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the tray and turning to run. The alarm siren began to shriek and
the guards poured out of their tents.

The attackers hit the encampment with the sudden shock of an
earthquake. There was no time to prepare for it, and the men near
the fence died without lifting their weapons. The attackers’ mounts
clawed at the ground with pillar-like legs and hurled themselves
forward; one moment a distant threat, the next an overwhelming
presence. The leader hit the fence, its weight tearing it down even
as electricity arced brightly and killed it, its long thick neck crashing
to the ground just before the guard officer. He stared at it, horrified,
for just an instant before the creature’s rider planted an arrow in

- his eye socket and he died.

Murder, whistling death. They hit once and were gone, sweeping
close to the fence, leaping the body of the dead beast, arrows pour-
ing in a dark stream from their short, laminated bows. Even in the
half darkness, from the backs of their thundering, heaving mounts,
their aim was excellent. Men died, or dropped, wounded. One arrow
even tore into the gaping mouth of the siren so that it rattled and
moaned down into silence.

As quickly as they had struck they va.mshcd out of sight in the
ravine behind the shadowed rise, and, in the stunned silence that
followed, the moans of the wounded were shockingly loud.

The light was almost gone from the sky now and the darkness
added to the confusion. When the glow tubes sprang on, the camp
became a pool of bloody murder set in the surrounding night. Order
was restored only slightly when Bardovy, the expedition’s com-
mander, began bellowing instructions over the bullborn. While the
medics separated the dying from the dead, mortars were rushed out
and set up. One of the sentries shouted a warning and the big battle-
lamp was turned on—and revealed the dark mas$ of riders gathering
again on the ridge.

“Mortars, fire!” the commander shouted in wild anger. “Hit
them hard!”

His voice was drowned out as the first shells hit, round after round
poured in until the dust and smoke boiled high and the explosions
rolled like thunder.

They did not yet realize that the first charge had been only a
feint and that the main attack was hitting them from the opposite
side of the camp. Only when the beasts were in among them and they
began to die did they know what had happened. Then it was too
late.

“Close the ports!” the duty pilot shouted from the safety of the
spacer’s control room high above, banging the airlock switches as he
spoke, He could see the waves of attackers sweeping by, and he knew
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play no favorites. Except myself, that is,” he added, walking out
stiffly, trying to move his side as little as possible.

It was time for a change, he thought, looking out of a high win-
dow across the perimeter wall to the deadly jungle beyond. Some
light-sensitive cells must have caught the motion because a tree
branch whipped forward and a sudden flurry of thorndarts rattled
against the transparent metal of the window. His reflexes were so
well trained by now that he did not move a muscle.

Past time for a change. Every day on Pyrrus was another spin of
the wheel. Winning was just staying even, and when your number
came up, it was certain death. How many people had died since he
first came here? He was beginning to lose track, to become as in-
different to death as any Pyrran.

If there were going to be any changes made, he was the one who
would have to make them. He had thought once that he had solved
this planet’s deadly problems, when he had proved to them that the
relentless, endless war was their own doing. Yet it still went on.
Knowledge of the truth does not always mean acceptance of it. The
Pyrrans who were capable of accepting the reality of existence here
had left the city and had gone far enough away to escape the pres-
sure of physical and mental hatred that still engulfed it. Although
the remaining Pyrrans might give lip-service to the concept that
their own emotions were keeping the war going, they did not really
believe that this was true. And each time they looked out at the world
that they hated, the enemy gained fresh strength and pressed the
attack anew. When Jason thought of the only possible end for the
city, he grew depressed. There were so many of the people left who
would not accept the change—or help of any kind. They were as
much a part of this war and as adapted to the war as the hyper-
specialized life forms outside, molded in the same way by the same
generations of mixed hatred and fear.

There was one more change coming. He wondered how many of
them would accept it.

It was 1520 hours before Jason made his appearance in Kerk’s
office: he had been delayed by a last-minute exchange of messages
on the jump-space communicator. Everyone in the room shared the
same expression, cold anger. Pyrrans had very little patience and
even less tolerance for a puzzle or a mystery. They were so alike—
yet so different.

Kerk, gray-haired and stolid, able to control his expression better
than the others. Practice, undoubtedly, from dealing se much with
off-worlders. This was the man who it was most important to con-
vince because, if the slapdash, militaristic Pyrran society had any
leader at all, he was the one,
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“Please,” Jason said, holding both hands in the air. “I was just
making a small exaggeration to emphasize a point. The ore is rich,
let it go at that. The important thing now is that, in spite of the
quality of the ore, John Company is not returning to Felicity. They
had their fingers burned once, badly, and there are plenty of other
planets they can mine with a lot less effort. Without having to face
dragon-riding barbarians who appear suddenly out of the ground
and attack in endless waves, destroying everything they come
near.”

“What is all that last bit supposed to mean?” Kerk asked.

“Your guess is as good as mine. This is the way the survivors
described the massacre. The only thing we can be sure about it is
that they were attacked by mounted men, and that they were licked.”

“And this is the planet you wish us to go to,” Kerk said. “It does
not sound attractive. We can stay here and work our own mines,”

“You’ve been working your mines for centuries, until some of the
shafts are five kilometres deep and producing only second-rate ore
—but that’s not the point. I’'m thinking about the people here and
what is going to happen to them. Life on this planet has been
irreversibly changed. The Pyrrans who were capable of making an
adjustment to the new conditions have done so. Now—what about
the others?” . Ct NI

Their only answer was a protracted silence.

“It’s a good question, isn’t it? And a pertinent one. I’ll tell you
what’s going to happen to the people left in this city. And when I
tell you, try not to shoot me. I think you have all outgrown that
kind of instant reflex to a difference of opinion. At least I hope that
evervone in this room has. I wouldn’t tell this to the people out
there in the city. They would probably kill me rather than hear the
truth. They don’t want to find out that they are all condemned to
certain death by this planet.”

There was the thin whine of an electric motor as Meta’s gun
sprang halfway out of its powcr holster, then slipped back. Jason
smiled at her and waggled his finger; she turned away coldly. The
others controlled their trigger reflexes better.

“That is not true,” Kerk said. “People are still leaving the city—"

“And returning in about the same numbers. Argument invalid.
The ones who were able to leave have done so; only the hard core is
left.”

“There are other possible solutions,” Brucco said. “Another city
could be constructed—"

The rumble of an earthquake interrupted him. They had been
feeling tremors for some time, so commonplace on Pyrrus that they
were scarcely aware of them, but this one was much stronger. The
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building moved under them and a jagged crack appeared in the
wall, showering cement dust. The crack intersected the window
frame and, although the single pane was made of armorglass, it
fractured under the strain and crashed out in jagged fragments. As
though on cue, a stingwing dived at the opening, ripping through
the protective netting inside. It dissolved in a burst of flame as
their guns surged from their power holsters and four shots fired as
one.

“I’ll watch the window,” Kerk said, shifting his chair so he could
face the opening. “Go on.”

The interruption, the reminder of what life in this city was really
like, had thrown Brucco off his pace. He hesitated a moment, then
continued.

“Yes . . . well, what I was saying—other solutions are possible. A
second city, quite distant from here, could be constructed, perhaps
at one of the mine sites. Only around this city are the life forms so
deadly. This city could be abandoned and—" -

“And the new city would recapitulate all the sins of the old. The
hatred of the remaining Pyrrans would recreate the same situation.
You know them better than I do, Brueco, isn’t that what would
happen?”

Jason waited until Brucco had nodded a reluctant yes.

“We've been over this ground before and there is only one possible
solution. Get those people off Pyrrus and to a world where they can
survive without a constant, decimating war. Any place would be an
improvement over Pyrrus. You people are so close to it that you seem
to have forgotten what a hell this planet really is. I know that it’s
all that you have and that you’re adjusted to it, but it is really not
very much. I've proved to you that all of the life forms here are
telepathic to a degree and that your hatred of them keeps them war-
ring upon you. Mutating and changing and constantly getting more
vicious and deadly. You have admitted that. But it doesn’t change
the situation. There are still enough of you Pyrrans hating away
to keep the war going. Sanity save me but you are a pigheaded
people! If I had any brains, I would be well away from here and
leave you to your deadly destiny. But I'm involved, like it or not.
I’ve kept you alive and you’ve kept me alive and our futures run on
the same track. Besides that, I like your girls.”

Meta’s sniff was loud in the listening silence.

“So—jokes and arguments aside, we have a problem. If your
people stay here, they eventually die. All of them. To save them,
you are going to have to get them away from here, to a more friendly
world. Habitable planets with good natural resources are not always
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easy to find, but I’ve found one. There may be some differences of
opinion with the natives, the original settlers, but I think that should
make the idea more interesting to Pyrrans rather than the other way
round. Transportation and equipment are on the way. Now who is
with me? Kerk? They look to you for leadership. Now—lead !”

Kerk squinted his eyes dangerously at Jason and tightened his lips
with distaste. “You always seem to be talking me into doing things
I do not really want to do.”

“A measure of maturity,” Jason said blandly. “The ego rising
triumphant over the id. Does that mean that you will help?”

“It does. I do not want to go to another planet and I do not enjoy
the thought. Yet I can see no other way to save the people in the
city from certain extinction.”

“Good. And you, Brucco? We’ll need a surgeon.”

“Find another one. My assistant, Teca, will do. My studies of
the Pyrran life forms are far from complete. I am staying in the
city as long as it is here.”

“It could mean your life.”

“It probably will. However, my records and observations are
indestructible.”

No one doubted that he meant it—or attempted to argue with th
Jason turned to Meta.

“We’ll need you to pilot the shxp after the ferry crew has been
returned.”

“I’m needed here to operate our Pyrran ship.”

“There are other pilots. You've trained them yourself. And if you
stay here, I’ll have to get myself another woman.”

“I’ll kill her if you do. I'll pilot the ship.”

Jason smiled and blew her a kiss that she pretended to ignore.
“That does it then,” he said. “Brucco will stay here, and I guess
Rhes will also stay to supervise the settling of the city Pyrrans
with his people.”

“You have guessed wrong,” Rhes told him. “The settlements are
now handled by a committee and going as smoothly as can be ex-
pected. I have no desire to remain—what is the word?—a backwoods
rube for the rest of my life. This new planet sounds very interesting
and I am looking forward to the experience.”

“That is the best news I have heard today. Now let’s get down
to facts. The ship will be here in about two weeks, so if we organize
things now, we should be able to get the supplies and people aboard
and lift soon after she arrives. I'll write up an announcement that
loads the dice as much as possible in favor of this operation, and
we can spring it on the populace. Get volunteers. There are about
20,000 people left in the city, but we can’t get more than about
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to move back quickly if she tried any arm-busting tricks. “This de-
vice is our intelligence, in the military sense, not the IQ. Have you
forgotten what we had to go through to find out anything at all
about your planet’s history? We needed facts to work from and we
had none at all. Well, we have some now.” He patted the library’s
sleek side.

“What could this little toy possibly know that could help us?”

“Our little toy, as you so quaintly put it, costs over 982 thousand
credits, plus shipping charges.”

She was shocked. “Why—you could outfit an army for that much.
Weapons, ammunition . ..”

“I thought that would impress you. And will you please get it
through your exceedingly lovely blond head that armies aren’t the
solution to every problem. We are going to bang up against a new

_culture soon, on a new planet, and we want to open a mine in the
right place. Your army will tell us nothing about mineralogy or
anthropology or ecology or exobiology—"

“You are making those words up.”

“Don’t you just wish I were! I don’t think you quite realize how
much of a library is stuffed into this creature’s metal carcass.
Library,” he said, pointing to it dramatically, “tell us about your-
self.” - .

“This is a model 427-1587, Mark IX, improved, with photodigital
laser-based recorded memory and integrated circuit technology—"

“Stop!” Jason ordered. “Library, you will have to do better than
that. Can’t you describe yourself in simple newsfax language?”

“Well, hello there,” the library chortled. “I’ll bet you never saw a
Mark IX before, the ultimate in library luxury—" -

“We’ve hit the sales talk button, but at least we can understand
it.”

“—and the very newest example of what the guys who built this

- mechanism like to call ‘integrated circuit technology’. Well, friends,
you don’t need a galactic degree to understand that the Mark IX
is something new in the universe. That ‘integrated so-and-so’ double-
talk just means that this is a thinking machine that can’t be beat.
But everyone needs something to think about as well as to think
with, and just like the memory in your head, the Mark IX has a
memory all its own. A memory that contains the entire library at
the University of Haribay, holding more books than you could count
in a lifetime. These books have been broken down into words and
the words have been broken down into bits, and the the bits have
been recorded on little chips of silicon inside the Mark IX’s brain.
That memory part of the brain is no bigger than a man’s clenched
fist—a small man’s fist—because there are over §45 million bits to
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. open, we know what happened to the first expedition, so we will
be very careful that it doesn’t happen to us.”

Finding the original mine site was very easy. A year’s slow growth
of the sparse vegetation had not been enough to obscure the burned
scar on the landscape. The abandoned heavy equipment showed
clearly on the magnetometer, and the Pugnacious sarik to the ground
close by. From above, the rolling steppe had appeared to be empty
of life, and it looked even more so once they were down. Jason stood
in the open airlock and shivered as the first blast of dry, frigid air
hit him, the grass rustling to its passing, while grains of sand hissed
against the metal of the hull. He had planned to be first out, but
Rhes happened to knock against him as Kerk came up so that the
gray-haired Pyrran slipped by and leaped to the ground.

“A lightweight planet,” he said as he turned slowly, his eyes never
still. “Can’t be over 1G. Like floating, after Pyrrus.”

“It’s closer to 1.5G,” Jason said, following him out just as warily.
“But anything is better than 2G.”

The first landing party, ten men in all, emerged from the ship and
carefully surveyed the area. They stayed close enough to be able to
call one another, yet not so close that they blocked each other’s vision
or field of fire. Their guns stayed in their power holsters and they
walked slowly, apparently indifferent to the frigid wind and blown
sand that reddened Jason’s skin and made his eyes water. In their
own, strictly Pyrran, way they were enjoying themselves after the
forced relaxation of the voyage.

“Something moving 200 meters to the southeast,” Meta’s voice
spoke in their earphones. She was ~one of the observers at the view-
ports in the ship above.

They spun and crouched, ready for anythmg The undulating
plain still appeared to be empty, but there was a sudden hissing
as an arrow arced towards Kerk’s chest. His gun sprang into his
hand and he shot it from the air as calmly and efficiently as he would
have dispatched an attacking stingwing. Another arrow flashed
toward them and Rhes stepped aside so that it missed him. They all
waited, alert, to see what would happen next.

An attack, Jason thought, or is it just a diversion? It can’t be
possible—so soon after our arrival—that any kind of concerted
attack could be launched. Yet, why not?

His gun jumped into his hand and he started to wheel about—ijust
as hard pain slammed into his head. He had no awareness of falling,
just a sudden and complete blackness.
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Jason did not enjoy being unconscious. A red, cloying pain engulfed
him and, barely rational, he had the feeling that, if he could only
wake up all the way, he could take care of everything. For some
reason he could not understand, his head was rocking back and forth,
adding immeasurably to the agony, and he kept wishing it would
stop, but it did not.

After what must have been a very long time, he realized that, when
he was feeling the pain, he must be conscious, or very close to it,
and he should use these periods most advantageously. His arms were
secured in some manner—he could feel that even if he could not
see them—but they still had some degree of movement. The bulk of
the power holster was there, pressed between his arm and his side,
but the gun would not leap into his hand. His groping fingers
eventually found out why when they contacted the ragged end of
the cable that connected the gun with the holster.

His shattered thoughts groped for understanding with the same
disconnected numbness as had his fingers. Something had happened
to him; someone, not something, had hit him. Taken his gun away.
What else? Why couldn’t he see anything? Anything other than a
diffuse redness when he tried to open his eyes. What else was gone?
His equipment belt, surely. His fingers fumbled back and forth at his
waist but could not find it.

They touched something. In its separate holder the medikit still
remained on the back of his hip. Careful not to hit the release button
—if it slipped out of his hand, it was gone—he pressed the heel of
his hand up against the device until his flesh contacted the actuating
probe. The analyzer buzzed distantly and he never felt the stab of
the hypodermic needles through the all-pervading agony in his head.
Then the drug took effect and the pain began to seep away.

Without the overriding presence of the pain, he could concentrate
that small remaining part of his consciousness on the problem of his
eyes. They could not be opened: something was sealing them shut.
Something that might or might not be blood. Something that prob-
ably was blood considering the condition of his head, and he smiled
at his success in completing this complicated line of thought.

Concentrate on one eye. Concentrate on right eye. Squeeze tight
shut until it hurts, pull with lids to open. Squeezed shut again. It
worked, the pulling, squeezing, tears-dissolving, and he felt the lids
start to part stickily;
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The white-burning sun shone directly into his eye and he had to
blink and look away. He was moving backward across the plains, a
jarring and uneven ride, and there was something like a grid not too
far from his face. The sun touched the horizon. That was important,
he kept telling himself, to remember that the sun touched the horizon
directly behind him, or perhaps a little bit to the right.

Right. Setting. A little to the right. The medikit’s drugs and the
traumatic shock were pushing him under again. But not yet. Setting.
Behind. To the right.

When the last white glimmer dropped behind the horizon, he
closed the tortured eye and this time welcomed unconsciousness.

«“ 1” a voice roared, an in-
comprehensible gout of sound. The sharp pain in his side made a
far stronger impression and Jason rolled away from it, trying to
scramble to his feet at the same time. Something hard and unyielding
bruised his back and he dropped onto all fours. It was time to open
his eyes, he decided, and he brushed at his sealed eyelids and managed
to unglue them. One look convinced him that he had been far happier
with them shut, but it was too late for that now.

The voice belonged to a big, burly man who clutched a two-meter-
long lance, with which he had been prodding Jason’s ribs. When he
saw that Jason was sitting up with his eyes open, he pulled back the
lance and leaned on it, examining his captive. Jason understood their
relative positions when he realized that he was in a bell-shaped cage
of iron bars, the top of which just cleared his head when he was
sitting down. He leaned against the bars and studied his captor.

He was a warrior, that was clear, arrogant and self-assured, from
the fanged animal skull that decorated the top of his padded helm
to the needle-sharp prickspurs on the heels of his knee-high boots. A
molded breastplate, apparently made of the same kind of material
as his helm, covered the upper half of his body and was painted in
garish designs around the central figure of an unidentifiable animal.
In addition to the lance, the man had an efficient-looking short sword
slung without scabbard, through a thong on his belt. His skin was
tanned and wind-burned, glistening with some oily substance and,
standing upwind of Jason, he exuded a rich and unwashed animal
odor.

e ————— 17’ the warrior shouted, shaking
the lance in Jason’s direction.

“That’s a pretty poor excuse for a language!” Jason shouted
back.

e ——— !” the man answered, in a shriller
voice this time, accompanied with sharp clicking sounds.
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One of them was the lance-jabber who had prodded Jason to life.
The other, a head taller than his companions, had a golden helm
and breastplate inset with jewels, while curling horns sprouted from
both sides of his helm.

He had more than that, Jason saw when he approached the cage.
The look of the hawk, or a great jungle cat secure in his rule. This
man was the leader and he knew it, accepted it automatically. He,
a warrior, leader of warriors. His right hand rested on the pommel
of his bejeweled but efficient-looking sword while he stroked the
sweep of his great red mustachios with the scarred knuckles of his left
hand. He stopped close to the bars and stared imperiously at Jason,
who tried, but failed, to return the other’s gaze with the same
intensity. His cramped position inside the cage and his battered,
scruffy appearance did not help his morale.

“Grovel before Temuchin,” one of the soldiers ordered, and buried
the butt end of his lance in the pit of Jason’s stomach.

It might have been easier to grovel, but Jason, bent double with
the pain, kept his head up and his eyes fixed on the other,

“Where are you from?” Temuchin asked, his voice so used to
command that Jason found himself answering at once,

“From far away, a place you do not know."”

“Another world?”

“Yes. Do you know about other worlds?”

“Only from the songs of the jongleurs. Until the first shlp came
down, I did not think they were true. They are.”

He snapped his fingers and one of the men handed him a blackened
and twisted recoilless rifle. “Can you make this spout fire again?”
he asked.

“No.” It must have been one of the weapons of the first
expedition.

‘“What about this?” Temuchin held up Jason’s own gun, its cable
dangling where it had been torn from its power holster,

“I don’t know.” Jason was just as calm as the other. Let him just
get his hands on the gun. “I will have to look at it closely.”

“Burn this one, too,” Temuchin said, throwing the gun aside.
“Their weapons must be destroyed by fire. Now tell me at once,
other-world man, why do you come here?”

He'd make a good poker player, Jason thought. I can’t read his
cards and he knows all of mine. Then what should I tell him? Why
not the truth?

“My people want to take metal from the ground,” he said aloud.
“We harm no one, we will even pay—

“No.” There was a flat finality to the sound. Temuchin turned
away.
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The shouting was coming closer outside and Jason could see no
reason to find fault with the plan. “But the knife is still ready,” he
warned, as he sat against the back wall and allowed a collection of
musty skins to be draped over his shoulders.

Heavy feet thundered by, shaking the earth, and voices could be
heard from all sides now. Graybeard hung a leather shawl over
Jason’s head so that it obscured his face, then scrabbled in a pouch
at his belt for a reeking clay pipe that he poked into Jason’s mouth.
Neither the old woman nor the youth paid any attention to all of this.

They still did not look up when a helmeted warrior tore open the
entrance and poked his head inside.

Jason sat, motionless, looking out from under the leather hood,
the hidden knife in his hand, ready to dive across the floor and sink
it into the intruder’s throat.

Looking quickly about the dark interior, the intruder shouted
what could only have been a question. Graybeard answered with a
negative grunt—and that was all there was to it. The man vanished
as quickly as he had come and the old woman tottered over to lace
the entrance tightly shut again.

In his years of wandering around the galaxy, Jason had encoun-
tered very little unselfish charity and was justifiably suspicious. The
knife was still ready. “Why did you take the risk of helping me?”
he asked.

“A jongleur will risk anything to learn new things,” the man
answered, settling himself cross-legged by the fire. “I am above the
petty squabbles of the tribes. My name is Oraiel, and you will begin
by telling me your name.”

“Riverboat Sam,” Jason said, putting the knife down long enough
to pull up the top of his metalcloth suit and push his arms into it.
He lied by reflex, like playing his cards close to his chest. There
were no threatening moves. The old woman mumbled over the fire
while the youth squatted behind Oraiel, sinking into the same
position.

“What world are you from?”

‘“Heaven.”

“Are there many worlds where men live?”

“At least 30,000, though no one can be completely sure of the
- exact number.”

“What is your world like?* N

Jason looked around, and, for the first time since he had opened
his eyes in the cage, he had a moment to stop and think. Luck had
been with him so far, but he was still a long way from getting out
of this mess alive,
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from a tribe in the distant hills who worked a mine of asbestos-like
rock. They shredded this to fibers and mixed it with the gum of a
broad-leaved plant to produce what amounted to an epoxy-fiber-glass
material. It was light as aluminium, strong as steel, and even more
elastic than the best spring steel. This technique, undoubtedly in-
herited from the first, pre-breakdown settlers on the planet, was the
only thing that physically distinguished the nomads from any other
race of iron-age barbarians. Animal droppings were used for cooking
fuel; animal fat, for lamps. Life tended to be nasty, brutish and
short.

Every clan or tribe had its traditional pasture ground over which
it roamed, though the delimitations were vague and controversial,
so that wars and feuds were a constant menace. The domed tents,
camachs, were made of joined hides over iron poles. They were
erected and struck in a few minutes, and when the tribe moved
on, they were carried, with the household goods, on wheeled frames
called escungs, like a travois with wheels, which were pulled by
the moropes.

Unlike the cattle and goats, which were descendants of terrestrial
animals, the moropes were natives of the high steppes of Felicity.
These claw-toed herbivores had been domesticated and bred for
centuries, while most of their wild herds had been exterminated.
Their thick pelts protected them from the eternal cold, and they
could go as long as 20 days without water. As beasts of burden—
and chargers of war—they made existence possible in this barren
land.

There was little more to tell. The tribes roved and fought, each
speaking its own language or dialect and using the neutral in-
between tongue when they had to talk to outsiders. They formed
alliances and treacherously broke them. Their occupation and love
was war and they practiced it most efficiently.

Jason digested this information while he attempted, less success-
fully, to digest the unchewable lumps from the stew that he had
forced himself to swallow. For drink there had been fermented
morope milk, which tasted almost as bad as it smelled. The only
course he had missed was the one reserved for warriors, a mixture
of milk and still-warm blood, and for this he was grateful.

Once Jason’s curiosity had been satisfied, Oraiel’s turn had come
and he had asked questions endlessly. Even while Jason ate, he had
had to mumble answers, which the jongleur and his apprentice
filed away in their capacious memories. They had not been disturbed,
so he considered himself safe—for the time being. It was already
late in the afternoon and he had to think of a way to escape and
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whenever he saw one approaching. The rest of the citizenry avoided
them as well, so no notice was taken of his actions:

There appeared to be no organized planning of the encampment
that he could see. The camachs staggered in uneven rows, thrown
up apparently wherever the owners had stopped. They thinned
out after a while and Jason found himself skirting a herd of small,
shaggy and evil-looking cows. Armed guards, holding tethered
moropes, were scattered about, so he made his way by as quickly
as was prudent. He heard—and smelled—a flock of goats nearby,
and avoided them as well. Then, suddenly, he was at the last camach,
and the featureless plain was ahead, stretching out to the horizon.
The sun was almost down and he squinted at it happily.

“Setting right behind me, or just a little to the right. I remember
that much about the ride here. Now if I reverse the direction and
march into the sunset I should come to the ship.”

Sure, he thought, if I can make as good time as the thugs
who brought me here. And if I am going in the right direction, and
they made no turns. And if none of these bloodthirsty types find
me. If—

Enough ifs. He shook his head and braced his shoulders, then
took a swig of the foul achadh. As he raised the skin to his mouth,
he looked about him and saw that he was unobserved. Wiping his
mouth on his sleeve, he strolled out into the empty steppe.

He did not go far. As soon as he found a gully that would shelter
him from view of the encampment, he dropped down into it. It
gave him some protection from the wind, and he pulled his knees
up to his chest to conserve heat, then waited there until it was com-
pletely dark. It wasn’t the most morale-building way to spend the
time, chilled and getting colder as the wind rustled the grass above
his head, but there was no other way. He put a rock on the far wall
of the gully, ready to mark the exact spot where the sun set, then
huddled back against the opposite wall. He brooded about the radio,
and even opened it to see if anything could be done, but it was
unarguably beyond repair, After that, he just sat and waited for the
sun to reach the western horizon and for the stars to come out.

Jason wished that he had done some more stellar observation
before the ship had landed, but it was a little late for that now. The
constellations would be unfamiliar and he had no idea if there was
a pole star or even a close circumpolar constellation that he could
set his course by. One thing he did remember, from constant exam-
ination of the maps and charts as they prepared for the landing,
was that they had set down almost exactly on the seventieth paral]cl
at 70 degrees of north latitude right on the head.

Now what did this mean? If there was a north polar star, it would
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away on all sides, silent and motionless except for the dark, moving
mass coming up behind him.

Slowly, Jason sank to the ground and lay there, frozen, while
the moropes and their riders came near, the ground shivering with
the rumble of their feet. They passed, no more than 200 meters
from where he lay, and he pressed flat and watched the dark, silent
silhouettes until they vanished out of sight to the south.

“Looking for me?” he asked himself, standing and brushing at
the furs. “Or are they heading for the ship?”

This latter seemed the most obvious answer. The compactness of
the group and their hurried pace indicated some specific destination.
And why not? He had been brought from the ship along this route,
so it was perfectly understandable that others should follow it as
well. He considered going over to attempt to follow their trail, but
did not think too highly of the idea. There could be a good bit of
traffic back and forth from the ship, and he did not feel like being
caught on the barbarian highway by daylight.

When he stood up the wind had a chance to get at him, and a
fit of shivering shook him with a giant hand. He was as rested as he
was ever going to be, so he might as well press on before he froze
to death. Slinging the drinking skin over his shoulder and picking
up the club, he began walking again in the correct direction, paral-
leling the raiders’ track.

Twice more during that seemingly endless night, groups of raiders
hurried by in the same direction, while Jason concealed himself
against chance observation. Each time it was harder to get up and
g0 on, but the cold ground was a good persuader. By the time the
sky began to lighten in the east, the 1.5 gravity had exacted its
toll. It took Jason an effort of will to put one foot in front of the
other. His guiding constellation was on the horizon, fading in the
spreading grayness of dawn, and he went on until it was gone.

It was time to stop. Only by promising himself that he would not
walk after sunrise had he managed to keep going at all. He could
guide himself easily enough by the sun during the day, but it would
be too dangerous. A moving figure could easily be seen at great
distances on these plains. And, as the ship was not yet in sight,
there was a good deal more walking to be done. He would have to
get some rest if he were to go on, and this was possible only during
the day.

He half fell, half crawled into the next gully. There was a small
overhanging ledge, on the northern side where the sun would strike
all day, just the burrow for him. The ledge would keep the wind off
him and shield him from sight from above. Pulling his legs up to his
chest, he tried to ignore the cold of the ground that struck through
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his furs and insulated clothing. While he was wondering if, chilled,
uncomfortable, exhausted, stifling, he could possibly fall asleep, he
fell asleep.

Some sound, some presence bothered him, and he opened one eye
and peered out from under the edge of the hat. Two gray-furred
animals, with skinny tails and long teeth, were surveying him with
wide eyes from the other side of the gully. He said “Boo” and they
vanished. The sun felt almost warm now and the ground had either
warmed up or his side was too numb to feel anything. He went to
sleep again.

The next time he awoke the sun had dropped behind the gully
wall and he was in shadow. He knew just what a slab of meat in a
frozen-food locker felt like. Moving took almost more effort than
he cared to make, and he was afraid that, if he struck his hands or
feet against anything, they would crack off. There was still some
achadh left in the skin and he swilled it down, which brought on
an extended coughing fit. When it was over he felt weaker, though
a little bit more alive,

Once again he took his direction from the setting sun and, when
the stars came out, started on his way. Walking was much worse
than it had been the preceding night. Exertion, his wounds, the lack
of food and the heightened gravity exacted their toll. Within an
hour he was tottering like an octogenarian and knew that he could
not go on like this. He dropped to the gfound, panting with ex-
haustion, and pressed the release that dropped the medikit into his
hand.

“I’ve been saving you for the last round. And, if I am not mis-
taken, I have just heard the final bell ringing.”

Cackling feebly at this insipid witticism, he adjusted the control
dial for stimulants, normal strength. He pressed the actuator to the
inside of his wrist and felt the sharp bite of the needles striking
home.

It worked. Within sixty ‘seconds he became aware that his fatigue
was beginning to slip away, masked behind a curtain of drugs.
When he stood, he experienced a certain numbness in his limbs, but
no tiredness at all.

“Onward!” he shouted, marking his guiding constellation as he
slipped the medikit back into its holder.

The night was neither long nor short; it just passed in a pleasant
haze. Under the stress of the drugs, his mind worked well and he
tried not to think of the physical toll they were exacting. A number
of war parties passed, all coming from the direction of the ship,
and he hid each time even though most of them were far distant.
He wondered if some battle had been fought and if they might have
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ing the iron club in a whistling circle. The odds were well against
him, but before he went down they would know that they had been
in a fight.

They came in a tight knot, each man trying to be first to the kill,
jostling one another and leaning far forward with outstretched
lances. Jason stood:ready, legs wide, waiting for the last possible
instant before he moved. The shrieking riders were at the edge of
the burnt area.

A muffled explosion was followed instantly by a great, rolling
cloud of vapour that hid the attackers from sight. Jason lowered
his club and stepped back as a tendril of the cloud twisted toward
him. Only one morope made it through the gray vapor, carried
along by its momentum, skidding and collapsing with a ground-
shaking thud. Its rider catapulted toward Jason and even managed
to craw] a short distance further, his jaw working with silent hatred,
before he, too, collapsed.

When a wisp of the thinned-out gas reached Jason he sniffed,
then moved quickly away. Narcogas. It worked instantly and thor-
oughly on any oxygen-breathing animal, producing paralysis and
unconsciousness for about five hours, after which the victim re-
covered completely, with nothing worse than the nasty side effect
of a skull-splitting headache,

What had happened? The ship had certainly gone, and there was
no one else in sight. Fatigue was winning out over the effects of the
stimulants and his thinking was getting muzzy. He heard the growl-
ing rumble for some seconds before he recognized the source of the
sound. It was the rocket launch from the Pugnacious. Blinking up
into the clear brightness of the morning sky, he saw the high con-
trail stretching a while line across the sky toward him, growing
larger with each passing second. The launch was first a black dot,
then a growing shape, finally a flame-spouting cylinder that touched
down less than a hundred meters away. The lock spun open and
Meta dropped to the ground, even before the shock absorbers had
damped the landing impact.

“Are you all right?” she called, running swiftly to him, the
questing muzzle of her gun looking for enemies on all sides.

“Never felt better,” he said, leaning on the club so he would not
fall down. “What kept you? I thought you had all pulled out and
forgotten about me.”

“You know we wouldn’t do that.” She ran her hands over his
arms, his back while she talked, as though looking for broken bones
—or simply reassuring herself of his presence. “We could not stop
them from taking you away, although we tried. Some of them died.
An attack was launched on the ship at the same time.”
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Meta saw to it that it took a good while for the leaders of the
expedition to gather. Jason, whose eyes had closed in the middle
of a grumbled complaint, spent the time in a deep, restorative sleep.
He woke up when the hum of conversation began to fill the ward-
room.

“Meeting will come to order,” he said in what was intended to
be a firm, commanding voice. It came out as a cracked whisper. He
turned to Teca. ‘Before the meeting begins, I would like some
syrup for my throat and a shot to wake me up. Can you take care
of that?”

“Of course I can,” Teca said, opening his kit. “But I think it
unwise due to the strain already imposed on your system.” How-
ever, he did not let his thoughts interfere with the swift execution
of his duties.

“That’s better,” Jason said as the drugs once more wiped away
the barrier of fatigue. He would pay for this—but later. The work
must be done now.

“I’'ve found out the answers to some of our questions,” he told
them. “Not all, but enough for a beginning. I know now that, un-
less some profound changes are made, we are not going to be able
to establish a mining settlement. And when I say ‘profound’, I mean
it. We are going to have to change the complete mores, taboos and
cultural motivations of these people before we can get our mine into
operation.”

" “Impossible,” Kerk said.

“Perhaps. But it is better than the only other alternative—which
is genocide. As things stand now, we would have to kill every one
of those barbarians before we could be assured of establishing a
settlement in peace.”

A depressed silence followed this statement. The Pyrrans knew
what this meant because they were themselves unwilling genocide
victims of their home planet. L

“We will not consider genocide,” Kerk said, and the others un-
consciously nodded their heads. “But your other alternative sounds
too unreasonable.”

“Does it? You might recall that we are all here now because the
mores, taboos and cultural motivations of your people have recently
been turned upside down. What’s good enough for you is good
enough for them. We bore from within, utilizing those two ancient
techniques known as ‘Divide and rule’ and ‘If you can’t lick ’em,
jOiIl ‘em!’” '

“It would help us,” Rhes said, “if you explained what the mores
exactly are that we are supposed to be disrupting.”

“Didn’t I tell you yet?” Jason searched his memory and realized
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that he hadn’t. In spite of the drugs, he was not thinking so clearly
as he should. “Then let me explain. I have recently had an involun-
tary indoctrination into how the locals live. ‘Nastily’ is one word
for it. They are broken up into tribes and clans, all of whom seem
to be perpetually at war with the others. Occasionally two or more
of the tribes will join together to wipe out one of the others whom
they all agree needs wiping out. This is always done under the
leadership of a warlord, someone smart enough to make an alliance
and strong enough to keep it working. Temuchin is the name of
the chief who organized the tribes to destroy the John Company
expedition. He is so good at his job that, instead of breaking up the
alliance when the threat was over, he kept it going and has even
added to it. The anti-city taboo appears to be one of the strongest
they have, so it was easy to get recruits. He has kept his army busy
ever since, consolidating more and more area under his control.
When we arrived, it gave his recruiting an even bigger boost. Temu-

. chin is our main problem. We can get nowhere so long as he is
leading the tribes. The first thing we must do is to take away his
reason for this holy war, and we can do that easily -enough by
leaving.”

“Are you sure that you are not feverish?” Meta asked.

“Thank you for the consideration, but I am fine. I mean we must
convince the tribes that we have left. Another landing must be made
on the same site and some sort of digging in got under way. Trouble
will arrive quickly enough and we’ll have to fight them off to prove
that we mean business. At the same time we will try to talk to them
through loudspeakers, apparently to convince them of our peaceful
intent, We’ll tell them all about the nice things we will give them
if they let us alone. This will only make them fight harder. Then we
will threaten to leave forever if they don’t stop. They won’t stop.
So we blast off, straight up, and drop back to a hiding place in the
mountains on a ballistic orbit so we won’t be seen. That is stage
one.” ' o :

“I assume there is a stage two,” Kerk said with marked lack of
enthusiasm, “for up to now it looks very much like a retreat.”

“That’s just the idea. In stage two we find an isolated spot in the
mountains that simply cannot be reached on foot. We build a model
village there to which we transplant, entirely against their will, one
of the smaller tribes. They will have all the most modern sanitary
conveniences, hot water, the only flush toilets on the entire planet,
good food and medical aid. They will hate us for it and do every-
thing possible to kill us and to escape. We will release them—when
this affair is over. But in the meanwhile we will utilize their moropes
and camachs and the rest of their barbaric devices.”
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Jason waited for the mayhem to follow. Three Pyrrans fighting—
and all of them angry! But Teca’s mouth dropped open as he looked,
wide-eyed from one to another of the furry trio who surrounded
him.

It was Meta who burst out laughing, and Grif followed an
instant later. Jason joined in out of pure relief. Pyrrans rarely
laugh, and when they do it is only at something broad and obvious,
like a man’s being knocked suddenly onto his backside. It broke the
tension and they roared until their eyes streamed, laughing even
harder when the red-faced Teca climbed to his feet and stalked
angrily away.

“What was that all about?” Kerk asked when they emerged into
the frigid night air.

“You would never believe me if I told you,” Jason said. “Is that
the last one?”

He pointed to the unconscious morope that was being rolled into
a heavy cable sling. The launch, with vertijets screaming, was hover-
ing above them and lowering a line with a stout hook at the end.

“Yes, the other two have already been delivered, along with the
goats. You go out in the next trip.”

They looked on in silence while the hook was slipped through the
rings in the net and the launch was waved away. It rose quickly,
the legs of its unconscious burden dangling hmply, and vanished
into the darkness. : A

“What about the equipment?” Jason said.

“It has all been moved out. We set up the camach for you and
put everything inside it. You three look impressive in those outfits.
For the first time, I think you may get away with this masquerade.”

There were no hidden meanings in Kerk’s words. Out here in the
cold night, with a knifelike wind biting deep, their costumes were
not out of place. They certainly were as effective as Kerk’s insulated
and electrically heated suit. Better perhaps. While his face was
exposed, theirs were protected by the grease. Jason looked closely at
Kerk’s cheeks.

“You should go inside,” he said, “or rub some of this grease on.
It looks like you’re getting frostbitten.”

“Feels like it, too. If you don’t need me here any more,/l’ll go
and thaw out.”

“Thanks for the help. We’ll take it from here.”

“Good luck then,” Kerk said, shaking hands with them all,
including the boy. “We’ll keep a full-time radio watch so you can
contact us.”

They waited silently until the launch returned. They boarded
quickly and the trip to the plains did not take very long, which was
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The sun was well above the horizon and they were sweating, despite
the lung-hurting chill air, before they were through loading every-
thing aboard the escung. The moropes were rumbling deep in their
chests as they grazed, while the goats were spread out on all sides
nibbling the scant grass. Meta looked pointedly at all this eating
and Jason got the hint, .

“Come and get it,” he said. “We can harness up after we eat.” He
pulled the opening tab on his pack and steam rose at once from its
contents. They broke off the attached plastic spoons and ate in
hungry silence.

“Duty calls,” Jason announced, scraping up the last morsel of
meat. “Meta, use your knife and dig a nice deep hole to bury these
meal packs. I'll saddle the moropes and harness the one that pulls
the escung. Grif, take that basket, there on top, and pick up all the -
morope chips. We don’t want to waste a natural resource.”

“You want me to do what?” .

Jason smiled falsely and pointed to the ground ‘near the big
herbivores. “Dung. Those things there. We save them and dry them,
and that is what wc use from now on to heat and cook with.” He
swung the nearest saddle onto his back and made believe he did not
hear the boy’s answering remark.

They had observed how the nomads handled the big beasts and
had had some practice themselves, but it was still difficult. The
moropes were willing but incredibly stupid, and responded best only
to the application of direct force. They were all almost exhausted
by the time they moved out, Jason leading the way on one riding
morope and Meta on the second. Grif, perched high on the loaded
escung, trailed behind, riding backward to keep an eye on the goats.
These animals trailed after, grabbing mouthfuls of grass as they
went, conditioned to stay close to their owners who supplied their
vital water and salt.

By early afternoon they were saddle-sore and weary, when they
saw the cloud of dust moving diagonally across their front.

“Just sit quiet and keep your weapons handy,” Jason said, “while
I do the talking. Listen to the way they speak this simplified
language so that later on you’ll be able to do it yourself.”

As they came closer, the dark blobs of moropes could be made out,
with the scattered specks of the goat herds behind. Three moropes
swung away from the larger group and headed their way at a dead
run. Jason held up his hand for his party to halt, then cursed as he
threw all of his weight on the reins to bring his hulking mount to a
stop. Sensation penetrated its tiny brain and it shuddered to a halt
and began instantly to graze. He loosened his knife in its sheath
and noticed that Meta’s right hand was unconsciously flexing, reach-
. st . .



ing for the gun that was not there. The riders thundered up, stopping
just before them.

The leader had a dirty black beard and only one eye. The red, raw
appearance of the empty socket suggested that the eyeball had
been gouged out. He wore a dented metal helm that was crowned
with the skull of some long-toothed rodent.

“Who are you, jongleur?” he asked, shifting a spiked mace from
one hand to the other. “Where you go?”

“I am Jason, singer of songs, teller of tales, on my way to the
camp of Temuchin. Who are you?”

The man grunted and picked at his teeth with one blackened
nail.

“Shanin of the rat tribe. What do you say to rats?”

Jason had not the slightest idea what one said to rats, though he
could think of a few possibly inappropriate remarks. He noticed
now that the others had the same type of skull, rats’ skulls
undoubtedly, mounted on their helms. The symbol of their tribe,
perhaps, different skulls for different tribes. But he remembered that
Oraiel had no such decoration, and that the jongleurs were supposed
to stay outside of tribal conflicts.

“I say hello to rats,” he improvised. “Some of my best friends are
rats.”

“You fight feud with rats?”

“Never!” Jason answered, offended by the suggestion.

Shanin seemed satisfied and went back to picking his teeth. “We
go to Temuchin, too,” he said indistinctly around his finger, “I
have heard Temuchin strikes against the mountain weasels so we
join him. You ride with us. Sing for me tonight.”

“I hate mountain weasels, too. I'll sing tonight.”

At a grunted command the three men wheeled and galloped away.
That was all there was to it. Jason’s party followed and slowly caught
up with the moving column of moropes, swinging in behind them
so that their herd of goats did not mix with the others.

“That’s what all the goat leads are for,” Jason said, coughing in the
cloud of dust that hung heavily in the air. “As soon as we stop, 1
want you to secure all our animals so they can’t get lost in the other
herd.”

“Aren’t you planning to help?” Meta asked coldly.

“Much as I would love to, this is a male-orientated, primitive
society and that sort of thing just isn’t done, I'll do my share of the
work out of sight in the tent, but not in public.”

It was a short day, which the disguised off-worlders appreciated,
because the nomads reached their goal, a desert well, early in the
afternoon. Jason, saddle-sore and stiff, slid to the ground and hobbled
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in small circles to work the circulation back to his numb legs. Meta
and Grif were rounding up and tethering the protesting goats, which
induced Jason to take a walk around the camp to escape her dagger-
like glances. The well interested him: he came to look and stayed
to help. Only men and boys were gathered here since there seemed
to be a sexual taboo connected with the water. It was understandable
as water was as essential to life as hunting ability in this semi-arid
desert.

A rock cairn marked the well, which the men removed to disclose
a beaten iron cover. This was heavily greased to retard its rusting,
though the covering rocks had cut through the grease and streaks
of oxidation were beginning to form. When the cover had been lifted
aside, one of the men thoroughly greased it again on both sides.
The well itself was about a meter in diameter and impressively deep,
lined with stones so perfectly cut and set that they locked into place
without mortar. They were ancient and much worn about the mouth,
grooved by centuries of use. Jason wondered who the original
builders had been.

Getting the water out of thc well was done in the most primitive
way possible—by dropping an iron bucket down the shaft, then
pulling it up again with a braided leather rope. Only one man at
a time could work at this, straddling the well head and pulling the
rope up hand over hand. It was tiring work and the men changed
position often, standing about to talk or to bring the filled water-
skins back to their camachs. Jason took his turn at the well, then
wandered back to see how the work was coming.

All the goats had been tethered, and Meta and Grif had the iron
camach frame erected while they struggled to drag the cover into
place. Jason contributed his mite by hauling their lockbox from the
pile of gear and sitting on it. Its tattered leather cover disguised the -
alloy container inside, secured with a lock that could only be opened
by the fingerprint of one of the the three of them. He plucked at the
two-stringed lute that he had made in frank imitation of the one
he had seen the jongleur use, and hummed a song to himself. A
passing tribesman stopped and watched the camach being erected.
Jason recognized the man as one of the riders who had intercepted
them earlier and decided to take no notice of him. He plinked out a
version of a spaceman’s drinking song.

“Good strong woman but stupid. Can’t put up a camach right,”
the tribesman said suddenly, pointing with this thumb.

Jason had no idea what he should say, so he settled for a grunt.
The man persisted, scratching in his beard while he openly admired
Meta.

“I need a strong woman. I'll give you six goats for this one.”
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Jason saw that it was more than her strength that the man admired.
Meta, working hard, had taken off her heavy outer furs, and her slim
figure was far more attractive than the squat and solid ones of the
nomad women. Her hair was neat, her teeth unbroken, her face
 unmarked or scarred.

“You wouldn’t want her,” Jason said. “She sleeps late, eats too
much. Costs too much. I paid twelve goats for her.”

“T’ll give you ten,” the warrior said, walking over and grabbing
Meta by the arm and pulling her about so he could look at her.

Jason shuddered. Perhaps the tribeswomen were used to being
treated like chattels, but Meta certainly wasn’t. Jason waited for the
explosion, but she surprised him by pulling her arm away and
turning back to her work.

“Come here,” Jason told the man. He had to break this up before
it went too far. “Come have a drink. I have good achadh.”

It was too late. The warrior shouted in anger at being resisted by
a mere woman and, with his bunched fist, struck her over the ear,
then reached to pull her about again.

Meta stumbled from the force of the unexpected blow and shook
her head. When he pulled at her this time, she did not resist but
spun about, bringing up her arm at the same time. The stiffened
outer edge of her hand caught him across the larynx, almost frac-
turing it, rendering him voiceless. She stood, ready now, while the
man doubled over, coughing hoarsely and spitting up blood. -

Jason tried to spring forward, but it was over before he had
taken a single pace.

The warrior’s fighting reflexes were good—but Meta’s were even
better. He came out of the crouch, blood streaming down his chin,
with a knife in his hand, swinging it up underhand in a wicked
knife-fighter’s thrust.

Meta clutched his wrist with both her hands, twisting at the same
instant so that the knife went by her. She continued to twist, levering
the man’s arm up behind his back, exerting bone-breaking pressure
s0 that the knife dropped from his powerless fingers. She could have
left it at this, but, because she was a Pyrran, she did not.

She caught the knife before it touched the ground, straightened
and brought it slanting up into the man’s back, below and inside
his rib cage, sinking it to the hilt so the blade penetrated his lung and
heart, killing him instantly. When she released him, he sank,
unmoving, to the ground.

Jason sank back onto the lockbox and, as though by chance, his
forefinger touched the keying plate and he felt the click as the bolt
unlatched. A number of onlookers had watched the encounter and
a hum of astonishment filled the air. One woman waddled over and

54












“I’ll kill you with this knife that is pushed against your middle
if you draw your sword,” Jason seid, holding the lute under his arm
and pressing the bone pick into Ahankk’s stomach. “Temuchin said
to bring me, not kill me. He will be angry if we fight. Now—which
do you choose?”

The man struggled for another moment, lips drawn back in anger,
then released his sword. “We shall go to your camach first so you
can dress in something more fitting than those rags,” he ordered
aloud.

Jason let go of the thumb and started off, turned slightly side-
ways so he could watch the officer. The man walked beside him
calmly enough, rubbing his injured thumb, but the look he directed
at Jason was pure hatred. Jason shrugged and went on. He had made
an enemy, that was certain, yet it was imperative that he go to the
tent first.

The trek with Shanin and his tribe had been exhausting but un-
eventful. There had been no more trouble from the relatives of the
slain man. Jason had utilized the time well to practice his jongleur’s
art and to observe the customs and culture of the nomads. They
had reached Temuchin’s camp and settled in over a week ago.

“Camp” was not an apt designation, because the nomads were
spread out for miles along the polluted, refuse-laden stream they
called a river, the biggest river apparently in the entire land. Be-
cause the animals had to compete for the scant forage, a good deal
of territory was needed for each tribe. There was a purely military
camp in the center of all these settlements but Jason had not yet
been near it. Nor was he in a hurry to. There was enough for him
to observe and record on the outskirts before he would be sure
enough of himself to penetrate to the heart of the enemy. In addition,
Temuchin had once seen him, face to face, and he appeared to be
the kind of man who would have a good memory. Jason’s skin was
darker now, and he had used a pilating agent to hurry the growth
of a thick and sinister mustache that hung almost to his chin on
both sides of his mouth. Teca had inserted plugs that changed the
shape of his nose. He hoped it would be enough. Yet he wondered
how the war chief had heard—and what he had heard—about him.

“Rise, awake,” he shouted throwing open the flap of his camach.
“T shall go before the great Temuchin and I must dress accord-
ingly.” Meta and Grif looked coldly at Jason and the officer who
had followed him and made no attempt to move.

“Get cracking,” Jason said in Pyrran. “Rush around and look like
you’re impressed, offer this elegant slob a drink and stuff like that.
Keep his attention off me.”

Ahankk took a drink, but he still kept a wary eye on Jason.
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“Here," Jason said, holding the lute out to Grif. “Put a new
string on this thing, or make believe you are changing it if you can’t
find one. And don’t lose your temper when I shove you. It’s just
part of the act.”

Grif scowled and growled, but otherwise reacted well enough
when Jason bullied him off to work with the lute. Jason shed his
jacket, rubbed fresh grease into his face and a little onto his hair
for good measure, then opened the lockbox. He reached in and took
out his better jacket, palming a small object at the same time.

“Now hear this,” he called out in Pyrran. “I’m being rushed to
see Temuchin and there is no way out of it. I've taken one of the
dentiphones and I've left two more on top. Put them on as soon as
I've gone. Stay in touch and stay alert. I don’t know how the inter-
view is going to turn out, but if there is any trouble, I want us to be
in contact at all times. We may have to move fast. Stick with it,
gang, and don’t despair. We’ll lick them yet.”

As he slipped into the jacket he screamed at them in in-between.
“Give me the lute—and hurry! If anything is disturbed or there
is any trouble while I am gone, I will beat you both.” He stalked
out.

They rode in a loose formation, and perhaps it was only accidental
that there were soldiers on all sides of Jason. Perhaps. What had
Temuchin heard and why did he want to see him? Speculation was
useless and he tried to drop the train of thought and observe his
surroundings, but it kept creeping back. -

The afternoon sun was low behind the camachs when they ap-
proached the military camp. The herds were gone and the tents were
arranged in neat rows. There were troops on all sides. A wide avenue
opened up with a very large, black camach at the far end, guarded
outside by a row of spearmen. Jason did not need any diagrams to
know whose tent this was. He slid from his morope, tucked the lute
under his arm, and followed his guiding officer with what he in-
tended to be a proud but not haughty gait. Ahankk went in front of
Jason to announce him, and as soon as his back was turned, Jason
slipped the dentiphone into his mouth and pushed it into place with
his tongue. It fitted neatly over an upper back molar, and the
power would be turned on automatically by contact with his saliva.
“Testing, testing, can you hear me?” he whispered under his breath.
The microminiaturized device had an automatic volume control and
could broadcast anything from a whisper to a shout.

“Loud and clear,” Meta’s voice rustled in his ear, inaudible to
anyone but him. The output was fed as mechanical vibration into
his tooth, thence to his skull and ear by bone conduction.

“Step forward!” Ahankk shouted, rudely jerking Jason from
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his radiophonic communication by grabbing his arm. Jason ignored
him, pulling away and walking alone toward the man in the high-
backed chair. Temuchin had his head turned as he talked to two
of his officers, which was for the best, for Jason could not control
a look of astonishment as he realized what the throne was made of.
It was a tractor seat, supported and backed by recoilless rifles bound
together. These were slung with leathern slings of dessicated thumbs,
some of them just bone with a few black particles of flesh adhering.
Temuchin, slayer of the invaders—and here was the proof.

Temuchin turned as Jason came close, fixing him with a cold,
expressionless gaze. Jason bowed, more to escape those eyes than
from any obsequious desires. Would Temuchin recognize him? Sud-
denly the nose plugs and drooping mustache seemed to him the
flimsiest excuse for a disguise. He should have done better. Temu-
chin had stood this close to him once before. Surely he would
recognize him. Jason straightened up slowly and found the man’s
chill eyes still fixed on him. Temuchin said nothing.

Jason knew he should stay quiet and let the other talk first. Or
was that right? That is what he would do as Jason—attempt to out-
face and outpoint the other man. Stare him down and get the upper
hand. But surely that was not to be expected of an itinerant
jongleur? He must certainly feel a little ill at ease, no matter how
snow-driven his conscience.

“You sent for me, great Temuchin. I am honored.” He bowed
again. “You will want me to sing for you.”

.“No,” Temuchin said coldly. Jason allowed his eyebrows to rise
in mild astonishment.

“No songs? What, then, will the leader of men have from a poor
wanderer?”’

Temuchin swept him with his frigid glance. Jason wondered how
much was real, how much shrewd roleplaying to impress the locals.

“Information,” Temuchin said just as the dentiphone hummed
to life inside Jason’s mouth and Meta’s voice spoke. “Jason—trouble.
Armed men outside telling us to come out or they will kill us.”

“That is a jongleur’s duty, to tell and teach. What would you
know?”” Under his breath he whispered, “No guns! Fight them—
I'll get help.”

“What was that?”’ Temuchin asked leaning forward threateningly.
“What did you whisper.”

“It was nothing, it was—" Damn, you couldn’t say “nervous
habit” in in-between. “It is a jongleur’s ... way. Speaking the words
of a song quietly, so they will not be forgotten.”

Temuchin leaned back, a frown cutting deep lines in his forchead.
He apparently did not think much of Jason’s rehearsing during an
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‘I'hin strips of leather were sunk deep into the tiesh of his wrists
and ankles and knotted tight. His right arm was pressed against
the ground and one soldier made a swift chop with an ax. The
hand jumped off, spurting blood. The men methodically went to the
other arm, then the legs.

“He has two more days to go, as you can see,” Temuchin said. “If
he is strong enough to live that long, I may be merciful on the third
day. I may not be. I have heard of one man who lived a year before
reaching his last day.”

“Very interesting,” Jason said. “I have heard of the custom but
it slipped my mind.” He had to do something quickly. He could
hear the hammer of moropes’ feet outside, and men’s shouts. “Did
you hear that? A whistle?”’

“Have you gone mad?” Temuchin asked, annoyed. He waved
angrily and the now unconscious man was carried out, the dismem-
bered extremities kicked aside.

“It was a whistle,” Jason said, starting toward the entrance. “I
must step outside. I will return at once.”

The officers in the tent,no less than Temuchin, were dumbfounded
by this. Men did not leave his presence this way.

“Just a moment will do it.”

“Stop!” Temuchin bellowed, but Jason was already at the en-
trance. The guard there barred his way, pulling out his sword. Jason
gave him the shoulder, sending him spinning, and stepped outside.

The outer guards ignored him, unaware of what was happening
inside. Walking casually but swiftly, Jason turned right and reached
the corner of the large camach before his pursuers burst out behind
him. There was a roar and the chase was on. Jason turned the corner
and raced full tilt along the side.

Unlike the smaller, circular camachs, this one was rectangular,
and Jason reached and dived around the next corner before the angry
horde could see where he had gone. Shouts and hoarse cries echoed
behind him as he raced full tilt around the structure. Only when he
reached the front again did he slow to a walk as he turned the last
corner. . ¢ .

The pursuit was all streaming off in the opposite direction, bel-
lowing distantly like hounds. The two guards who had been at the
entrance were gone and all the other nearby ones were looking in
the opposite direction. Walking steadily Jason came to the entrance
and went inside. Temuchin, who was pacing angrily, was aware
that someone had come in.

“Welll” he shouted. “Did you catch—you!” He stepped back and
drew his sword with a lightning slash.

“I am your loyal servant, Temuchin,” Jason said flatly, folding
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his arms and not retreating. “I have come to report rebellion among
your tribes.”

Temuchin did not strike—nor did he lower his sword.

“Speak quickly. Your death is at hand.”

“I know you have forbidden private feuds among those who
serve you. There are some who would slay my servant because she
killed a man who attacked her. I have been near her ever since this
happened—until today. Therefore I.asked a trusted man to watch
and report to me. I heard his whistle, because he dared not enter the
camach of Temuchin. I have just talked to him. Armed men have
attacked my camach in my absence and taken my servants. Yet I
have heard that there is one law for all who follow Temuchin. I ask
you now to declare about this.”

There was the thud of feet behind Jason as his pursuers caught up
and stormed through the entrance. They slid to a stop, piling up
behind each other as they saw the two men facing each other—
Temuchin with his sword still raised.

He glared at Jason, the sword quivering with the tension in his
muscles. In the silence of the camach they could clearly hear his
teeth grate together as he brought the sword down—point first into
the dirt floor. o

“Ahankk!” he shouted, and the officer ran forward, slapping his
chest. “Take four hands of men and go to the tribe of Shanin of
the rat clan—"

“I can show you—" Jason interrupted.

Temuchin wheeled on him, thrust his face so close that Jason
could feel his breath on his cheek, and said, “Speak once again with-
out my permission and you are dead.”

Jason nodded, nothing more. He knew he had almost overplayed
his hand. After a moment, Temuchin turned back to his officer.

“Ride at once to this Shanin and command him to take you to
those who have taken the Pyrran servants. Bring all you find here,
as many alive as possible.”

Ahankk saluted as he ran out: obedience counted before courtesy
in Temuchin’s horde.

Temuchin paced back and forth in a vile temper, and the officers
and men withdrew silently, from the camach or back against its
walls. Only Jason stood firm—even when the angry man stopped
.and shook his large fist under Jason’s nose.

“Why do I allow you to do this?” he said with cold fury. “Why?”

“May I answer?” Jason asked quietly.

“Speak!” Temuchin roared, hanging over him like a falling
mountain.

“I left Temuchin’s presence because it was the only way I could
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be sure that justice would be done. What enabled me to do this is a
fact I have concealed from you.”

Temuchin did not speak, though his eyes blazed with anger.

“Jongleurs know no tribe and wear no totem. This is the way it
should be, for they go from tribe to tribe and should bear no
allegiance. But I must tell you that I was born in the Pyrran tribe.
They made me leave and that is why I became a jongleur.”

Temuchin would not ask the obvious question and Jason did not
allow the expectant silence to become too long.

“I had to leave because—this is very hard to say—compared to the
other Pyrrans . .. I was so weak and cowardly.”

Temuchin swayed slightly and his face suffused with blood. He
bent and his mouth opened—and he roared with laughter. Still
laughing, he went to his throne and dropped into it. None of the
watchers knew what to make of this; therefore they were silent.
Jason allowed himself the slightest smile but said nothing. Temuchin
waved over the servant with a leathern blackjack of achadh, which
he drained at a single swallow. The laughing died away to a chuckle,
then to silence. He was his cold, controlled self once more.

“I enjoyed that,” he said. “I find very little to laugh at. I think
you are intelligent, perhaps too intelligent for your own good, and
you may someday have to die for that. Now you will tell me about
your Pyrrans.”

“We live in the mountain valleys to the north and rarely go down
to the plains.” Jason had been working on this cover story since he
had first joined the nomads; now was the time to put it to the test.
“We believe in the rule of might, but also the rule of law. Therefore
we seldom leave our valleys and we kill anyone who trespasses. We
are the Pyrrans of the eagle totem, which is our strength, so that even
one of our women can kill a plains warrior with her hands. We have
heard that Temuchin is bringing law to the plains, so I was sent to
find out if this were true. If it is true, the Pyrrans will join
Temuchin—"

They both looked up at the sudden interruption—Temuchin be-
cause there were shouts and commands as a group of moropes reined
up outside the camach, Jason because a weak voice had very clearly
said “Jason” inside his head. He could not tell whether it was Meta
or Grif.

Ahankk and his warriors came in through the entrance, half carry-
ing, half pushing their prisoners. One wounded man, drenched with
blood, and his unharmed companion, Jason recognized as two of
the nomads from Shanin’s tribe. Meta and Grif were brought in
and dropped onto the ground, bloody, battered and unmoving. Grif
opened his one uninjured eye and said “Jason . .. ,” then slumped
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let it hang straight down. It was an unusual knife that he had forged
and tempered himself, after an ancient design called the “bowie”.
It was as broad as his hand, with one edge sharpened the length of
the blade, the other for less than half. It could cut up or down and
could stab, and it weighed more than two kilos. And it was made of
the best tool steel.

The man with the sword shouted once and swung the sword
high, running forward. One blow would do it, a swing with all of
his weight behind it that no knife could possibly stop. Jason stood as
calmly as he could and waited.

Only when the sword was swinging down did he move, stepping
forward with his right foot and bracing his legs. He swung the knife
up, with his arm held straight and his elbow locked, then took the
force of the blow full on the edge of his knife. The strength of the
swing almost knocked the knife from his hand and drove him to
his knees. But there was a brittle clang as the mild steel struck the
tool-steel edge, all of the impact coming suddenly on this small
area, and the sword snapped in two.

Jason had the barest glimpse of the shocked expression on his
face as the man’s arms swung down, his hands still locked tightly
about the hilt that supported the merest stub of a blade. The force
of the blow had knocked Jason’s arm down and he moved with the
motion, letting the knife swing down and around—and up.

The point tore through the leather clothing and struck the man
low in the abdomen, penetrating to the hilt. Bracing himself, Jason
jerked upward with all his strength, cutting a deep and hideous
wound through the man’s internal organs until the blade grated
against the clavicle in his chest. He held the blade there as the man’s
eyeballs rolled back into his head and Jason knew that he was dead.

Jason pulled the knife out and stepped back. The corpse slid to
the floor at his feet.

“I will see that knife,” Temuchin said.

“We have very good iron in our valley,” Jason told him, bending
to wipe the knife on the dead man’s clothing. “It makes good
steel.” He flipped the knife in the air, catching it by the tip, and
extended the hilt to Temuchin, who examined it for a moment, then
called to the soldiers.

“Hold the wounded one’s neck out,” he said.

The man struggled for a moment, then sank into the apathy of
one already dead. Two soldiers held him while a third clutched his
long hair with both hands and pulled him forward, face downward,
with his dirt-lined neck bare and straight. Temuchin walked over,
balancing the knife in his hand, then raised it straight over his
head.
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“Good. Don’t forget that, Now tell me what you know about the
people in the lowlands.”

“Why—nothing,” Jason said, astonished. The question had come
as a complete surprise.

“You and everyone else. That is changing now. I know some
things about the lowlanders and I am going to learn more. I am
going to raid the lowlands and you are coming with me. I can use
some of this gunpowder. Prepare yourself. We leave at midday. You
are the only one who knows it is not a simple hunting expedition,
so talk of the matter only at the risk of your life.”

“I would rather die than speak a word of this to anyone.”

Jason returned to his camach, deep in thought, and instantly told
Meta everything he had just learned.

“This sounds very strange,” she said, hobbling to the fire, her
muscles stiff from the beating she had undergone. “I am hungry
and cannot make this fire burn.”

Jason fanned the fire, and coughed and averted his head when he
caught a lungful of pungent smoke. “I don’t think you are using
first-rate morope chips here. They have to be well dried to burn
evenly. It sounded strange to me, too. How can he get down a ver-
tical cliff over ten kilometers high? Yet he knows about gunpowder,
and he certainly never found out about that here on the plateau.”
He coughed again then kicked some sand over the fire. “Enough of
that, You and Grif need something more nutritious than goat stew
in any case. I’ll crack out a couple of meal packs.” ’

Meta picked up a war ax and stood by the entrance to make sure
that Jason was not disturbed when he opened the lockbox. He took
out the meal packs and unsealed them, then pointed to the radio.

“Report to Kerk at midnight. Let him know everything that is
- happening. You should be safe enough here, but if it looks like there
will be any difficulty, tell him to pull you out.”

“No. We will stay here until you return.” She plunged her spoon
into the food and ate hungrily. Grif took the other pack and Jason
stood guard at the entrance during the meal.

“Put the empty cans into the lockbox until we find a safer spot
to bury them. I wish there was more I could do.”

“Don’t worry about us, We know how to take care of ourselves,”
Meta told him firmly. - : )

“Yes,” Grif agreed, unsmxhng “Thxs planet is very soft after
Pyrrus. Only the food is bad.”

Jason looked at them both, battered yet undefeated. He opened
his mouth, then closed it because there was really nothing that he
could say. He packed a leathern bag with the supplies he might
need for the trip, extra clothing, and a microminiaturized transceiver
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that slipped into the hollow handle of his war ax. This and a
short sword were his only weapons. He had tried using the laminated
horn bows, but he was so improficient that he was better off not
having one of the things around. Slinging a shield from his left arm,
he waved good-bye and left. .

When Jason rode up on his morope, he saw that a small force of
less than 50 men had assembled for the expedition. They carried
no extra equipment or supplies and it was obvious that it would not
be a prolonged trip. Only after Jason had intercepted a number of
cold glances did he realize that he was the only outsider there. All
the others were either high-ranking officers and close associates of
Temuchin or members of his own tribe,

“I can keep secrets, too,” Jason told Ahankk, who rode close,
scowling, but he received only a fine selection of grating curses in
return. As soon as the warlord appeared, they rode off in a double
column, following his lead.

It was hard riding and Jason was thankful for the weeks he had
spent in the saddle. At first they started toward the foothills to the
east, but as soon as they were hidden from sight of the camp and
sure that they were not observed by stragglers, they turned and
moved south at a ground-eating pace. The mountains rose up on all
sides of them as they rode from valley to valley, climbing steadily.
Jason, breathing through his fur neckpiece, could not believe that
throat-hurting air could be so cold, yet it did not seem to bother
anyone else.

They grabbed a quick, unheated meal at sunset, then kept on
going. Jason could see the sense in this; he had almost frozen to the
ground during their brief halt. They were in single file now. The
trail was so narrow that Jason, like many of the others, dismounted
to lead his morope, in an attempt to warm himself above the con-
gealing point by the exertion. The cold light of the star-filled sky
lit their way.

Coming to a junction of two valleys, Jason looked to his right, at
the \gray sea spreading out in the distance beyond the nearly ver-
tical cliffs. Sea?! He stopped so suddenly that his morope trod on
his heels and he had to jump aside to avoid being trampled.

No, it couldn’t be the sea. They were in the middle of the con-
tinent. And too high up. Realization came late—he was looking at a
sea rightly enough, the top of a sea of clouds. Jason watched until
a turn in the trail took them from sight. The trail was dipping down-
ward now as he knew it must. He halted his morope so that he
could climb back into the saddle. Somewhere up ahead was the edge
of the world.

Here the domain of the nomads ended at the continent-spanning
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cliff, a solid wall of rock reaching up from the plains below. Here,
also, was where the weather ended. The warm southern winds blow-
ing north struck the cliff, were forced upward and condensed as
clouds, to then bring their burden of water back to the land below
as rain. Jason wondered if they ever saw the sun at all this close to
the escarpment. A glistening dusting of snow in the hollows showed
that severe storms pushed even over the top of this natural barrier.

As the trail dropped it passed through a narrow pass and, once
inside, Jason saw a stone hut under an overhang of rock, where
guards stood and stoically watched them pass. Whatever their des-
tination was, it must be close. A short while later they halted and
word was passed back to Jason to wait on Temuchin. He shuffled
to the head of the procession as fast as his numbed muscles would
permit.

Temuchin was chewing steadily on a resistant piece of dried meat,
and Jason had to wait until he had washed this morsel down with
some of the half-frozen achadh. The sky was lightening in the east
and, by the traditional nomad test, it was almost dawn, the moment
when a black goat’s hair could be told from a white.

“Bring my morope,” Temuchin commanded as he strode away.
Jason grabbed the reins of the tired, snapping beast and dragged it
after the warlord. Three officers followed after him. The trail took
two more sharp turnings and opened out onto a broad ledge, the
farther side of which was the sheer edge of the cliff. Temuchin
walked over and stared down at white-massed clouds not far below.
But it was the rusty chunk of machinery that fascinated Jason.

The most impressive part was the massive A frame that was seated
deep into the living rock at the cliff’s edge, projecting outward and
overhanging the abyss below. This had been hand-forged, all eight
meters of its length, and what a prodigious labor that must have
been. It was stabilized with cross-brace rods and rested against a
ridge of rock at the lip of the drop that raised it to a 45-degrec angle.
The entire frame was pitted and scratched with rust, although some
attempt had been made to keep it greased. A length of flexible black
material led over a pulley wheel at the point of the A and back
through a hole in a buttress of rock behind. Aroused now by
curiosity, Jason went around the rock to admire the device behind
it.

In its own way, this engine, though smaller, was more spectacular
than the supporting frame on the cliff. The black ropelike material
came through the hole and wound around a drum. This drum, on
an arm-thick shaft, was held to the back of the vertical rock face by
four sturdy legs. It could obviously take an immense strain as there
was nothing to uproot: all of the pressure would be carried directly
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to the rock face, seating the legs even more firmly. A meter-wide
gear wheel, fitted to the end of the drum, meshed with a smaller
pinion gear that could be turned by a long crank handle. This was
apparently made of wood, but Jason did not pay much attention to
the fact. A number of pawls and ratchets made sure that nothing
could slip.

It did not take a mechanical genius to understand what the device
was for. Jason turned to Temuchin, forcefully controlling the
tendency for one eyebrow to lift, and said: “Is this the mechanism
by which we are supposed to descend to the lowlands?”

The warlord seemed about as impressed by the machine as Jason
was himself.

“It is. It does not appear to be the sort of thing one would usually
risk one’s life with, but we have no choice. The tribe which built
and operated it, a branch of the stoat clan, have sworn that they
used it often to raid the lowlands. They told many tales, and had
wood and gunpowder to prove it. The survivors are here and they
will operate the thing. They will be killed if there is any trouble.
We will go first.”

“That won’t help us very much if something goes wrong.”

“Man is born to die. Life consists only of a daily putting off of the
inevitable.”

Jason had no answer to this one. He looked up as, with pained
cries, a group of men and squat women were driven down the hill
toward the winch.

“Stand back and let them do their work,” Temuchin ordered,
and the soldiers instantly withdrew. “Watch them closely and if .
there is treachery or mistakes, kill them at once.”

Thus encouraged, the stoat clansmen turned to their jobs. They
appeared to know what they were doing. Some turned the handle
while others adjusted the clanking pawls. One man even pulled him-
self out on the frame, far over the cliff’s edge, to grease the pulley
wheel on its end.

“I will go first,” Temuchin said, slinging a heavy leather harness
around his body under his arms.

“I hope that rope thing is long enough,” Jason said, and instantly
regretted it when Temuchin turned to glare at him.

“You will come next, after you have sent down my morope. See
that it is blindfolded so it does not panic. Then you, then another
morope, in that order. The moropes will be brought to the cliff
only one at a time so they do not see what is happening to the
others.” He turned to the officers. “You have heard my orders.”

Chanting in unison, the stoats turned the handle to wind the rope
onto the drum, the pawls slowly clanking over. The pressure came
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on the harness but the rope stretched and thinned before Temuchin
was lifted from the ground. Then his toes swung clear and he
grabbed the rope as he swung out over the abyss, oscillating slowly
up and down. When the bobbing had damped the operators re-
versed the motion and he slowly dropped from sight. Jason went
to the lip and saw the warlord’s figure get smaller and finally vanish
into the woolly clouds below. A piece of rock broke loose under
the pressure of Jason’s toe and he stepped backward quickly.

Every hundred meters, more or less, the men slowed and worked
cautiously as a blob appeared where two sections of the elastic rope
were joined together. They turned the handle carefully until the
knot had cleared the pulley, then went back to their normal operat-
ing speed. Men changed positions on the cranks without stopping
so that the rope moved out and down continuously.

“What is this rope?” Jason asked one of the stoats who seemed
to be supervising the operation, a greasy-haired individual whose
only tooth appeared to be a yellowed fang that projected above his
upper lip.

“Plant things, growing things—Ilong with leaves. What you call
them mentri—"’

“Vines?” Jason guessed.

“Yah, vines. Big, hard to find. Grow down the cliff. Stretch and
very strong.” .

“They had better be,” Jason said, then pointed and grabbed the
man as the vine rope suddenly began to bounce up and down. He
wriggled in Jason’s numbing grip and hurried to explain.

“All right, good. That means the man is down, let the vine go;
it bounces up and down. Bring up!” he added, shouting at the crank
operators.

Jason loosened his grip on the man, who moved quickly away
rubbing the injured spot. It made sense; when Temuchin had let
go of the rope, the sudden decrease in weight on the cable would
have caused it to oscillate, though not too much. His weight was
surely only a small part of the overall weight of that massive length
of cable.

“The morope next,” Jason ordered when the hook and sling were
finally hauled up to the clifftop once more. The beast was led for-
ward, blinking its red little eyes suspiciously at the brink ahead.
The stoats efficiently fitted a broad hamess about its body, then
covered its eyes with a leather sack pulled down tight and tied under
its jaw. After the hook had been attached, the morope stood patiently
until it began to feel its weight coming off the ground. Then, panic-
stricken, it began to struggle, its claws raking grooves in the dirt
and cracking chips from the stone. But the operators had experience
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with this as well. The man whom Jason had been talking to ran up
with a long-handled sledgehammer and, with a practiced swing,
hit a mark on the bag, which must have been right above the crea-
ture’s eyes. It went instantly limp. With much shouting and heaving,
the dead weight was swung clear of the ground and started over
the edge.

“‘Hit just right,” the man said. “Too hard, kill it. Not hard enough,
it wake up soon and jump around, break rope.”

“Well hit,” Jason said, and hoped that Temuchin was not stand-
ing directly below.

Nothing appeared to be wrong and the rope vine clanked out
endlessly. Jason found himself dozing off and stepped farther back
from the edge. Suddenly there were shouts and he opened his eyes .
to see the rope jerking back and forth, heaving with great bounces.
It even jumped from the pulley and one of the men had to climb
up to reseat it.

“Did it break?” Jason asked the-nearest operator.

“No, good, all fine. Just bounce big when the morope come off.”

This was understandable. When the greater weight of the large
beast was removed the elastic vine would do a great deal of heaving
about. The motion had damped and they were bringing it up now.
Jason realized that he was next and was aware of a definite dropping
sensation in his stomach. He would have given a great deal not to
suffer a descent on this iron-age elevator.

The beginning alone was bad enough. He realized that his feet
were dragging free of the rock as the tension came on the vine and
he automatically scratched with his toes, trying to stay on the solid
mountaintop. He did not succeed. The wheel turned another clank
and he was airborne, swinging out from the cliff and above the
cloud-bottomed drop. He took cne look down between his twirling
feet, then riveted his attention straight ahead. The clifftop slowly
rose above his head and the grim-faced nomads vanished from sight.
He tried to think of something funny to say but, for once, was com-
pletely out of humorous ideas. Rotating slowly as he dropped, he
could, for the first time, see the continent-spanning cliff sweeping
away on both sides and could appreciate the incredible vastness of
it. The air was clear and dry with the early-morning sun lighting
up the rock face so that every detail could be plainly seen.

Below was the white sea of the clouds, washing and breaking
against the base of the continent-wide cliff. The jagged gray moun-
tains that could be seen rising behind it were dwarfed by comparison.
Against the immensity of this cliff, Jason felt like a spider on a
thread, drifting down an endless wall, moving yet seemingly sus-
pended forever at the same spot because the scale was so large. As he

75






“This way,” Temuchin said, turning and walking off while Jason
struggled to his feet. The grass was slippery and wet, and mud
squelched up around his boots when he walked. Temuchin went
around a pillar of rock and pointed up at its ten-meter-high summit.

“You can watch from there to see when your morope arrives. Wake
me then. My beast is grazing on this side. Be sure it does not stray.”
Without waiting for an answer, Temuchin lay down in a relatively
dry spot in the lee of the rock and pulled a flap of leather over his
" face. . ' v o

Sure, Jason said to himself, just the job I wanted in the rain. A
nice wet rock and a tremendous view of absolutely nothing. He
pulled himself up the steeply slanted stone and sat down on its
rounded peak.

Thoughts of sleep were gone now; even sitting comfortably was
impossible on the knobby hardness, so Jason writhed and suffered.
The silence was disturbed only by the endless susurration of the
falling rain, broken by an occasional trumpet of satiated joy from
the morope as it enjoyed the unaccustomed banquet. From time
to time the sheets of rain shifted, opening up a view down the hillside
of grass pasturcs, with quick rivulcts and dark-staincd stoncs pushing
up through the greenery. Ages of rain and damp discomfort passed
before Jason heard hoarse breathing overhead and could make out
a dim form dropping down slowly through the haze. He slid to the
ground and Temuchin was awake and alert the instant Jason
touched his shoulder.

There was something awe-inspiringly impressive about the great
bulk of the limp morope, apparently unsupported, that swung
down over their heads. Its legs were beginning to twitch and its
breathing grew faster.

“Quickly,” Temuchin ordered. “It is beginning to awake.”

A sudden bounce dropped the morope lower and they grabbed for
it, but the return contraction pulled it out of reach again. It was °
beginning to turn its head and was attempting to lift its neck. The
next drop brought it almost to the ground and Temuchin leaped
for its neck, grabbing it and hanging on, his added weight pulling
the foreparts of the creature to the damp ground.

“Unbuckle it!” he shouted.

Jason dived for the straps. The buckles were easy-opening, being
released by throwing back an iron handle. It would have been
impossible to open normal buckles against the tension of the taut,
stretched cable. The morope was beginning to thrash about when
Jason threw open the last buckle—and leaped clear. The contraction
of the elastic cable pulled the harness out from under the morope,
raking its flesh so that it bellowed with pain, half flipping it over.
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with the effort, and rubbed the granules of sleep from his eyes. He
had washed out the dregs of achadh from his drinking skin earlier
in the day and filled it with fresh stream water. He drank his fill
and then sprayed a goodly quantity over his face and head. There
was no water shortage in this land.

They rode out in single file, Temuchin leading and Jason one but
last from the rear. Ahankk rode as rearguard, and it was obvious
from his hot gaze and ready sword that Jason was what he was
guarding. The exploring party was now a war party and the nomads
needed no aid and expected only interference from a wandering
jongleur. He was safe in the rear, where he could not cause any
trouble. If he did, he would be killed instantly. Jason rode quietly,
trying to generate an aura of innocent compliance with the set of
hjs shoulders.

There was no sound, even when they entered the woods. The
padded feet of each morope fell in easy rhythm in the tracks of the
preceding beast. Leather did not creak and metal did not rattle.
They were spectral forms moving through rain-sodden silence. The
trees opened up and Jason was aware that they had entered a clear-
ing. A dim light was visible in the near distance and, by glancing out
of the corner of his eyes at it, Jason could make out the dark form
of a building.

Still silent, the soldiers had made a smooth right turn and were
moving on the building in a single line. They were no more than a
few meters away from the structure when a rectangle of light
suddenly appeared as a door was opened. A man, silhouetted sharply
against the light, stood in the opening.

“Save him—Kkill the rest!” Temuchin shouted, and the attackers
leaped forward before the words were out of his mouth.

Chance put Jason near the man in the open doorway, yet everyone
else seemed to get there first. The man leaped back with a hoarse cry,
trying to close the door, but three men hit it at once, driving it
open and sending him back. All three of them remained flat on the
floor where they had fallen, and Jason, who had just slid from his
morope’s back, saw why. Five more of the men, two kneeling and
three standing, had stopped at the open doorway with drawn bows.
Two, three times they fired and the air hissed and thrummed from
their bowstrings and the arrows’ flight. Jason reached them as they
stopped the firing and charged into the building. He was right behind
them, but the fight was over.

The barnlike room, lit by a single sputtering candle, was filled
to overflowing with death. Toppled tables and chairs made a ragged
jumble into which were mixed the dead and dying. A gray-haired
man with an arrow in his chest moaned and stirred; a soldier bent
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over and severed his throat with a chop of his ax. There were crashes

"as the building was broken into from the rear by the rest of the
nomads, who had surrounded it. Escape was impossible.

| One man was still alive, still fighting, the man who had stood in
the doorway. He was tall and shock-headed, dressed in rough home-
spun, and he laid about him with an immense quarterstaff. It would
have been simple enough to kill him—an arrow would have done
it—but the nomads wanted to capture him and had never
encountered this simple weapon before. One already sat on the floor,
clutching his leg, and a second was disarmed even as Jason watched,
his sword clanging into a corner. The lowlander had his back to
the wall and was unapproachable from the front.

Jason could do something about this. He looked around swiftly
and saw a rack of simple farm implements against the wall. One
of these was a long-handled shovel that looked as if it would do.
He grabbed it in both hands and banged the center down hard agamst
his knee. It bent but did not break. Well-seasoned wood.

“I’ll take him!” Jason shouted, running to the fight. He was an
instant late because the quarterstaff landed square on the swords-
man’s arm, snapping the bones and sending the man’s weapon
flying. Jason took his place and swung the shovel at the lowlander’s
ankles.

The man quickly spun the end of his staff down to counter the
blow, and when the weapons crashed together, Jason used the force
of impact to reverse his direction of motion, bringing the handle
end of the shovel round toward the lowlander’s neck. The man
parried his blow in time as well, but in doing so he had to step
aside, away from the wall, and this was all that was needed.

Ahankk, who had come in with Jason, swung the flat of his ax
against the man’s skull and he dropped, unconscious, to the floor.
Jason threw away the shovel and picked up the fallen quarterstaff.
It was a good two meters long, made of tough and flexible wood
bound about with iron rings.

“What is that?” Temuchin asked. He had watched the end of
the brief struggle.

“A quarterstaff. A simple but effective weapon.”

“And you know how to use it? You told me you knew nothing
about the lowlands.” His face was expressionless as he talked, but
there was a glow like an inner fire in his eyes. Jason realized that he
had better make the explanation good or he would join the rest of the
corpses.

“I still know nothing about the lowlands. But I learned to handle
this weapon when I was a child. Everyone in my . .. tribe uses them.”
He did not bother to add that the tribe he was talking about was not
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the Pyrrans, but the agrarian community on Porgorstorsaand, far
across. the galaxy, where he had grown up. With rigid class and social
distinctions, the only real weapans were borne by the soldiers and
the aristocracy. But you can’t deny a man a stick when he lives in a
forest, so quarterstaffs were in common use, and at one time Jason
had been proficient in the use of this uncomplicated yet decisive
weapon. :

Temuchin turned away, satisfied for the moment, while Jason
spun the staff experimentally. It was nicely weighted.

The nomads were efficiently looting the building, which appeared
to be a farm of some kind. The livestock were kept under the same
roof and all of the animals had been butchered when the soldiers
had broken in. When Temuchin said kill, he meant kill. Jason looked
at the carnage but would permit himself no change of expression,
even when one of the men, looking for booty, turned over a wooden
chest. There was a baby behind it, perhaps thrust there at the last
minute by -one of the women now dead upon the floor, and the
soldier skewered it unemotionally with a quick stab of his sword.

“Bind that one and bring him,” Temuchin ordered, brushing the
dirt from a piece of cooked meat that had been knocked to the floor
in the attack, then taking a bite from it.

Swift, tight turns of leather secured his wrists behind his back;
then the prisoner was propped against the wall. When three buckets
of water dashed into his face had failed to bring him around,
Temuchin heated the tip of his dagger blade in a burning candle
and pressed it into the soft flesh of the man’s arm. He moaned and
tried to pull away, then opened his eyes, which swam blearily with
the aftereffects of the blow.

“Do you speak the in-between tongue?” Temuchin asked. When
the man answered something incomprehensible, the warlord struck
him, carefully, on the purple and inflamed wound made by the
earlier blow. The farmer screamed and tried to get away, but still
answered in the same unknown language,

“The fool cannot speak,” Temuchin said.

“Let me,” one of his officers said, stepping forward. “What he
talks is not unlike the tongue of the hill-serpent clan in the far east
near the sea.”

Communication was established. With laborious rephrasings and
repeatings, the message was communicated to the farmer that he
would be killed if he did not help them. No promises were made
for what would happen if he did, but the lowlander was not in the
best of bargaining positions. He quickly agreed.

“Tell him we wish to go to the place of the soldiers,” Temuchin
said, and their prisoner bobbed his head in quick agreement. Under-
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“There was another wounrded man,” Temuchin said, still holding
his bloody sword. The soldier with the broken arm stepped forward,
the arm in a sling.

“The arm will get better,” he said. “The skin does not break. I can
fight and ride, though I cannot shoot a bow.”

Temuchin hesitated a moment before he answered. “We need
every man that we have. Do those things and you will return with
us to the camp. We wdl ride as soon as thns man is buried.” He tumed
to Jason.

“Ride in front with me,” he ordcred and do not make any
stupid noise.” He apparently did not think much of Jason’s soldier-
ing ability, and Jason did not feel like correcting him. “This place
of soldiers is what we are looking for. The stoat clan has raided
this country in the past, but with no more than two or three men at
a time as to send more moropes down is dangerous. They avoid the
soldiers and attack these farms. But they have fought the soldiers and
it is from them that I learned of the gunpowder. They killed one
soldier and took his gunpowder, but when I put fire to it, it merely
burned. Yet the stoats swear that it blew up, and others have said
the same and I do not doubt them. We will capture the gunpowder
and you will make it blow up.”

“Take me to it,” Jason said, “and I’ll show you how it’s done.”

They blundered through the forest until well after midnight
before their prisoner tearfully admitted that he had lost his way
in the darkness. Temuchin beat him until he howled with pain
then, reluctantly, ordered the men to rest until morning. The rain
had begun again and they sought what comfort they could find under
the dripping trees.

Jason had a bad taste in his mouth. It wasn’t the dung-cooked
food this time or the filthy achadh, but the massacre at the farm.
Get close to the trees and you don’t see the forest. He had been living
with the nomads, living like a nomad, and had become part of their
culture. They were interesting people and, since moving to Temu-
chin’s camp, he had found them a warm, if not exactly the galaxy’s
most humorous, people, and at least it was possible to get along with
them. They were honest in their own way and respected their own
code of laws. They were also cold-blooded murderers and killers. It
did not matter that they killed according to their own sets of values.
This did not change the situation. Jason could still see the sword
thrusting into the infant and he moved uncomfortably on the sodden
leaves.

He had been among the trees and forgotten the forest. He had
forgotten that these people had slaughtered the first mining expedi-
tion and would relish nothing better than domg the same to any other
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off-worlders that they met. He was a spy in their midst and he was
working for their complete downfall.

That was more like it. He could live with himself as long as it
was constantly clear that he was just playing a role, not enjoying
himself, and that all this masquerading had some purpose. He had
to wreck the sacial structure of these nomads and see to it that the
Pyrrans opened their mines in safety.

Alone in the wet night, chilled and depressed, it looked like a
very dim possibility. The hell with that. He twisted and attempted
to get comfortable and go to sleep but the images of the massacre
kept interfering.

In your own way, Temuchin, you are a great man, he thought.
But I am going to have to destroy yow. The rain fell remorselessly.

At first light they moved out again, a silent column through the
fog-shrouded forest. The captive peasant chattered his teeth in
fear until he recognized a clearing and a path. Smiling and happy
now, he showed them the correct way. A wad of his clothing was
stuffed into his mouth so that he could not give any alarm.

A crackling of broken twigs sounded ahead and there was the
sound of voices.

The column stopped with instant silence and a sword was pressed
against the prisoner’s neck. Nothing moved. The voices ahead grew
louder and two men came around a turning of the trail. They walked
two, three paces before they were aware of the motionless, silent
forms so close to them in the fog. Before they could act, half a dozen
arrows had snuffed out their lives.

“What are those stick things they carry?” Temuchin said to
Jason.

Jason slid to the ground and turned the nearest corpse over with
his boot. The man wore a lightweight steel breastplate and a steel
helm; other than that, he was unarmored, dressed in coarse cloth
and leather. He had a short sword in his belt and still clutched in
his hand what could only have been a primitive musket.

“It is what is called a ‘gun,’” Jason said, picking it up. “It uses
gunpowder to throw a piece of metal that can kill. The gunpowder
and metal are put down this tube here. When this little lever on the
bottom is pulled, this stone throws a spark down into the gunpowder,
which blows up and shoots the metal out.”

When Jason looked up, he saw that every man within hearing
had his bow and arrow aimed at his throat. He put the weapon down
carefully and pulled two leather bags from the dead soldier’s belt
and looked inside them. “Just what I thought. Bullets and cloth
patches here—and this is gunpowder.” He handed the second bag
up to Temuchin, who looked into it and smelt it.
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| think of a way out of this fix, but he could not, so he volunteered
1 before he was drafted. It made no difference at all to Temuchin. He
i wanted the gate open and Jason was the best man for the job.
By rearranging the soldier’s uniform, he managed to conceal the
«arrow holes and most of the blood, then he rubbed mud over the
rest of the bloadstains to disguise them. A fine rain was beginning
i to fall and this would be a help. While he was putting on the uniform,
. Jason called for the officer who had been translating and had him
repeat over and over again the simple phrase “Open—quickly!”
- in the local tongue, until Jason felt he had it right. Nothing compli-
i cated. If they insisted on conversation before they let him in, he was_
»as good as dead.

“You understand what you are to do?” Temuchin asked.

' “Simple enough. I come up to that gate from downriver, while
- the rest of you wait at the edge of the forest upriver. I tell them to
-open up. They open up. I go in and do my best to see that the
: gate stays open until you and the rest arrive.”

' “We will be very quick.”

“I know that, but I’'m going to be very alone.” Jason had one of
the soldiers hold his helmet over the pan of the musket while Jason
blew out the possibly damp gunpowder. He did not want a misfire
with his single shot. He shook fresh powder into the pan, then
wrapped a piece of leather around to keep it dry. He pointed to the
gun.

“This thing will fire only once for I'll have no time to reload. And
I don’t think much of this government-issue short sword. So, if
you don’t mind too much, I would like to borrow back my Pyrran
knife.”

Temuchin merely nodded and passed it over. Jason threw away
the sword and slipped the knife into his belt in its place. The helmet
smelled of rank sweat, but it rode low on his head, which was fine.
He wanted his face concealed as much as possible.

“Go now,” Temuchin ordered, irritated at the delay the donning
of the disguise had caused. Jason smiled coldly and turned and
walked away into the woods.

Before he had gone so meters he was soaked to the waist by the
dense, waterlogged underbrush. This was the least of his troubles.
Pushing his way through the sodden forest, he wondered how he
had become involved in this latest bit of madness. Gunpowder, that
was the reason. He cursed loudly and fluently, then peered out at the
fortified building, now barely visible through the falling rain.
Another 20 meters should do it. He pushed on, then left the shelter
of the trees and walked ahead until he reached the riverbank. The
water swirled by, laden with mud, and the rain spattered onto its
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surface, making an endless series of conjoining rings. He wanted
to check the powder in the pan, but knew it was wiser not to. Do it,
that’s all, do it. Lowering his head he trudged toward the building,
just visible through the rain.

If the men in the watchtower were looking at him, they gave no
sign. Jason plodded closer, looking up under the edge of the helmet,
the gun clutched across his chest. Now he was close enough to see
the crumbled mortar between the roughly cut stones and the heavy
bolts that studded the wood of the door ahead. He was close to the
wall when one of the soldiers leaned out of the tower and called down
to him incomprehensible words. Jason waved and trudged on.

When the man called again, Jason waved and shouted “Open!”
in what he hoped was the correct accent. He made his voice as
harsh as possible to disguise any inaccuracies. Then he was against
the wall and out of sight of the men in the tower, who were still
calling out to him. The door, solid and unmoving was just before
him. Nothing happened, and the tension tightened another notch.
There was a scratching sound and he saw a gun barrel coming out
of a narrow window to the right of the door.

“Open—quickly!” he shouted and hammered on the door.
“Open!” He pressed flat against the door so that the gun could not
bear on him and hammered again with the butt of the musket.

There were sounds inside the fortified building, voices and moving
about, but the pulse of Jason’s blood sounded even louder in his
ears, thudding like a hidden drum, with a measureless time between
each beat. Could he get away? Both sides would shoot him if he
tried. But he could not stay here, powerless and trapped. As he raised
his musket to hammer on the door again, he heard the rattle of heavy
chains inside and a grating sound remarkably like that made by the
sliding of an iron bolt. He cocked the flintlock through the protecting
cover and released one side so that the leather could be pulled
quickly away. The instant the door started to open he crashed his
shoulder against it with all of his weight and pushed through, °
slamming it wide as hard as he could.

He kept moving, through the short archway and into the open
square that the building was built around. Out of the corner of his
eye he was barely aware of the man who had opened the door, now
crushed by it, slumping to the ground. That was all he had time to
notice because he saw that he was about to be killed.

Strike hard and fast and do not stop—that was what the nomads
did and they were right. One soldier with a sword in his hand stood
to the side, while directly in front of Jason were a number of others
with guns leveled and ready to fire. Before the surprised men could
shoot, Jason shouted and dived into their midst. Just before he hit
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The garrison soldiers had never before faced an enemy to match
the barbarous fiends who now fell upon them. The muskets were
more of a hindrance than a help, because the bows fired far faster
and more accurately than the clumsy, sightless muzzle-loaders. Some
soldiers fled and some stood and fought, but the outcome was the
same in either case. They were slaughtered. The screams grew fainter
and more distant as the survivors tried to escape into the building.

Blood mixed with rain in the sodden courtyard and there were
bodies heaped on every side. A single nomad lay slumped in the
doorway where a bullet had stopped him, and he appeared to be the
only casualty suffered by the raiders. A motion caught Jason’s eye
and he saw a soldier raise his head above the top of the watchtower
where he had been hiding. Something twanged sharply and an arrow
sank into the man’s eyesocket; he dropped back out of sight more
permanently this time.

There were no more groans or appeals for mercy: the fort had
been taken. The nomads moved silently among the corpses, bending
to their grisly amputation ritual. Temuchin came from one of the
doorways, his sword red and dripping, and waved one of his men
to the huddled collection of bodies near the gate that they had
forced.

“Three of these belong to the jongleur,” he said. “The rest of

the thumbs are mine.” The soldier bowed and took out his dagger.
Temuchin turned to Jason. “There are rooms in here with many
things. Find the gunpowder.” -
" Jason stood up, a lot faster than he really wanted to, and realized
that he still held the bloody knife, He wiped it on the clothing of
the nearest corpse and held it out to Temuchin, who took it without
a word, then turned and went back into the building. Jason followed,
trying vainly to walk without hobbling.

Ahankk and another officer were guarding the door of a low-
ceilinged storeroom. The nomads were looting the bodies and the
rest of the fortress, but were not permitted here. Jason pushed by
and stopped just inside the doorway. There were baskets of lead
bullets, fist-sized cannon balls, extra muskets and swords, and a
number of squat barrels sealed with wooden plugs.

“Those have the right look,” Jason said, pointing, then put up his
arm to stop Temuchin when he started forward. “Don’t walk in
here. See those gray grains on the floor near the open keg? That
looks very much like spilled gunpowder and it can catch fire when
you walk on it. Let me sweep it up before anyone else comes in
here » N

Bending over sent a dagger of pain through his side and leg
which Jason did his best to ignore. Using a bunched-up piece of
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“How many men do you think are attacking?” Jason asked, as
the gunpowder bearers hurried out.

“Many. Two hands times the count of a man, perhaps more.
Go with the gunpowder, the attack is close.” It was, too. Bullets
splattered against the wall and spanged in through the firing slits.
The roar of attacking voices sounded just outside.

The count of a man, Jason thought, hopping and hobbling to
his morope, which was being held outside. All of a man’s fingers
and toes, twenty. And a hand times that would be a hundred, two
hands two hundred. And their party numbered twenty-three at the
most, if no more of the men had been killed during the last attack.
Ten men, each to carry a barrel of gunpowder, with Jason along as
technical adviser, left thirteen lancers for the attack. Thirteen against
a couple of hundred. Good barbarian odds.

Events moved fast after that. Jason barely had time to haul himself
into the saddle before the gunpowder party wheeled away, and he
made a tardy rearguard. They reached the back of the building just
as the first attackers appeared. The remaining thirteen riders charged
out and the victorious roar of the foot soldiers turned instantly into
mingled cries of shoek and pain. Jason stole one glance over his
shoulder and saw the cannon upended, men fleeing in all directions,
while the moropes and their bloodthirsty riders cut a swathe of death
through the ranks. Then the trees were before him and he had to
avoid the whipping branches.

They waited just inside the screen of the woods. Within a finute
there was the thud-thud of galloping moropes and seven of them
plunged through the sodden brush. One of the beasts was carrying
two riders. Their numbers were decreasing with every encounter.

“Go on,” Temuchin ordered. “Follow the trail back the way we
came, We will stay here and slow down any who try to follow.”

As Jason and the powder team left, the survivors were dismount-
ing and taking cover at the edge of the open field. It would take a
determined attack to press home against the deadly arrows that
would emerge from the obscuring forest.

Jason did not enjoy the ride. He had not dared to bring his medikit,
though he wished now that he had taken this risk. Neither had he
ever tried to bandage two slippery wounds on himself, with carboard-
stiff chamois, while charging along a twisting trail on a hump-backed
morope. It was his fond hope that he would never have to do it
again. Before they reached the sacked farmhouse, the other riders
caught up with them and the entire party galloped on in exhausted
silence. Jason was hopelessly lost on the foggy, tree-shrouded paths,
which all looked alike to him. But the nomads had far better eyes
for the terrain and rode steadily toward their objective. The moropes

92



were faltering and could be kept moving only by constant application
of the prickspurs. Blood streamed down their sides and soaked
into their damp fur.

When they reached the river, Temuchin signaled a stop.

“Dismount,” he ordered, “and take only what you must have
from your saddlebags. We leave the beasts here. One at a time now,
over that rise to the river.” He moved off first, leading his own mount.

Jason was too foggy from exhaustion and pain to realize what was
happening. When he finally pulled his mount forward, he was
surprised to see a knot of men on the riverbank with not a single
morope in sight.

“Do you have everything you want?” Temuchxn asked, taking
Jason’s bridle and pulling the morope close to the bank. As Jason
nodded, he whipped the bowie knife across in a wicked, backhand
slash that cut the creature’s throat and almost severed its head from
its body. He moved quickly to avoid the pulsing gout of blood, then
put his foot against the swaying animal and pushed it sideways into
the river. The swift current carried it quickly from sight.

“The machine cannot lift a morope up the cliff,” Temuchin said.
“And we do not want their bodies near the landing spot or the place
will be known and the soldiers will wait there. We walk.” He looked
at Jason’s wounded leg. “You can walk, can’t you?”

“Great,” Jason said. “Never felt better. A little hike after a couple
of nights without sleep and a thousand-kilometer ride is just what I
need. Here we go.” He walked off as swiftly as he could, trying not
to limp. “We’ll get this gunpowder back and I’ll show you how to
ust it," he reminded, just in case the warlord had forgotten.

It was not a very nice walk. They did not stop, but instead, to
relieve each other, passed the barrels from one to another without
halting. At least Jason and the other three walking wounded missed
this assignment. Trudging uphill on the slippery grass was not easy.
Jason’s leg was a pillar of pain that bled a steady trickle of blood
down into his boot top. He kept falling behind, and the march was
endless. All of the others had passed him and, at one point, they were
out of sight over a ridge ahead. He wiped the rain and sweat from
his eyes and limped on, trying to follow their vague path in the tall
grass, which was already straightening up and blurring the signs.
Temuchin appeared on the hilltop above and looked back at him,
fingering his sword hilt, and Jason put on a lung-destroying burst
of speed. If he faltered, he would join the moropes.

An indeterminate period of time later, it came as a complete shock
when he stumbled into the small group of men sitting on the grass,
their backs to a familiar tower of rock.

“Temuchin has gone,” Ahankk said. “You will go next. Each of
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a scoop formed of stiff leather, he carefully loaded the pot until it
was half full. A trimmed piece of chamois fitted on top of the
granules and he tamped it down gently with the rounded end of a
worn thighbone. Temuchin stood behind him watching every step of
the process closely. Jason explained.

“The granules should be close together for even burning, for
smooth burning makes the best banging. Or so I have been told by
the men in the tribe who know about this sort of thing. This is all
as new to me as it is to you. Then the leather goes in to hold the
gunpowder in place and to act as a waterproof shield.” Jason had
ready a mixture of water, dirt from the camach and crumbled dung.
This made a damp, claylike substance that he now pushed into the
pot to seal it. He patted it smooth and pointed.

“It is said that in order to explode, the gunpowder must be com-
pletely contained. If there are any openings, the fire rushes out
through them and the substance simply burns.” )

“How does the fire reach it now?” Temuchin asked, frowning
in concentration as he forced himself to follow the unaccustomed
technical explanations. For an illiterate who couldn’t count very
well and did not have a shard of technical knowledge, he was doing
all right. Jason took up one of the heavy iron needles that were
used for sewing the camach covers.

“You’ve asked the right question. The plug is dry enough now, so
I can poke a hole through it with this, through the mud and the
leather, right down to the powder. Then, using the other end of
the needle, I’ll push this piece of cloth all the way down into the
hole. I liberated the cloth from one of your men who liberated it
from a lowlander’s back. I have soaked the cloth in oil so that it will
burn easily.” He hefted the pot-grenade in his hand. “So I think
that we are ready to go.” :

Temuchin stalked out and Jason, with the bomb in one hand and
the flickering oil lamp in the other, followed at a suitable distance.
A large area had been cleared before the warlord’s camach and the
soldiers held the curious at a suitable distance. The word had been
quickly passed that something strange and dangerous was going
to happen, so men had come flocking from all parts of the sprawling
camp. They were packed solidly into the spaces between the sur-
rounding camachs. Jason placed the bomb carefully in the ground
and raised his voice.

“If this works there should be a loud noise, smoke and flame.
Some of you here know what I mean. So—here goes.”

He bent and applied the lamp to the fuse, holding it there until
the cloth smoldered and burst into flame. It was burning slowly
enough so that he could stand for a few seconds to make sure that
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against. The decision was his once again, and the intelligent man
was warring in his body agdinst the brute reactions of the born
barbarian.

For long seconds this silent impasse continued, then Temuchin
began to chuckle, the laughter rising quickly to a full-throated roar.
He threw his head back and laughed defiance of the universe, then
swung his arm and clapped Kerk on the shoulder with a blow that
would have stunned a morope or killed a lesser man. Kerk just
swayed slightly and returned the smile.

“You are a man I might like!” Temuchin shouted. “If I do not
kill you first. Come into my camach.” He turned away and Kerk
went with him. They passed Jason without deigning to notice him.
Jason rolled his eyes upward, happy to see that the skies had not
fallen nor the sun gone nova, then turned and followed them.

“Stay here,” Temuchin ordered when they reached the camach,
spearing Jason with a look of cold fury as though he alone were
responsible for the ill events. Temuchin waved the guards to position,
then followed Kerk inside. Jason did not complain. He preferred
waiting here in the wind, chill as it was, to witnessing the confronta-
tion in the tent. If Temuchin were killed, how would they escape? :
Fatigue and pain were beginning to creep back, and he swayed in the
wind and wondered if he could risk a quick stab with his medikit. .
The answer was obviously no, so he swayed and waited.

Angry voices sounded loudly inside and Jason cringed and waited
for the end. Nothing happened. He swayed again and decided that
it would be easier to sit down, so he dropped. The ground was chill
against his bottom. The voices rose once more inside, and were
followed by an ominous silence. Jason noticed that even the guards
were exchanging concerned glances.

There was a sharp ripping sound and they jumped and turned,
raising their lances. Kerk had opened the entrance flap by pulling
on it—hard. But he had neglected to unlace it first. The thick
leather thongs were snapped, or torn loose from their heavy sup-
ports, and the supporting iron rod was bent at a sharp angle. Kerk
apparently noticed none of this. He stalked by the guards, nodded
at Jason, and kept on walking. Jason had a quick look at Temuchin’s
face, swollen with anger, in the opening. This glimpse was enough.
He turned and hurried after Kerk.

“What happened in there?” he asked.

“Nothing. We just talked and felt each other out and neither of
us would give way. He would not answer my questions so 1 did
not bother to answer his. It is a draw—for the moment.”

Jason was worried. “You should have waited until I returned.
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are no heavy metal deposits. However, there appears to be a fairly
advanced agrarian culture at work down there. Temuchin found a
way of sending down a raiding party, an expedition I do not wish to
try again, to get some gunpowder. I’m sure he wants to use it against
the hill tribes, an ace in the hole to assure victory. Those mountain
passes must be hard to attack. I helped Temuchin bring the gun-
powder back—and kept iy eyes open at the same time, Aside from
the gunpowder, I saw flintlocks, cannon, military uniforms and
bags of flour. That’s strong evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Kerk was irritated. He preferred to work
with simpler, more familiar chains of logic.

“Isn’t it obvious? Proof that a fairly advanced culture is in opera-
tion here. Chemistry, single-crop culture, central government, taxes,
forging, large casting, weaving, dyeing . ..”

“How do you know all that?”” Meta asked, astonished.

“I’ll tell you tonight, dear, when we’re alone. It would just appear
like bragging now. But I know that myconclusions are correct. There
is a rising middle class down there in the lowlands, and I’ll wager’
that the bankers and the merchants are rising the fastest. Rhes is
going to buy his way in. As an agrarian himself, he has the right
background for the job. Look at this, the key to his success.”

He took a small metal disk from his pouch and tossed it into the
air, then handed it to Rhes. “What is it?” Rhes asked.

“Money. Coin of the lower realm. I took it from one of the dead
soldiers. This is the axle on which the commercial world rotates, or
is the lubrication on the axle, or whatever other metaphor you prefer.
We can analyze this and forge up a batch that will not only be as
good, but will be richer and better than the original. You’ll take
them to buy yourself in, set up shop as a merchant and get ready
for the next move.”

Rhes looked at the coin distastefully. “And now I’m supposed
to play this wide-mouthed question game like everyone. else here
and ask you what is the next move?”

“Correct. You catch on quick. When Jason talks, everyone listens.”

‘“You talk too much,” Meta said primly.

“Agreed, but it’s my only vice. The next move will be to unite
the tribes here, with Kerk in control or close to it, to welcome Rhes
when he sails north with his trade goods. This continent may be
bisected by a cliff that normally prevents contact between the nomads
and the lowlanders, but you can’t convince me that I won’t find a
place somewhere here in the north where it might be possible to
land a ship or small boats. One little bit of beach is all we need.
I’'m sure that seagoing contact has been ruled out in the past because
it takes an advanced technology to make floating ships out of iron.

103



Hide- and bone-framed coracles are a possibility, but I doubt if the
nomads have ever considered the possibility of traveling on
water. The lowlanders must surely have ships, but there is nothing
up here to tempt them into exploration. Quite the opposite, if any-
thing. But we’re going to change all that. Under Kerk’s leadership
the tribes will give a peaceful welcome to traders from the south.
Trade will enter the picture and a new era will begin. For a few
tired furs, the tribesmen will be able to gather the products of
civilization and will be seduced. Maybe we can hook them on
tobacco, booze or glass beads. There must be something they like
that the lowlands can supply. And this will be the thin end of the
wedge. First a landing on the beach with trade goods, then a few
tents to keep the snow off. Then a permanent settlement. Then a
trading center and market—right over the spot where our mine is
going to be. The next step should be obvious.”

There was plenty of discussion, but only about the details. No
one could fault Jason’s plan; in fact, they rather approved of it. It
sounded simple and workable, and assigned parts to all of them
that they enjoyed playing. All except Meta, that is. She had had
enough of dung fires and menial manual labour to last for the rest
of her life. But she was too good a Pyrran to complain about her
assignment, so she remained silent.

It was very late before the meeting broke up; the boy, Grif, had
been asleep for hours. The atomic heater had been turned off and
locked away, but the aura of its warmth remained. Jason collapsed
into the fur sleeping bag and let out an exhausted sigh. Meta rolled
over and put her chin against his chest.

“What is going to happen after we win?” she asked.

“Don’t know,” Jason said tiredly, letting his hand run through
her short-cropped hair. “Haven’t thought about it. Get the job done
first,” .

“I’ve thought about it. It should mean the end of the fighting for
us, forever I mean. If we stay here and build a new city. What will
you do then?”

“Hadn’t thought,” he said blurredly, holding her close and enjoy-
ing the sensation.

“I think T would like to stop fighting. I think there must be other
things to do with a person’s life. Did you notice that all the women
here take care of their own children, instead of putting them into
the nursery and never seeing them again as on Pyrrus? I think that
might be a nice thing.”

Jason jerked his hand away from her hair as from molten metal
and his eyes sprang wide open. Dimly, in the far distance, he could
hear the harsh ringing of wedding bells, a sound he had fled from
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“Temuchin has two moropes loaded with our gunpowder bombs,

and he wants me to ride with him to supervise the operation. He

_ pointedly did not mention the rest of the Pyrrans, but we’re all going
to stay with him whether he likes it or not. He needs me for the
gunpowder—and I ride with my tribe. It’s a winning argument
that I’m sure he can’t beat.” :

“Then we shall put it to the test,” Kerk said, spurring his beast
into a gallop. The Pyrran column sliced through the galloping
horde towards their leader.

They swung in from the right flank until they were riding level
with Temuchin’s men, then slacked back to the same pace. Jason
started forward, ready with his foolproof arguments, but found
them unnecessary. Temuchin took one slow, cold look at the Pyrrans,
then turned his eyes forward again. He was like a chess master who
sees a mate twelve moves ahead and resigns without playing the game
out. Jason’s arguments were obvious to him and he did not bother
to listen to them. '

“Examine the lashings on the gunpowder bombs,” he ordered.
“They are your responsibility.” '

From his vantage point near the warlord, Jason witnessed the
smooth organization of the barbarian army and began to realize that
Temuchin must be a military genius. Illiterate and untutored, with
no authorities to rely on, he had reinvented all of the basic principles
of army maneuvers and large-scale warfare. His captains were more
than just leaders of independent commands. They acted as a staff,
taking messages and relaying orders on their own initiative. A simple
system of horn signals and arm motions controlled the troops, so
that the thousands of men formed a flexible and dangerous weapon.

Also an intensely rugged one. When all the troops had joined
up, Temuchin formed them into a kilometer-wide line and advanced
on the entire front at once. Without stopping. The advance, which
had begun before dawn, continued into the early afternoon without
a halt for any reason. The rested and well-fed moropes did not like
the continuous ride, but they were capable of it when goaded on
by the spurs. They shrieked protest, but the advance went on. The
endless jogging did not seem to bother the nomads, who had been
in the saddle almost since birth, but Jason, in spite of his recent
riding experience, was soon battered and sore. If the ride was
affecting the Pyrrans in any way, it was not noticeable.

Squadrons of riders scouted out ahead of the main company for
troops, and by late afternoon the invading army came across their
handiwork. Slaughtered nomads, first a single rider, his blood mixed
with that of his butchered morope, then a family unit that had been
unlucky enough to cross the path of the army. The escungs and
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council in the largest of them. It had undoubtedly belonged to the
former leader of the clan; in fact, the chieftain himself lay gutted,
dead and unnoticed, against the far side of the tent. All of the officers
were assembled—though Kerk was not present—when Jason entered.

“We begin,” Temuchin said, and squatted cross-legged on a fur
robe. The others waited until he sat, then did the same. “Here is the
plan. What we did today was nothing, but it is the beginning. To
the east of this place is a very large encampment of the weasel tribes,
and tomorrow we march to attack this place. I want your men to
think we go to this camp, and I want those who watch from the hills
to think the same! Some were permitted to escape to observe our
movements.”

That for my theory about sloppy soldiering, Jason thought. I
should have known better. Temuchin must have this campaign
planned down to the last arrowhead.

“Today your men have ridden hard and fought well. Tonight
the soldiers not on guard will drink the achadh they find here and
eat the food and will be very late arising in the morning. We will
take the undamaged camachs and destroy the rest. It will be a short
day and we will camp early. The camachs will be set up, many
cooking fires lit and kept burning, while patrols will sweep as far
as the foothills so that the watchers will not get too close.”

“And it is all a trick,” Ahankk said, grinning behind his hand.
“We will not attack in the east after all? ! ’

“You are correct.” The warlord had their complete attention, the
officers leaning forward unconsciously so as not to miss a word.
“As soon as it is dark, the horde will ride west, a day’s and a night’s
ride should bring us to The Slash, the valley that leads to the
weasels’ heartland. We will attack the defenders, with the gunpowder
bombs against their forts, and seize control before reinforcements
can arrive.”

“Bad fighting there,” one of the officers grumbled, fingering an
old wound. “Nothing there to fight for.”

“No, nothing there, you brainless fool,” Temuchin said in such
a cold and angry tone that the man recoiled, “nothing at all. But
it is the gateway to their homeland. A few hundred can stop an
army in The Slash, but once we are through they are lost. We will
destroy their tribes one by one until the weasel clan will be only a
memory for the jongleurs to sing about. Now issue your orders and
sleep. Tomorrow night the long ride and the attack begins.”

As the others filed out, Temuchin took Jason by the arm.

“The gunpowder bombs,” he said. “They will blow up each time
they are used?”
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pulled low, slowly raised his head above the top. An arrow instantly
clanged off it and he quickly tilted his head forward until he was
peering through the merest slit between the helm and the stone.

The advance had stopped ahead, where two redoubts, on oppo-
site sides of The Slash, could sweep the entire floor of the valley
with their accurate arrow fire. The defenders were firing from slits
between the rocks and were almost impregnable to any return fire.
Temuchin’s forces were suffering losses in order to take the defended
points the hard way. Protected slightly by their shields, moving in
quick rushes from boulder to boulder, they crept forward. And
died. ’

“The range is about 40 meters,” Jason said, sliding back to the
ground. “Do you think you can toss one of these things that far?”’

Kerk bounced the homemade bomb on the palm of his broad
hand and estimated its weight. “Easily,” he said. “Let me look first
so I will know what the distance is.” He moved up to the position
Jason had vacated, took one look, then dropped back down.

““That defended position is bigger than the others. It will take at
least two bombs. I will light this one, hand you the smudge pot,
then step out and throw the bomb. In the meantime you will have
lit a second one—do not arm it—which you will give to me as soon
as I have thrown the first. Is that clear?”

“Crystalline. Here we go.”

Jason slipped off the sling of bombs and kept only one in his
hand. The nearby soldiers (they had all heard about the gunpowder
experiments) were watching closely. Kerk lit the false fuse, blew
it into smoking life, then stepped out from the shelter of the rock.
Jason hurriedly lit the bomb he carried and stood ready to pass it on.

With infuriating calm Kerk drew his arm back as one arrow
zinged close by him and another shattered on his breastplate. Then
he lowered the bomb, wet his finger and raised it to check the direc-
tion of the wind. Jason hopped from one foot to the other and
clamped his teeth tightly together to stop from shouting at the
Pyrran to throw.

More arrows arrived before Kerk was satisfied with the wmd and
drew his arm back again. Jason saw his thumb and index finger
give the smoldering fuse a quick tug before, with a single contraction
of all his muscles, he threw the bomb. It was a good, classic grenade
throw, straight-armed and overhand, sending the bomb on a high
arc toward the defended position. Jason reached out and slapped
the second bomb into Kerk’s waiting hand. This one followed the
first so closely that both were in the air at the same time.

Kerk stood where he was and Jason, dismaying his own cowardly
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survival instincts, remained exposed as well, watching the two
black spots soar high and down behind the wall.

There was an instant of waiting—then the entire stonewalled
position leaped out into the air and crashed down in fragments
below. Jason had a quick vision of bodies tossed high before he
dodged behind the boulder to avoid the chunks of falling rock.

“Very satisfactory,” Kerk said, pressed against the stone face
close to Jason while stone shards rattled down around them.

“I hope the others are all this easy.”

Of course, they weren’t. The watchful defenders saw quickly
enough that one man, throwing something, was responsible for the
disaster, and the next time Kerk emerged he had to withdraw
swiftly as a solid flight of arrows smashed down on his position.

“This is going to take some planning,” Kerk said, automatically
snuffing out the sputtering fuse.

“Are you afraid? Why do you stop?” an angry voice asked, and
Kerk wheeled around to face Temuchin, who had come up to the
front under the protective shields of his personal guard.

“Caution wins battles, fear loses them. I shall win this battle
for you.” Kerk’s voice was as coldly angry as the warlord’s.

“Is it caution or cowardice that keeps you behind this boulder
after I have ordered you to destroy the redoubts?”

“Is it caution or cowardice that puts you here beside me instead
of leading your men into battle?”

Temuchin made an animal-like noise deep in his throat and
pulled out his sword. Kerk raised the gunpowder bomb, apparently
eager to stuff it down the other’s throat. Jason drew in a deep
breath and stepped between the two furious men.

“The death of either of you would aid the enemy,” he said, facing
Temuchin for he was fairly sure that Kerk would not strike him
from behind. “The sun is already behind the hills, and if the
redoubts are not knocked out by dark, it may be too late. Their
reinforcements could arrive during the night and that would be the
end of this campaign.”

Temuchin swung his sword back to cut Jason out of the way,
while Kerk clutched his arm to pull him aside, his fingers steel
clamps penetrating to the bone. Jason controlled the impulse to
howl with pain and said, “Order the rest of the Pyrrans here and
have them, and other soldiers, throw rocks at the defended points.
They won’t do much harm—but the bowmen will not be able to
pick out the real bomb throwers.” The sword hesitated, the grinding
fingers relaxed the slightest amount—and Jason hurried on.

“It is sure death for one man to stand up to the concentrated
fire. But if we can divide the fire, we can march up this valley just
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as fast as we can walk and clean them out. We’ll be past the defenses
by dark.”

For one instant Temuchin’s attention wavered back to his army
and the darkening sky—and the tension was broken. Winning this
battle was the only important thing, and personal intrigues would
have to wait. He began to issue orders, unaware of the sword still
grasped in his hand. Kerk’s taloned grip finally relaxed and Jason
stretched his bruised muscles. !

The advance could not be stopped now. Stone-throwing figures
bobbed up on all sides, and the baffled enemy had no way of telling
which one was the lightning hurler. While the nomads just lobbed
-their stones and darted back to safety, the Pyrrans, with years of
grenade-throwing experience, took careful aim and planted their
“small boulders behind the barricaded walls, breaking more than one
skull in the process. They marched forward relentlessly and, one
by one, the resisting strong points were demolished.

‘“We’re coming to the end!” Jason shouted, pounding Kerk on
the shoulder to get his attention and pointing ahead.

At this place The Slash was less than a hundred meters wide,
pinched in by two tall spires of solid rock that rose straight up from
the valley floor. Through this narrow gap could be seen the red of the
sunset sky—and the plain beyond. The almost vertical walls ended
at the spires. Once the horde passed them, it could not be stopped.

As Jason and Kerk pushed forward with a fresh supply of bombs,
they realized that most of the soldiers were running back towards
them. From up ahead came the shrill rise and fall of the iron horns.

“What is happening?” Kerk asked, grabbing one of the running
men. “What do the horns mean?”

“Retreat!” the man said, pointing upward. “Look at that.” He
pulled free and was gone.

A large boulder bounced down among the fleeing soldiers, squash-
ing one of them like an insect. Jason and Kerk looked up and saw
men clambering on the valley’s rim high above. They were clearly
outlined against the sky, heaving and pulling at a rounded pile.

“On the other side, too!” Jason called out. “They’ve got boulders
heaped up on both sides, ready to be rolled down on our heads.
Pull back!” Reluctantly they retreated as more of the stones rumbled
down.

Only the fact that this last-resort weapon had never been used
before saved the attacking forces. The rocks and boulders had been
piled higher generation after generation, until the supporting props
were wedged firmly against the cliff edge. Warriors with long rods
pushed at them, but they would not budge. Finally, one brave, or
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Kerk nodded and opened his mouth to agree, then made an oofing
sound instead as Jason planted an elbow in the pit of his stomach.

‘“You are right. Most men cannot climb that rock. But we Pyrrans
are mountain men and can climb that tower with ease. Do we have
your permission?”

The warlord turned deliberately and examined Jason as though
he were more than a little mad. “Begin then. I will watch.” :

“It must be done during daylight. We will need to see in order
to throw the bombs. Then there is special equipment in our saddle-
bags that we must make ready. Therefore the climb will begin at
dawn and by afternoon The Slash will be yours.”

They could feel Temuchin’s eyes burning into their backs as they
returned to the others. Kerk was baffled.

“What equipment are you talking about? None of this makes
sense.”

“Only because you have never been exposed to accepted rock-
climbing techniques. The piece of equipment I will need first is your
radio, because I have to call the ship and have the other equipment
made. If they work hard, it can be done and delivered before dawn.
See that our men set up camp as far from the others as possible. We
want to be able to slip away without being noticed.”

While the others unrolled the fur sleeping bags and dug the fire
pits, Jason used the radio. The moropes were arranged in a rough
circle while he crouched in the center behind the concealing bulk of
their bodies. The duty officer aboard the Pugnacious sent a messenger
to awaken and call in the men, then copied down Jason’s instructions.
There were no complaints or cxcuscs as a war cmergency is a normal
part of Pyrran life, and delivery of the equipment was promised for
well before dawn. Jason listened to a repeat of his instructions, then
signed off. He ate some of the hot stew and left orders to be awakened
when the completion call came through. It had been a long day, he
was on the verge of exhaustion, and tomorrow promised to be even
worse. Settling down in his sleeping bag, boots and all, he pulled
a flap of fur over his face to keep the ice from forming in his nostrils
and fell instantly to sleep.

“Go away,” he muttered, and tried to pull away from the clutching
hand that was crushing his already well crushed arm.

“Get up,” Kerk said. “The call came through ten minutes ago. The
launch is leaving now with the cargo and we must ride to meet it.
The moropes are already saddled.” Jason groaned at the thought and
sat up. All of the heat was instantly sucked from his body and he
began to shiver.

“M-medikit-t,” he rattled. “Give me a good jolt of stimulants and
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painkillers because I have a feeling that it is going to be a very long
day.”

“Wait here,” Kerk said. “I will meet the launch myself.”

“I would like to, but I can’t. I have to.check the items before the
launch returns to the ship. Everything must be perfect.”

They carried him to his morope and put him into the saddle.
Kerk took his reins and led the beast while Jason dozed, clutching
the pommel so he would not fall. They trotted through the predawn
darkness and, by the time they had reached the appointed spot, the
medication had taken hold and Jason felt remotely human.

“The launch is touching down,” Kerk said, holding the radio to
his ear. There was the faintest rumble on the eastern horizon, a
sound that would never be heard back at the camp.

“Do you have the flashlight?” Jason asked.

“Of course, wasn’t that part of the instructions?” Jason could
imagine the big man scowling into the darkness. It was inconceivable
for a Pyrran to forget instructions. “It has a photon score of 18,000
lumen-hours, and at full output can put out 1,200 LF.”

“Throttle it down, we don’t need a tenth of that. The verticapsule
is phototropic and has been set to home on any light source thcc
as radiant as the brightest star—

“Capsule launched, on thxs radio bearing, distance approximately
ten kilometers.”

“Right. It does about 120 an hour wide open s0 you can turn
the light on now on the same bearing. Give it something to look
for.”

““Wait, the pilot’s saying something. Take the light.”

Jason took the finger-sized tube and switched it on, turning the
intensity ring until a narrow beam of light spiked away into the
darkness. He pointed it in the direction of the grounded launch.

“The pilot reports that they had some trouble making a stain
take on the nylon rope. It’s on now, but they can’t guarantee that
it will be waterproof, and it is very blotchy.”

“The blotchier the better. Just as long as it resembles leather from
a distance. And I’m not expecting any rain. Did you hear that?”

A rising hum sounded from the sky and they could make out a
faint red light dropping down toward them. A moment later the
beam glinted from the silvery hull of the verticapsule and Jason .
turned down the light’s intensity. There was a faint whistle of jets
as the meter-long shape came into sight dropping straight down,
slowing as its radar altimeter sensed the ground. When it was low
enough, Kerk reached up and threw the landing switch, and it
settled with a dying hum to the ground. Jason flipped open the cargo
hatch and drew out the coil of brown rope.
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nomad, with the totem of the lizard clan on his helm, sat impassively
while a fellow clansman cut at the bone shaft of the arrow that had
penetrated his arm.

“What happened here?” Jason asked him.

“We attacked at night,” the wounded soldier said. “We could not
be quiet because the rocks slipped and rolled away while we climbed,
and many were hurt in this way. When we were close to the top,
the weasels threw bundles of burning grass on our heads and they
were above us on the clifftop in the darkness. We could not fight
back and only those who were not high on the rocks lived to come
down again. It was very bad.”

“But very good for us,” Kerk said as they moved on. “Temuchin
will have lost prestige with this defeat, and we will gain it when we
climb the rock. If we can—"

“Don’t start the doubting act again,” Jason said. “Just stand by
at the base here and pretend that you know exactly what is going on.”

Jason took off his heavy outer clothing and shivered. Well, he
would warm up quickly enough as soon as he started his ascent.
From below the tower looked as unclimbable as the side of a space-
ship. He was tying the piton hammer’s thong around his wrist when
Ahankk walked up, his face working as he tried both to sneer and
to look dubious at the same time.

“I have been told, jongleur, that you are so stupid you think you
can climb straight up rock.”

“That is not all you have been told,” Jason said, slipping his arms
through the pack straps and settling the pack on his back. “Lord
Temuchin told you to come here to see what happens. So get com-
fortable and rest your legs for the moment when you must run to
your master with the glad news of my success.”

Kerk looked up dubiously at the vertical face of rock, then down
at Jason. “Let me climb,” he said. “I am stronger than you and in
far better condition.”

“That you are,” Jason agreed. “And as soon as I get to. the top,
I’ll throw down the rope and you can climb up with all the bombs.
But you can’t go first. Rock climbing is a skilled sport, and you are
not going to learn it in a few minutes. Thanks for the offer, but 'm
the only one who can do this job. So here we go. I would appreciate
a lift so I can get a grip on that small ledge right over your head.”

There was no nonsense about climbing up onto the Pyrran’s
shoulders. Kerk just bent and seized Jason by the ankles and lifted
him straight up into the air. Jason walked his hands up the stone
face as he rose and grabbed onto the narrow ledge while Kerk steadied
his feet. Then his toes scrabbled and caught on a protruding hump
and the climb had begun.
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Jason was at least ten meters above the ground before he had to
drive his first piton. A good bit of ledge, wide enough to lie down
on, was well beyond the reach of his outstretched fingertips. The
rock surface here was interlaced with cracks, so he picked a transverse
one at the right height before him. The first piton was one of the
disguised ones; he jammed it into the crack. Four sharp blows with
the hammer wedged it in solidly. Slowly and carefully—it had been
a good ten years since he had done any real climbing—he stepped out
and eased his weight onto the piton. It held. He straightened his
leg, sliding up the rough surface of the rock until he could reach
the ledge. Then he pulled himself up to a sitting position and, breath-
ing heavily, looked down at the uprurned faces below. All of the
soldiers were looking at him now, and even Temuchin had appeared
to watch the climb. The enemy was surely taking an interest in what
was happening, but the swell of the rock face cut them off from sight
and arrowshot. They could come to the edge of the canyon’s wall,
but they could not reach him unless they climbed the tower as well.

The rock was cold and he had better keep moving.

There was no way to estimate the height accurately, but he
thought he must now be at least as high as the rim of the canyon.
He had his toes jammed into a wide crack and was trying to drive
a piton at an awkward angle off to one side when he heard the
shouting below,

He bent as much as he could and called down, “What? I can’t
hear what you are saying.” As he did this an arrow cracked into
the rock at the place where his head had been and spun away and
fell.

Jason almost fell after it, keeping his grip only by a convulsive
clutch at the ribbed surface of the rock. When he turned his head, he
saw a weasel tribesman hanging from a leather strap that was tied
tightly about his body. He had a second arrow notched and ready
to fire. The men holding the other end of the strap were out of sight
on the rim of The Slash, but by lowering the bowman below the
bulging outcropping they had put him within bowshot of Jason.

The warrior carefully drew the arrow back to the point of his jaw
and took aim. The hammier was tied by its thong to Jason’s wrist
so he would not lose it, but he still clutched the piton in his left
hand. With a reflexive motion, he hurled it at the bowman. The blunt
end caught him in the shoulder. It did not injure him, but it deflected
his aim enough so that the second arrow missed as well. He pulled
a third from his belt and notched it to the bowstring.

Down below the soldiers were also shooting their bows, but the
range was long and the overhead aim difficult. One arrow, almost
spent, sank into the bowman’s thigh, but he ignored it.
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with a golden spike. It was most impressive. “This is what the well-
dressed Master Merchant of Ammh wears,” he added.

“From the reports I hear that you made out very well in the
lowlands.”

“I’ve never enjoyed myself more. Ammbh is basically an agrarian
society that is working very hard to enter a primitive machine age.
The classes are completely separate, with the merchant and the
military at the top, along with a small priest class to keep the peasants
quiet. I had the capital to enter the merchant class and I made the
most of it. The operation is going so well that it is self-financing
now. I have a warehouse in Camar, the seaport closest to the barrier
mountains, and I have just been waiting for the word to sail north.
Would you care for a glass of wine?”

“And some food. Trot out your best for me.”

They had reached the open-sided tent which contained a trestle
table loaded with bottles and cuts of smoked meat. Rhes picked up
a long-necked green bottle and handed it to Jason. “Try this,” he
said. “A six-year-old vintage, very good. I’ll get a knife to cut the
seaL"

“Don’t bother,” Jason said, cracking the neck off the bottle with
a sharp blow against the edge of the table. He drank deeply from the
golden wine that bubbled out, then wiped his mouth on the back
of his sleeve. “I’m a barbarian, remember? This will convince your
guards of my roughshod character.” He nodded toward the soldiers
who stood about, frowning and fingering their weapons.

-“You’ve developed some vile habits,” Rhes said, wiping the broken
neck of the bottle with a cloth before he poured a glassful for him-
self. “What's the plan?”

Jason chewed hungrily at a fatty chop. “Temuchin is on the way
here with an army. Not a big one—most of the tribes went home
after the weasels were wiped out. But all of them first swore fealty
to him and agreed to join him whenever he ordered. When he heard
about your landing here, he called in the nearest tribes and started his
march., He’s about a day away now, but Kerk and the Pyrrans are
camped right across his trail. We should join up tonight. I rode
on here alone to check the setup before contact is made.”

“Does everything meet with your approval?”’

“Just about. I would keep your armed thugs close by, but don’t
make it look so obvious. Let a couple of them lounge around and
stuff the rest into a tent. Do you have the trade goods we talked
about?”

“Everything. Knives, steel arrowheads, wooden shafts for arrows,
iron pots, plus a lot more. Sugar, salt, some spices. They should
find something they like out of this lot.”
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the side of the cliff, struggling to keep his face and hands away from
the abrasive dirt and stone. The cliffside tore at the leather of his
garments as he plummeted down the outward-slanting surface.

Then it ended and he fell free in the blackness once again. Falling
for an unmeasurable moment of time, seconds or minutes—forever
—until a crushing impact enfolded him.

He did not die, and that surprised him very much. He wiped
something from his face and realized that it was snow. A snowbank,
a drift, here at the bottom of Hell’s Doorway. A snowbank in hell
and he had fallen into it.

“Where there’s life, there’s still hope, Jason,” he told himself
unconvincingly. What hope was there at the bottom of this in-
accessible pit? Kerk and the Pyrrans would get him out, that was
a morale-building hope. Yet, even as he thought this, his tongue
contacted a jagged end of metal in his mouth. With restored fear
he groped out the crushed remains of the dentiphone. Some time
during the fall, he had unknowingly ground it between his teeth
and destroyed it.

“You're on your own again, Jason,” he said aloud, and did not
enjoy in the slightest the tiny sound of his voice in the immense
blackness. What were his assets? He floundered about in the drift
until he could reach back for his medikit. It was gone. Well, his
wallet was still on his belt, though his knife was gone from his
boot. His fingers searched through the assorted junk in the wallet
until they touched an unfamiliar tube. What? The photon-store
flashlight, of course. Dropped in here and forgotten since the night
they had picked up the climbing equipment.

But was it broken? The way his luck was running it probably
was. He switched it on and groaned aloud when nothing happened.
Then he turned the intensity ring and the brilliant beam slashed
through the darkness. Light! Even though his situation was not
materially changed, Jason felt a lift in his morale. He broadened the
beam and flashed it around his prison. The air was still and the
snowflakes fell silently through the light and vanished. Snow
covered the flat valley floor below and piled in drifts against the
walls. Black rock rose up on both sides, pushed out above his head
where a ledge of rock projected. The sky was invisible, cut off by
the jutting rock. He must have slid down that rocky angle and been
shot off like a projectile into this snowbank. Pure chance had saved
him.

There was a moaning cry and something black plunged down
from above and through the beam of light, striking the valley bottom
no more than ten meters from Jason.
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in the haze and clouds above. This was the outlet of the under-
ground stream from the plateaw.

He was in the lowlands. )

Pulling himself out of the water was an effort, and when he was
out, he just lay on the grass and steamed until some small fraction
of his strength had returned. The sight of some berries on the nearby
bushes finally stirred him into motion. There were not .many of
them, which was probably for the best, for even these few caused
racking stomach pains after he had wolfed them down. He lay on
the grass then, his face stained with purple juice, and wondered what
to do next. He slept, without wanting to, and when he awoke, his

‘head was clearer.

“Defense. Every man’s hand turned against the other. The first
local who sees me will probably try to brain me just to get these
antique furs that I’m wearing. Defense.”

His knife had vanished along with his flashlight, so a sharp frag-
ment of split rock had to do. A straight sapling was raw material
and he worried it off close to the ground with the chip of stone.
Taking off the branches was easier, and within the hour he had
a rough but usable quarterstaff. It served first as a walking stick as
he hobbled eastward on a forest path that appeared to go in the
right direction.

Toward evening, when his head was starting to swim again, he met
a stranger on the path. A tall, erect man in semi-military uniform,
armed with a bow and a very efficient-looking halberd. The man
snapped some questions at Jason in an unknown language, in answer
to which Jason simply shrugged and made mumbling noises. He
tried to appear innocent and weak, which was easy enough to' do.
With his drawn skin, tangled beard and filthy furs, he certainly
couldn’t have looked very ominous or appetizing. The stranger must
have thought so too, for he did not use his bow and came forward
with his halberd only indifferently at the defense.

Jason knew that he had only one good—or halfhearted—blow in
him, and he had to make it count. This efficient looking young man
would eat him alive if he missed.

“Umble, umble,” Jason muttered, and shrank back, both hands
on the length of stick. .

“Frmblebrmble!” the man said, shaking his halberd menacingly
as he came close.

Jason pushed down with his right hand, pivoting the quarterstaff

* with his left so that the end whipped up. Then he lunged it forward

into the other’s midriff in the region of the solar plexus ganglion.
The stranger let out a single, mighty whoosh of air and folded,
unmoving, to the ground.
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worlder as well. Kerk kicked him off the cliff before he could say
very much. Temuchin was apparently just as angry as Kerk and
the whole thing almost blew up right there. But you were gone and
that was that. Kerk felt the most he could do for you was to try and
complete your plans.”

“Did you?”

“I'm sorry to report that we failed. Temuchin convinced most of
the tribal leaders that they should fight, not trade. Kerk aided us,
but it was a lost cause. I eventually had to retreat back here. I'm
closing out this operation, leaving it in good enough shape for my

- assistants to carry on, and the Pyrran ‘tribe’ is on its way back to
the ship. This plan is over, and if we can’t come up with another
one, we have agreed to return to Pyrrus.”

“You can’t!” Jason said in the loudest mumble he could manage
around the mouthful of food.

“We have no choice. Now tell me, please, how did you get here?
We had men down in Hell’s Doorway later the same night. They
found no trace of you at all, though there were plenty of other
corpses and skeletons. They thought you must have gone through
the ice and that your body had been swept away.”

“Indeed swept away, but not as a body. I hit a snowbank when
I landed and I would have been waiting for you, cold but alive, if I
had not fallen through the ice as you guessed. The stream leads to
a series of caverns. I had a light and more patience that I realized.
It was nasty, but I finally came out below the cliffs in this country.
I knocked a number of citizens on the head and had an advenurous
trip to reach you here.”

“A lucky arrival. Tomorrow wou.ld have been too late. The ship’s
launch is to pick me up just after dark and I have a ten-kilometer
row to reach the rendezvous point.”

“Well, you've got a second oar now. I'm ready to go anytime
after I get this food and drink under my belt.”

“I’ll radio about your arrival so that word can be relayed to Kerk
and the others.”

They left quietly in one of Rhes’s own boats and reached the
rocky offshore islet before the sun touched the horizon. Rhes'
chopped a hole in the boat’s planking and they put in some heavy
rocks. It sank nicely, and after that, all they could do was wait and
admire the guano deposits and listen to the cries of the disturbed
seabirds until the launch picked them up.

The flight was a brief one after the pilot, Clon, had nodded

" recognition at Jason—which was about all the enthusiastic Pyrran
L welcome he expected. At the grounded Felicity, the off watch was
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sageways. As the first men burst in, Kerk came to life and shouted
his commands.

“All men to stations. We blast as soon as we’re secured. Call in
the outside guards. Release all the prisoners. We’re leaving.”

There was absolutely no doubt about that. It was inconceivable
that any Pyrran could have acted otherwise. Their home, their city,
was on the verge of destruction, perhaps already gone. They ran to
their posts.

“Rhes,” Meta said. “He’s with the army. How can we reach
him?”

Kerk thought for a moment, then shook his head. “We cannot,
that is the only answer. We’ll leave the launch for him on the same
island where we make the contacts. Record a broadcast telling him
what has happened and set it on automatic to broadcast every hour.
When he gets back to a radio, he will pick it up. The launch will be
locked so no one else can get in. There is medicine in it, even a
jump-space communicator. He will be all right.”

“He won’t like it.”

“It’s the best we can do. Now we have to ready for blast off.”

They worked as a team driven by a common urge. Back. Return
to Pyrrus. Their city was in danger. The ship lifted at 17G’s, and
Meta would have used more power if the structure of the ship could
have withstood it. Their course through jump-space was the quickest
and the most dangerous that could be computed. There were no
complaints about the time the journey took: they accepted this
period with stoic resignation. But weapons were readied and there
was little or no conversation. Each Pyrran held, locked within him,
the knowledge that their world and their life faced extinction, and
these things cannot be discussed.

Hours before the Pugnacious was scheduled to break out of
jump-space, every man and woman aboard was armed and waiting,.
Even nine-year-old Grif was there, a Pyrran like all the others.

From the eye-hurting otherness of jump-space to the black of
interstellar space to the high atmosphere of Pyrrus the ship sped.
Downward in a screaming ballistic orbit, where the hull heated
to just below its melting point and the coolers labored against the
overtaxing load. Their bodies reacted, sweat dripped from their
faces and soaked their clothes, but the Pyrrans were unaware of the
heat. The picture from the bow pickup was put on every screen
in the ship. Jungle flashed by, then a high column of smoke climbed
up on the distant horizon. Diving swiftly, like a striking bird of prey,
the ship swooped down.

The jungle now occupied the city. A circular mound, covered
with plants and tough growth, was the only trace of the once im-
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pregnable perimeter wall. As they came low, they could see thorn-
like creepers bursting through the windows of the buildings. Animals
moved slowly through the streets that had once been crowded with
people, while a clawhawk perched on the tower of the central ware-
house, the masonry crumbling under its weight.

As they flew on, they could see that the smoke was coming from
the crushed ruin of their spaceship. It appeared to have been caught
on the ground at the spaceport and was held down by a now
blackened net of giant vines.

There were no signs of activity anywhere in the ruined city. Just
the beasts and plants of deathworld, now strangely quiet and sluggish
with their enemy gone, the motivations of hatred that had enraged
them for so long now vanished. They stirred and reared when the
ship passed over, quickened to life again as the raw emotions of the
surviving Pyrrans impressed upon them.

“They can’t all be dead,” Teca said in a choked voice. “Keep
looking.”

“I am quartering the entire area,” Meta told him.

Kerk found the destruction almost impossible to look at, and
when he spoke, his voice was low, as though he were talking only
to himself.

“We knew that it had to end like this—sometime. We faced that
and tried to make a new start on a new planet. But, knowing some-
thing will happen and seeing it before your eyes, those are two dif-
ferent things. We ate there, in that . . . ruin, slept in that one. Our
friends and comrades were here, our entire life. And now it is

gone.”
“Go down!” Clon said, thinking nothing, feeling hatred. “Attack.
We can still fight,”

“There is nothing left to fight for,” Teca told him, speaking with
an immense weariness. “As Kerk said, it is gone.”

A hull pick-up detected the sound of gunfire, and they rocketed
toward it with momentary hope. But it was just an automatic gun
still actuating itself in a repeating pattern. Soon it would be out of
ammunition and would be still like the rest of the ruined city.

The radio light had been blinking for some time before some-
one noticed it. The call was on the wavelength of Rhes’s headquar-
ters, not the one the city had used. Kerk reached over slowly and
switched the set to receive.

“Naxa here, can you hear me? Come in, Pugnacious.”

“Kerk here. We are over the city. We are . . . too late. Can you
give me a report?” ’

“Too late by days,” Naxa snorted. “They wouldn’t listen to us.
We said we could get them out, give them a place to go to, but they
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Ahankk, who was the guard officer, came running with his sword
drawn, but Kerk backhanded him offhandedly, his attention still
fixed on the palace. Ahankk dropped and rolled over and over and
remained there, unconscious or dead. Surely dead, with his head
at an angle like that,

“Temuchin, coward, come out!” Kerk shouted again. When the
stunned soldiers touched their weapons, he turned on them, snarling.

“Dogs—would you attack me? A high chief, Kerk of Pyrrus,
victor of The Slash?” They fell back before his burning anger,
and he turned to the palace as the front entrance was thrown wide.
Temuchin strode out.

“You dare too much,” he said, his cold anger matching that of
Kerk,

“You dare,” Kerk told him. ‘“You break tribal law. You take a man
of my tribe and torture him for no reason. You are a coward,
Temuchin, and I name you that before your men.”

Temuchin’s sword flashed in the sunlight as he drew it, a fine-
tempered length of razor-sharp steel

‘“You have said enough, Pyrran. I could have you killed on the
spot, but I want that pleasure for myself. I wanted to kill you the
moment [ first saw you—and I should have. Because of you and
this creature which calls itself Jason, I have lost everything.”

“You have lost nothing—yet,” Kerk answered and his sword
pointed straight at the warlord‘s throat. “But now you lose your
life, for I shall kill you.” = - “

Temuchin brought his sword down in a blow that would have cut
a-man in two—but it rang off Kerk’s blade. They battled then,
furiously, with no science and no art—barbarian sword fight, just
slash and parry, with eventual victory going to the strongest.

The clang of their steel rang in the silence of the courtyard, the
only other sound being the rasping of their breath as they fought.
Neither would give way, and they were well matched. Kerk was
the older man, but he was the stranger. Temuchin had a lifetime
of sword fighting and battles behind him and was absolutely without
fear.

It went on like that, a rapid exchange that was broken suddenly
by a sharp twang as Temuchin’s sword snapped in two. He threw
himself backward, out of the way of Kerk’s slash, so that instead of
gutting him it cut a red gash in his thigh, a minor wound. He
sprawled at full length, blood slowly seeping into the golden silk
he wore, as Kerk raised his sword in both hands for the last,
unavoidable blow. :

“Archers!” Temuchin shouted. Hc would not submit to death
this easily.
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