gh one demand agai nst the ot her
He opened the tunic bundle and took out two of the containers. Now as he tied up the roll again
he said flatly, "I can't give you the blaster. The Disians are hunting."

"And if they doubl e back here?" Leeds asked just as tonelessly. "The boy has two weapons-
and you have that." He pointed to the fringe of nock tools and fantastic arns that were part of
Hacon' s equi prent .

"Those? You know they're fakes!"
"Fakes maybe for the uses Vandy dreaned for them but they could have ot her uses-"

Leeds was not so far wong, N k thought. He had used one of those gadgets to force open
the arnory door back at the refuge. But that any of themcould be a practical weapon agai nst
Di si an attack, he doubt ed.

"That one-" The captain pointed at the one that in sone manner resenbled a blaster. In
Vandy's fantasy, it shot a ray that turned its victins into stone. Nik only wi shed that the
property with which Vandy had endowed that hunk of netal were a true one.

"Have you tried it?" Leeds continued.
"It doesn't work." Nk wondered if Leeds' mind was affected by his exertions.

"Maybe not the way Vandy intended. But we gave you sone fireworks to use to inpress, and
that is one of them Try it."

Ni k drew the weapon. It was lighter than the blaster, of course, a snmall, bright toy. Now
he ained it at a mdpoint of the chanber and pressed the firing button

A second later he cried out, his hand sweeping up to cover his goggled eyes. The answering
burst of light had been blinding!

"Take of f your goggl es now, " Leeds ordered.

Ni k obeyed. Blinking, he | ooked out into the chanber. There was |ight there, but not
bl i ndi ng any nore.

"To infrared based sight, that burst is blinding," the captain told him "And the effect
lingers for sonme nonents, |ong enough for you to nake sone attack. Creech thought that one up, and
he's a comtech with real brains."

"Why didn't you tell ne about it before?" N k wanted to know. Back there in the ruins when
Vandy had been surrounded by the furred hunters or later-when he had fallen prey to the lure of
the Di sians-he could have used this.

Leeds met his accusing stare unruffled. "I told you that | believe in luck. | didn't
expect you to have to take off here on Dis but to stay put in the refuge. And-it's well to have
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sone i nsurance. There was a chance, of course, that you'd discover its use, but there was also a
chance we ni ght have been put in a position to need a new weapon, just as we are. Nobody but
Creech and | knew that rayer was nore than a prop for Hacon the hero. And it's always well to
nurse a star in reserve while you' re noving your conet on the broad swoop. Orkhad canme in on this
deal against nmy wishes. | had to foresee the possibility of a showdown-"

Ni k understood. This all fitted with Leeds as he had | earned to know him

"And if we were disarned, they wouldn't suspect this tinware?" Nk flipped a finger al ong
t he fake equi pnent.

"Just so. But you have a weapon now, and | need the blaster."

Ni k drew the nore conventi onal weapon and wei ghed them both in his hands as he consi dered
the point. The rayer was a weapon, right enough. But on the other hand, he was sure of the effect
of the blaster.

"Make up your mnd!" That was sharp. "You haven't too long-for nore than one reason-"

"Yes, the Patrol and the Disians." N k rehooked the rayer, but he still turned the bl aster
over in hesitant fingers.

“"And a third-you haven't | ooked in a mrror lately!"

"Mrror?" N k repeated. Then his right hand went to his face fearfully. He was afraid to
brush fingers across cheek and jaw

"Wthout your goggles"-Leeds was matter of fact-"it's beginning to show Gyna was right in

her doubts of full success. | don't know the rate of slip, but if you don't catch up with Vandy
soon, you may not be able to play Hacon when you do. And if you front himas N k Kol herne, | don't
think you'll have any influence over him"

Under those questing fingertips, the skin did feel rough

How | ong- hours? A day? Maybe two before it really began to break and return himto the
horror fromwhich a snmall boy woul d shrink

Ni k was col d, shaking. He had to brace hinself to keep on his feet. The blaster-there was
one way he could end the nightmare-with the bl aster

But Leeds now noved with a speed and precision that N k thought he had lost. H's arm shot
out, the edge of his hand chopped Nik's wist, and the blaster fell between them wth Leeds
scooping it up.

"I would advise you to go-and fast!" Al the crack of an order was in that. "W have to
get Vandy out of here. And if you ever want a hunan face again, you'll get him Just to nake sure
you'll hunt him I'Il keep this-"

He held the blaster on the knee of his good leg, looking up at Nik with such conplete
belief in hinself that it was as strong as a blow. Because N k had been Hacon for so |ong without
t hi nki ng of the change that night cone, to return nowto that other would be worse than he dared
to consider. Pulling the bundl e of supplies up under his arm he did not even | ook back at Leeds
as he staggered across the chanber to the opening on the far side, his hand to his cheek

As he went through that doorway, Nk forced his fingers away, his armdown to his side. He
did not want to knowhe did not dare to |l earn how bad it was. Leeds was right as always. N k had
to find Vandy before he ceased to be Hacon and so lost all control over the boy. He had to find
Vandy to buy his own future, his chance to be a man in the conpany of his kind.

For a space, he trudged on nechanically, all his thoughts turned inward, the chill of fear
still riding him Then he forced both thoughts and fears back and centered his attention on the
task at hand. There had been only one way into
that back chanmber, and Vandy had taken it. There was only one way out-al ong here.
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N k snapped his goggles back into place, trying hard not to touch his face too nmuch in the
process. Instantly the walls glowed with a light as bright as any in the Di pple rooms-but he
wasn't going to think of the D pple and Korwar!

There was no trace of footprints on the floor of the passage, no break in the gl ow ng
walls. But there was- Nik lifted his head and expanded his nostrils, striving to catch that
el usive scent. Yes-the sickly odor of vegetation! Either this passage ran on to the outside or to
anot her foot room The current of air was blowing straight into his face, and it carried the
smel |

No sound. Ni k | onged to shout for Vandy. \Wether the boy would either pause or listen, or
whet her the noise mght bring the other lurkers out of the burrows to him he could not tell, but
both risks were too great. He was trotting now, the bundle of supplies sw nging and bunping
against his hip, intent on beating tine itself.

The corridor made an angled turn, and Nik found his opening to the outside, a break in the
wal | there where part of the cliff face nust |ong ago have given way. But it was no door; the drop
fromthe cut was a sheer one, past any descendi ng.

Ni k edged past that point and caught his first sign of the fugitive, a boot print in the
soil the wind had drifted in the Cut. Vandy had been this way, but how | ong ago? No other narks
except that. If he had been the quarry in sone chase, the pursuers had |l eft no traces of their own
passi ng.

It seened to Nik that the walls were | ess bright, that their gl ow was fading. And then
there was an abrupt change fromlight to dark, as if whatever principle kept up the age-old
illumnation of the refuge had here failed or shorted.

There-that sensation of watchful waiting just beyond! N k paused. He was so very sure he
was not alone that he wet his lips preparatory to calling Vandy.

VWhat kept himsilent was perhaps sonme instinct for preservation he was not aware of
possessi ng.

Li ght agai n-about chest high in the middl e of the passage-stationary. No off-world torch
not hi ng he coul d understand. It did not spread to illumnate the walls, the floor, the roof above
it-it sinmply was a patch of light seemingly born of the air w thout power to throwits beam

Ni k studied it with grow ng uneasiness. For a long nonment, it was there, a bright dot in
the dark. Then it began to nove, not toward him not in retreat, but up and down, side to side, in
a series of sharply defined sw ngs.

A lure-a Disian |ure!

He backed away toward the lighted part of the passage and the break in the wall. |If they
were going to rush him he wanted light for the battle. But the lure did not follow He stopped
agai n.

If it was a trap, it was one he had to dare. Vandy had taken this road. In order to find
Vandy, he would have to travel it, too. The trap and the lure-with a blaster he could have burned
the road open, but Leeds had the blaster. The rayer-could |light save him here?"

Ni k slipped up the goggles, bringing the world about himinto deep dusk. Instantly he
realized he had nade the right choice. There was a second gl ow ahead besi de the |ure- which he saw
now only as if it were a tiny spark at the end of a long tunnel. This was an aura outlining
sonet hi ng that squatted | ow beneath the lure, supplying the bait and perhaps the trap in one.

Once nore he began to advance with the rayer in his hand. He ainmed. The lure danced in a
wil der swing, and Nk fired.

XV

WHAT MUST HAVE been an eye-searing burst to goggled eyes was bearable to N k's naked
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sight. There was a shrill, thin screeching, which hurt his ears and his head as had the throb
whi stl es of the Disians. That blotch of creature on the floor reared, throwi ng up and out |ong
jointed legs, to crack and contract, until it toppled over and lay on its back ki cking.

The light lingered as if the ray had ignited particles in the air. And now by its aid, Nk
saw t he ot her-one of the naked humanoi ds crouched behind its hound, if the jointed thing could be
so termed. The Disian withed, hands over his eyes.

Ni k ran forward. This was his only chance, and he had to take advantage of it. The
wriggling thing on the ground had stopped kicking, one of its clawed feet remaining straight up in
the air. But there was space to pass that recunmbent form

He made that passage in a |leap. The upright I eg swng and struck N k across the upper arm
with such force that he staggered, but forward and not against the wall. The thing was scrabbling
wildly, striving to turn over on its feet once again, squealing loudly as it struggled, to be
answered with one of those whistles fromits humanoi d conpani on.

N k faced around. The fiery light was dying. Wile the kicker still lay supine, the Disian
was on his feet, shut his eyes but fronting the off-worlder. He had the stance of one ready to
carry on the fight.

For the second tine, Nik fired the rayer and then turned and ran, his heart pounding, the
bundl e of supplies knocking painfully against himat every step. He snapped down the goggl es
again, and instantly the glare behind himwas a warning of the force he had | oosed to pin his
enem es fast. He m ght have been able to blind, to impbilize themfor a space, but he had not
gagged them and the din behind was now a tornent in his head, a ningling of the squealing and the
whistle. Nik had no doubt that help was being summoned and he might neet it on its way.

The dark walls continued, and he held to the hope that any D sians answering that sunmons
woul d betray thensel ves by their body glow, as had those who had set up the anbush wi thout. He had
to slow his pace. He could not keep running in the thick air of this burrow Hi s breaths were sobs
that raised and racked his ribs and set a knife thrust of pain in his side.

Behind him a little of the glare still existed. Perhaps a second dose had effectively
removed the clawed thing fromthe field. It had taken the full force of the first raying and had
been unprotected at the second. At |least its squeal sounded nore faintly, and Nk believed it had
not stirred fromthe place where it fell. The Disian was another matter-the whistling had quieted.
Did that mean that whatever nessage the native had striven to give was at an end? O had he fallen
silent because he was stal king N k?

Twi ce the of f-worlder paused to | ook back. There was the glow, but against it he could
sight no noving thing. Only he could not be sure on such slight evidence that he was not trailed

Li ght ahead agai n, another section where the walls still held their radi ance. The snal
portion of dark before that was a |ogical place for an ambush. Nk studied the walls, the floor-
not a glimer of body glow. He had a feeling that if he could reach the lighted portion, he would
be safe for the present.

Once nore he forced his body to a trot, his hand pressed tight against his side. The
ef fort exhausted him so nmuch that he was frightened. That booster drink Barketh had gi ven hi m back
at the refuge-were the effects of it now wearing of f? Wuld the need for rest and nourishnent |ead
to his defeat? There was no place here where he would dare to stop for either

Ni k was tottering when he canme into the light and had to | ean against the wall, his
shoul ders flat on its surface, as he | ooked up and down the passage. Far back in the dark, there
was still a shimer of glow, the residue of the ray. Ahead, not too far away, the corridor made

another turn, masking its length beyond. Nk tried to control his gusty breathing and to |isten
The squeal i ng had stopped; there was no nore whistling. He could hear nothing from behind or
beyond.

He edged al ong the wall, watching both ways as best he could. Had Vandy fallen into just
such a trap as had faced N k-and was he now in the hands of the Disians? Nik reached the turn in
the corridor, got around it, and saw before hima wi de space giving opening to a score of
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passages, another term nal such as they had seen in the refuge. He sagged back hopel essly agai nst
the wall. To explore every one of those was beyond his strength or ability now Only a guess could
guide him Vandy, if he had reached this point, would have been noved only by chance.

He al so knew that he was al nost at the end of whatever strength the booster had supplied.
How | ong had it been since he had left the refuge in the conpany of the Patrol squad? More than a
full Disian day, N k was sure-perhaps even two. He squatted down, his back to the wall, at a point
fromwhich he could view at a glance all those enpty tunnel nouths, and tried to think. The bundle
of supply containers was under his hand, and he ached with the need for food. Just one of those-
He had to have its contents inside himor he mght, never be able to drag on past this halt.

Reluctantly Nik took out a container and triggered its heat and open button. He ate the
contents slowy, making each nouthful last as long as he could. As with all enmergency suppli es,
this had a portion of sustainer included. The warnth and savor of the concentrated food settled
into him and he relaxed in spite of the need for vigilance. Food -rest-he dared the former but
not the latter!

Fi ve doorways before him five chances of finding Vandy, and he had hardly tine to take
one- one- one-

It was dark and he was running through the dark, while behind himpadded a hunting pack
the furred creatures fromthe ruins, the bare-skinned D sians and their insectival hounds-after
himafter hinl

Ni k gave a stifled cry and strove to throw hinself forward, out fromunder the grasping
hands, the claws, the bared fangs-

His head, it hurt- He opened his eyes-into dark

Dark! H's Viands went to his goggles, but there were no goggles! Frantically he felt for
the cord at his neck-he nmust have fallen asleep and scraped them of f sonehow. But they were not
there, hanging on his chest! He felt about himin the dark-carefully at first and then nore wldly-
but they were totally gone.

"l have them™"

Ni k stiffened. "Vandy?" he asked, though he had to wet his lips to nake them frane that
name. "Vandy?" he repeated with rising inflection when there came no answer. He had thought a
measure of subdued Iight might linger here as it had in the chanber where he had | eft Leeds, but
perhaps this glow was different, for without the goggles he was in a dusk so thick that he ni ght
as well have been blind. He thought he could hear hurried breathing to his right.

"Vandy!" That was a demand for an answer.
"You aren't Hacon. There never was a real Hacon-"

Nik tried to think clearly. Hacon-what had that to do with the here and now? No, this was
not one of Vandy's heroic adventures; this was very real and dangerous.

"You aren't real," that voice out of the dark continued. "You're one of them" That was
accusation rather than identification.

It was so hard to think. N k nust have been asl eep when Vandy found himand took the
goggl es. How was he going to argue with the boy? He still felt dazed fromthat sudden awakeni ng.

What had Leeds said back there? That the change in his face had al ready begun. No wonder,
when he had taken the goggles, that Vandy had decided Ni k was not Hacon. N k's hand went to his
face in the old maski ng gesture

"You're one of them" Vandy repeated. "I can just |eave you here in the dark. Like that
captai n-he was one of them too!"

"One of whom Vandy?" Sonmehow Ni k was able to ask that.
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"One of those who want ny father to give up the stronghold. |I'm going now'

"Vandy!" Al Nik's panic was in that. He fought back to a neasure of self-control and
asked. "Were are you goi ng?"

"Qut. | know that the Patrol are here. They'll find me-I can call them Now | have
supplies and bl asters and goggl es-" Hs voice was growi ng fainter. N k caught a scrape of boot on
rock-to the left this tine.

H s control broke. "Vandy!" He threw hinself after the sound of those w thdraw ng
footsteps and crashed against a wall. There was the patter of running. Vandy nust have entered one
of the tunnels. N k sucked in his breath, steadied hinmself, and fought a terrible battle with
i nsane panic. He was al one, w thout goggles, and Vandy had taken the supply bundl e al so-

He had two choices-to go back, to try and reach the chanber where he had |l eft Leeds, which
meant passing through the section where the Disian had laid the trap, or to trace Vandy on through
the maze where he was a blind man. Which?

Ni k was certain that Vandy had taken the passage farthest to his left. Trying to recal
the termnal as he had seen it last, he believed he could find that opening. And the boy could not
run far in this humd air. Sooner or later he would have to rest. Nik rmust follow him To return
through the Disian trap was nore than he could force hinmself to try. He stretched out his arns and
began to feel his way along the wall agai nst which he had crashed. Seconds later, his right hand
went into open space, and he knew he had found his doorway.

The weapon agai nst ~fear was concentration, concentration upon what he was doi ng, upon
sounds. N k's senses of hearing and touch had to serve himnow in place of sight. Fingers running
al ong the rock surface to his left were his guides, leaving his right hand free for the rayer. And
he tried to make his own footfalls as quiet as possible, so that he could listen with all his
m ght .

Footfalls, far |less cautious than his own, were ahead! N k knew a sudden rush of
excitement, so that he had to will hinself to keep his own cautious rate of advance. He had been
right. The run that had taken Vandy away from him had sl owed quickly to a wal k, which was hardly
faster than his own creep. But-the boy could see! Let Vandy turn his head and he woul d sight N Kk,
and he had the blasters! An alarm could nake Vandy use one of those alnpbst as a reflex action. So
much depended upon chance nowthe chance that Vandy woul d not | ook behind himthe greater chance
that Nik nust take in trying to reason with the scared boy.

Vandy had thrown asi de Hacon and the fantasy that had let himaccept Nk, and he was
condi ti oned agai nst strangers. This meant that conditioning would now act agai nst Ni k and any
contact he might try to nake.

But every inch Nik covered with those footfalls still steady before him strengthened his
belief in hinself, stilled his first panic. It alnost sounded as if Vandy knew where he was going
and had sone clue as to what |ay ahead- not that that could be true!l

Then the footfalls ceased. N k backed against the wall. He was a snall target in that
position but one that could not escape blaster fire. He waited as weakness fl ooded through his
body. Not to be able to see-No sound, no sound at all. Vandy nmust be watching him getting ready

to fire? Nik ached with the effort to make his ears serve him as eyes.

Perhaps it was that very intensity of effort that sharpened N k's thinking. He had been
wong in his handling of Vandy back there; he was certain of that now. At |east he could-try to
repair the danage.

"Vandy!" He made that into a demand for attention, not an appeal. "Have the Fannards taken
you over?"

Again he strained to hear. Because he had known that he was not Hacon, he had tanely
accepted Vandy's recognition of that fact. But he had been thinking then as hinself, N k Kol herne,
and not as Vandy. To Vandy, the fantasy world that had been Hacon's had been so real that he had
accepted the appearance of its major inhabitant in the flesh as a perfectly normal happening. He
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coul d doubt Hacon's identity now, but there should be sone residue of belief to make hi m doubt
that doubt in turn. And if N k could push himback into the fantasy, even for a short space, he
could re-establish contact.

"Have they, Vandy?" He raised his voice and heard the faint echo of it. Hs face-had it
been the change in his face that had set Vandy off? Again his searching fingers advised himof a
slight roughness, but not the spongy softness he had feared to touch-not yet.

"There're no Fannards here." The reply was sullen, suspicious.

"How do you know, Vandy?" Ni k pressed that slight advantage. At |east the boy had answered
him "They can't be seen, even wth goggl es-you know that."

The Fannards-those invisible entities Vandy had produced for nenace in one of the Hacon
adventures. In this place, one could believe in them N k coul d-

He heard the click of boot plates, not away this time but toward him Once nore that sound
st opped, but he was sure Vandy stood not too far away watching him N k spoke again

"There are hunters here." He kept his voice casual, as much what Hacon's should be as he
coul d. Hacon was Vandy's superman. Ni k rmust reproduce a Hacon now or conplete the boy's
di sillusionment and probably doomthe both of them "They set a trap back there, but | got through-

"There aren't any Fannards!" Vandy proclainmed loudly,. "You aren't Hacon either!"

"Are you sure, Vandy?" N k made hinself keep cal mand held his voice level. He was sure of
only one thing. Vandy had cone cl oser; he had not withdrawn yet. "W are being hunted, Vandy. "And
I am Hacon!" In a way he was-perhaps not the supernan Vandy had created, but he was a conpanion in
danger, devoted now to bring the boy out of that sane danger. And so he was Hacon, no matter what
his ravaged face m ght argue.

"No Fannards-" Vandy repeated stubbornly. But again the boot plates tapped out an
encour agi ng nessage for Nik's ears. "This isn't the Gorge of Tath either!"

"No, these are the Burrows of Dis, but still we are hunted. Vandy, do you know the way out
of here?"

There was a | ong nonent of silence, and then the boy answered in a | ow voice. "No."

"Neither do I," Nk told him "But we have to find one- before we're found. And the hunt
is up behind-"

"l know. " But Vandy came no closer. N k did not know how nmuch acceptance he had won, but
he plunged. "Wy did you take this passage?”

“I't was the nearest. Two of the others just end in roons-no way out."
"What about it-do we go together?”

"Here-" Sonething flipped through the dark, struck against N k's chest, and was gone
before he could raise his hand to grasp it.

"On the floor, by your right foot." Vandy's direction came with cool assurance.

-t was difficult to remenber that what was dark to himwas |ight for the begoggl ed boy.
Ni Kk went down on one knee and groped until his fingers closed about a piece of stuff that could
have been a dried root or vine. "Wat-" he began when Vandy interrupted him "I say the Fannards
have taken you over. You're Hacon, but it's nmy story-always ny story-and we are in it." Nk felt
the cord tighten; Vandy held the other end. Should he give that tie a jerk, try to get the boy
wi thin reach? But such an aggression on his part would break the thin bond of trust. He was
i npressed by the shrewdness of Vandy's reasoning. If N k had endeavored to push them back into the
fantasy, then Vandy woul d play-by the original rules. The adventures of Hacon had been created by
Vandy and woul d continue so. That the boy had made the switch was the surprising part. H s flight
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from Leeds night have been triggered by his conditioning and suspicion, but his ability to get
this far, to remain reasonably steady in the whole wild Disian adventure, woul d have been nore
bel i evabl e had he continued to think hinself in some Hacon-Vandy adventure. |Instead, he knew this
was real and yet had not yielded to fright or panic. This suggested he was tough-fibered and

det er mi ned.

There was nothing to do now but to go ahead with the gane on Vandy's ternms and try to win
back to the Hacon-|eader pattern, which the boy had earlier allowed. N k gave the cord a tw st
about his wist and the slightest of tugs to nake sure his guess was right-that Vandy intended to
| ead hi mnow. The cord hel d.

"There is only one way to go," N k remarked. "They nust be ahead of us-perhaps waiting al
t hrough these burrows. We'll have to go back. The Patrol will cone in that way." N k hastened to
pile up argunents that night influence the boy. "They were with ne until we were caught in a
storm and | |ost touch-"

He stared into the dark. Vandy was watching himhe nmust be! And N k's tone of voice and
his expression were the only ways he had to influence the other

There was a small sound, not quite a laugh, but it held a note of derision. Again N k was
di sconcerted. Vandy was a boy, a small boy, soneone to be |led, protected, guided. The Vandy he net
here in the dark was far too mature and abl e.

"So we go back? | thought you said they had traps there?" The anusenent in that was not
childlike.

Ni k kept to the exact truth. "They do-I broke through one. But you have two bl asters-"
"No, | used one up."

Was that the truth? Nik swall owed and began again. "There is still one-and the Disians
gi ve thensel ves away."

"Wth the lures." N k explained about the swinging lights and the aura given off by D sian
bodi es.

"Then you don't nean the wormthings?" For the first tinme, Vandy sounded | ess assured and
really puzzled. "Wrmthings?"

"They light up when you step near their holes. There were a |Iot of themin one of the
passages. That's where | used up the blaster. But | never saw these other things. This is for
true?”

Again he was separating the real fromthe fantasy, and at the risk of losing contact, Nk
kept to the truth

"This is for real-just as your wormthings were for real."
"All right. But to go back there-"

"To go on," Nk pointed out patiently, "is naybe to tangle with sonething even a bl aster
can't handle, Vandy. And the Patrol are behind." He took a bigger chance. "This is your story,
Vandy, but it has to work out to the right end, doesn't it? Gve ne nmy goggles-"

The rope suddenly went |ax, and N k knew he had erred.

"No!" Vandy's response was enphatic. "I keep the goggles. | keep this blaster. If you want
to come along, all right-but this is nmy story, and we're going ny way."

The cord tightened once again, pulling NNk forward. For the moment he had |l ost. He
accepted that-but only for the nonent.
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XVI |

IT WAS one of the nost difficult things Ni k had ever done to allow Vandy to tow hi mal ong
through the dark. As he followed the tugs of the cord linking them he tried to plan, to think of
sonme way of regaining Vandy's cooperation

"Vandy, are you hungry?" N k nade his first attenpt on the | evel he thought m ght be
easi est .

"I ate-while you slept back there!” Again that oddly adult amusement in the reply.

"Good." Nik felt that he nust keep tal king, that words could unite them better than the
cord. "Vandy, you have the goggles. Wat do you see now?"

The boy seened to consider that deserving of an answer.
"Just walls lighted up a little-not as nuch as back there, though.”

"No openings in then?" N k persisted. The possibility of another ambush was always in his
ni nd.

"No-" Vandy began and then corrected hinself as the twitch on the cord becane a jerk.
"There's a door-up there. And-"

But Nik saw this, too. H's eyes, so long accustoned to the dark, made out a faint glow He
st opped short, pulling back on the cord.

“No! Wait!"
"Why? What is it, Hacon?"

To his vast relief, Nik heard the conpliance in that query. The pull on the cord | oosed.
Vandy nust have hal t ed.

"I don't know yet. What do you see, Vandy-tell ne!" That was an order

"Shi ne-but just at one place,” the boy reported. "It isn't a lure, | think. Mre like
sonmething big and tall just standing there waiting-" Wth each word a little of the confidence in
his tone ebbed.

Then N k heard a half whisper closer at hand, as if Vandy were shrinking back to him "Not
a story-"

"No, this is not a story, Vandy." He answered that straight.

"It-it wants us to cone-so-so. it can get us!" Vandy's whisper was a rapid slur of words.

And Nik felt that, also. Just as he had known earlier that sensation of a |urking watcher,
so now he was caught-or struck-for that contact was as tangible in its way as a physical blow Ws
it hatred, blind, unreasoning nmalice- that enotion beating at hin? He was not sure of what had
reached himlike a spear point probing into shrinking flesh. He only knew that they were now
fronting sone danger quite renmoved fromthe aninmal furred hunters, fromthe D sians and their
cl awed hounds. This was greater, stronger, and nore to be feared than all three of those native
perils comnbi ned.

The bl aster Vandy carried? The rayer in his own belt? N k watched that gl eam Now he coul d
see that it was as the boy reported-not a tw nkling, dancing lure light but an upright narrow bar,
unnoving as yet. Did it nerely stand there to bar their way or was it gathering force for attack?

"It's-it's calling-1"

Vandy' s body pressed agai nst N k. Perhaps that contact enabled himto feel it also. Hs
arm went about the boy, holding himtight, while with the other hand he stripped off the second
pai r of goggles Vandy had hung about his neck. To put those on neant freeing the boy now threshing
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in Nik's grip, crying out with queer high-pitched ejacul ations that sounded alnobst as if he were
trying mimc the whistles of the Disians.

"Must-go-" The words in Basic broke through those squeals. "It wants-"

Ni k knew that already, the pull, the insistent, growi ng demand. He swung around, draggi ng
the struggling Vandy with himso that his body was now a barrier for the boy. The goggl es-he had
to have sight again. He nust get themon

So, he took the chance of freeing his hold on Vandy. Struggling with fingers nade awkward
by haste, N k slipped the straps over his head and adjusted the fastening. Vandy pushed agai nst
him striking out madly with snall fists to beat NNk out of his bath.

Sight again. Nk blinked at that sudden transition and whirled about. Vandy was al ready
well down the passage toward that pillar of cold light. Cold light? Ni k wondered. Yet that was
true. The cold radiating fromthat alien thing was eternal-alien as the rest of Dis, in spite of
its weird life, was not. The hunters, the D sians, and their hounds were strange to off-world
eyes, but this thing of the burrows, did not share bl ood, bones, and flesh with any species
renptely akin to life as Nk knew it.

Vandy was running, his head up, his eyes fastened on the thing. And once he reached it-!

The rayer! It mght not act against that creature, but wearing goggles as he was, Vandy
woul d be blinded by the ray, nonentarily out of action. It was the only answer N k could think of
in those few seconds. He clawed his own goggl es down as he fired.

Light flared above and ahead of Vandy as N k had hoped.

The boy cried out and reel ed against the wall, his hands to his eyes. That swirling m st
of light, strong as fire flames for N k, nust have been scorching for Vandy. N k hurried forward,
caught at the noani ng boy, and pulled hi m back

The attraction fromthe thing was shut off as if sone knife had snipped a tug cord. They
were free! Nik did not halt to put on his own goggles again. The light in the corridor nade
di anond-bright particles, giving hima start on the backward road. Vandy did not fight himnow but
| ay, a heavy weight, on N k's shoul der

Then, it struck at him Not with the drag to bring himback but with an invisible whip of
cold rage so potent that Nik cried out as if a lash had truly been laid across his quivering skin
He had no experience with which to conpare this tornment, which was not of body at all. A curling
thong of sensation first used to punish, then to wap about him to pull himin-

He fought that, holding Vandy's dead weight to him fought the demand to turn, to narch
back, to deliver hinself and the boy into deadly peril. N k | eaned, panting, against the wall.
Vandy flung out an arm his fist striking Nik's face, tangling in the dangling goggles. He was
threshing for freedomagain but nore feebly. A last wiggle brought himout of N k's weakening
grasp-to fall to the pavenent.

Ni k turned slowy, his teeth set. How nuch of a charge did that rayer hold? Wuld it fail
himthis time? It took infinite effort to bring the weapon up and point it in the genera
direction of the sparkling mst that still narked his first shot.

Once nore that burst of |ight, bearable, just bearable this time, to his ungoggl ed eyes.
And once again the abrupt cessation of comunication freed him Vandy was on hands and knees,
crawl i ng, nmoani ng. N k caught himby the back of his tunic and pulled himto his feet. He could
not carry the boy any farther, but perhaps he could support himalong. NNk started them both at
the best pace he could nuster back toward the termninal chanber.

The second dose of raying nust have reactivated sone of the renmining sparks fromthe
first, for the Iight behind themlingered, and Nik did not pause to reset his goggles. He waited
for another sign that the thing would pressure themto its will. The blaster-could the bl aster
stop it nmore effectively? Vandy had a bl aster-but even to stop to find it now m ght be greater
risk than straightforward flight.
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They reel ed out of the passage into the terninal chanber. Here the glow was only the
faintest of glimrers. Nik allowed Vandy to slip to the floor again as he funbled for the goggl es.
He was aware of an increasing cold, not in the atnosphere about himbut within hinmself, as if in
those two brushes with the alien's will he had been chilled, frozen. He could not still the
shaki ng of his hands.

"Vandy." N k | eaned over the boy. "Come on-" He could not carry him Vandy would have to
help hinself in part. N k's hands brought himto his feet. But the boy's head hung down on his
chest, and his body was racked with even greater shudders than shook Ni k.

"This way-"

At | east he kept on his feet and noving, as Nik steered himtoward the passage that woul d
retrace their journey. As they went, Vandy seened to regain nore conscious will, and the farther
they nmoved fromthat weird battleground, the firmer his steps becane. At |ast he | ooked up at N k.

"What was-that?" H s voi ce shook

"I don't know. "

"WII it-cone after -us?"

"I don't know. "

They were still in the lighted portion of the passage, but beyond was the dark strip in
whi ch the Disian anmbush had been. Nik fingered the grip of the rayer. He had to save it for
extreme energenci es.

"The bl aster," he asked Vandy. "\Were is it?"

"It's-it's not nuch use. | tried it after | used the other up on the wormthings." Vandy
pull ed the of f-world weapon fromthe front of his tunic. "It flickers some-"

Flickering, the sign of power exhaustion! They had not known how | ong the charges would
| ast, and Vandy had exhausted one and nearly finished the other

"But it still worked then?" N k persisted.
"Yes."

A few nonents of firing power nmust remain. That woul d have to be saved for nost dire need-
which left the rayer, and how close that was to extinction N k did not know.

They had reached the end of the lighted sector. Ahead was the dark and all it m ght
contain. N k | ooked back. Nothing behind, no glinmrer of greater |ight, none of that nenacing wave
of broadcast fear. Perhaps whatever they had fronted had been bested by the second use of the ray
or was confined for sone reason to that special territory in the burrows.

"No!" Vandy's sudden cry startled N k. The boy was star-ng ahead as if he sighted sone
troubl e.

"What is it?
"I don't want to go-not back there!"

"W have to!" N k's patience and control had worn very thin. He wanted to get back to
where he had | eft Leeds. That desire was an ache throughout his shaking body. Sonehow that was a
smal | island of security in this threatening underground worl d.

"I don't want to!" Vandy repeated, his voice rising. "It nay be waiting there-to get us!"

"We left it behind," Nk pointed out, though he was di smayed by the tone of certainty in
the boy's voi ce.
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"It's-it's all wong." Vandy spoke nore quietly now. "It's not like all the others-the
animals, the worns, the nmen you told ne about. This-this can do things they can't!"

Li ke slide through solid rock walls? Nik forced his inmagi nati on under bonds. He could
believe that, but allowing the idea to stop themon the mere suggestion that such action was
possi bl e was the rankest stupidity. They could not stay here forever, and he held to the thought
of the Patrol's pursuit. To see even Commander i'lInad would give NNk a feeling of relief just now.

"W can't stay here, Vandy." Nk schooled his tone to an evenness and once nore took firm
hold of his patience. "And we know what is along this corridor. You don't-don't feel the thing
ahead right now, do you?"

"No-" The adm ssion was reluctant, but it was the one N k want ed.

Vandy started on slowly, N k's hand on his shoulder to steady him The dark swall owed t hem
up. There was the sound of their own heavy breathing, the click of their boot plates on the rock
under them but N k could hear nothing else. And there was no |ight ahead.

"Hurry!" His hold on Vandy tightened as he pushed the boy al ong.

"I can't!" Vandy's protest was half sob. Since their neeting with the thing, he had | ost
much of his self-assurance. "Hacon-the Patrol is com ng?"

"Yes.”" Nik did not doubt that at all. He wanted to pick up Vandy and run-the feeling of
urgency was a goadi ng pain -but he knew he did not have the strength.

Then it came with a jolt-the throbbing whistle-and he could not tell if it broke from
ahead or behind them N k only knew that the hunt was up, that he and Vandy were the prey.

"Hacon-" That was a gasped whi sper
There was no need to keep the truth fromthe boy.

"The Disians,"” N k said. But had that call been behind or ahead? They could only keep on
goi ng. "Watch-for- any-lights-" he told Vandy between panting breaths. "Especially any that nove-"

But the way before themrenuained safely dark. Nik tried to renenber how | ong that dark
sector had been. Surely soon they would sight the shrine of the next lighted portion near where
the break in the wall gave on the outside.

"Hacon!"

Just as the whistle had been one alert, so this was another, this stroke of fear as sharp
as physical pain. N k paused to | ook back. No glimrer yet, but he was certain the thing had |eft
its station and was on the prowl behind them

"Keep going!" he ordered between set teeth. "Keep going!'" They must nake it back to Leeds.

Vandy, N k thought, was crying silently now, but he was going on, and they had not yet
been trapped in the net of the thing's conpelling will. Each gl ance behind told himthe eneny had
not yet appeared, not in person, but only in that black bl anket of fear, which was one of its
weapons.

The whi stling began again, not in a single sharp throb but as a | ow, continuous bleat that
filled the ears and becanme one with the blood of the listener. But, Nk, realized, it did not
beconme one with the fear projected by the thing. In fact, it warred with it so that the worst of
that other depression lifted. Hunters who were natural enenm es-who had not joined forces? Dared he
hope that they might clash and so give their prey a fighting chance?

"Hacon, that noi se-what's happeni ng now?"

"That's the Disians' call. And | don't think the other thing is pleased-"
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"WII they fight?"
"l don't know. "
"There's a |ight-now"

Vandy was right. There was a |light ahead. But a second later Nik was filled with a vast
relief. It was the end of the dark sector-not an attack signal. Once in the |lighted passage, it
was not too far back to Leeds.

"Just the passage light!" Relief made that al nost a shout. "Keep going, Vandy, keep
goi ng!"

The whistling was | ouder, beconing a din, and under that lurked the fear. It was as if al
the life that sulked in these burrows had been stirred into action. Could they, even if they
reached Leeds, hold out against such a concentrated attack? But one thing at a time. Leeds knew
more of Dis. He nmight have sone answer to such danger. And there was the Patrol. N k pinned his
| ast hopes on the Patrol.

Vandy was weaving fromside to side. Only Nk's grip kept himon his feet, but still lie
moved to that beacon of |light. The pain had returned under Nik's ribs. It was sharp with every
breath he drew. They nust keep goi ng-they mnust!

As suddenly as it had burst on their ears, the whistling stopped. Then the silence was
worse than the din because Nk was sure it was prelude to action. And yet he did not know whet her
danger | ay "ahead or behind. He paused once again to | ook back and saw Lure |ights! Mre than one,
not only waving in the mddl e of the passage, but also fromabove and the sides, as if the Disian
hounds clung to the walls and roof.

Ni k and Vandy burst out of the dark and stunbled on. The boy | ooked back and gave a choked
cry. Nik needed no alert against the nightmare boiling up there-the hounds comng at a scuttle.

"Vandy-give me the blaster!"

Ni k jerked the weapon away from him The charge m ght be al nost gone, but perhaps enough
renmai ned to take care of the first attack wave. Only he nmust not use it until he was sure that no
other party waited ahead to box themin.

Jointed clawed | egs, round arnored bodi es-five-six-nore comng through the dark. No sign
of their Disian masters, if that was the relationship between the two so dissimlar species. They
were sl acking where the full I|ight began. Nik thrust Vandy on with a powerful shove. The boy broke
into a tottering run.

Ni k was thankful that the creatures were not yet pressing the attack he feared. Then he
wondered at that forebearance. Their rate of advance did not press the fugitives-why? He and Vandy
were past the break in the wall. Just let themreach Leeds, and they woul d be able to hold off
this pack with the second bl aster the captain had.

Scuttle-click-but no nore whistling.

"Keep going, Vandy!" Ni k ordered. Then he saw their luck was beginning to fail; the
creatures were draw ng cl oser.

A t hrobbi ng whistle-

"Run, Vandy!" N k got that out and swung around to face the pack. He pressed the firing
button on the bl aster.

A full beam answered! For an instant, he thought Vandy had been w ong about the weapon as
that fan of fire crisped the first wave of craw ers. Then a warning flicker rippled down the ray.

But the first burst had had its effect. The second group hesitated at the cindered bodies
of their fellows. N k backed away. Did he have charge enough left for a second shot? He nust save
that. And afterwards-the rayer?
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Every stride he took was that nuch gai ned. Now the first of the pursuers had scranbl ed
over the dead and were tentatively follow ng. Just let themcollect in a body once nore, and
perhaps he could kill enough to discourage the rest thoroughly. Such a thin hope-but about the
only one Nik had left.

XVII

THE BLAST had taught the Disian creatures a neasure of caution. Their advance sl owed, and
Ni k hastened his own pace. He was sure Vandy was wel |l ahead. And every nonent he won, every stride
he took, was a snall victory.

But that breathing space was only tenporary. N k was warned by a new massing of the
pursuers. And then he noted sonmething that quickly revised his estimate of their intelligence.
They were passing fromone to another, over rounded shell backs, fragments of rock. \Wether these
were to be used as shields or weapons, N k did not know, but he quickened his retreat.

A stone as big as his fist came at him and he ducked. But his reactions were slow, and
the mssile grazed his head just above the goggle strap, so that he swayed back agai nst the wal
on his left. A blow on his shoul der before he had shaken free of the daze of that first hit nunbed
his left arm He had not dropped the blaster, and for the second tinme he fired.

The beam was short, snapping out in a matter of seconds, but it curled up a row of the
stone throwers and gave Nik tinme to lurch out of range. He had to nmake it-he had to!

At | east he was coming out of the fog of pain that filled his head, and he had bought sone
nore tinme. Tinme he coul d use-

"Hacon!"
The call sounded far away, but it pulled N k together, and sent him scranbling ahead.
"Com ng, Vandy." Had he answered that al oud?

An openi ng-the chanber where he had left Leeds! Wth a lung-enptying effort, N k flung
hi nsel f forward t hrough that-and crashed into utter darkness.

"-easy-easy-easy-"

One word ringing in his aching head. What was easy? A faint stir of curiosity noved
somewhere in the depths of N k's darkened m nd

"-do as exactly as | say-say-say-" Echoes growi ng farther and farther away.

Do as who says-why? Again N k was pushed into thought in spite of a desire not to be at
all.

"-when they cone, you will say this-this-this-"

Al ways the echo ringing in his ears as had the Disian whistles. Disian whistles! Mnory
awoke and prodded fiercely. N k opened his eyes. There was a glimrer about him a ghostly pallid
counterfeit of true light. He was |ying on his back, and his shoul der ached with a sullen, angry
persi st ence.

"You understand it all now?" These were words with the crack of authority, a denand for
obedi ence.

"Yes."

Vandy! There was no mi staking Vandy's voice. Vandy and Leeds! Then they had reached the
captain. But Leeds had to know about the hunters. They woul d be coning; they would erupt here! How
I ong had he, Nk, been out? Another stone nust have brought himdown just as he cane out of the
passage-
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"Captai n?" That did not come out as a word. It was a rusty, croaking sound. Nik tried to
turn his head, and a jab of pain followed, so intense as to make himsick. He retched dryly before
he call ed again, "Captain?"

Movenent through the gloom N k dared not nmove his head, but now he coul d see the shadow
| oomi ng over him

"Captai n?" he asked for the third tine.
"Right." But Leeds did not stoop. He remained a pillar hardly visible to N k.

The dark! N k made a vast effort and brought his hand up to his head. Before his fingers
reached his eyes, he knew the answer. Hi s goggles were gone. And he al so guessed who wore them
now. Just as that black and alien cloud of fear had cl osed on hi mback when he fronted the shining
thing, so now he was uneasy. There was sonet hing wong here-what?

"So, you're awake?" The cool voice rang in Nik's ears. In this half light, he could not
read the expression on Leeds' face, but that tone- As if the captain were not standing there but
had retreated to a far distance.

"The Disians-they are comng-" N k gave his warning first. Again he tried to nove, to see
t he openi ng through which they mght rage. But the pain in his head and the answering agony in his
shoul der kept him quiet.

"They haven't arrived yet." Again a certain cool disassociation with such concerns.
"Vandy!" Leeds' head turned. "Get going!"

Goi ng where, N k wondered.

"Sorry.". That was the captain. "You m ght have worked out-otherwise. Only | have to cut
all | osses now"

Wrds that did not nmean anything, or did they? N k's wariness was acute. He nade an
effort, which left himsick and trenbling, but he raised hinself up on the el bow of his sound arm
Leeds stepped back.

"Wher e- ar e-you- goi ng?" Ni k got that out.
"To neet destiny-otherw se the Patrol."

"Back?"

"Back. "

"Don't think | can-yet-"

"You won't be asked to try."

It took a long second for that to sink past the pain. Then Nik put a new fear into words.

"You nean-| stay here?"

Leeds was still retreating. "You stay. As you just said, you can't make it, and there's
troubl e corning. Hacon the hero is the proper rear guard, isn't he? Right in character to the
end. "

Ni k still could not believe it. He pushed up to a sitting position and watched the dusky
space about himtw st sickeningly. One determ nation held through that whirling punishnment. He
woul d not beg.

Cick of boots on rock-Leeds was going! He had Vandy back, he would nake his deal with the
Patrol -and he was leaving Nik as a rear guard or rather as an offering to whatever Disian pursuit
existed. Yes, Nik was the price the captain was willing to pay for his own clear escape!
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And when that sorted itself out in Nik's mnd, he felt such rising anger as he had never
known, before in his short life. Al the frustration and hatred stored up during the years in the
Di ppl e were fuel for that rage. There had been nothing then he could do to fight back. But here
and now he could do sonething, if it were only to draw after Leeds the very trouble he feared. Nk
m ght not be able to wal k, but he could craw.

He hunched together, gathering strength. Goggles were gone again. Once he left this
chanmber, he would be plunged into the dark. H's right hand noved al ong his belt-the rayer was
gone. Well, he could not have expected Leeds to overl ook that, could he? Nothing but his bare
hands and the deternination not to be counted out arned hi m now.

Ni k made hinmself wait, hoping that he presented to Leeds, should the captain glance back
the picture of dejected submission to fate. It was still hard to think clearly. Only rage gave him
the strength to make a nove.

He could no | onger hear the irregular tapping nmarking the captain's |inping progress. And
there had been no sound fromVandy at all. Nk raised his head. As far as he could see, he was
alone. He could not get to his feet, but there were still his-hands and knees-N k had to fight
with every scrap of will within himto enter the dark beyond. No sound of footfalls ahead. But he
was |istening, too, for what might be behind.

The way mi ght have been shorter for a nman able to walk it, but to Nik, creeping along, it
seermed endless. He could put so little weight on his left armthat even his crawl was one-sided
and sl ow.

Leeds and Vandy nust have already reached the root room N k strove to hurry, but the
greater effort brought back his giddiness. At |east there was no whistling and none of {hat
i nvi si bl e nenace cast by the other thing.

Nik tried to piece together what had happened in the i medi ate past. He had been running
fromthe hounds and had just reached the |ighted chanmber when- Had one of the stones struck himor
coul d Leeds have deliberately knocked hi mout?

Since their nmeeting at the island hill, Leeds had needed Nik-first to get the supplies,
then to help himregain control of Vandy. Yes, Leeds had needed N k. But nowdid he need himany
| onger? Ni k had been the one who had actually renmoved Vandy fromthe HS villa back on Korwar. Now
Leeds could say that he had nothing to do with the kidnapping. He could return Vandy and nake a
much better bargain without Nik than he could if he tried to cover himwi th the sane immunity.
Leeds' present action was good sense if the captain wanted to nake the best deal. N k's sustaining
anger grew with his realization of his own stupidity. Leeds had used himfromthe start-with bait
he knew that Nk could not resist, a new face. And that, too, had all been part of the deception.
There had been no new techni ques used on him no way to keep the operation intact for long. He was
a tenporary tool, to be used and di scarded. Leeds had probably never even bought himinto the
Gui | d!

Ni k craw ed on. He wanted Leeds' throat between his two hands-that was the burning desire
filling every part of him But Leeds had Vandy, all ready to bargain with the Patrol. If only that
bargai n coul d be queered! To fail now would be worse for Leeds than any other hurt N k coul d deal
hi m

What had been the bargain as Leeds had outlined it? To get a ship and free passage off
Dis, then to release Vandy in a suit to be picked up by the Patrol. Nk licked his Iips. Vandy
released in a suit? Now he did not believe that either. Vandy could either be such a threat that
hi s death must ensue, or he could be used again in sone game for Leeds' advantage.

VWhat had been Leeds' parting shot? Hacon the hero-Wll, there was no future for N k
Kol herne, even if he were able to reach his own kind again and not be pulled down by sone
ni ght mare of these burrows. But he m ght acconplish sonethi ng agai nst Leeds-he had to! And perhaps
he coul d make sure that the trickery that started in that Korwarian garden would finish here-that
Vandy woul d not continue to be bait or |oot or whatever Leeds wanted himto be. , The sickly Iight
of the root chanber was ahead, and Ni k remenbered the drop fromthe crevice to the floor bel ow
Wul d Leeds be lingering there or would he already have herded his captive on into the dark ways?
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Ni k clung to the thin, very weak hope that the two were still in the root chanber. H s chances of
doi ng something in the passages beyond that point were close to the vani shing point. He wi ggl ed
forward to ook into the room

The light was greater because he had conme out of the dark. Nk surveyed the scene with a
del i beration he forced on hinmsel f. Leeds and Vandy were both here. The captain sat in nmuch the
same position as Nik had seen himwas it hours or days before?-examining the ties that held the
splint on his wounded leg. H's novenents were slow, and he winced once. NNk was certain his injury
was a drag.

Vandy was within arm s distance of his captor. He wore goggles, but his arms were tied
behind him N k | onged for one of the stones the hounds had thrown, though whether he coul d have
used it to any purpose, he did not know If he cane into sight through the crevice, Leeds could
pi ck himoff before he reached the floor of the chanber.

Apparently the captain was not planning to nove on at once. He opened a ration container
and held it first to Vandy's nouth and then his own, so they shared the contents. N k's enpty
stomach was a new source of pain as he watched.

"W shall give your friends"-Leeds' voice was still cool and |ight-"some nore time. They
were probably msled by the zeal of your |ate chanpi on when he sent the tracer bag downstream But
you have your own way of contacting them haven't you, Vandy? And | woul d suggest you use that
gadget now. "

Little of the boy's face could be seen bel ow the maski ng goggles, but Nk noted the fining
down of cheek and chin, the hollows beneath the griny skin

"You'll blast anybody that tries to come-"
Once nore Nik heard that new maturity in Vandy's voice

"On the contrary, ny boy, I will welcome themw th open arns. There is certainly no future
here. And to return you to your anxious friends is a good way to get out, whole skin and free. You
saw what | did to the man who brought you here in the first place."

"Hacon said-"

Leeds | aughed. "M poor boy, please understand the sinplest of truths-there is no Hacon,
except in the wonderland of your own imagi nation. That port rat who pulled you into this ness is
Ni k Kol herne fromthe Dipple. He is not even a nenber of the Guild."

"You are." Vandy held to his point.

"I amQ@iild when it suits nme to be and no tinme else! There's a big reward waiting for the

man who returns Vandy i' Akrama-1 want that and my ship. W'll make a bargain, and that is the |ast
you'll see of ne, | assure you. After all, Vandy, you have only to tell the truth. | am bringing
you back; | have di sposed of the man who stole you from Korwar. There isn't any scanner on this

world or any other that wouldn't pass ne clean