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At first, Charis was attracted by the dreams of the
shimmering Wyvern “witches,” and she yearned to learn
more of their secrets. It was not until she met Shann
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it was almost too late.
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CHARIS crouched behind the stump, her thin
hands pressed tight to the pain in her side. Her breath came
in tearing gasps which jerked her whole body, and her hear-
ing was dimmed by the pounding blood in her ears. It was
still too early in the morning to distinguish more than light
and dark, shadow and open. Even the blood-red of the
spargo stump was gray-black in this predawn. But it was not
too dark for her to pick out the markers on the mountain
trail,

Though her will and mind were already straining ahead
for that climb, her weak body remained here on the edge of
the settlement clearing, well within reach—within reach.
Charis fought back the panic which she still had wit enough
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to realize was an enemy. She forced her trembling body to
remain in the shadow of the stump, to be governed by her
mind and not by the fear which was a fire eating her. Now
she could not quite remember when that fear had been born.
It had ridden her for days, coming to its full blaze yesterday.

Yesterday! Charis strove to throw off the memory of yes-
terday, but that, too, she forced herself to face now. Blind
panic and running; she dared not give in to either or she was
lost. She knew the enemy and she had to fight, but since a
trial of physical strength was out of the question, this meant
a test of wits.

As she crouched there, striving to rest, she drew upon
memory for any scraps of information which might mean
weapons. The trouble had begun far back; Charis knew a
certain dull wonder at why she had not realized before how
far back it had begun. Of course, she and her father had ex-
pected to be greeted by some suspicion—or at least some
wariness when they had joined the colonists just before take-
off on Varn.

Ander Nordholm had been a government man. He and his
daughter were classed as outsiders and strangers by the col-
ony group, much as were the other representatives of law
from off-world—the Ranger Franklyn, Port Officer Kaus and
his two guards, the medical officer and his wife. But every
colony had to have an education officer. In the past too many
frontier-world settlements had split away from the Confed-
eration, following sometimes weird and dangerous paths of
development when fanatics took control, warped education,
and cut off communications with other worlds.

Yes, the Nordholms had expected a period of adjustment,
of even semi-ostracization since this was a Believer colony.
But her father had been winning them over—he had! Charis
could not have deceived herself about that. Why, she had
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been invited to one of the women’s “mend” parties. Or had it
been a blind even then?

But this—this would never have happened if it had not
been for the white death! Charis’s breath came now in a real
sob. There were so many shadows of fear on a newly opened
planet. No safeguard could keep them all from striking at the
fragile life of a newly planted colony. And here had been
waiting a death no one could see, could meet with blaster
or hunting knife or even the medical knowledge her species
had been able to amass during centuries of space travel, ex-
perimentation, and information acquired across the galaxy.

And in its striking, the disease had favored the fanatical
prejudices of the colonists. For it struck first the resented
government men. The ranger, the port captain and his men,
her father—Charis’s fist was at her mouth, and she bit hard
upon her knuckles. Then it struck the medic—always the
men. Later the colonists—oddly enough, those who had been
most friendly with the government party—and only the men
and boys in those families.

The ugly things the survivors had said—that the govern-
ment was behind the plague. They had yelled that when they
burned the small hospital. Charis leaned her forehead against
the rough stump and tried not to remember that. She had
been with Aldith Lasser, the two of them trying to find some
meaning in a world which in two weeks had taken husband
and father from them and turned their kind into mad people.
She would not think of Aldith now; she would not! nor of
Visma Unskar screaming horrors when Aldith had saved her
baby for her—

Charis’s whole body was shaking with spasms she could not
control. Demeter had been such a fair world. In the early
days after their landing, Charis had gone on two expeditions
with the ranger, taking the notes for his reports. That was
what they had held against her in the colony—her education,
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her equality with the government men. So—Charis put her
hands against the stump and pulled herself up—so now she
had three choices left.

She could return; or she could remain here until the hunt
found her—t6 take her as a slave down to the foul nest they
were fast making of the first human settlement on Demeter;
or somehow she could reach the mountains and hide out like
a wild thing until sooner or later some native peril would fin-
ish her. That seemed much the cleaner way to end. Still
steadying herself with one hand on the stump, Charis
stooped to pick up the small bundle of pitiful remnants she
had grubbed out of the ruins of the government domes.

A hunting knife, blackened by fire, was her only weapon.
And there were formidable beasts in the mountains. Her
tongue moved across dry lips, and there was a dull ache in
her middle. She had eaten last when? Last night? A portion
of bread, hard and with the mustiness of mold on it, was in
the bag. There would be berries in the heights. She could
actually see them—yellow, burstingly plump—hanging so
heavy on willowy branches that they pulled the boughs
groundward. Charis swallowed again, pushed away from the
stump, and stumbled on.

Her safety depended upon what the settlers would decide.
She had no means of concealing her back trail. In the mormn-
ing it would be found, But whether their temper would be to
follow her, or if they would shruggingly write her off to be
finished by the wild, Charis could not guess. She was the one
remaining symbol of all Tolskegg preached against—the lib-
eral off-world mind, the “un-female,” as he called it. The wild,
with every beast Ranger Franklyn had catalogued lined up
ready to tear her, was far better than facing again the collec-
tion of cabins where Tolskegg now spouted his particular
brand of poison, that poison, bred of closed minds, which her
father had taught her early to fear. And Visma and her ilk
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had lapped that poison to grow fat and vigorous on it. Charis
weaved on along the trail.

There was no sign of a rising sun, she realized some time
later. Instead, clouds were thicker overhead. Charis watched
them in dull resignation, awaiting a day of chill, soaking rain.
The thickets higher up might give her some protection from
the full force of a steady pour, but they would not keep out
the cold. Some cave or hole into which she could crawl be-
fore full exposure weakened her to the point that she could
g0 no farther—

She tried to remember all the features of this trail. Twice
she had been along it—the first time when they had cut the
trace, the second time when she had taken the little ones to
the spring to show them the wonderful sheaths of red flowers
and the small, jeweled, flying lizards that lived among those
loops of blossoming vines.

The little ones . . . Charis’s cracked lips shaped a grimace.
Jonan had thrown the stone which had made the black bruise
on her arm. Yet, on that other day, Jonan had stood drinking
in the beauty of the flowers.

Little ones and not so little ones. Charis began to reckon
how many boys had survived the white death. All the little
ones, she realized with some wonder, were still alive—that is,
all under twelve years. Of those in their teens, five remained,
all representing families who had had least contact with the
government group, been the most fanatical in their seve-
rance. And of adult men . . . Charis forced herself to recall
every distorted face in the mob bent on destruction, every
group she had spied upon while hiding out.

Twenty adult men out of a hundred! The women would
go into the fields, but they could not carry on the heavy work
of clearing. How long would it take Leader Tolskegg to rea-
lize that, in deliberately leading the mob to destroy the off-
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world equipment, he might also have sentenced all of the re-
maining colonists to slow death?

Of course, sooner or later, Central Control would inves-
tigate. But not for months was any government ship sched-
uled to set down on Demeter. And by that time the whole
colony could be finished. The excuse of an epidemic would
cover the activities of any survivors. Tolskegg, if he were still
alive then, could tell a plausible tale. Charis was sure that
the colony leader now believed he and his people were free
from the government and that no ship would come, that the
Power of their particular belief had planned this so for them.

Charis pushed between branches. The rain began, plaster-
ing her hair to her head, streaming in chill trickles down her
face, soaking into the torn coat on her shoulders. She stooped
under its force, still shivering. If she could only reach the
spring. Above that was broken rock where she might find a
hole.

But it was harder and harder for her to pull herself up the
rising slope. Several times she went down to hands and knees,
crawling until she could use a bush or a boulder to pull up-
right once more. All the world was gray and wet, a sea to
swallow one. Charis shook her head with a jerk. It would be
so easy to drift into the depths of that sea, to let herself go.

This was real-here and now. She could clutch the bushes,
pull herself along. Above was safety; at least, freedom of a
sort still undefiled by the settlers. And here was the spring.
The curtain of blossoms was gone, seed pods hung in their
place. No lizards, but something squat and hairy drank at the
pool, a thing with a long muzzle that looked at her from a
double set of eyes, coldly, without fear. Charis paused to
stare back.

A purple tongue flicked from the snout, lapped at the
water in a farewell lick. The creature reared on stumpy hind
feet, standing about three feet tall; and Charis recognized it,
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in this normal pose, as one of the tree-dwelling fruit eaters
that depended upon overdeveloped arms and shoulders for a
method of progress overhead. She had never seen one on the
ground before, but she thought it harmless.

It turned with more speed than its clumsy build suggested
and used the vines for a ladder to take it up out of her sight.
There was a shrill cry from where it vanished and the sound
of more than one body moving away.

Charis squatted by the pool side and drank from her cup-
ped hands. The water was cold enough to numb her palms,
and she rubbed them back and forth across the front of her
jacket when she was finished, not in any hopes of drying them
but to restore circulation. Then Charis struck off to the left
where the vegetation gave way to bare rock.

How long it was, that struggle to gain the broken country,
Charis could not have told. The effort stripped her of her
few remaining rags of energy, and sheer, stubbormn will alone
kept her crawling to the foot of an outcrop, where a second
pillar of stone leaned to touch the larger and so formed a
small cup of shelter. She drew her aching body into that and
huddled, sobbing with weakness.

The pain which had started under her ribs spread now
through her whole body. She drew her knees up to her chest
and wrapped her arms about them, resting her chin on one
kneecap. For a long moment she was as still as her shaking
body would allow her to rest. And it was some time later that
she realized chance had provided her with a better hideout
than her conscious mind had directed.

From this niche and out of the full drive of the rain,
Charis had a relatively unobstructed view of the down-slope
straight to the field on which their colony ship had first set
down. The scars of its detel\'-rockets were still visible there
even after all these months. Beyond, to her right, was the
straggle of colony cabins. The dim gray of the storm lessened
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the range of visibility, but Charis thought she could see a trail
or two of smoke rising there.

If Tolskegg was following the usual pattern, he had already
herded the majority of the adults into the fields in that race
for planting. With the equipment destroyed, it would be a
struggle to get the mutated seed in the ground in time for an
early harvest. Charis did not move her head. From here the
fields were masked by the rounded slope; she could not wit-
ness the backbreaking toil in progress there. But if the new
ruler of the colony was holding to schedule, she need not fear
the trailers would be early on her track—if they came at all.

Her head was heavy on her knee; the need for sleep was
almost as great as the ache of hunger. She roused herself to
open her bundle and take out the dry bread to gnaw. The
taste almost made her choke. If she had only had warning
enough to hide some of the trail rations the explorers had
used! But by the time she had nursed her father to the end,
the main stores had largely been raided or destroyed be-
cause of their “evil” sources.

As she chewed the noisome mouthful, Charis watched
downtrail. Nothing moved in the portion of the settlement
she could see. Whether or not she wanted to, whether or not
it was safe, she must rest. And this was the best hole she
could find. Perhaps the steady rain would wash away the
traces she had left. It was a small hope but all she had left
to cling to.

Charis thrust the rest of the bread back into her bundle,
Then she strove to wriggle deeper into her half-cave. Spray
from the rain striking the rocks reached her in spite of her ef-
forts. But finally she lapsed into quiet, her forehead down on
her knees, her only movements the shivers she could not con-
trol.

Was it sleep or unconsciousness which held her, and for
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how long? Charis rose out of a nightmare with a cry, but any
sound she made was swallowed up by a roar from outside.

She blinked dazedly at what seemed to be a column of fire
reaching from earth to gray, weeping sky. Only for a moment
did that last, and then the fire was at ground level, boiling up
the very substance of the soil. Charis scrambled forward on
hands and knees, shouting but still blanketed by that other
sound.

There was a spacer, a slim, scoured shape, pointing nose
to sky, the heat of its deter-rocket fire making a steam mist
about it. But this was no vision—it was real! A spacer had set
down by the village!

Charis tottered forward. Tears added to the rain, wet on
her cheeks. There was a ship—help—down there. And it had
come too soon for Tolskegg to hide the evidence of what had
happened. The burned bubble domes, all the rest—they
would be seen; questions would be asked. And she would be
there to answer them! ;

She lost her footing on a patch of sleek clay, and before
she could regain her balance, Charis was skidding down, un-
able to stop her fall. The sick horror lasted for an endless
second or two. Then came a sudden shock, bringing pain
and blackness.

Rain on her face roused Charis again. She lay with her feet
higher than her head, a mass of rubble about her. Panic hit
her, the fear that she was trapped or that broken bones would
immobilize her, away from the wonderful safety and help of
the ship. She must get there—now!

In spite of the pain, she wriggled and struggled out of the
debris of the slide, crawled away from it. Somehow she got
to her feet. There was no way of telling how long she had
lain there and the thought of the ship waiting drove her on
to make an effort she could not have faced earlier.

No time to go back to the spring trail—if she could reach
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it from this point. Better straight down, with the incline of
the slope to keep her going in the right direction. She had
been almost directly above and behind the landing point
when she had sheltered among the rocks. She must have slid
in the right direction, so she only had to keep on going that
way.

Was it a Patrol ship, Charis wondered as she stumbled on.
She tried to remember its outline. It was certainly not a col-
ony transport—it was not rotund enough; nor was it a regu-
lation freighter. So it could only be a patrol or a government
scout landing off-schedule. And its crew would know how
to deal with the situation here. Tolskegg might already be
under arrest.

Charis forced herself to cut down her first headlong pace.
She knew she must not risk another fall, the chance of knock-
ing herself out just when help was so near. No, she wanted to
walk in on her own two feet, to be able to tell her story and
tell it clearly. Take it slowly: the ship would not lift now.

She could smell the stench of the rocket-burn, see the
steam as a murky fog through the trees and brush. Better
circle here; it no longer mattered if Tolskegg or his henchmen
sighted her. They would be afraid to make any move against
her.

Charis wavered out of the brush into the open and started
for the village without fear. She would show up on the vista-
plates in the ship, and none of the colonists would risk a hos-
tile move under that circumstance.

So—she would stay right here. There was no sign of any-
one’s coming out of the village. Of course not! They would be
trying to work out some plausible story, whining to Tolskegg.
Charis faced around toward the ship and waved vigorously,
looking for the insignia which would mark it Patrol or Scout.

There was nonel It took a moment for that fact to make a
conscious impression on her mind. Charis had been so sure
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that the proper markings would be there that she had almost
deceived herself inta believing that she sighted them. But the
spacer bore no device at all. Her arm dropped to her side
suddenly as she saw the ship as it really was.

This was not the clean-lined, well-kept spacer of any gov-
ernment service. The sides were space-dust cut, the general
proportions somewhere between scout and freighter, with its
condition decidedly less than carefully tended. It must be a
Free Trader of the second class, maybe even a tramp—one of
those plying a none-too-clean trade on the frontier worlds.
And the chances were very poor that the commander or crew
of such would be lawfully engaged here or would care at all
about what happened to the representatives of government
they were already aligned against in practice. Charis could
hope for no help from such as these.

A port opened and the landing ramp snaked out and
down. Somehow Charis pulled herself together, she turned
to run. But out of the air spun a rope, jerking tight about her
arms and lower chest, pulling her back and off her feet to roll,
helplessly entangled, a prisoner. While behind she heard the
high-pitched, shrill laughter of Tolskegg’s son, one of the five
boys who had survived the epidemic.

I

Sur Must keep her wits, she must! Charis sat on the backless
bench, her shoulders braced against the log wall, and
thought furiously. Tolskegg was there and Bagroof, Sidders,
Mazz. She surveyed what now must be the ruling court of
the colony. And then, the trader. Her attention kept going
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back to the man at the end of the table who sat there, nursing
a mug of quaffa, eyeing the assembly.with a spark of amuse-
ment behind the drooping lids of his very bright and wary
eyes.

Charis had known some Free Traders. In fact, among that
class of explorer-adventurer-merchant her father had had
some good friends, men who carried with them a strong de-
sire for knowledge, who had added immeasurably to the in-
formation concerning unknown worlds. But those were the
aristocrats, of their calling. There were others who were scav-
engers, pirates on occasion, raiders who took instead of bar-
gained when the native traders of an alien race were too weak
to stand against superior off-world weapons.

“It is simple, my friend.” The trader’s insolent tone to Tol-
skegg must have cut the colonist raw, yet he took it because
he must. “You need labor. Your fields are not going to plow,
plant, and reap themselves. All right, in freeze I have labor—
good hands all of them. I had my pick; not one can’t pull his
weight, I promise you. There was a flare on Gonwall’s sun,
they had to evacuate to Sallam, and Sallam couldn’t absorb
the excess population. So we were allowed to recruit in the
refugee camp. My cargo’s prime males—sturdy, young, and
all under indefinite contracts. The only trouble is, friend,
what do you have to offer in return? Oh—" his hand went up
to silence the beginning rumble from Tolskegg. “I beg of you,
do not let us have again this talk of furs. Yes, I have seen
them, enough to pay for perhaps three of my cargo. Your
wood does not interest me in the least. I want small things, of
less bulk, a money cargo for a fast turnover elsewhere. Your
furs for three laborers—unless you have something else to
offer.” )

So that was it! Charis drew a deep breath and knew there
was no use in appealing to this captain. If he had shipped
desperate men on indefinite labor contracts, he was no better
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than a slaver, even though there was a small shadow of legal-
ity to his business. And his present offer was sheer torment to
Tolskegg.

“No native treasures—gems or such?” the captain contin-
ued. “Sad that your new world has so few resources to aid
you now, friend.”

Mazz was pulling at his leader’s grimed sleeve, hissing into
Tolskegg’s ear. The frown on the other’s face lightened a
little.

“Give us 2 moment to do some reckoning, captain, We may
have something else.”

The trader nodded. “All the time you wish, friend. I
thought that might move your memories.”

Charis tried to think what Mazz had in mind. There was
nothing of immediate value to trade, she was sure, save the
bundle of pelts the ranger had gathered as specimens. Those
had been cured to send off-world as scientific material.

The buzz of whispers among the colonists came to an end
and Tolskegg faced about. “You trade in labor. What if we
offer you labor in return?”

For the first time, the captain displayed a faint trace of
surprise—deliberately, Charis decided. He was too old a
hand at any bargaining to show any emotion unless for a pur-
pose. .

“Labor? But you are poor in labor. Do you wish to stri
yourselves of what few assets you possess?”

“You deal in labor,” Tolskegg growled. “And there is more
than one kind of labor. Is that not so? We need strong backs,
men for our fields. But there are other worlds where they
may need women.”

Charis stiffened. For the first time she saw more than one
reason for her having been dumped here. She had thought it
was merely to impress upon her the folly of hoping for any
rescue. But this—
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“Women?” The captain’s surprise grew more open. “You
would trade your women?”

Mazz was grinning, a twisted and vicious grin centered on
Charis. Mazz still smarted from Ander Nordholm’s inter-

ference when he had wanted to beat his wife and daughter
into the fields.

“Some women,” Mazz said. “Her—"

Charis had been aware that the trader had pointedly ig-
nored her from his entrance into the cabin. To interfere in
the internal affairs of any colony was against trading policy.
To the captain, a girl with her arms tied behind her back, her
feet pinioned, was a matter involving the settlement and not
his concern. But now he accepted Mazz's statement as an
excuse for giving her a measuring stare. Then he laughed.

“And of what possible value is this oneP A child, a reed to
break if you set her to any useful labor.”

“She is older than she looks and has the leaming of books,”
Tolskegg retorted. “She was a teacher of useless knowledge,
and speaks more than one tongue. On some worlds such are
useful or deemed so by the fools that live there.”

“Who are you, then?” The captain spoke to her directly.

Was this a chance? Could she persuade him to take her,
hoping to contact authority off-world and so obtain her free-
dom? -

“Charis Nordholm. My father was education officer here.”

“SoP Oh, daughter of a learned one, what has chanced in
this place?” He had slipped from Basic into the sibilant Za-
cathan tongue. She answered him readily in the same lan-
guage.

“First, winged one, a sickness, and then the blight of ig-
norance.”

Tolskegg's great fist struck the table with a drum thud.
“Speak words we can understand!”

The captain smiled. “You have claimed for this child
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knowledge. I have the right to decide whether that knowl-
edge makes her worth my buying. In the water of the north
there are splinters of ice.” Again he used one of the Five
Tongues—that of Danther.

“But the winds of the south melt them swiftly.” Charis re-
plied to that code address almost mechanically.

“I say—speak what a man can understand. She has leam-
ing, this one. She is useless to us here. But to you she is worth
at least another laborer!”

“How say you, Gentle Fem?” The trader addressed Charis.
“Do you deem yourself worth a man?”

For the first time the girl allowed herself a thrust in retumn.
“I am worth several of somel”

The captain laughed. “Well said. And if I take you, will
you sign an indefinite contract?”

For a long moment Charis stared at him, her small spark
of hope crushed before it had time to warm her. As her eyes
met his, she knew the truth—he was not really an escape at
all. This man would not take her from Demeter to someone
in authority. Any bargain would be made on his terms, and
those terms would bind her on almost every planet he would
visit. With a labor cargo he would set down only on those
worlds where such a shipment would be welcome and legal.
With an indefinite contract to bind her, she could not appeal
for freedom.

“That is slavery,” she said.

“Not so.” But his smile held almost as much malice as
Mazz’s grin. “To every contract there comes an end in time.
Of course, you need not sign, Gentle Fem. You may remain
here—if that is your wish.”

“We trade her!” Tolskegg had followed this exchange with
growing exasperation. “She is not one of us, nor our kind. We
trade her!”

The captain’s smile grew broader. “It would seem, Gentle

19



ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE

Fem, that you have little choice. I do not think that this world
will be very kind to you under the circumstances if you re-
main.”

Charis knew he was right. Left to Tolskegg and the rest,
their hatred of her the hotter for losing out on what they
thought was a bargain, she would be truly lost. She drew a
ragged breath; the choice was already made.

“I'll sign,” she said dully.

The captain nodded. “I thought you would. You are in full
possession of your senses. You—" he pointed to Mazz, “loose
the Gentle Fem!”

“Already once she has run to the woods,” Tolskegg ob-
jected. “Let her remain bound if you wish to control her. She
is a demon’s daughter and full of sin.”

“I do not think she will run. And since she is about to be-
come marketable property, I have a voice in this matter.
Loose her now!” )

Charis sat rubbing her wrists after the cords were cut. The
captain was right—her strength and energy were gone; she
could not make a break for freedom now. Since the trader
had tested her education to a small degree, it was possible
that learning was a marketable commodity for which he al-
ready foresaw profit. And to be off-world, away from Deme-
ter, would be a small measure of freedom in itself.

“You present a problem.” The captain spoke to her again,
“There is no processing station here, and we cannot ship you
out in freeze—"

Charis shivered. Most labor ships stacked their cargo in the
freeze of suspended animation, thus saving room, supplies,
all the needs of regular passengers. Space on board a trader
ship was strictly limited.

“Since we lift without much cargo,” he continued, “you’ll
bunk in the strong room. And now—what’s the matter—are
you sick?”
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She had striven to rise, only to have the room whirl about
her with a sickening lurch of floor and ceiling.

“Hungry.” Charis clutched at the nearest hold, the arm the
captain had put out involuntarily when she swayed.

“Well, that can be remedied easily enough.”

Charis remembered little of how she got to the spacer. She
was most aware of a cup pushed into her hands, warm to her
cold palms, and the odor which rose from it. Somehow she
managed to get the container to her lips and drink. It was a
thick soup, savory, though she could not identify any of its
contents. When she had finished, she settled back on the bunk
and looked about the room.

Each Free Trader had a cabin with extra security devices
intended to house particularly rich, small cargo. The series
of cupboards and drawers about her were plainly marked
with thumbprint locks which only the captain and his most
trusted officers could open. And the bunk on which she sat
was for a port-side guard when such were needed.

So she, Charis Nordholm, was no longer a person but
valuable cargo. But she was tired, too tired to worry, to even
think, about the future. She was tired—

The vibration of the walls, the bunk under her, were a part
of her body, too. She tried to move and could not; panic
caught at her until she saw that the webbing of the take-off
belts laced her in. Thankful, Charis touched the release but-
ton and sat up. They were off-planet, headed toward what
new port of call? She almost did not want to know.

Since there was no recording of time in the treasure cabin,
Charis could portion hours, days, only by the clicking of the
tray which brought her food through a hatch at intervals—
long intervals, for the food was mostly the low-bulk, high-
energy tablets of emergency rations. She saw no one and the
door did not open. She might have been imprisoned in an
empty ship.
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At first Charis welcomed the privacy, feeling secure in it.
She slept a lot, slowly regaining the strength which had been
drained from her during those last weeks on Demeter. Then
she became bored and restless. The drawers and cupboards
attracted her, but those she could open were empty. At the
fifth meal-period there was a small packet beside her rations,
and Charis opened it eagerly to find a reader with a tape
threaded through it.

Surprisingly enough, the tape proved to be one of the long
epic poems of the sea world of Kraken. She read it often
enough to commit long passages to heart, but it spurred her
imagination to spin fantasies of her own which broke up the
dull apathy induced by her surroundings. And always she
could speculate about the future and what it might hold.

The captain—odd that she had never heard his name—had
hers now, along with her thumbprint, on his contract. She
was signed and sealed to a future someone else would direct.
But always she could hope that chance would take her where
she could appeal for aid and freedom. And Charis was very
sure now that a future off-world would be better than any on
Demeter.

She was reciting aloud her favorite passage from the saga
when a loud clang, resounding from the walls of the cabin,
sent her flat on the bunk, snapping the webbing in place. The
spacer was setting down. Was this the end of the trip for her
or just a way stop? She endured the pressure of planeting
and lay waiting for the answer.

Though the ship must be in port, no one came to free her,
and as the moments passed she grew impatient, pacing back
and forth in the cabin, listening for any sound. But, save that
the vibration had ceased, they could as well have been in
space.

Charis wanted to pound the door, scream her desire to be
out of what was now not a place of security but a cage. By
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stern effort she controlled that impulse. Where were they
now? What was happening? How long would this continue
—this being sealed awayP Lacing her fingers tightly together,
she went back to the bunk, willed herself to sit there with an
outward semblance of patience. She might be able to com-
municate through the ration hatch if this went on.

She was still siting when the door opened. The captain
stood there with a bundle under his arm which he tossed to
the bunk beside her.

“Get into this.” He nodded curtly at the bundle. “Then
come!”

Charis pulled at the fastening of the bundle to unroll a
coverall uniform, the kind worn by spacemen off duty. It was
clean and close enough to her size to fit if she rolled up
sleeves and pants legs. Using the pocket-sized refresher of the
cabin, she made a sketchy toilet, glad to discard her soiled
and torn Demeter clothing. But she had to keep her scuffed
and worn boots. Her hair was shoulder-length now, its light
brown strands fair against her tanned skin, curling up a little
at the ends. Charis drew it back to tie with a strip of cloth,
forming a bobbing tail at the back of her head. There was no
need to consult any mirror; she was no beauty by the stan-
dards of her race and never had been. Her mouth was too
wide, her cheekbones too clearly defined, and her eyes—a
pale gray—too colorless. She was of Terran stock, of middle
height which made her taller than some of the mutated males,
and altogether undistinguished.

But she was feminine enough to devote several seconds
making sure the coverall fitted as well as she could manage
and that she made the best appearance possible under the
circumstances. Then, a little warily, she tried the door, found
it open, and stepped out onto the level landing.

The captain was already on the ladder; only his head and
shoulders were in sight. He beckoned impatiently to her. She
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followed him down for three levels until they came to the
open hatch from which sprang the door ramp.

Outside was a glare of sunlight which made Charis blink
and raise her hands to $hield her eyes. The captain caught
her elbow and steered her ahead into a harsh warmth, desert-
like in its baking heat. And as her eyes adjusted she saw that
they had indeed set down in a wasteland.

Sand, which was a uniform-red outside the glassy slag left
by the rocket blast, lapped out to the foot of a range of small
hills, the outline of which shimmered in heat -waves. There
was no sign of any building, no look of a port, save for the
countless slag scars which pecked and pitted the surface of
the desert sand, evidence of many landings and take-offs.

There were ships—two, three, a fourth farther away. And
all of them, Charis saw, were of the same type as the one she
had just left, second- and third-class traders. This seemed to
be a rendezvous for fringe merchants,

The captain’s hold on her arm left Charis no time to ex-
amine her surroundings more closely; he was pulling rather
than guiding her to the next ship, a twin to his own. And a
man, with an officer’s winged cap but no uniform except
nondescript coveralls, stood waiting for them at the foot of
the ramp.

He stared at Charis intently as she and the captain ap-
proached. But the stare was impersonal, as if she were not a
woman or even a human being at all, but a new tool of which
the stranger was not quite sure.

“Here she is.” The captain brought Charis to a stop before
the strange officer.

His stare held for 2 moment and then he nodded and
turned to go up the ramp. The other two followed. Once in-
side the ship, Charis, sandwiched between the two men,
climbed the core ladder up to the level of the commander’s
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cabin. There he signaled for her to sit at a swing-down desk,
pushed a reader before her.

What followed was, Charis discovered, an examination into
her ability to keep accounts, her knowledge of X-tee contact
procedures, and the like. In some fields she was very ignorant,
but in others she appeared to satisfy her questioner.

“She’ll do.” The stranger was very sparing of words.

Do for what? The question was on the tip of Charis’s
tongue when the stranger saw fit to enlighten her.

“I'm Jagan, Free Trader, and I've a temporary permit for
2 world named Warlock. Heard of it?”

Charis shook her head. There were too many worlds; one
could never keep up with their listing.

“Probably not—back of beyond,” Jagan had already add-
ed. “Well, the natives have a queer system. Their females
rule, make all off-world contacts; and they don’t like to deal
with males, even strangers like us. So we have to have a
woman to palaver with them. You know some X-tee stuff and
you've enough education to keep the books. We'll put you
at the post, and then they’ll trade. I'm buying your contract,
and that’s that. Got it, girl?”

He did not wait for her to answer, but waved her away
from the desk. She backed against the cabin wall and
watched him thumbprint the document which transferred her
future into his keeping.

Warlock—another. world—unsettled by human beings ex-
cept at a trading post. Charis considered the situation. Such
trading posts were visited at intervals by officials. She might
have a chance to plead her case before such an inspector.

Warlock— She began to wonder -about that planet and
what might await her there,
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“IT’s stMPLE. You discover what they want and give it to
them for as near your price as you can get.” Jagan sat at the
wall desk, Charis on a second pull-seat by the wall. But the
captain was not looking at her; he was staring at the cabin
wall as if the answer to some dilemma was scratched there as
deeply as a blaster ray could burn it. “They have what we
want. Look here—” He pulled out a strip of material as long
as Charis’s forearm and as wide as her palm.

It was fabric of some type, a pleasant green color with an
odd shimmer to its surface. And it slipped through her firigers
with a caressing softness. Also, she discovered, it could be
creased and folded into an amazingly small compass, yet
would shake out completely unwrinkled.

“That’s waterproof,” Jagan said. “They make it. Of what
we don’t know.”

“For their clothing?” Charis was entranced. This had the
soft beauty of the fabulously expensive Askra spider silk.

“No, this fabric is used commonly to package things—
bags and such. The Warlockians don’t wear clothing. They
live in the sea as far as we know. And that’s the only thing
we've been able to trade out of them so far. We can’t get to
them—~" He scowled, flipping record tapes about the top of
his desk. “This is our chance, the big one, the one every
trader dreams of having someday—a permit on a newly
opened world. Make this spin right and it means—" His voice
trailed off, but Charis understood him.

Trading empires, fortunes, were made from just such
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chances. To get at the first trade of a new world was a dream
of good luck. But she was still puzzled as to how Jagan had
achieved the permit for Warlock. Surely one of the big Com-
panies would have made contact with Survey and bid in the
rights to establish the first post. Such plums were not for the
fringe men. But it was hardly tactful under the circumstances
to ask Jagan how he had accomplished the nigh to impossible.

She had been spending a certain period of each ship’s day
with Jagan, going over the tapes he considered necessary for
her briefing. And Charis had, after her first instruction hour,
realized that to Jagan she was not a person at all, but a key
with which he might unlock the mysteriously shut door of
Warlockian trade. Oddly enough, while the captain supplied
her with a wealth of information about his goods, the need
for certain prices and profits, the mechanics of trading with
aliens, he seemed to have very little to say about the natives
themselves, save that they were strongly matriarchal in their
beliefs, holding males in contempt. And they had been wary
of the post after a first curious interest in it.

Jagan was singularly evasive over why the first contact had
failed so thoroughly. And Charis, treading warily, dared not
ask too many questions. This was like forsaking a well-worn
road for a wilderness. She still had a little knowledge to guide
her, but she had to pick a new path, using all her intuition.

“They have something else.” Jagan came out of the
thoughtful silence into which he had retreated. “It’s a tool,
a power. They travel by it.” He rubbed one hand across his
square chin and looked at Charis oddly as if daring her to
take his words lightly. “They can vanish!”

“Vanish?” She tried to be encouraging. Every bit of infor-
mation she could gain she must have.

“I saw it.” His voice sank to a mumble. “She was right
there—" one finger stabbed at the comer of the cabin, “and
then—" He shook his head. “Just—just gonel They work it

~ 27



ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE

some way. Get us the secret of how they do that and we
won'’t need anything else.”

Charis knew that Jagan believed in the truth of what he
had seen. And aliens had secrets. She was beginning to look
forward to Warlock more than for just a chance of being free
of this spacer.

But when they did planet, she was not so certain once
again. The sky of mid-afternoon was amber, pure gold in
places. The ship had set down among rough cliffs of red and
black which shelved or broke abruptly to the green sea. Ex-
cept for that sea and the sky, Warlock appeared a somber
world of dark earth, a world which, to Charis, repelled rather
than invited the coming of her species.

On Demeter the foliage had been a light, bright green,
with hints of yellow along stem or leaf edge. Here it held a
purple overcast, as if it were eternally night-shadowed even
in the full sun of day.

Charis had welcomed and fiercely longed for the fresh
air of the open, untainted by spacer use. But after her first
tasting of that pleasure, she was more aware of a chill, a cer-
tain repulsion. Yet the breeze from the sea was no more than
fresh; the few odors it bore, while perhaps strange, were not
offensive in any way.

There was no settlement, no indication except for slag scars,
that any spacer had finned in here before. She followed Jagan
down the ramp, away from the rocket steam, to the edge of
a cliff drop, for they had landed on a plateau well above sea
level. Below was an inlet running like a sharp sword thrust
of sea into the land. And at its innermost tip bubbled the
dome of the post, a gray dome of quickly hardened plasta-
skin—the usual temporary structure on a frontier planet.

“There she is.” Jagan nodded. But it seemed to Charis that
he was in no hurry to approach his gate to fortune. She stood
there, the breeze tugging at her hair and the coveralls they
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had given her. Demeter had been a frontier world, alien, but
until after the white death had struck it had seemed open,
willing to welcome her kind. Was that because it had had no
native race? Or because its very combination of natural fea-
tures, of sights, sounds, smells, had been more attuned to
Terran stock? Charis had only begun to assess what made
that difference, trying to explore the emotions this first meet-
ing with Warlock aroused in her, when Jagan moved.

He lifted a hand to summon her on and led the way down
a switchback trail cut into the native rock by blaster fire. Be-
hind she could hear the voices of his crew as they formed a
line of men to descend.

The foliage had been thinned about the post, leaving a
wide space of bare, blue soil and gray sand ringing the bub-
ble, an elementary defense precaution. Charis caught the
scent of perfume, looked into a bush where small lavender-
pink balls bobbed and swung with the wind’s touch. That
was the first light and delicate thing she had seen in this
rugged landscape.

Now that she was on a level with the post, she saw that
the dome was larger than it looked from above. Its surface
was unbroken by any windows; visa-screens within would be
set to pick up what registered on sensitive patches of the
walls. But at the seaward end there was the outline of a door.
Jagan fronted that and Charis, alert to any change in the
trader’s attitude, was sure he was puzzled. But his pause was
only momentary. He strode forward and slapped his palm
against the door as if in irritation.

The portal split open and they were inside the large fore-
room. Charis looked about her. There was a long table, really
only a flat surface mounted on easily assembled pipelegs. A
set of shelves, put together in a like manner and now occupied
by a mass of trade goods, followed the curve of the dome wall
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along, flanking the door, and added to the portion cutting
this first chamber off from the rest.

There was a second door midway of that inner wall; the
man who stood there must be Gellir, Jagan’s cargomaster
and now post keeper. He had the deep tan of a space man,
but his narrow face, with its sharp jet of chin and nose, bore
signs of fatigue. There were lines bracketing his lips, dark
smudges under his eyes. He was a man who was under a
strain, Charis thought. And he carried a stunner, not hols-
tered at his belt as all the crew wore them when planetside,
but free in his hand, as if he expected not his captain but
some danger he was not sure he could meet.

“You made it.” His greeting was a flat statement of fact.
Then he sighted Charis and his expression tightened into one
that she thought, with surprise, was a mingling of fear and
repulsion. “Why—" He stopped, perhaps at some signal from
Jagan the girl had not seen.

“Through here,” the captain spoke to her quickly. She was
almost pushed past Gellir into a passage so narrow that the
shoulders of her escort brushed the plasta walls. He took her
to the end of that way where the dome began to curve down
overhead and then opened another door. “In here,” he or-
dered curtly.

Charis went in, but as she turned, the door was already
shut. Somehow she knew that if she tried to separate it by
palm pressure, it would be locked.

With growing apprehension Charis looked about the room.
There was a folding cot against the slope of the wall—she
would have to move carefully to fit in under that curve. A
stall fresher occupied a considerable space in the room where
the roof was higher. For the rest, there was a snap-down
table and a pull-out seat to fit beneath it and, at the foot of
the cot, a box she guessed was to hold personal possessions.

More like a cell than living quarters in its design to con-
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serve space. But, she thought, probably equal to any within
the post. She wondered how big a staff Jagan thought neces-
sary to keep here. Gellir had been in charge while the cap-
tain was off-world, and he could have been alone, a situation
which would cause him to be jumpy under the circumstances.
Normally a spacer of the Free Trader class would carry—
Charis reckoned what she did know about such ships—nor-
mally a captain, cargomaster, assistant pilot-navigator, engi-
neer and his assistant, a jet man, a medico, a cook—perhaps
an assistant cargomaster. But that was a fully staffed ship,
not a fringe tramp. She thought there had been four men on
board beside Jagan.

Think things out, assemble your information before you
act. Ander Nordholm had been a systematic thinker and his
training still held in the odd turn her life had taken. Charis
pulled out the seat and folded her hands on the table surface
as she sat down to follow her father's way of facing a prob-
lem.

If she only knew more about Jagan! That he was des-
perately intent upon this project she could understand. Suc-
cess meant a great deal for a fringe tramp; the establishment
of a post on a newly opened planet was a huge step up. But
—how had one on the ragged edge of respectability gotten
the franchise for such a post in the beginning? Or—Charis
considered a new thought—or had Jagan broken in here
without a licenseP Suppose, just suppose, he had seen the
chance to land well away from any government base, start
trading. Then, when he was located by a Patrol from what-
ever headquarters did exist on Warlock, he could present an
established fact. With the trade going, he could pay his fine
and be left alone, because the situation could be so delicate
locally that the legal representatives would not want the
natives to have any hint of dissension between two off-world
groups.

31



ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE

Then a time lapse in establishing proper contact with the
aliens would goad Jagan into action. He would have to take
any short cut, make any move he could devise, to get started.
So, he needed her—

But that meeting on the desert of the unknown world
where she had been traded from the labor ship to Jagan—
What was that place and why had Jagan been there?P Just to
pick her up—or some other woman? An illegal meeting place
where traders in contraband exchanged cargoes—of that she
was sure. Smugglers operated all over space. A regular stop
for the labor ship and Jagan was there, waiting on the chance
of their carrying a woman for sale?

Which meant she had been taken by an illegal trader.
Charis smiled slowly; she could be lucky because this trade
had gone through. Somewhere on Warlock there was a gov-
ernment base where all contacts between off-worlders and
natives were supervised. If she could reach that base and
protest an illegal contract, she might be free even with Jagan
holding her signature and thumbprint against her!

For the time being she would go along with Jagan’s trad-
ing plans. Only—if the captain were working against time—
Suddenly Charis felt as cold as she had when crouched on
the Demeter mountainside. She was only a tool for Jagan;
let that tool fail and . . .

She took an iron grip on herself, fought the cold inside her
which was a gathering storm to send her beating at the door
of what might be a trap. Her hands were palm-down on the
table, their flesh wet. Charis strove to master the sickness in
her middle and then she heard movements. Not in this cell—
no—but beyond its wall.

A pounding—now heavy, now hardly more than a tap-
ping—at irregular intervals. She was straining to hear more
when the sound of metallic space-boot plates clicking against
the flooring made her tense. Coming here?
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She slipped sidewise on the seat to face the door. But that
did not open. Instead, she heard another sound from beyond
the wall-a thin mewling, animal-like, yet more frightening
than any beast’s cry. A human voice—low; Charis could not
make out any words, just a man’s tone close to the level of a
whisper.

Now the sound of footsteps just without her own door.
Charis sat very still, willing herself into what she hoped was
the outer semblance of calm. Not Jagan entered as the door
split open, but one of the crew she did not recognize. In one
hand he carried a sack-bag such as the crew used for per-
sonal belongings, which he tossed in the general direction of
her cot. In the other, he balanced a sealed, hot ration tray
which he slid on to the table before her. The room was so
small he need hardly step inside the door to rid himself of
both burdens.

Charis was ready to speak, but the expression on his face
was forbidding and his movements were those of a man in a
hurry. He was back and gone, the door sealed behind him
before she could ask a question.

A finger-tip pressure released the lid of the tray and Charis
savored the fragrance of stew, hot quaffa. She made a quick
business of eating, and her plate was cleared before she heard
more sounds. Not the thumping this time but a low cry which
was not quite a moan.

As suddenly as that plaint began, it stopped and there was
silence. A prisoner? A member of the crew ill? Charis’s im-
agination could supply several answers, but imagination was
not to be relied upon.

As the silence continued, Charis rose to investigate the bag
on the cot. Jagan or someone had made a selection of trade
goods, for the articles which spilled out were items intended
to catch the eye of an alien or primitive. Charis found a
comb with the back set in a fanciful pattern of bits of crystal;
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a mirror adorned to match; a box containing highly scented
soap powder, the too strong perfume of which made her sniff
in fastidious disgust. There were several lengths of cloth in
bright colors; a small hand-sew kit; three pairs of ornamented
sandals in different sizes for a fitting choice; a robe, which
was too short and too wide, of a violent blue with a flashy
pattern of oblak birds painted on it.

Apparently the captain wished her to present a more femi-
nine appearance than she now made wearing the coveralls.
Which was logical considering her duties here—that she reg-
ister as a woman with the natives.

Suddenly Charis yielded to the desire to be just that again
—a woman. The colonists of Demeter had been a puritanical
sect with strong feelings concerning the -wrongness of frivo-
lous feminine clothing. Suiting themselves outwardly as well
as they could to the pkople they must live among, all mem-
bers of the government party not generally in uniform had
adapted to the clumsy, drab clothing the sect believed fitting.
Such colors as now spilled across the cot had been denied
Charis for almost two years. While they were not the ones
she would have chosen for herself, she reached out to stroke
their brightness with an odd lightening of spirit.

There were no patterns by which to cut, but she thought
she had skill enough to put together a straight robe and skirt,
a very modified version of the colony clothing. The yellow
went with the green in not too glaring a combination. And
one pair of sandals did fit.

Charis set out the toilet articles on the table, piled the ma-
terial and the robe on the chair. Of course, they must have
brought her the least attractive and cheapest of their sup-
plies. But still-she remembered the strip of native material
Jagan had shown her. The color of that was far better than
any of these garish fabrics. Someone who used that regularly
would not be attracted by what she had here. Perhaps that
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was one of the points which had defeated Jagan so far; his
wares were not fitted to the taste of his customers. But surely
the captain was no amateur; he would know that for himself.

No—definitely she would not combine the yellow with the
green after all. One color alone and, if there was not enough
material, Jagan would have to give her the run of his shelves
to make a better selection. If she was going to represent her
race before alien females, she must appear at her best.

Charis measured the length of green against her body. An-
other modification of the cut she had planned might do it.

“Pretty—pretty—"

She swung around. That sibilant whisper was so startling
that Charis was badly shaken. The figure in the slit of the
opened door whipped through and drew the portal tight shut
behind her as she stood, facing Charis, her back to the door,
her lips stretched in a frightening caricature of a smile.

v

Tae NEwcoMER was of a height with Charis so they could
match eye to eye as they stood there, Charis gripping the
fabric length tightly with both hands, the other woman con-
tinuing to laugh in a way which was worse than any scream.
She must have been plump once, for her skin was loose in
pouches and wrinkles on her face and in flabby flaps on her
arms. Her black hair hung in lank, greasy strings about her
wrinkled neck to her hunched shoulders.

“Pretty.” She reached out crooked fingers and Charis in-
stinctively retreated, but not until those crooked nails caught
in the material and jerked at it viciously.
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The stranger’s own garments were a bundle of stuffs—a
gaudy robe much like the one Charis had been given, pulled
on crookedly over a tumic of another and clashing shade.
And she wore the heavy, metal-plated boots of a space man.

“Who are you?” Charis demanded. Oddly enough, some-
thing in her tone appeared to awaken a dim flash of reason in
the other.

“Sheeha,” she replied as simply as a child. “Pretty.” Her
attention returned again to the fabric. “Want—" She snatched,
ripping the length from Charis’s grasp. “Not to the snakes—
not give to the snakes!” Her lips drew flat across her teeth
in an ugly way and she retreated until her shoulders were
once more set against the door panel, the material now
wreathed and twisted in her own claw hands.

“The snakes won't get this pretty!” she announced. “Even
if they dream. No—not even if they dream . . .” ;

Charis was afraid to move. Sheeha had crossed the border
well into a country for which there was no map of any sane
devising.

“They have dreamed,” Sheeha’s croak of a voice was
crooning, “so many times they have dreamed—calling Shee-
ha. But she did not go, not to the snakes, nol” Her locks of
hair bobbed as she shook her head vigorously. “Never did
she go. Don’t you go—never—not to the snakes.”

She was busy thrusting the material she had balled into a
wad into a bag in her robe. Now she looked beyond Charis
at the blue robe on the cot, reaching out for that, also.

“Pretty—not for the snakes—nol”

Charis snatched the garment up and pushed it into that
clawing hand.

“For Sheeha—not the snakes,” she agreed, trying to keep
her fear from showing.

Again the woman nodded. But this time as she took the
robe, she caught at Charis with her other hand, linking fingers
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tight about the girl’s wrist. Charis was afraid to struggle. But
the touch of the other’s dry, buming skin against her own
made her flesh shrink, and a shudder ran through her.

“Comel” Sheeha ordered. “Snakes will get nothing. We
shall make sure.”

She jerked Charis toward her as she swung around. The
door-slit opened and Sheeha pulled the unresisting girl out
into the corridor. Dared she call for help? Charis wondered.
But the grasp on her wrist, the strength the other displayed,
was a warning against centering Sheeha’s attention on her.

As far as Charis could see, the trading post was deserted
save for the two of them. The doors along the hall were shut,
but that to the store was open and the light there beckoned
them on. It must be early evening. Was Sheeha going out
into the night? Charis, remembering the broken country.
about the perimeter of the post, had hopes of escape there if
she could break the hold the other had on her.

But it appeared that Sheeha was bound no farther than the
outer room where the shelves were crowded with the trade
wares. As her eyes settled on that wealth of miscellaneous
goods, she did drop her hold on Charis.

“Not to the snakes!”

She had moved down the corridor at a rapid shuffle, as
if the weight of the space boots had been a handicap. But
now she fairly sprang at the nearest shelf on which stood rows
of small glass bottles, sweeping her arms along to send them
smashing to the floor. A cloud of overpowering and mingled
scents arose. Not content with clearing them from the shelves,
Sheeha was now stamping on the shards which survived the
first crash, her cry of “Not to the snakes!” becoming a chant.

“Sheehal”

She had finished with the bottles and was now grabbing
at rolls of materials, tearing at the stuff with her claws. But
her first assault had brought a response from the owner of
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the post. Charis was brushed aside with a force which sent
her back against the long table as Jagan burst in from the
corridor and hurled himself at the frantic woman, his arms
clamping hers tight to her body though she threshed and
fought in his grasp, her teeth snapping as her head turned
back and forth trying for a wolfish-fang grip on her captor.
She was screaming, high, harsh, and totally without mind.

Two more men came on the run, one from outside, the
other—whom Charis recognized as the one who had brought
her the food—from the corridor. But it took all three of them
to control Sheeha.

She cried as they looped a length of the unrolled fabric
about her, imprisoning her arms against her body, making her
into a package.

“The dreams—not the dreams—not the snakes!” The words
broke from her as a plea.

Charis was surprised to see the emotion on Jagan's face.
His hands rested gently on Sheeha’s shoulders as he turned
her around to face, not the interior corridor of the post but
the outer door.

“She goes to the ship,” he said. “Maybe there . . .” He did
not complete that sentence but, steering the woman be-
fore him, he went out into the night.

The overwhelming odors of the spilt perfumes were thick
enough to make Charis sneeze. Trails of trade fabrics cas-
caded down from the second shelf Sheeha had striven to
clean off. Mechanically Charis went over to loop the material
up from the mess on the floor, circling about the glass shards
which were still visible in the powder Sheeha’s boots had
ground.

“You—" She glanced up as the man by the table spoke.
“You'd better go back now.”

Charis obeyed, glad to be out of the wreckage. She was
shivering as she sat down upon her cot once again, trying to
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understand what had happened. Jagan said he needed a
woman to contact the natives. But before Charis’s coming
there had already been a woman here—Sheeha. And that
Sheeha was to the captain something more than a tool Charis
was sure, having watched his handling of her frenzy.

The snakes—the dreams? What had moved Sheeha to her
wild talk and actsP Charis’s own first impression of Warlock,
that it was not a world to welcome her kind—was that the
truth and not just a semiconscious, emotional reaction to cer-
tain landscape coloring? What was happening here?

She could go out, demand an explanation. But Charis dis-
covered that her will this time was not strong enough to make
her cross that threshold again. And when she did try the door
and found she could not open it, she sighed in relief. In this
small cell she felt safe; she could see every inch of it and
know she was alone.

The light from the glow-track running along the ceiling of
the bubble was growing dimmer. Charis deduced they were
slacking power for the night. She curled up on the cot. Odd.
Why was she so sleepy all at once? There was a flicker of
alarm at her realization at that oddness. Then. . .

Light again, all around her. Charis was aware of that light
even though her eyes were closed. Light and warmth. Then
came the desire to know from whence they reached her. She
opened her eyes and looked up into a serene, golden sky.
Golden sky? She had seen a golden sky—where? when? A
part of her pushed away memory. It was good to lie here
under the gold of the sky. She had not rested so, uncaring,
for a long, long time.

A tickle at her toes, a lapping about her ankles, up around
her calves. Charis stirred, used her elbows to prop herself
up. She lay in warm, gray sand in which there were small,
glittering points of red, blue, yellow, green. Her body was
bare, but she felt no need for any clothing; the warmth was
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covering of a sort. And she lay on the very verge of a green
sea with its foremost wavelets lapping gently at her feet and
legs. A green sea . . . As with the golden sky, that triggered
memory, memory which something within her feared and
fought.

She was languorous, relaxed, happy—if this freedom
could be called happiness. This was right! Life should always
be a clear gold sky, a green sea, jeweled sand, warmth, no
memories—just here and now!

Save for the kiss and go of the waves there was no move-
ment. Then Charis wanted more than this flaccid content and
sat up. She turned her head to find that she was in a pocket
of rock with a steep red cliff behind and about her and,
seemingly, no path out. Yet that did not disturb her in the
least. With her fingers she idly shifted the sand, blinking at
the winks of color. The water was washing higher, up to her
knees now, but she had no wish to withdraw from its warm
caress.

Then—all the languor, the content, vanished. She was not
afraid, but aware. Aware of whatP one part of her awakening
mind demanded. Of what? Of—of an intelligence, another
awareness. She scrambled up from the sand which had hol-
lowed about her body and stood, this time giving the rock
walls about her a closer examination. But there was nothing
there, nothing save herself stood alive in this pocket cup of
rock and sand.

Charis looked to the sea. Surely there—right there—was
a troubling of the water. Something was emerging, coming to
her. And she . ..

Charis gasped, gasped as if the air could not readily fill too
empty lungs. She was on her back, and it was no longer gold
day but dim pale night about her. To her right was the curve
of the bubble wall. She could barely make it out, but her
outlung hand proved it solid and real. But—that sand had
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also been real as it had shifted between her fingers. The soft
lap of the sea water, the sun and air on her skin? They, too,
had been real.

A dream—more vivid and substantial than any she had
ever known before? But dreams were broken bits of things,
like the shards Sheeha had left on the floor of the trade room.
And this had not been broken, contained nothing which did
not fit. That awareness at the end, that belief that there was
something rising from the sea to meet her?

Was it that which had broken the dream. pattern, brought
her awake and into that frightening sense, for a fraction of a
second, that she was drowning—not in the sea which had
welcomed and caressed her but in something which now lay
between the realization of that sea and this room?

Charis wriggled off the cot and padded to the seat by
the table. She was excited, experiencing the sensation which
she had known when she anticipated some pleasure yet to
come. Would a second try at sleep return her to the sea, the
sand, the place in space and time where something—or some-
one—awaited her?

But the sensation of well-being which she had brought
with her from the dream, if dream that had been, was seep-
ing away. In its place flowed the same vague discomfort and
repugnance which had claimed her from her first leaving the
spacer. Charis found herself listening, as it seemed, not only
with her ears but with every part of her.

No sound at all. Without knowing exactly why, she went
to the door. There was still light from the roof, dimmed to
twilight but enough to see her way around. Charis set her
hands on either side of the slit and applied pressure. And
the portal opened, allowing her to look down the corridor.

This time she faced no string of closed doors; they all
gaped open. Again she listened, trying to still her own breath-
ing. What did she expect to hear? A murmur of voices, the
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sound of some sleeper’s heavy intake and expulsion of airP
But there was nothing at all.

Earlier her room had seemed a haven of safety, the only
security she could hope to find. Now she was not so sure, just
as she could not put name to the intangible atmosphere which
made her translate her growing uneasiness into action she
could not have assayed before.

Charis started down the hall. Her bare feet made no sound
on the floor which was too chill as she paused at the first
door. That was open wide enough to show her another cot—
empty, just as the room was empty. The second room, more
sleeping quarters without a sleeper. A third room with the
same deserted bareness. But the fourth room was different.
Even by this dim light she could make out one promising
feature, a com visa-screen against the far wall. There was a
table here, two chairs, a pile of record tapes. Ugly, dis-
torted—

She was startled into immobility. It was almost as if she
had seen this room and its furnishings through eyes which
measured and disdained it and all it stood for. But that odd
dis-orientation had been only a flash, the visa-screen drew
her. It was undoubtedly set there to be a link between a
planeting ship and the post. But, too, it might just furnish her
with a key to freedom. Somewhere on Warlock there was a
government base. And this com could pick up that station,
would pick it up if she had the patience and time to make a
sweep-beam search. Patience she could produce; time was
another matter. Where were the traders? All back to the
spacer for some reason? But why?

Where earlier she had crept, now Charis sped, making the
round of the post: the sleeping rooms—all empty; the cook
unit with its smell of recently heated rations and quaffa still
lingering but otherwise closed tight; the larger outer room,
where the smashed glass had been brushed into a pile and
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then left, where one strip of tangled and creased material
still fluttered from a hastily wrapped roll; back to the com
room. She was alone in the post. Why and for how long she
could not tell, but for the moment she was alone.

Now it was a matter of time, luck, and distance. She
could operate the sweep, set its probe going to pick up any
other com-beam within a good portion of planet surface. If
this was the middle of a Warlockian night, there might be
no one on duty at the government base com. Still she could
set a message to be picked up on its duty tape, a message
which would bring the authorities here and give her a chance
to tell her story.

Pity she could not increase the glow of lights, but she had
not found the control switch. So Charis had to lean very
close to the keyboard of the unit to pick out the proper com-
bination to start the sweep. |

For a moment or two Charis was bewildered by a strange
and unorthodox arrangement of buttons. Then she under-
stood. Just as the ship Jagan captained was certainly not new
or first class, this was a com of an older type than any she
had seen before. And a small worry dampened her first ela-
tion. What would be the range of sweep on such an anti-
quated installation? If the government base was too far away,
she might have little hope of a successful contact.

Charis pressed the button combination slowly, intent upon
making no error in setting up a sweep. But the crackles of
sound which the activated beam fed back into the room was
only the natural atmospheric response of an empty world.
Charis had heard that on Demeter the times she had prac-
ticed the same drill.

Only the beep-beep spark traveling from one side of a small
scan-plate to the other assured her that the sweep was active.
Now she had nothing to do but wait, either to catch another
wave or face the return of the traders.

43



ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE

Having set the com to work, Charis returned to her other
problem. Why had she been left alone in the station at night?
From the deeply cleft valley of the inlet she could not see the
landing site of the plateau where the spacet had planeted.
Jagan had taken Sheeha to the ship, but he had left at least
two men here. Had they believed her safely locked in her
room so they could leave for some other necessary duty? All
she knew of the general routine of the post she had learned
from the captain, and that had been identical to the cram-
ming of what he had wanted her to know of his business.

The faint beeping of the sweep was a soothing monotone,
too soothing. Charis’s head jerked as she shook herself fully
awake. One third of the circle had registered no pick-up, and
at least a fourth of the circumference must be largely sea,
from which direction she could expect no positive response.

That came just when Charis was almost convinced there
was no hope for her, it came—weak, so weak that the dis-
tance must be great. But she had a direct beam on it and so
could increase receptive volume. Somewhere to the north-
east, another off-world com was beaming.

Charis’s fingers flew, centering her sweep, adding to its
intensity. The visa-plate before her clouded, began to clear
again. She was picking up an answer! Charis reacted more
quickly than she had thought possible as some instinct sent
her dodging to one side, away from the direct line of the
plate and so out of sight—or at least out of focus—for a re-
turn cast.

The figure which emerged from the clearing mist was no
government man, though he was a man or at least humanoid
in appearance. He wore the same dingy coveralls as the
traders used; belted at his thick waist was not the legal stun-
ner but a highly illegal blaster. Charis’s hand shot out and
thumbed the lever which broke connection just as the ex-
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pression of open surprise on his face tumed to one of search-
ing inquiry.

Breathing fast, the girl crept back to her place before the
screen. Another post—somewhere to the north. But the
blaster? Such a weapon was strictly forbidden to anyone
except a member of the Patrol or Defense forces. She hesi-
tated. Dare she put the sweep to work again? Try it south?
She had not recognized the man pictured on the plate as one
of the ship’s crew, but still he could be one of Jagan’s men.
And so the captain’s actions here could be more outside the
law than she had guessed. '

Standing well to one side of the screen, Charis triggered
the sweep again. Moments later she had a pick-up to the
south. However, what flashed on the screen this time was no
armed space man but a very familiar standby pattern—the
insignia of Survey surmounted by a small Embassy seal, sig-
nifying an alien contact mission manned by Survey per-
sonnel. There was no operator on duty; the standby pattern
clarified that. But they would have a pick-up tape ready to
record. She could send a message and know that it would be
read within hours. Charis began to click out the proper code
words.

A\

A soFT swisH of sound, a light touch on her body.

Charis looked about her with an acceptance which was in
itself part of the strangeness of this experience. She had been
huddled in the seat before the com, beating out on its keys

her call for attention. Then—she was here, back somehow in
the dream.
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But, she knew a second or so later after the dawn of that
realization, this was not quite the same dream after all. She
wore the coverall she had pulled on before she began her
night’s prowling of the deserted post. Her bare feet sent small
messages of pain along nerves and she glanced down at them.
They were bruised and there was a scrape along one instep
which oozed drops of blood. Instead of that feeling of one-
ness and satisfaction she had had before, now she was tired
and confused. '

There, as it had before, rolled the sea under the light of
morning. And about her were rocky cliffs, while her sore feet
sank into loose and powdery sand. She was on the shore—
there was no doubting that, but this could not be a dream.

Charis turned, expecting to see the post on its narrow
tongue of water, but behind her was a cliff wall. She could
sight a line of depressions in the sand, ending at the point
where she now stood, marking her trail, and those led back
out of sight. Where she was and how she had come here she
did not know.

Her heart picked up the beat of fear, her breath came
faster in shallow gasps. She could not remember. No forcing
of thought could bring back memory.

Back? Maybe she could trace her way back along her
trail. But even as she turned to try that, Charis found she
could not. There was a barrier somehow, a sensation almost
as keen as physical pain, which kept her from retracing. Lit-
erally she could not take the first step back. Shaking, Charis
faced around and tried again to move. And the energy she
expended nearly sent her sprawling on her face. If she could
not return, there was nothing to prevent her going forward.

She tried to equate the points of the compass. Had she
strayed north or south from the post? She thought south.
South—the government base lay to the south. If she kept on,
she had a chance of reaching that.

46



ORDEAL IN OTHERWHERE

How small that chance might be Charis dared not consider.
Without supplies, without even shoes, how long could she
keep going? Some wild thoughts troubled her. Had she
brought this upon herself because she had striven to contact
the base by com? She cupped her hands over her eyes and
stood, trying to understand, trying to trace the compulsion
which must have led her to this place. Had her conscious
mind blanked out? Her need for escape, for reaching the
government base, had that then taken over? It made sense of
a sort, but it had also led her into trouble.

Charis limped down to the sea and sat on a rock to inspect
her feet. They were bruised, and there was another cut on the
tip of a toe. She lowered them into the water and bit her lip
against the sting of the liquid in her wounds.

This might be a world without life, Charis thought. The
golden-amber sky held floating clouds, but no birds or
winged things cut across its serenity. The sand and rocks
about her were bare of any hint of growing things, and there
was no break on the smooth surface of the beach save the
hollows of her own footprints.

Charis pulled open the seal front of her coverall and took
off her undershirt. It was a struggle to tear that, but at the
cost of a broken nail she at last had a series of strips which
she bound about her feet. They would be some protection
since she could not remain where she was forever.

Some hundred feet or so to the south, the cliff pointed out
to meet the sea with no strip of easily traveled beach at its
foot. She would have to climb there. But Charis sat where
she was for a while, marking the hand- and-footholds to use,
when she had to.

She was hungry—as hungry as she had been back on the
mountain on Demeter, and there was not even a hunk of
bread for her this time. Hungry and thirsty—although the
water washed before her mockingly. To go on into a bare
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wildemess was sheer folly, yet there was that invisible barrier
on the back trail. Now, even to turn her head and retrace by
eye the hollow sand prints required growing effort.

Grimly she rose on her bandaged foot and limped to the
cliff. She could not stay there, growing weaker with hunger.
There could be hope that beyond the cliff there was more
than just sand and rock.

The climb taxed her strength, scraped her palms and fin-
gers almost as badly as her feet. She pulled out on the pitted
surface of the crest and lay with her hands tight against her
breast, sobbing a little. Then she raised her head to look
about.

She had reached the lip of another foliage-choked, narrow
valley such as the one which held the trading post. But here
were no buildings, nothing but trees and brush. However,
not too far away a thread of water splashed down to make a
stream flowing seaward. Charis licked dry lips and started for
that, Within seconds she crouched on blue earth, her hands
tingling in the chill of the spring water as she drank from
cupped palms, not caring whether her immunization shots,
intended for any lurking danger on Demeter, would hold on
Warlock.

If the sea beach had been empty of life, the same was not
true of this valley. Her thirst assuaged, Charis squatted back
on her heels and noticed a gauzy-winged flying thing skim
across the water. It rose again, a white threadlike creature
writhing in the hold of its two pincer-equipped forelegs, and
was gone with its victim between a bush and the cliff wall.

Then, from over her head, burst a clap of sound as if
someone had brought two pieces of bone sharply together.
Another flyer, a great deal more substantial and a hundred
times larger than the insect hunter, shot out of a hole in the
clif and darted back and forth over her. The thing had
leathery skin-wings, its body naked of any feathers or fur,
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the hide wrinkled and seamed. The head was very large in
proportion and split halfway down its length most of the time
as an enormous fang-set mouth uttered “clak-clak” noises.

A second flyer joined the first, then a third, and the racket
of their cries was deafening. They swooped lower and lower
and Charis’s first curiosity turned to real alarm. One alone
would have been no threat, but a flock of the things, plainly
set upon her as a target for their dives, could mean real trou-
ble. She looked about for cover and plunged in under the
matted branches of the stunted-tree grove.

Apparently her passage was not hidden from the clakers
even though they could not reach her, for she could hear
their cries following her as she moved toward the sea. Some-
thing leaped up from just before her and squealed as it ran
for the deeper shadows.

Now she hesitated, unsure of what else might lie in this
wood—waiting. The smell of growing things—some pleasant,
some disagreeable to her off-world senses—was strong here.
Her foot came down on a soft object which burst before she
could shift her weight and she saw a mashed fruit. More of
these hung from the branches of the tree under which she
stood and lay on the ground where the squealing creature
had been feeding,

Charis plucked one and held it to her nose, sniffing an un-
familiar odor which she could not decide was pleasant or the
reverse. It was food, but whether she could eat it was another
question. Still holding the fruit, Charis pushed on seaward.

The clamor of the clakers had not stilled but kept pace
with her progress, yet the open water tugged at her with a
queer promise of safety. She came to the last screen of brush
from which the vegetation straggled on to vanish in a choke
of gray sand.

There was a smudge on the horizon which was more,
Charis believed, than a low-flying cloud bank. An island?
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She was so intent upon that that she did not, at first, note the
new activity of the clakers.

They were no longer circling about her but had changed
course, flying out to sea where they wheeled and wove aerial
patterns over the waves. And there was a disturbance in those
same waves, marking action below their surface. Something
was coming inshore, heading directly toward her.

Charis unconsciously squeezed the fruit until its squashed
pulp oozed between her fingers. Judging by the traces, the
swimmer—who or what that might be—was large.

But she did not expect nightmare to splash out of the surf
and face her across so narrow a strip of beach. Armor plate
in the form of scales, greened by clinging seaweed laced over
the brown serrations, a head which was also armed with
hornlike extensions projecting above each wide eye, a snout
to gape in a fang-filled mouth . . .

The creature clawed its way up out of the wash of the
waves. Its legs ended in web-jointed talons. Then it whipped
up a tail, forked into two spike-tipped equal lengths, spatter-
ing water over and ahead. The clakers set up a din and
scattered, soaring up, but they did not abandon the field to
the sea monster. But the creature paid them no 