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			I

			To any­one who glanced ca­su­al­ly in­side the de­ten­tion room the young man sit­ting there did not seem very for­mi­da­ble. In height he might have been a lit­tle above av­er­age, but not enough to make him no­tice­able. His brown hair was cropped con­ser­va­tive­ly; his un­lined boy’s face was not one to be re­mem­bered—un­less one was ob­ser­vant enough to note those light-gray eyes and catch a chill­ing, mea­sur­ing ex­pres­sion show­ing now and then for an in­stant in their depths.

			Neat­ly and in­con­spic­u­ous­ly dressed, in this last quar­ter of the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry his like was to be found on any street of the city ten floors be­low—to all out­ward ap­pear­ances. But that oth­er per­son un­der the pro­tec­tive col­or­ing so as­sid­u­ous­ly cul­ti­vat­ed could touch heights of en­cased and con­trolled fury which Mur­dock him­self did not un­der­stand and was on­ly just learn­ing to use as a weapon against a world he had al­ways found hos­tile.

			He was aware, though he gave no sign of it, that a guard was watch­ing him. The cop on du­ty was an old hand—he prob­a­bly ex­pect­ed some re­ac­tion oth­er than pas­sive ac­cep­tance from the pris­on­er. But he was not go­ing to get it. The law had Ross sewed up tight this time. Why didn’t they get about the busi­ness of ship­ping him off? Why had he had that af­ter­noon ses­sion with the skull thumper? Ross had been on the de­fen­sive then, and he had not liked it. He had giv­en to the oth­er’s ques­tions all the at­ten­tion his shrewd mind could muster, but a faint, very faint, ap­pre­hen­sion still clung to the mem­o­ry of that meet­ing.

			The door of the de­ten­tion room opened. Ross did not turn his head, but the guard cleared his throat as if their hour of mu­tu­al si­lence had dried his vo­cal cords. “On your feet, Mur­dock! The judge wants to see you.”

			Ross rose smooth­ly, with ev­ery mus­cle un­der flu­id con­trol. It nev­er paid to talk back, to al­low any sign of de­fi­ance to show. He would go through the mo­tions as if he were a bad lit­tle boy who had re­al­ized his er­rors. It was a meek-and-mild act that had paid off more than once in Ross’s check­ered past. So he faced the man seat­ed be­hind the desk in the oth­er room with an un­cer­tain, dif­fi­dent smile, stand­ing with boy­ish awk­ward­ness, re­spect­ful­ly wait­ing for the oth­er to speak first.

			Judge Ord Rawle. It was his rot­ten luck to pull old Ea­gle Beak on his case. Well, he would sim­ply have to take it when the old boy dished it out. Not that he had to re­main stuck with it lat­er …

			“You have a bad record, young man.”

			Ross al­lowed his smile to fade; his shoul­ders slumped. But un­der con­ceal­ing lids his eyes showed an in­stant of cold de­fi­ance.

			“Yes, sir,” he agreed in a voice care­ful­ly cul­ti­vat­ed to shake con­vinc­ing­ly about the edges. Then sud­den­ly all Ross’s plea­sure in the skill of his act was wiped away. Judge Rawle was not alone; that blast­ed skull thumper was sit­ting there, watch­ing the pris­on­er with the same keen­ness he had shown the oth­er day.

			“A very bad record for the few years you have had to make it.” Ea­gle Beak was star­ing at him, too, but with­out the same look of pen­e­tra­tion, luck­i­ly for Ross. “By rights, you should be turned over to the new Re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion Ser­vice …”

			Ross froze in­side. That was the “treat­ment,” icy ru­mors of which had spread through­out his par­tic­u­lar world. For the sec­ond time since he had en­tered the room his self-con­fi­dence was jarred. Then he clung with a de­gree of hope to the phras­ing of that last sen­tence.

			“In­stead, I have been au­tho­rized to of­fer you a choice, Mur­dock. One which I shall state—and on record—I do not in the least ap­prove.”

			Ross’s twinge of fear fad­ed. If the judge didn’t like it, there must be some­thing in it to the ad­van­tage of Ross Mur­dock. He’d grab it for sure!

			“There is a gov­ern­ment project in need of vol­un­teers. It seems that you have test­ed out as pos­si­ble ma­te­ri­al for this as­sign­ment. If you sign for it, the law will con­sid­er the time spent on it as part of your sen­tence. Thus you may aid the coun­try which you have hereto­fore dis­graced—”

			“And if I refuse, I go to this re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion. Is that right, sir?”

			“I cer­tain­ly con­sid­er you a fit can­di­date for re­ha­bil­i­ta­tion. Your record—” He shuf­fled through the pa­pers on his desk.

			“I choose to vol­un­teer for the project, sir.”

			The judge snort­ed and pushed all the pa­pers in­to a fold­er. He spoke to a man wait­ing in the shad­ows. “Here then is your vol­un­teer, Ma­jor.”

			Ross bot­tled in his re­lief. He was over the first hump. And since his luck had held so far, he might be about to win all the way …

			The man Judge Rawle called “Ma­jor” moved in­to the light. At the first glance Ross, to his hid­den an­noy­ance, found him­self un­easy. To face up to Ea­gle Beak was all part of the game. But some­how he sensed one did not play such games with this man.

			“Thank you, your hon­or. We will be on our way at once. This weath­er is not very promis­ing.”

			Be­fore he re­al­ized what was hap­pen­ing, Ross found him­self walk­ing meek­ly to the door. He con­sid­ered try­ing to give the ma­jor the slip when they left the build­ing, los­ing him­self in a storm-dark­ened city. But they did not take the el­e­va­tor down­stairs. In­stead, they climbed two or three flights up the emer­gen­cy stairs. And to his hu­mil­i­a­tion Ross found him­self pant­ing and slow­ing, while the oth­er man, who must have been a good dozen years his se­nior, showed no signs of dis­com­fort.

			They came out in­to the snow on the roof, and the ma­jor flashed a torch sky­ward, guid­ing in a dark shad­ow which touched down be­fore them. A he­li­copter! For the first time Ross be­gan to doubt the wis­dom of his choice.

			“On your way, Mur­dock!” The voice was im­per­son­al enough, but that very im­per­son­al­i­ty got un­der one’s skin.

			Bun­dled in­to the ma­chine be­tween the silent ma­jor and an equal­ly qui­et pi­lot in uni­form, Ross was lift­ed over the city, whose ways he knew as well as he knew the lines on his own palm, in­to the un­known he was al­ready be­gin­ning to re­gard du­bi­ous­ly. The light­ed streets and build­ings, their out­lines soft­ened by the soft wet snow, fell out of sight. Now they could mark the out­er high­ways. Ross re­fused to ask any ques­tions. He could take this silent treat­ment; he had tak­en a lot of tougher things in the past.

			The patch­es of light dis­ap­peared, and the coun­try opened out. The plane banked. Ross, with all the fa­mil­iar land­marks of his world gone, could not have said if they were head­ed north or south. But mo­ments lat­er not even the thick cur­tain of snowflakes could blot out the pat­tern of red lights on the ground, and the he­li­copter set­tled down.

			“Come on!”

			For the sec­ond time Ross obeyed. He stood shiv­er­ing, en­gulfed in a minia­ture bliz­zard. His cloth­ing, pro­tec­tion enough in the city, did lit­tle good against the push of the wind. A hand gripped his up­per arm, and he was drawn for­ward to a low build­ing. A door banged and Ross and his com­pan­ion came in­to a re­gion of light and very wel­come heat.

			“Sit down—over there!”

			Too be­wil­dered to re­sent or­ders, Ross sat. There were oth­er men in the room. One, wear­ing a queer suit of padded cloth­ing, a bul­bous head­gear hooked over his arm, was read­ing a pa­per. The ma­jor crossed to speak to him and af­ter they con­ferred for a mo­ment, the ma­jor beck­oned Ross with a crooked fin­ger. Ross trailed the of­fi­cer in­to an in­ner room lined with lock­ers.

			From one of the lock­ers the ma­jor pulled a suit like the pi­lot’s, and be­gan to mea­sure it against Ross. “All right,” he snapped. “Climb in­to this! We haven’t all night.”

			Ross climbed in­to the suit. As soon as he fas­tened the last zip­per his com­pan­ion jammed one of the domed hel­mets on his head. The pi­lot looked in the door. “We’d bet­ter scram­ble, Kel­gar­ries, or we may be ground­ed for the du­ra­tion!”

			They hur­ried back to the fly­ing field. If the he­li­copter had been a sur­pris­ing mode of trav­el, this new ma­chine was some­thing straight out of the fu­ture—a nee­dle-slim ship poised on fins, its sharp nose lift­ing ver­ti­cal­ly in­to the heav­ens. There was a scaf­fold­ing along one side, which the pi­lot scaled to en­ter the ship.

			Un­will­ing­ly, Ross climbed the same lad­der and found that he must wedge him­self in on his back, his knees hunched up al­most un­der his chin. To make it worse, cramped as those quar­ters were, he had to share them with the ma­jor. A trans­par­ent hood snapped down and was se­cured, seal­ing them in.

			Dur­ing his short life­time Ross had of­ten been afraid, bit­ter­ly afraid. He had fought to tough­en his mind and body against such fears. But what he ex­pe­ri­enced now was no or­di­nary fear; it was pan­ic so strong that it made him feel sick. To be shut in this small place with the knowl­edge that he had no con­trol over his im­me­di­ate fu­ture brought him face to face with ev­ery ter­ror he had ev­er known, all of them com­bined in­to one hor­ri­ble whole.

			How long does a night­mare last? A mo­ment? An hour? Ross could not time his. But at last the weight of a gi­ant hand clamped down on his chest, and he fought for breath un­til the world ex­plod­ed about him.

			He came back to con­scious­ness slow­ly. For a sec­ond he thought he was blind. Then he be­gan to sort out one shade of gray­ish light from an­oth­er. Fi­nal­ly, Ross be­came aware that he no longer rest­ed on his back, but was slumped in a seat. The world about him was wrung with a vi­bra­tion that beat in turn through his body.

			Ross Mur­dock had re­mained at lib­er­ty as long as he had be­cause he was able to an­a­lyze a sit­u­a­tion quick­ly. Sel­dom in the past five years had he been at a loss to deal with any chal­leng­ing per­son or ac­tion. Now he was aware that he was on the de­fen­sive and was be­ing kept there. He stared in­to the dark and thought hard and fu­ri­ous­ly. He was con­vinced that ev­ery­thing that was hap­pen­ing to him this day was de­signed with on­ly one end in view—to shake his self-con­fi­dence and make him pli­able. Why?

			Ross had an en­dur­ing be­lief in his own abil­i­ties and he al­so pos­sessed a kind of shrewd un­der­stand­ing sel­dom grant­ed to one so young. He knew that while Mur­dock was im­por­tant to Mur­dock, he was none too im­por­tant in the scheme of things as a whole. He had a record—a record so bad that Rawle might eas­i­ly have thrown the book at him. But it dif­fered in one im­por­tant way from that of many of his fel­lows; un­til now he had been able to beat most of the raps. Ross be­lieved this was large­ly be­cause he had al­ways worked alone and tak­en pains to plan a job in ad­vance.

			Why now had Ross Mur­dock be­come so im­por­tant to some­one that they would do all this to shake him? He was a vol­un­teer—for what? To be a guinea pig for some bug they want­ed to learn how to kill cheap­ly and eas­i­ly? They’d been in a big hur­ry to push him off base. Us­ing the silent treat­ment, this rush­ing around in planes, they were re­al­ly work­ing to keep him grog­gy. So, all right, he’d give them a grog­gy boy all set up for their job, what­ev­er it was. On­ly, was his act good enough to fool the ma­jor? Ross had a hunch that it might not be, and that re­al­ly hurt.

			It was deep night now. Ei­ther they had flown out of the path of the storm or were above it. There were stars shin­ing through the cov­er of the cock­pit, but no moon.

			Ross’s for­mal ed­u­ca­tion was sketchy, but in his own fash­ion he had ac­quired a range of knowl­edge which would have sur­prised many of the au­thor­i­ties who had had to deal with him. All the wealth of a big city li­brary had been his to ex­plore, and he had spent much time there, soak­ing up facts in many odd branch­es of learn­ing. Facts were very use­ful things. On at least three oc­ca­sions as­sort­ed scraps of knowl­edge had pre­served Ross’s free­dom, once, per­haps his life.

			Now he tried to fit to­geth­er the scat­tered facts he knew about his present sit­u­a­tion in­to some prop­er pat­tern. He was in­side some new type of su­per-su­per atom­jet, a ma­chine so ad­vanced in de­sign that it would not have been used for any­thing that was not an im­por­tant mis­sion. Which meant that Ross Mur­dock had be­come nec­es­sary to some­one, some­where. Know­ing that fact should give him a slight edge in the fu­ture, and he might well need such an edge. He’d just have to wait, play dumb, and use his eyes and ears.

			At the rate they were shoot­ing along they ought to be out of the coun­try in a cou­ple of hours. Didn’t the Gov­ern­ment have bases half over the world to keep the “cold peace”? Well, there was noth­ing for it. To be plant­ed abroad some­place might in­ter­fere with plans for es­cape, but he’d han­dle that de­tail when he was forced to face it.

			Then sud­den­ly Ross was on his back once more, the gi­ant hand dig­ging in­to his chest and mid­dle. This time there were no lights on the ground to guide them in. Ross had no in­ti­ma­tion that they had reached their des­ti­na­tion un­til they set down with a jar which snapped his teeth to­geth­er.

			The ma­jor wrig­gled out, and Ross was able to stretch his cramped body. But the oth­er’s hand was al­ready on his shoul­der, urg­ing him along. Ross crawled free and clung dizzi­ly to a lad­der­like dis­em­bark­ing struc­ture.

			Be­low there were no lights, on­ly an ex­panse of open snow. Men were mov­ing across that blank area, gath­er­ing at the foot of the lad­der. Ross was hun­gry and very tired. If the ma­jor want­ed to play games, he hoped that such ac­tion could wait un­til the next morn­ing.

			In the mean­time he must learn where “here” was. If he had a chance to run, he want­ed to know the sur­round­ing ter­ri­to­ry. But that hand was on his arm, draw­ing him along to­ward a door that stood half-open. As far as Ross could see, it led to the in­te­ri­or of a hillock of snow. Ei­ther the storm or men had done a very good cov­er-up job, and some­how Ross knew the cam­ou­flage was in­ten­tion­al.

			That was Ross’s in­tro­duc­tion to the base, and af­ter his ar­rival his view of the in­stal­la­tion was ex­treme­ly lim­it­ed. One day was spent in un­der­go­ing the most search­ing phys­i­cal he had ev­er ex­pe­ri­enced. And af­ter the doc­tors had poked and pried he was faced by a se­ries of oth­er tests no one both­ered to ex­plain. There­after he was in­tro­duced to soli­tary, that is, con­fined to his own com­pa­ny in a cell-like room with a bunk that was more com­fort­able than it looked and an an­nounc­er in a cor­ner of the ceil­ing. So far he had been told ex­act­ly noth­ing. And so far he had asked no ques­tions, stub­born­ly keep­ing up his end of what he be­lieved to be a tug of wills. At the mo­ment, safe­ly alone and ly­ing flat on his bunk he eyed the an­nounc­er, a very dan­ger­ous young man and one who re­fused to yield an inch.

			“Now hear this …” The voice trans­mit­ted through that grill was metal­lic, but its rasp held over­tones of Kel­gar­ries’ voice. Ross’s lips tight­ened. He had ex­plored ev­ery inch of the walls and knew that there was no trace of the door which had ad­mit­ted him. With on­ly his bare hands to work with he could not break out, and his on­ly clothes were the shirt, stur­dy slacks, and a pair of soft-soled moc­casins that they had giv­en him.

			“… to iden­ti­fy …” droned the voice. Ross re­al­ized that he must have missed some­thing, not that it mat­tered. He was al­most de­ter­mined not to play along any more.

			There was a click, sig­ni­fy­ing that Kel­gar­ries was through bray­ing. But the cus­tom­ary si­lence did not close in again. In­stead, Ross heard a clear, sweet trilling which he vague­ly as­so­ci­at­ed with a bird. His ac­quain­tance with all feath­ered life was lim­it­ed to city spar­rows and plump park pi­geons, nei­ther of which raised their voic­es in song, but sure­ly those sounds were bird notes. Ross glanced from the mike in the ceil­ing to the op­po­site wall and what he saw there made him sit up, with the in­stant re­sponse of an alert­ed fight­er.

			For the wall was no longer there! In­stead, there was a sharp slope of ground cut­ting down from peaks where the dark green of fir trees ran close to the snow line. Patch­es of snow clung to the earth in shel­tered places, and the scent of those pines was in Ross’s nos­trils, re­al as the wind touch­ing him with its chill.

			He shiv­ered as a howl sound­ed loud­ly and echoed, bear­ing the age-old warn­ing of a wolf pack, hun­gry and a-hunt. Ross had nev­er heard that sound be­fore, but his hu­man her­itage sub­con­scious­ly rec­og­nized it for what it was—death on four feet. Sim­i­lar­ly, he was able to iden­ti­fy the gray shad­ows slink­ing about the near­est trees, and his hands balled in­to fists as he looked wild­ly about him for some weapon.

			The bunk was un­der him and three of the four walls of the room en­closed him like a cave. But one of those gray skulk­ers had raised its head and was look­ing di­rect­ly at him, its red­dish eyes alight. Ross ripped the top blan­ket off the bunk with a half-formed idea of snap­ping it at the an­i­mal when it sprang.

			Stiff-legged, the beast ad­vanced, a gut­tural growl sound­ing deep in its throat. To Ross the an­i­mal, larg­er than any dog he had even seen and twice as vi­cious, was a mon­ster. He had the blan­ket ready be­fore he re­al­ized that the wolf was not watch­ing him af­ter all, and that its at­ten­tion was fo­cused on a point out of his line of vi­sion.

			The wolf’s muz­zle wrin­kled in a snarl, re­veal­ing long yel­low-white teeth. There was a singing twang, and the an­i­mal leaped in­to the air, fell back, and rolled on the ground, bit­ing de­spair­ing­ly at a shaft pro­trud­ing from just be­hind its ribs. It howled again, and blood broke from its mouth.

			Ross was be­yond sur­prise now. He pulled him­self to­geth­er and got up, to walk steadi­ly to­ward the dy­ing wolf. And he wasn’t in the least amazed when his out­stretched hands flat­tened against an un­seen bar­ri­er. Slow­ly, he swept his hands right and left, sure that he was touch­ing the wall of his cell. Yet his eyes told him he was on a moun­tain side, and ev­ery sight, sound, and smell was mak­ing it re­al to him.

			Puz­zled, he thought a mo­ment and then, find­ing an ex­pla­na­tion that sat­is­fied him, he nod­ded once and went back to sit at ease on his bunk. This must be some su­pe­ri­or form of TV that in­clud­ed odors, the il­lu­sion of wind, and oth­er fan­cy touch­es to make it more vivid. The to­tal ef­fect was so con­vinc­ing that Ross had to keep re­mind­ing him­self that it was all just a pic­ture.

			The wolf was dead. Its pack mates had fled in­to the brush, but since the pic­ture re­mained, Ross de­cid­ed that the show was not yet over. He could still hear a click of sound, and he wait­ed for the next bit of ac­tion. But the rea­son for his view­ing it still elud­ed him.

			A man came in­to view, cross­ing be­fore Ross. He stooped to ex­am­ine the dead wolf, catch­ing it by the tail and hoist­ing its hindquar­ters off the ground. Com­par­ing the beast’s size with the hunter’s, Ross saw that he had not been wrong in his es­ti­ma­tion of the an­i­mal’s un­usu­al­ly large di­men­sions. The man shout­ed over his shoul­der, his words dis­tinct enough, but un­in­tel­li­gi­ble to Ross.

			The stranger was odd­ly dressed—too light­ly dressed if one judged the cli­mate by the fre­quent snow patch­es and the bit­ing cold. A strip of coarse cloth, ex­tend­ing from his armpit to about four inch­es above the knee, was wound about his body and pulled in at the waist by a belt. The belt, far more or­nate than the cum­ber­some wrap­ping, was made of many small chains link­ing met­al plates and sup­port­ed a long dag­ger which hung straight in front. The man al­so wore a round blue cloak, now swept back on his shoul­ders to free his bare arms, which was fas­tened by a large pin un­der his chin. His foot­gear, which ex­tend­ed above his calves, was made of an­i­mal hide, still bear­ing patch­es of shag­gy hair. His face was beard­less, though a shad­owy line along his chin sug­gest­ed that he had not shaved that par­tic­u­lar day. A fur cap con­cealed most of his dark-brown hair.

			Was he an In­di­an? No, for al­though his skin was tanned, it was as fair as Ross’s un­der that weath­er­ing. And his cloth­ing did not re­sem­ble any In­di­an ap­par­el Ross had ev­er seen. Yet, in spite of his prim­i­tive trap­pings, the man had such an au­ra of au­thor­i­ty, of self-con­fi­dence, and com­pe­tence that it was clear he was top dog in his own sec­tion of the world.

			Soon an­oth­er man, dressed much like the first, but with a rust-brown cloak, came along, pulling be­hind him two very re­luc­tant don­keys, whose eyes rolled fear­ful­ly at sight of the dead wolf. Both an­i­mals wore packs lashed on their backs by ropes of twist­ed hide. Then an­oth­er man came along, with an­oth­er brace of don­keys. Fi­nal­ly, a fourth man, wear­ing skins for cov­er­ing and with a mat of beard on his cheeks and chin, ap­peared. His un­cov­ered head, a bush of un­combed flax­en hair, shone whitish as he knelt be­side the dead beast, a knife with a dull-gray blade in his hand, and set to work skin­ning the wolf with ap­pre­cia­ble skill. Three more pairs of don­keys, all heav­i­ly laden, were led past the scene be­fore he fin­ished his task. Fi­nal­ly, he rolled the bloody skin in­to a bun­dle and gave the flayed body a kick be­fore he ran light­ly af­ter the dis­ap­pear­ing train of pack an­i­mals.

		
	
		
			II

			Ross, ab­sorbed in the scene be­fore him, was not pre­pared for the sud­den and com­plete dark­ness which blot­ted out not on­ly the ac­tion but the light in his own room as well.

			“What—?” His star­tled voice rang loud­ly in his ears, too loud­ly, for all sound had been wiped out with the light. The faint swish of the ven­ti­lat­ing sys­tem, of which he had not been ac­tive­ly aware un­til it had dis­ap­peared, was al­so miss­ing. A trace of the same pan­ic he had known in the cock­pit of the atom­jet tin­gled along his nerves. But this time he could meet the un­known with ac­tion.

			Ross slow­ly moved through the dark, his hands out­stretched be­fore him to ward off con­tact with the wall. He was de­ter­mined that some­how he would dis­cov­er the hid­den door, es­cape from this dark cell …

			There! His palm struck flat against a smooth sur­face. He swept out his hand—and sud­den­ly it passed over empti­ness. Ross ex­plored by touch. There was a door and now it was open. For a mo­ment he hes­i­tat­ed, up­set by a nag­ging lit­tle fear that if he stepped through he would be out on the hill­side with the wolves.

			“That’s stupid!” Again he spoke aloud. And, just be­cause he did feel un­easy, he moved. All the frus­tra­tions of the past hours built up in him a rag­ing de­sire to do some­thing—any­thing—just so long as it was what he want­ed to do and not at an­oth­er’s or­ders.

			Nev­er­the­less, Ross con­tin­ued to move slow­ly, for the space be­yond that open door was as deep and dark a pit as the room he left. To squeeze along one wall, us­ing an out­stretched arm as a guide, was the best pro­ce­dure, he de­cid­ed.

			A few feet far­ther on, his shoul­der slipped from the sur­face and he half tum­bled in­to an­oth­er open door. But there was the wall again, and he clung to it thank­ful­ly. An­oth­er door … Ross paused, try­ing to catch some faint sound, the slight­est hint that he was not alone in this blind­man’s maze. But with­out even air cur­rents to stir it, the black­ness it­self took on a thick so­lid­i­ty which en­cased him as a con­geal­ing jel­ly.

			The wall end­ed. Ross kept his left hand on it, flailed out with his right, and felt his nails scrape across an­oth­er sur­face. The space sep­a­rat­ing the two sur­faces was wider than any door­way. Was it a cross-cor­ri­dor? He was about to make a wider arm sweep when he heard a sound. He was not alone.

			Ross went back to the wall, flat­ten­ing him­self against it, try­ing to con­trol the vol­ume of his own breath­ing in or­der to catch the slight­est whis­per of the oth­er noise. He dis­cov­ered that lack of sight can con­fuse the ear. He could not iden­ti­fy those clicks, the wisp of flut­ter­ing sound that might be air dis­placed by the open­ing of an­oth­er door.

			Fi­nal­ly, he de­tect­ed some­thing mov­ing at floor lev­el. Some­one or some­thing must be creep­ing, not walk­ing, to­ward him. Ross pushed back around the cor­ner. It nev­er oc­curred to him to chal­lenge that crawler. There was an el­e­ment of dan­ger in this strange en­counter in the dark; it was not meant to be a meet­ing be­tween fel­low ex­plor­ers.

			The sound of crawl­ing was not steady. There were long paus­es, and Ross be­came con­vinced that each rest was punc­tu­at­ed by heavy breath­ing as if the crawler was find­ing progress a great and ex­haust­ing ef­fort. He fought the pic­ture that per­sist­ed in his imag­i­na­tion—that of a wolf snuf­fling along the blacked-out hall. Cau­tion sug­gest­ed a quick re­treat, but Ross’s urge to re­bel­lion held him where he was, crouch­ing, strain­ing to see what crept to­ward him.

			Sud­den­ly there was a blind­ing flare of light, and Ross’s hands went to cov­er his daz­zled eyes. And he heard a de­spair­ing, choked ex­cla­ma­tion from near to floor lev­el. The same steady light that nor­mal­ly filled hall and room was bright again. Ross found him­self stand­ing at the junc­ture of two cor­ri­dors—mo­men­tar­i­ly, he was ab­surd­ly pleased that he had de­duced that cor­rect­ly—and the crawler—?

			A man—at least the fig­ure was a two-legged, two-armed body rea­son­ably hu­man in out­line—was ly­ing sev­er­al yards away. But the body was so wrapped in ban­dages and the head so to­tal­ly muf­fled, that it lacked all iden­ti­ty. For that rea­son it was the more star­tling.

			One of the mit­tened hands moved slight­ly, rais­ing the body from the ground so it could squirm for­ward an inch or so. Be­fore Ross could move, a man came run­ning in­to the cor­ri­dor from the far end. Mur­dock rec­og­nized Ma­jor Kel­gar­ries. He wet his lips as the ma­jor went down on his knees be­side the crea­ture on the floor.

			“Hardy! Hardy!” That voice, which car­ried the snap of com­mand when­ev­er it was ad­dressed to Ross, was now warm­ly hu­man. “Hardy, man!” The ma­jor’s hands were on the ban­daged body, lift­ing it, eas­ing the head and shoul­ders back against his arm. “It’s all right, Hardy. You’re back—safe. This is the base, Hardy.” He spoke slow­ly, sooth­ing­ly, with the steadi­ness one would use to com­fort a fright­ened child.

			Those mit­tened paws which had beat fee­bly in­to the air fell on­to the ban­dage-wreathed chest. “Back—safe—” The voice from be­hind the face mask was a rusty croak.

			“Back, safe,” the ma­jor as­sured him.

			“Dark—dark all around again—” protest­ed the croak.

			“Just a pow­er fail­ure, man. Ev­ery­thing’s all right now. We’ll get you in­to bed.”

			The mit­ten pawed again un­til it touched Kel­gar­ries’ arm; then it flexed a lit­tle as if the hand un­der it was try­ing to grip.

			“Safe—?”

			“You bet you are!” The ma­jor’s tone car­ried firm re­as­sur­ance. Now Kel­gar­ries looked up at Ross as if he knew the oth­er had been there all the time.

			“Mur­dock, get down to the end room. Call Dr. Far­rell!”

			“Yes, sir!” The “sir” came so au­to­mat­i­cal­ly that Ross had al­ready reached the end room be­fore he re­al­ized he had used it.

			No­body ex­plained mat­ters to Ross Mur­dock. The ban­daged Hardy was claimed by the doc­tor and two at­ten­dants and car­ried away, the ma­jor walk­ing be­side the stretch­er, still hold­ing one of the mit­tened hands in his. Ross hes­i­tat­ed, sure he was not sup­posed to fol­low, but not ready ei­ther to ex­plore far­ther or re­turn to his own room. The sight of Hardy, who­ev­er he might be, had rad­i­cal­ly changed Ross’s con­cep­tion of the project he had too speed­i­ly vol­un­teered to join.

			That what they did here was im­por­tant, Ross had nev­er doubt­ed. That it was dan­ger­ous, he had ear­ly sus­pect­ed. But his aware­ness had been an ab­stract con­cept of dan­ger, not con­nect­ed with such con­crete ev­i­dence as Hardy crawl­ing through the dark. From the first, Ross had nursed vague plans for es­cape; now he knew he must get out of this place lest he end up a twin for Hardy.

			“Mur­dock?”

			Hav­ing heard no warn­ing sound from be­hind, Ross whirled, ready to use his fists, his on­ly weapons. But he did not face the ma­jor, or any of the oth­er tac­i­turn men he knew held po­si­tions of au­thor­i­ty. The new­com­er’s brown skin was star­tling against the neu­tral shade of the walls. His hair and brows were on­ly a few shades dark­er; but the gen­er­al same­ness of col­or was re­lieved by the vivid blue of his eyes.

			Ex­pres­sion­less, the dark stranger stood qui­et­ly, his arms hang­ing loose­ly by his sides, study­ing Ross, as if the younger man was some prob­lem he had been as­signed to solve. When he spoke, his voice was a mono­tone lack­ing any mod­u­la­tion of feel­ing.

			“I am Ashe.” He in­tro­duced him­self bald­ly; he might have been say­ing “This is a ta­ble and that is a chair.”

			Ross’s quick tem­per took spark from the oth­er’s in­dif­fer­ence. “All right—so you’re Ashe!” He strove to make a chal­lenge of it. “And what is that sup­posed to mean?”

			But the oth­er did not rise to the bait. He shrugged. “For the time be­ing we have been part­nered—”

			“Part­nered for what?” de­mand­ed Ross, con­trol­ling his tem­per.

			“We work in pairs here. The ma­chine sorts us …” he an­swered briefly and con­sult­ed his wrist watch. “Mess call soon.”

			Ashe had al­ready turned away, and Ross could not stand the oth­er’s lack of in­ter­est. While Mur­dock re­fused to ask ques­tions of the ma­jor or any oth­ers on that side of the fence, sure­ly he could get some in­for­ma­tion from a fel­low “vol­un­teer.”

			“What is this place, any­way?” he asked.

			The oth­er glanced back over his shoul­der. “Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade.”

			Ross swal­lowed his anger. “Okay, but what do they do here? Lis­ten, I just saw a fel­low who’d been banged up as if he’d been in a con­crete mix­er, creep­ing along this hall. What sort of work do they do here? And what do we have to do?”

			To his amaze­ment Ashe smiled, at least his lips quirked faint­ly. “Hardy got un­der your skin, eh? Well, we have our per­cent­age of fail­ures. They are as few as it’s hu­man­ly pos­si­ble to make, and they give us ev­ery ad­van­tage that can be worked out for us—”

			“Fail­ures at what?”

			“Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade.”

			Some­where down the hall a buzzer gave a mut­ed whirr.

			“That’s mess call. And I’m hun­gry, even if you’re not.” Ashe walked away as if Ross Mur­dock had ceased to ex­ist.

			But Ross Mur­dock did ex­ist, and to him that was an im­por­tant fact. As he trailed along be­hind Ashe he de­ter­mined that he was go­ing to con­tin­ue to ex­ist, in one piece and un­harmed, Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade or no Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade. And he was go­ing to pry a few en­light­en­ing an­swers out of some­body very soon.

			To his sur­prise he found Ashe wait­ing for him at the door of a room from which came the sound of voic­es and a sub­dued clat­ter of trays and table­ware.

			“Not many in tonight,” Ashe com­ment­ed in a take-it-or-leave-it tone. “It’s been a busy week.”

			The room was rather sparse­ly oc­cu­pied. Five ta­bles were emp­ty, while the men gath­ered at the re­main­ing two. Ross count­ed ten men, ei­ther al­ready eat­ing or com­ing back from a serv­ing hatch with well-filled trays. All of them were dressed in slacks, shirt, and moc­casins like him­self—the out­fit seemed to be a sort of un­dress uni­form—and six of them were or­di­nary in phys­i­cal ap­pear­ance. The oth­er four dif­fered so rad­i­cal­ly that Ross could bare­ly con­ceal his amaze­ment.

			Since their fel­lows ac­cept­ed them with­out com­ment, Ross silent­ly stole glances at them as he wait­ed be­hind Ashe for a tray. One pair were clear­ly Ori­en­tal; they were small, lean men with thin brack­ets of long black mus­tache on ei­ther side of their mo­bile mouths. Yet he had caught a word or two of their con­ver­sa­tion, and they spoke his own lan­guage with the fa­cil­i­ty of the na­tive born. In ad­di­tion to the mus­tach­es, each wore a blue tat­too mark on the fore­head and oth­ers of the same de­sign on the backs of their ag­ile hands.

			The sec­ond duo were even more fan­tas­tic. The col­or of their flax­en hair was nor­mal, but they wore it in braids long enough to swing across their pow­er­ful shoul­ders, a fash­ion un­like any Ross had ev­er seen. Yet any sug­ges­tion of ef­fem­i­na­cy cer­tain­ly did not sur­vive be­yond the first glance at their rugged­ly mas­cu­line fea­tures.

			“Gor­don!” One of the braid­ed gi­ants swung half­way around from the ta­ble to halt Ashe as he came down the aisle with his tray. “When did you get back? And where is San­ford?”

			One of the Ori­en­tals laid down the spoon with which he had been vig­or­ous­ly stir­ring his cof­fee and asked with re­al con­cern, “An­oth­er loss?”

			Ashe shook his head. “Just re­as­sign­ment. Sandy’s hold­ing down Out­post Gog and do­ing well.” He grinned and his face came to life with an ex­pres­sion of imp­ish hu­mor Ross would not have be­lieved pos­si­ble. “He’ll end up with a mil­lion or two if he doesn’t watch out. He takes to trade as if he were born with a beaker in his fist.”

			The Ori­en­tal laughed and then glanced at Ross. “Your new part­ner, Ashe?”

			Some of the an­i­ma­tion dis­ap­peared from Ashe’s brown face; he was non­com­mit­tal again. “Tem­po­rary as­sign­ment. This is Mur­dock.” The in­tro­duc­tion was flat enough to daunt Ross. “Ho­da­ki, Feng,” he in­di­cat­ed the two East­ern­ers with a nod as he put down his tray. “Jansen, Van Wyke.” That ac­count­ed for the blonds.

			“Ashe!” A man arose at the oth­er ta­ble and came to stand be­side theirs. Thin, with a dark, nar­row face and rest­less eyes, he was much younger than the oth­ers, younger and not so well con­trolled. He might an­swer ques­tions if there was some­thing in it for him, Ross de­cid­ed, and filed the thought away.

			“Well, Kurt?” Ashe’s recog­ni­tion was as damp­en­ing as it could be, and Ross’s es­ti­ma­tion of the younger man went up a frac­tion when the snub ap­peared to have no ef­fect up­on him.

			“Did you hear about Hardy?”

			Feng looked as if he were about to speak, and Van Wyke frowned. Ashe made a de­lib­er­ate process of chew­ing and swal­low­ing be­fore he replied. “Nat­u­ral­ly.” His tone re­duced what­ev­er had hap­pened to Hardy to a mat­ter-of-fact pro­ceed­ing far re­moved from Kurt’s im­plied melo­dra­ma.

			“He’s smashed up … ka­put …” Kurt’s ac­cent, slight in the be­gin­ning, was thick­en­ing. “Tor­tured …”

			Ashe re­gard­ed him lev­el­ly. “You aren’t on Hardy’s run, are you?”

			Still Kurt re­fused to be quashed. “Of course, I’m not! You know the run I am in train­ing for. But that is not say­ing that such can not hap­pen as well on my run, or yours, or yours!” He point­ed a stab­bing fin­ger at Feng and then at the blond men.

			“You can fall out of bed and break your neck, too, if your num­ber comes up that way,” ob­served Jansen. “Go cry on Mil­laird’s shoul­der if it hurts you that much. You were told the score at your brief­ing. You know why you were picked …”

			Ross caught a faint glance aimed at him by Ashe. He was still to­tal­ly in the dark, but he would not try to pry any in­for­ma­tion from this crowd. Maybe part of their train­ing was this hush-hush busi­ness. He would wait and see, un­til he could get Kurt aside and do a lit­tle pump­ing. Mean­while he ate stolid­ly and tried to cov­er up his in­ter­est in the con­ver­sa­tion.

			“Then you are go­ing to keep on say­ing ‘Yes, sir,’ ‘No, sir,’ to ev­ery or­der here—?”

			Ho­da­ki slammed his tat­tooed hand on the ta­ble. “Why this fool­ish­ness, Kurt? You well know how and why we are picked for runs. Hardy had the deck stacked against him through no fault of the project. That has hap­pened be­fore; it will hap­pen again—”

			“Which is what I have been say­ing! Do you wish it to hap­pen to you? Pret­ty games those tribes­men on your run play with their pris­on­ers, do they not?”

			“Oh, shut up!” Jansen got to his feet. Since he loomed at least five inch­es above Kurt and prob­a­bly could have bro­ken him in two over one mas­sive knee, his or­der was one to be con­sid­ered. “If you have any com­plaints, go make them to Mil­laird. And, lit­tle man”—he poked a mas­sive fore­fin­ger in­to Kurt’s chest—“wait un­til you make that first run of yours be­fore you sound off so loud­ly. No one is sent out with­out ev­ery ounce of prepa­ra­tion he can take. But we can’t set up luck in ad­vance, and Hardy was un­lucky. That’s that. We got him back, and that was lucky for him. He’d be the first to tell you so.” He stretched. “I’m for a game—Ashe? Ho­da­ki?”

			“Al­ways so en­er­get­ic,” mur­mured Ashe, but he nod­ded as did the small Ori­en­tal.

			Feng smiled at Ross. “Al­ways these three try to beat each oth­er, and so far all the con­tests are draws. But we hope … yes, we have hopes …”

			So Ross had no chance to speak to Kurt. In­stead, he was drawn in­to the knot of men who, hav­ing fin­ished their meal, en­tered a small are­na with a half cir­cle of spec­ta­tor seats at one side and a space for con­tes­tants at the oth­er. What fol­lowed ab­sorbed Ross as com­plete­ly as the ear­li­er scene of the wolf killing. This too was a fight, but not a phys­i­cal strug­gle. All three con­tenders were not on­ly un­like in body, but as Ross speed­i­ly came to un­der­stand, they were al­so un­like in their men­tal ap­proach to any prob­lem.

			They seat­ed them­selves cross­legged at the three points of a tri­an­gle. Then Ashe looked from the tall blond to the small Ori­en­tal. “Ter­ri­to­ry?” he asked crisply.

			“In­land plains!” That came al­most in cho­rus, and each man, look­ing at his op­po­nent, be­gan to laugh.

			Ashe him­self chuck­led. “Try­ing to be smart tonight, boys?” he in­quired. “All right, plains it is.”

			He brought his hand down on the floor be­fore him, and to Ross’s as­ton­ish­ment the area around the play­ers dark­ened and the floor be­came a stretch of minia­ture coun­try­side. Grassy plains rip­pled un­der the wind of a fair day.

			“Red!”

			“Blue!”

			“Yel­low!”

			The choic­es came quick­ly from the dusk mask­ing the play­ers. And up­on those or­ders points of the des­ig­nat­ed col­or came in­to be­ing as small lights.

			“Red—car­a­van!” Ross rec­og­nized Jansen’s boom.

			“Blue—raiders!” Ho­da­ki’s choice was on­ly an in­stant be­hind.

			“Yel­low—un­known fac­tor.”

			Ross was sure that sigh came from Jansen. “Is the un­known fac­tor a nat­u­ral phe­nom­e­non?”

			“No—tribe on the march.”

			“Ah!” Ho­da­ki was con­sid­er­ing that. Ross could pic­ture his shrug.

			The game be­gan. Ross had heard of chess, of war games played with minia­ture armies or ships, of games on pa­per which de­mand from the play­ers a quick wit and a trained mem­o­ry. This game, how­ev­er, was all those com­bined, and more. As his imag­i­na­tion came to life the mov­ing points of light were trans­formed in­to the raiders, the mer­chants’ car­a­van, the tribe on the march. There was in­ge­nious de­ploy­ment, a bat­tle, a re­treat, a small vic­to­ry here, to be fol­lowed by a big­ger de­feat there. The game might have gone on for hours. The men about him mut­tered, tak­ing sides and ar­gu­ing heat­ed­ly in voic­es low enough not to drown out the moves called by the play­ers. Ross was thrilled when the red traders avoid­ed a very clev­er­ly laid am­bush, and in­dig­nant when the tribe was forced to with­draw or the car­a­van lost points. It was the most fas­ci­nat­ing game he had ev­er seen, and he re­al­ized that the three men or­der­ing those moves were all mas­ters of strat­e­gy. Their re­spec­tive skills check­mat­ed each oth­er so equal­ly that an out­right win was far away.

			Then Jansen laughed, and the red line of the car­a­van gath­ered in a tight knot. “Camped at a spring,” he an­nounced, “but with plen­ty of sen­tries out.” Red sparks showed briefly be­yond that cen­ter core. “And they’ll have to stay there for all of me. We could keep this up till dooms­day, and no­body would crack.”

			“No”—Ho­da­ki con­tra­dict­ed him—“some­day one of you will make a lit­tle mis­take and then—”

			“And then what­ev­er bul­ly boys you’re run­ning will clob­ber us?” asked Jansen. “That’ll be the day! Any­way, truce for now.”

			“Grant­ed!”

			The lights of the are­na went on and the plains van­ished in­to a dark, tiled floor. “Any time you want a re­turn en­gage­ment it’ll be fine with me,” said Ashe, get­ting up.

			Jansen grinned. “Put that off for a month or so, Gor­don. We push in­to time to­mor­row. Take care of your­selves, you two. I don’t want to have to break in an­oth­er set of play­ers when I come back.”

			Ross, find­ing it dif­fi­cult to shake off the il­lu­sion which had held him en­tranced, felt a slight touch on his shoul­der and glanced up. Kurt stood be­hind him, ap­par­ent­ly in­tent up­on Jansen and Ho­da­ki as they ar­gued over some point of the game.

			“See you tonight.” The boy’s lips hard­ly moved, a trick Ross knew from his own past. Yes, he would see Kurt tonight, or when­ev­er he could. He was go­ing to learn what it was this odd com­pa­ny seemed de­ter­mined to keep as their own pri­vate se­cret.

		
	
		
			III

			Ross stood cau­tious­ly against the wall of his dark­ened room, his head turned to­ward the slight­ly open door. A slight shuf­fling sound had awak­ened him, and he was now as ready as a cat be­fore her spring. But he did not hurl him­self at the fig­ure now eas­ing the door far­ther open. He wait­ed un­til the vis­i­tor was ap­proach­ing the bunk be­fore he slid along the wall, clos­ing the door and putting his shoul­ders against it.

			“What’s the pitch?” Ross de­mand­ed in a whis­per.

			There was a ragged breath, maybe two, then a lit­tle laugh out of the dark. “You are ready?” The vis­i­tor’s ac­cent left no doubt as to his iden­ti­ty. Kurt was pay­ing him the promised vis­it.

			“Did you think that I wouldn’t be?”

			“No.” The dim fig­ure sat with­out in­vi­ta­tion on the edge of the bunk. “I would not be here oth­er­wise, Mur­dock. You are plen­ty … have plen­ty on the ball. You see, I have heard things about you. Like me, you were tricked in­to this game. Tell me, is it not true that you saw Hardy tonight.”

			“You hear a lot, don’t you?” Ross was non­com­mit­tal.

			“I hear, I see, I learn more than these big mouths, like the ma­jor with all his do’s and don’ts. That I can tell you! You saw Hardy. Do you want to be a Hardy?”

			“Is there any dan­ger of that?”

			“Dan­ger!” Kurt snort­ed. “Dan­ger—you have not yet known the mean­ing of dan­ger, lit­tle man. Not un­til now. I ask you again, do you want to end like Hardy? They have not yet looped you in with all their big talk. That is why I came here tonight. If you know what is good for you, Mur­dock, you will make a break be­fore they tape you—”

			“Tape me?”

			Kurt’s laugh was full of anger, not amuse­ment. “Oh, yes. They have many tricks here. They are big brains, eggheads, all of them with their fa­vorite gad­gets. They put you through a ma­chine to get you reg­is­tered on a tape. Then, my boy, you can­not get out­side the base with­out ring­ing all the alarms! Neat, eh? So if you want to make a break, you must try it be­fore they tape you.”

			Ross did not trust Kurt, but he was lis­ten­ing to him at­ten­tive­ly. The oth­er’s ar­gu­ment sound­ed con­vinc­ing to one whose gen­er­al ig­no­rance of sci­ence led him to be as fear­ful of the whole field as his an­ces­tors had been of black mag­ic. As all his gen­er­a­tion, he was con­di­tioned to be­lieve that all kinds of weird in­ven­tions were en­tire­ly pos­si­ble and prob­a­ble—usu­al­ly to be pro­duced in some dim fu­ture, but per­haps to­day.

			“They must have you taped,” Ross point­ed out.

			Kurt laughed again, but this time he was amused. “They be­lieve that they have. On­ly they are not as smart as they be­lieve, the ma­jor and the rest, in­clud­ing Mil­laird! No, I have a fight­ing chance to get out of this place, on­ly I can­not do it alone. That is why I have been wait­ing for them to bring in a new guy I could get to be­fore they had him pinned down for good. You are tough, Mur­dock. I saw your record, and I’m bet­ting that you did not come here with the in­ten­tion of stay­ing. So—here is your chance to go along with one who knows the ropes. You will not have such a good one again.”

			The longer Kurt talked, the more con­vinc­ing he was. Ross lost a few of his sus­pi­cions. It was true that he had come pre­pared to run at the first pos­si­ble op­por­tu­ni­ty, and if Kurt had ev­ery­thing planned, so much the bet­ter. Of course, it was pos­si­ble that Kurt was a stool pi­geon, lead­ing him on as a test. But that was a chance Ross would have to take.

			“Look here, Mur­dock, maybe you think it’s easy to break out of here. Do you know where we are, boy? We’re near enough to the North Pole as makes no dif­fer­ence! Are you go­ing to leg it back some hun­dreds of miles through thick ice and snow? A nice jaunt if you make it. I do not think that you can—not with­out plans and a part­ner who knows what he is about.”

			“And how do we go? Steal one of those atom­jets? I’m no pi­lot—are you?”

			“They have oth­er things be­sides a-j’s here. This place is strict­ly hush-hush. Even the a-j’s do not set down too of­ten for fear they will be tracked by radar. Where have you been, boy? Don’t you know the Reds are cir­cling around up here? These fel­lows watch for Red ac­tiv­i­ty, and the Reds watch them. They play it un­der the ta­ble on both sides. We get our sup­plies over­land by cats—”

			“Cats?”

			“Snow sleds, like trac­tors,” the oth­er an­swered im­pa­tient­ly. “Our stuff is dumped miles to the south, and the cats go down once a month to bring it back. There’s no trick to driv­ing a cat, and they tear off the miles—”

			“How many miles to the south?” in­quired Ross skep­ti­cal­ly. Grant­ed Kurt was speak­ing the truth, trav­el over an arc­tic wilder­ness in a stolen ma­chine was risky, to say the least. Ross had on­ly a very vague idea of the po­lar re­gions, but he was sure that they could eas­i­ly swal­low up the un­wary for­ev­er.

			“Maybe on­ly a hun­dred or so, boy. But I have more than one plan, and I’m will­ing to risk my neck. Do you think I in­tend to start out blind?”

			There was that, of course. Ross had ear­ly sized up his vis­i­tor as one who was first of all in­ter­est­ed in his own wel­fare. He wouldn’t risk his neck with­out a def­i­nite plan in mind.

			“Well, what do you say, Mur­dock? Are you with me or not?”

			“I’ll take some time to chew it over—”

			“Time is what you do not have, boy. To­mor­row they will tape you. Then—no over the wall for you.”

			“Sup­pose you tell me your trick for fool­ing the tape,” Ross coun­tered.

			“That I can­not do, see­ing as how it lies in the way my brain is put to­geth­er. Do you think I can break open my skull and hand you a piece of what is in­side? No, you jump with me tonight or else I must wait to grab the next one who lands here.”

			Kurt stood up. His last words were spo­ken mat­ter-of-fact­ly, and Ross be­lieved he meant ex­act­ly what he said. But Ross hes­i­tat­ed. He want­ed to try for free­dom, a de­sire fed by his sus­pi­cions of what was go­ing on here. He nei­ther liked nor trust­ed Kurt, but he thought he un­der­stood him—bet­ter than he un­der­stood Ashe or the oth­ers. Al­so, with Kurt he was sure he could hold his own; it would be the kind of strug­gle he had ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore.

			“Tonight …” he re­peat­ed slow­ly.

			“Yes, tonight!” There was new ea­ger­ness in Kurt’s voice, for he sensed that the oth­er was wa­ver­ing. “I have been pre­par­ing for a long time, but there must be two of us. We have to take turns driv­ing the cat. There can be no rest un­til we are far to the south. I tell you it will be easy. There are food caches ar­ranged along the route for emer­gen­cies. I have a map marked to show where they are. Are you com­ing?”

			When Ross did not an­swer at once the oth­er moved clos­er to him.

			“Re­mem­ber Hardy? He was not the first, and he will not be the last. They use us up fast here. That is why they brought you so quick­ly. I tell you, it is bet­ter to take your chance with me than on a run.”

			“And what is a run?”

			“So they have not yet briefed you? Well, a run is a lit­tle jaunt back in­to his­to­ry—not nice com­fort­able his­to­ry such as you learned out of a book when you were a lit­tle kid. No, you are dropped back in­to some sav­age time be­fore his­to­ry—”

			“That’s im­pos­si­ble!”

			“Yes? You saw those two big blond boys tonight, did you not? Why do you sup­pose they sport those braids? Be­cause they are tak­ing a lit­tle trip in­to the time when he-men wore braids, and car­ried ax­es big enough to crack a man open! And Ho­da­ki and his part­ner … Ev­er hear of the Tar­tars? Maybe you have not, but once they near­ly over­ran most of Eu­rope.”

			Ross swal­lowed. He now knew where he had seen braids pic­tured on war­riors—the Vikings! And Tar­tars, yes, that movie about some­one named Khan, Genghis Khan! But to re­turn in­to the past was im­pos­si­ble.

			Yet, he re­mem­bered the pic­ture he had watched to­day with the wolf slay­er and the shag­gy-haired man who wore skins. Nei­ther of these was of his own world! Could Kurt be telling the truth? Ross’s vivid mem­o­ry of the scene he had wit­nessed made Kurt’s sto­ry more con­vinc­ing.

			“Sup­pose you get sent back to a time where they do not like strangers,” Kurt con­tin­ued. “Then you are in for it. That is what hap­pened to Hardy. And it is not good—not good at all!”

			“But why?”

			Kurt snort­ed. “That they do not tell you un­til just be­fore you take your first run. I do not want to know why. But I do know that I am not go­ing to be sent in­to any wilder­ness where a sav­age may run a spear through me just to prove some­thing or oth­er for Ma­jor John Kel­gar­ries, or for Mil­laird ei­ther. I will try my plan first.”

			The ur­gen­cy in Kurt’s protest car­ried Ross past the wa­ver­ing point. He, too, would try the cat. He was on­ly fa­mil­iar with this time and world; he had no de­sire to be sent in­to an­oth­er one.

			Once Ross had made his de­ci­sion, Kurt hur­ried him in­to ac­tion. Kurt’s knowl­edge of the se­cret pro­ce­dures at the base proved ex­cel­lent. Twice they were halt­ed by locked doors, but on­ly mo­men­tar­i­ly, for Kurt had a tiny gad­get, con­cealed in the palm of his hand, which had on­ly to be held over a latch to open a re­cal­ci­trant door.

			There was enough light in the cor­ri­dors to give them easy pas­sage, but the rooms were dark, and twice Kurt had to lead Ross by the hand, avoid­ing fur­ni­ture or in­stal­la­tions with the sure­ty of one who had prac­ticed that same route of­ten. Mur­dock’s opin­ion of his com­pan­ion’s abil­i­ty un­der­went sev­er­al up­ward re­vi­sions dur­ing that tour, and he be­gan to be­lieve that he was re­al­ly in luck to have found such a part­ner.

			In the last room, Ross will­ing­ly fol­lowed Kurt’s or­ders to put on the fur cloth­ing Kurt passed to him. The fit was not ex­act, but he sur­mised that Kurt had cho­sen as well as pos­si­ble. A fi­nal door opened, and they stepped out in­to the po­lar night of win­ter. Kurt’s mit­tened hand grasped Ross’s, pulling him along. To­geth­er, they pushed back the door of a hangar shed to get at their es­cape ve­hi­cle.

			The cat was a strange ma­chine, but Ross was giv­en no time to study it. He was shoved in­to the cock­pit, a bub­ble cov­er­ing set­tled down over them, clos­ing them in, and the en­gine came to life un­der Kurt’s urg­ing. The cat must be trav­el­ing at its best pace, Ross thought. Yet the crawl which took them away from the mound­ed snow cov­er­ing the base seemed hard­ly bet­ter than a man could make afoot.

			For a short time Kurt head­ed straight away from the start­ing point, but Ross soon heard him count­ing slow­ly to him­self as if he were tim­ing some­thing. At the count of twen­ty the cat swung to the right and made a wide half cir­cle which was copied at the next count of twen­ty by a sim­i­lar sweep in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. Af­ter this pat­tern had been re­peat­ed for six turns, Ross found it dif­fi­cult to guess whether they had ev­er re­turned to their first course. When Kurt stopped count­ing he asked, “Why the dance pat­tern?”

			“Would you rather be scat­tered in lit­tle pieces all over the land­scape?” the oth­er snapped. “The base doesn’t need fences two miles high to keep us in, or oth­ers out; they take oth­er pre­cau­tions. You should thank for­tune we got through that first mine field with­out blow­ing …”

			Ross swal­lowed, but he re­fused to let Kurt know that he was rat­tled. “So it isn’t as easy to get away as you said?”

			“Shut up!” Kurt be­gan count­ing again, and Ross had some cold ap­pre­hen­sive mo­ments in which to re­flect up­on the fol­ly of quick de­ci­sions and won­der bleak­ly why he had not thought things through be­fore he leaped.

			Again they sketched a weav­ing pat­tern in the snow, but this time the arcs formed acute an­gles. Ross glanced now and then at the in­tent man at the wheel. How had Kurt man­aged to mem­o­rize this route? His urge to es­cape the base must cer­tain­ly be a strong one.

			Back and forth they crawled, gain­ing on­ly a few yards in each of those an­gled strikes to right or left.

			“Good thing these cats are atom­ic pow­ered,” Kurt com­ment­ed dur­ing one of the in­ter­vals be­tween mine fields. “We’d run out of fu­el oth­er­wise.”

			Ross fought down the im­pulse to move his feet away from any pos­si­ble con­tact point with the en­gine. These ma­chines must be safe to ride in, but the bo­gy of ra­di­a­tion was fright­en­ing. Luck­i­ly, Kurt was now back to a straight track, with no more weav­ing.

			“We are out!” Kurt said with ex­ul­ta­tion. But he added no more than just the re­as­sur­ance of their es­cape.

			The cat crawled on. To Ross’s eyes there was no trail to fol­low, no guide­posts, yet Kurt steered ahead with con­fi­dence. A lit­tle lat­er he pulled to a stop and said to Ross, “We have to drive turn and turn about—your turn.”

			Ross was du­bi­ous. “Well, I can drive a car—but this—”

			“Is fool proof.” Kurt caught him up. “The worst was get­ting through the mine fields, and we are out of that now. See here—” his hand made a shad­ow on the light­ed in­stru­ment pan­el, “this will keep you straight. If you can steer a car, you can steer this. Watch!” He start­ed up again and once more swung the cat to the left.

			A light on the pan­el be­gan to blink at a rate which in­creased rapid­ly as they veered far­ther away from their orig­i­nal course.

			“See? You keep that light steady, and you are on course. If it be­gins to blink, you cast about un­til it stead­ies again. Sim­ple enough for a ba­by. Take over and see.”

			It was hard to change places in the sealed cab­in of the cat, but they were suc­cess­ful, and Ross took the wheel gin­ger­ly. Fol­low­ing Kurt’s di­rec­tions, he start­ed ahead, his eyes fo­cused on the light rather than the white ex­panse be­fore him. And af­ter a few min­utes of strain he caught the hang of it. As Kurt had promised, it was very sim­ple. Af­ter watch­ing him for a while, his in­struc­tor gave a grunt of sat­is­fac­tion and set­tled down for a nap.

			Once the first ex­cite­ment of driv­ing the cat wore off, the op­er­a­tion tend­ed to be­come mo­not­o­nous. Ross caught him­self yawn­ing, but he kept at his post with dogged stub­born­ness. This had been Kurt’s game all the way through—so far—and he was cer­tain­ly not go­ing to re­sign his first chance to show that he could be of use al­so. If there had on­ly been some break in the eter­nal snow, some pass­ing light or goal to be seen ahead, it would not have been so bad. Fi­nal­ly, ev­ery now and then, Ross had to jig­gle off course just enough so that the warn­ing blink of light would alert him and keep him from fall­ing asleep. He was un­aware that Kurt had awak­ened dur­ing one of those ma­neu­vers un­til the oth­er spoke. “Your own pri­vate alarm clock, Mur­dock? Okay, I do not quar­rel with any­one who us­es his head. But you had bet­ter get some shut­eye, or we will not keep rolling.”

			Ross was too tired to protest. They changed places, and he curled up as best he could on his small share of seat. On­ly now that he was free to sleep, he re­al­ized he no longer want­ed to. Kurt must have thought Ross had fall­en asleep, for af­ter per­haps two miles of steady grind­ing along, he moved cau­tious­ly be­hind the wheel. Ross saw by the trace of light from the in­stru­ment pan­el that his com­pan­ion was dig­ging in­to the breast of his par­ka to bring out a small ob­ject which he held against the wheel of the cat with one hand, while with the oth­er he tapped out an ir­reg­u­lar rhythm.

			To Ross the ac­tion made no sense. But he did not miss the oth­er’s sigh of re­lief as he re­stored his trea­sure to hid­ing once more, as if some dif­fi­cult task was now be­hind him. Short­ly af­ter­ward the cat ground to a stop, and Ross sat up, rub­bing his eyes. “What’s the mat­ter? En­gine trou­ble?”

			Kurt had fold­ed his arms across the wheel. “No. It is just that we are to wait here—”

			“Wait? For what? Kel­gar­ries to come along and pick us up?”

			Kurt laughed. “The ma­jor? How I wish that he would ar­rive present­ly. What a sur­prise he would re­ceive! Not two lit­tle mice to be put back in­to their cages, but the tiger cat, all claws and fangs!”

			Ross sat up straighter. This now had the bad smell of a frame, a frame with him­self plant­ed right in the mid­dle. He fig­ured out the pos­si­bil­i­ties and came up with an an­swer which would smear Ross Mur­dock all over any map. If Kurt were wait­ing to meet friends out here, they could on­ly be of one brand.

			For most of his short life Ross had been en­gaged in a pri­vate war against the re­stric­tions im­posed up­on him by a set of le­gal rules to which some­thing with­in him would not con­form. And he had, dur­ing those same years filled with at­tacks, re­treats, and strate­gic ma­neu­ver­ing, for­mu­lat­ed a code of rules by which to play his dan­ger­ous game. He had not mur­dered, and he would nev­er fol­low the path Kurt took. To one who was supreme­ly im­pa­tient of re­straint, the meth­ods and aims of Kurt’s em­ploy­ers were not on­ly im­pos­si­bly fan­tas­tic and il­log­i­cal—they were to be op­posed to the last ounce of any man’s en­er­gy.

			“Your friends late?” He tried to sound ca­su­al.

			“Not yet, and if you now plan to play the hero, Mur­dock, think bet­ter of it!” Kurt’s tone held the crack of an or­der—that note Ross had so much dis­liked in the ma­jor’s voice. “This is an op­er­a­tion which has been most care­ful­ly planned and up­on which a great deal de­pends. No one shall spoil it for us now—”

			“The Reds plant­ed you on the project, eh?” Ross want­ed to keep the oth­er talk­ing to give him­self a chance to think. And this was one time he had to think, clear­ly and with speed.

			“There is no need for me to tell you the sad tale of my life, Mur­dock. And you would doubt­less find much of it bor­ing. If you wish to con­tin­ue to live—for a while, at least—you will re­main qui­et and do as you are told.”

			Kurt must be armed, for he would not be so con­fi­dent un­less he had a weapon he could now turn on Ross. On the oth­er hand, if what Ross guessed were true, this was the time to play the hero—when there was on­ly Kurt to han­dle. Bet­ter to be a dead hero than a live cap­tive in the hands of Kurt’s dear friends across the pole.

			With­out warn­ing, Ross threw his body to the left, striv­ing to pin Kurt against the driv­er’s side of the cab­in, his hands claw­ing at the fur ruff bor­der­ing the oth­er’s hood, try­ing for a throat hold. Per­haps it was Kurt’s over­con­fi­dence which be­trayed him and left him open to a sur­prise at­tack. He strug­gled hard to bring up his arm, but both his weight and Ross’s held him tight. Ross caught at his wrist, notic­ing a gleam of met­al.

			They threshed about, the bulk­i­ness of the fur cloth­ing ham­per­ing them. Ross won­dered fleet­ing­ly why the oth­er had not made sure of him ear­li­er. As it was he fought with all his vig­or to keep Kurt im­mo­bile, to try and knock him out with a lucky blow.

			In the end Kurt aid­ed in his own de­feat. When Ross re­laxed some­what, the oth­er pushed against him, on­ly to have Ross flinch to one side. Kurt could not stop him­self, and his head cracked against the wheel of the cat. He went limp.

			Ross made the most of the next few mo­ments. He brought his belt from un­der his par­ka, twist­ing it around Kurt’s wrists with no gen­tle­ness. Then he wrig­gled about, chang­ing places with the un­con­scious man.

			He had no idea of where to go, but he was sure he was go­ing to get away—at the cat’s top speed—from that point. And with that in mind and on­ly a lim­it­ed knowl­edge of how to man­age the ma­chine, Ross start­ed up and turned in a wide cir­cle un­til he was sure the cat was head­ed in the op­po­site di­rec­tion.

			The light which had guid­ed them was still on. Would re­vers­ing its process take him back to the base? Lost in the im­men­si­ty of the cold wilder­ness, he made the on­ly choice pos­si­ble and gunned the cat again.

		
	
		
			IV

			Once again Ross sat wait­ing for oth­ers to de­cide his fu­ture. He was as out­ward­ly com­posed as he had been in Judge Rawle’s cham­bers, but in­ward­ly he was far more ap­pre­hen­sive. Out in the wilder­ness of the po­lar night he had had no chance for es­cape. Head­ing away from Kurt’s ren­dezvous, Ross had run straight in­to the search par­ty from the base, had seen in ac­tion that me­chan­i­cal hound that Kurt had said they would put on the fugi­tives’ trail—the thing which would have gone on hunt­ing them un­til its met­al rust­ed in­to pow­der. Kurt’s boast­ed im­mu­ni­ty to that track­er had not been as good as he had be­lieved, though it had won them a start.

			Ross did not know just how much it might count in his fa­vor that he had been on his way back, with Kurt a pris­on­er in the cat. As his wait­ing hours wore on he be­gan to think it might mean very lit­tle in­deed. This time there was no show on the wall of his cell, noth­ing but time to think—too much of that—and no pleas­ant things to think about.

			But he had learned one valu­able les­son on that cold ex­pe­di­tion. Kel­gar­ries and the oth­ers at the base were the most for­mi­da­ble op­po­nents he had ev­er met, and all the bal­ance of luck and equip­ment lay on their side of the scales. Ross was now con­vinced that there could be no es­cape from this base. He had been im­pressed by Kurt’s prepa­ra­tions, know­ing that some of them were far be­yond any­thing he him­self could have de­vised. He did not doubt that Kurt had come here ful­ly pre­pared with ev­ery in­ge­nious de­vice the Reds could sup­ply.

			At least Kurt’s friends had had a rude wel­come when they did ar­rive at the meet­ing place. Kel­gar­ries had heard Ross out and then had sent ahead a team. Be­fore Ross’s par­ty had reached the base there had been a blast which split the arc­tic night wide open. And Kurt, con­scious by then, had shown his on­ly sign of emo­tion when he re­al­ized what it meant.

			The door to Ross’s cell room clicked, and he swung his feet to the floor, sit­ting up on his bunk to face his fu­ture. This time he made no at­tempt to put on an act. He was not in the least sor­ry he had tried to get away. Had Kurt been on the lev­el, it would have been a bright play. That Kurt was not, was just plain bad luck.

			Kel­gar­ries and Ashe en­tered, and at the sight of Ashe the taut feel­ing in Ross’s mid­dle loos­ened a bit. The ma­jor might come by him­self to pass sen­tence, but he would not bring Ashe along if the sen­tence was a re­al­ly harsh one.

			“You got off to a bad start here, Mur­dock.” The ma­jor sat down on the edge of the wall shelf which dou­bled as a ta­ble. “You’re go­ing to have a sec­ond chance, so con­sid­er your­self lucky. We know you aren’t an­oth­er plant of our en­e­mies, a fact that saves your neck. Do you have any­thing to add to your sto­ry?”

			“No, sir.” He was not adding that “sir” to cur­ry any fa­vor; it came nat­u­ral­ly when one an­swered Kel­gar­ries.

			“But you have some ques­tions?”

			Ross met that with the truth. “A lot of them.”

			“Why don’t you ask them?”

			Ross smiled thin­ly, an ex­pres­sion far re­moved and years old­er than his bash­ful boy’s grin of the shy act. “A wise guy doesn’t spill his ig­no­rance. He us­es his eyes and ears and keeps his trap shut—”

			“And goes off half cocked as a re­sult …” the ma­jor added. “I don’t think you would have en­joyed the com­pa­ny of Kurt’s pay­mas­ter.”

			“I didn’t know about him then—not when I left here.”

			“Yes, and when you dis­cov­ered the truth, you took steps. Why?” For the first time there was a trace of feel­ing in the ma­jor’s voice.

			“Be­cause I don’t like the line­up on his side of the fence.”

			“That sin­gle fact has saved your neck this time, Mur­dock. Step out of line once more, and noth­ing will help you. But just so we won’t have to wor­ry about that, sup­pose you ask a few of those ques­tions.”

			“How much of what Kurt fed me is the truth?” Ross blurt­ed out. “I mean all that stuff about shoot­ing back in time.”

			“All of it.” The ma­jor said it so qui­et­ly that it car­ried com­plete con­vic­tion.

			“But why—how—?”

			“You have us on a spot, Mur­dock. Be­cause of your lit­tle ex­pe­di­tion, we have to tell you more now than we tell any of our men be­fore the fi­nal brief­ing. Lis­ten, and then for­get all of it ex­cept what ap­plies to the job at hand.

			“The Reds shot up Sput­nik and then Mut­tnik … When—? Twen­ty-five years ago. We got up our an­swers a lit­tle lat­er. There were a cou­ple of spec­tac­u­lar crash­es on the moon, then that space sta­tion that didn’t stay in or­bit, af­ter that—stale­mate. In the past quar­ter cen­tu­ry we’ve had no voy­ages in­to space, noth­ing that was proph­e­sied. Too many bugs, too many cost­ly fail­ures. Fi­nal­ly we be­gan to get hints of some­thing big, big­ger than any foot­ball roam­ing the heav­ens.

			“Any dis­cov­ery in sci­ence comes about by steps. It can be traced back through those steps by an­oth­er sci­en­tist. But sup­pose you were con­front­ed by a re­sult which ap­par­ent­ly had been pro­duced with­out any pre­lim­i­nar­ies. What would be your guess con­cern­ing it?”

			Ross stared at the ma­jor. Al­though he didn’t see what all this had to do with time-jump­ing, he sensed that Kel­gar­ries was wait­ing for a se­ri­ous an­swer, that some­how Ross would be judged by his re­ply.

			“Ei­ther that the steps were kept strict­ly se­cret,” he said slow­ly, “or that the re­sult didn’t right­ful­ly be­long to the man who said he dis­cov­ered it.”

			For the first time the ma­jor re­gard­ed him with ap­proval. “Sup­pose this dis­cov­ery was vi­tal to your life—what would you do?”

			“Try to find the source!”

			“There you have it! With­in the past five years our friends across the way have come up with three such dis­cov­er­ies. One we were able to trace, du­pli­cate, and use, with a few re­fine­ments of our own. The oth­er two re­main root­less; yet they are linked with the first. We are now at­tempt­ing to solve that prob­lem, and the time grows late. For some rea­son, though the Reds now have their su­per, su­per gad­gets, they are not yet ready to use them. Some­times the things work, and some­times they fail. Ev­ery­thing points to the fact that the Reds are now ex­per­i­ment­ing with dis­cov­er­ies which are not ba­si­cal­ly their own—”

			“Where did they get them? From an­oth­er world?” Ross’s imag­i­na­tion came to life. Had a suc­cess­ful space voy­age been kept se­cret? Had there been con­tact made with an­oth­er in­tel­li­gent race?

			“In a way it’s an­oth­er world, but the world of time—not space. Sev­en years ago we got a man out of East Berlin. He was al­most dead, but he lived long enough to record on tape some amaz­ing da­ta, so wild it was al­most dis­missed as the rav­ings of delir­i­um. But that was af­ter Sput­nik, and we didn’t dare dis­re­gard any hints from the oth­er side of the Iron Cur­tain. So the record­ing was turned over to our sci­en­tists, who proved it had a core of truth.

			“Time trav­el has been writ­ten up in fic­tion; it has been dis­cussed oth­er­wise as an im­pos­si­bil­i­ty. Then we dis­cov­er that the Reds have it work­ing—”

			“You mean, they go in­to the fu­ture and bring back ma­chines to use now.”

			The ma­jor shook his head. “Not the fu­ture, the past.”

			Was this an elab­o­rate joke? Some­what heat­ed­ly Ross snapped out the an­swer to that. “Look here, I know I haven’t the ed­u­ca­tion of your big brains, but I do know that the far­ther back you go in­to his­to­ry the sim­pler things are. We ride in cars; on­ly a hun­dred years ago men drove hors­es. We have guns; go back a lit­tle and you’ll find them wav­ing swords and shoot­ing guys with bows and ar­rows—those that don’t wear tin plate on them to stop be­ing punc­tured—”

			“On­ly they were, af­ter all,” com­ment­ed Ashe. “Look at Ag­in­court, m’lad, and re­mem­ber what ar­rows did to the French knights in ar­mor.”

			Ross dis­re­gard­ed the in­ter­rup­tion. “Any­way”—he stuck dogged­ly to his point—“the far­ther back you go, the sim­pler things are. How are the Reds go­ing to find any­thing in his­to­ry we can’t beat to­day?”

			“That is a point which has baf­fled us for sev­er­al years now,” the ma­jor re­turned. “On­ly it is not how they are go­ing to find it, but where. Be­cause some­where in the past of this world they have con­tact­ed a civ­i­liza­tion able to pro­duce weapons and ideas so ad­vanced as to baf­fle our ex­perts. We have to find that source and ei­ther mine it our­selves or close it off. As yet we’re still try­ing to find it.”

			Ross shook his head. “It must be a long way back. Those guys who dis­cov­er tombs and dig up old cities—couldn’t they give you some hints? Wouldn’t a civ­i­liza­tion like that have left some­thing we could find to­day?”

			“It de­pends,” Ashe re­marked, “up­on the type of civ­i­liza­tion. The Egyp­tians built in stone, grand­ly. They used tools and weapons of cop­per, bronze, and stone, and they were con­sid­er­ate enough to op­er­ate in a dry cli­mate which pre­served relics well. The cities of the Fer­tile Cres­cent built in mud brick and used stone, cop­per, and bronze tools. They al­so chose a por­tion of the world where cli­mate was a fac­tor in keep­ing their mem­o­ry green.

			“The Greeks built in stone, wrote their books, kept their his­to­ry to be­queath it to their suc­ces­sors, and so did the Ro­mans. And on this side of the ocean the In­cas, the Mayas, the un­known races be­fore them, and the Aztecs of Mex­i­co all built in stone and worked in met­al. And stone and met­al sur­vive. But what if there had been an ear­ly peo­ple who used plas­tics and brit­tle al­loys, who had no de­sire to build per­ma­nent build­ings, whose tools and ar­ti­facts were meant to wear out quick­ly, per­haps for eco­nom­ic rea­sons? What would they leave us—con­sid­er­ing, per­haps, that an ice age had in­ter­vened be­tween their time and ours, with glaciers to grind in­to dust what lit­tle they did pos­sess?

			“There is ev­i­dence that the poles of our world have changed and that this north­ern re­gion was once close to be­ing trop­i­cal. Any catas­tro­phe vi­o­lent enough to bring about a switch in the poles of this plan­et might well have wiped out all traces of a civ­i­liza­tion, no mat­ter how su­pe­ri­or. We have good rea­son to be­lieve that such a peo­ple must have ex­ist­ed, but we must find them.

			“And Ashe is a con­vert from the skep­tics—” the ma­jor slipped down from his perch on the wall shelf—“he is an ar­chae­ol­o­gist, one of your tomb dis­cov­er­ers, and knows what he is talk­ing about. We must do our hunt­ing in time ear­li­er than the first pyra­mid, ear­li­er than the first group of farm­ers who set­tled by the Tigris Riv­er. But we have to let the en­e­my guide us to it. That’s where you come in.”

			“Why me?”

			“That is a ques­tion to which our psy­chol­o­gists are still try­ing to find the an­swer, my young friend. It seems that the ma­jor­i­ty of the peo­ple of the sev­er­al na­tions linked to­geth­er in this project have be­come too civ­i­lized. The re­ac­tions of most men to giv­en sets of cir­cum­stances have be­come set in reg­u­lar pat­terns and they can­not break that con­di­tion­ing, or if per­son­al dan­ger forces them to change those pat­terns, they are af­ter­ward so adrift they can­not func­tion at their high­est po­ten­tial. Teach a man to kill, as in war, and then you have to re­con­di­tion him lat­er.

			“But dur­ing these same wars we al­so de­vel­op an­oth­er type. He is the born com­man­do, the se­cret agent, the ex­pend­able man who lives on ac­tion. There are not many of this kind, and they are po­tent weapons. In peace­time that par­tic­u­lar col­lec­tion of emo­tions, nerve, and skills be­comes a men­ace to the very so­ci­ety he has fought to pre­serve dur­ing a war. He is pres­sured by the peace­ful en­vi­ron­ment in­to be­com­ing a crim­i­nal or a mis­fit.

			“The men we send out from here to ex­plore the past are not on­ly giv­en the best train­ing we can pos­si­bly sup­ply for them, but they are all of the type once her­ald­ed as the fron­tiers­man. His­to­ry is sen­ti­men­tal about that type—when he is safe­ly dead—but the present finds him dif­fi­cult to live with. Our time agents are mis­fits in the mod­ern world be­cause their in­her­it­ed abil­i­ties are born out of sea­son now. They must be young enough and pos­sess a cer­tain brand of in­tel­li­gence to take the stiff train­ing and to adapt, and they must pass our tests. Do you un­der­stand?”

			Ross nod­ded. “You want crooks be­cause they are crooks—”

			“No, not be­cause they are crooks, but be­cause they are mis­fits in their time and place. Don’t, I beg of you, Mur­dock, think that we are op­er­at­ing a pe­nal in­sti­tu­tion here. You would nev­er have been re­cruit­ed if you hadn’t test­ed out to suit us. But the man who may be la­beled mur­der­er in his own pe­ri­od might rank as a hero in an­oth­er, an ex­treme ex­am­ple, but true. When we train a man he not on­ly can sur­vive in the pe­ri­od to which he is sent, but he can al­so pass as a na­tive born in that era—”

			“What about Hardy?”

			The ma­jor gazed in­to space. “There is no op­er­a­tion which is fool­proof. We have nev­er said that we don’t run in­to trou­ble or that there is no dan­ger in this. We have to deal with both na­tives of dif­fer­ent times, and if we are lucky and hit a hot run, with the Reds. They sus­pect that we are cast­ing about, hunt­ing their trail. They man­aged to plant Kurt Vo­gel on us. He had an al­most per­fect cov­er and con­di­tion­ing. Now you have it straight, Mur­dock. You sat­is­fy our tests, and you’ll be giv­en a chance to say yes or no be­fore your first run. If you say no and refuse du­ty, it means you must be­come an ex­ile and stay here. No man who has gone through our train­ing can re­turn to nor­mal life; there is too much chance of his be­ing picked up and sweat­ed by the op­po­si­tion.”

			“Nev­er?”

			The ma­jor shrugged. “This may be a long-term op­er­a­tion. We hope not, but there is no way of telling now. You will be in ex­ile un­til we ei­ther find what we want or fail en­tire­ly. That is the last card I have to lay on the ta­ble.” He stretched. “You’re slat­ed for train­ing to­mor­row. Think it over and then let us know your an­swer when the time comes. Mean­while, you are to be teamed with Ashe, who will see to putting you through the course.”

			It was a big hunk to swal­low, but once down, Ross found it di­gestible. The train­ing opened up a whole new world to him. Ju­do and wrestling were easy enough to ab­sorb, and he thor­ough­ly en­joyed the work­outs. But the pa­tient hours of archery prac­tice, the strict in­struc­tion in the use of a long-blad­ed bronze dag­ger were more de­mand­ing. The mas­ter­ing of one new lan­guage and then an­oth­er, the in­ten­sive drill in un­fa­mil­iar so­cial cus­toms, the mem­o­riz­ing of strict taboos and ethics were dif­fi­cult. Ross learned to keep records in knots on hide thongs and was in­duct­ed in­to the art of prim­i­tive bar­gain­ing and trade. He came to un­der­stand the worth of a cross-shaped tin in­got com­pared to a string of am­ber beads and some well-cured white furs. He now un­der­stood why he had been shown a traders’ car­a­van dur­ing that first en­counter with the pur­pose be­hind Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade.

			Dur­ing the train­ing days his feel­ing to­ward Ashe changed ma­te­ri­al­ly. A man could not work so close­ly with an­oth­er and con­tin­ue to re­sent his at­ti­tude; ei­ther he blew up en­tire­ly, or he learned to ad­just. His awe at Ashe’s vast amount of prac­ti­cal knowl­edge, freely of­fered to serve his own blun­der­ing ig­no­rance, cre­at­ed a re­spect for the man which might have be­come friend­ship, had Ashe ev­er re­laxed his own shield of im­per­son­al ef­fi­cien­cy. Ross did not try to breach the bar­ri­er be­tween them main­ly be­cause he was sure that the rea­son for it was the fact that he was a “vol­un­teer.” It gave him an odd new feel­ing he avoid­ed try­ing to an­a­lyze. He had al­ways had a kind of pride in his record; now he had be­gun to wish some­times that it was a record of a dif­fer­ent type.

			Men came and went. Ho­da­ki and his part­ner dis­ap­peared, as did Jansen and his. One lost track of time with­in that un­der­ground war­ren which was the base. Ross grad­u­al­ly dis­cov­ered that the whole es­tab­lish­ment cov­ered a large area un­der an ex­ter­nal crust of ice and snow. There were lab­o­ra­to­ries, a well-ap­point­ed hos­pi­tal, ar­mories which stocked weapons usu­al­ly seen on­ly in mu­se­ums, but which here were free of any signs of age, and ready for use. There were li­braries with mile up­on mile of tape record­ings as well as films. Ross could not un­der­stand ev­ery­thing he heard and saw, but he soaked up all he could so that once or twice, when drift­ing off to sleep at night, he thought of him­self as a sponge which had near­ly reached its to­tal lim­it of ab­sorp­tion.

			He learned to wear nat­u­ral­ly the clum­sy kilt-tu­nic he had seen on the wolf slay­er, to shave with prac­ticed as­sur­ance, us­ing a leaf-shaped bronze ra­zor, to eat strange food un­til he rel­ished the taste. Mak­ing les­son time serve a dou­ble du­ty, he lay un­der sun­lamps while lis­ten­ing to tape record­ings, un­til his skin dark­ened to a weath­ered hue re­sem­bling Ashe’s. There was al­ways talk to lis­ten to, im­por­tant talk which he was afraid to miss.

			“Bronze.” Ashe weighed a dag­ger in his hand one day. Its hilt, made of dark horn stud­ded with an in­tri­cate pat­tern of tiny gold­en nail heads, had a gleam not un­like that of the blade. “Do you know, Mur­dock, that bronze can be tougher than steel? If it wasn’t that iron is so much more plen­ti­ful and eas­i­er to work, we might nev­er have come out of the Bronze Age? Iron is cheap­er and eas­i­er found, and when the first smith learned to work it, an end came to one way of life, a be­gin­ning to an­oth­er.

			“Yes, bronze is im­por­tant to us here, and so are the men who worked it. Smiths were sa­cred in the old days. We know that they made a se­cret of their trade which over­rode the bounds of dis­trict, tribe, and race. A smith was wel­come in any vil­lage, his per­son safe on the road. In fact, the roads them­selves were un­der the pro­tec­tion of the gods; there was peace on them for all way­far­ers. The land was wide then, and it was emp­ty. The tribes were few and small, and there was plen­ty of room for the hunter, the farmer, the trad­er. Life was not such a scram­ble of man against man, but rather of man against na­ture—”

			“No wars?” asked Ross. “Then why the bow-and-dag­ger drill?”

			“Wars were small af­fairs, dis­putes be­tween fam­i­ly clans or tribes. As for the bow, there were for­mi­da­ble things in the forests—gi­ant an­i­mals, wolves, wild boars—”

			“Cave bears?”

			Ashe sighed with weary pa­tience. “Get it through your head, Mur­dock, that his­to­ry is much longer than you seem to think. Cave bears and the use of bronze weapons do not over­lap. No, you will have to go back maybe sev­er­al thou­sand years ear­li­er and then hunt your bear with a flint-tipped spear in your hand if you are fool enough to try it.”

			“Or take a ri­fle with you.” Ross made a sug­ges­tion he had longed to voice for some time.

			Ashe round­ed on him swift­ly, and Ross knew him well enough now to re­al­ize that he was se­ri­ous­ly dis­pleased.

			“That is just what you don’t do, Mur­dock, not from this base, as you well know by now. You take no weapon from here which is not de­signed for the pe­ri­od in which your run lies. Just as you do not be­come em­broiled while on that run in any ac­tion which might in­flu­ence the course of his­to­ry.”

			Ross went on pol­ish­ing the blade he held. “What would hap­pen if some­one did break that rule?”

			Ashe put down the dag­ger he had been play­ing with. “We don’t know—we just don’t know. So far we have op­er­at­ed in the fringe ter­ri­to­ry, keep­ing away from any dis­trict with a his­to­ry which we can trace ac­cu­rate­ly. Maybe some day—” his eyes were on a wall of weapon racks he plain­ly did not see—“maybe some day we can stand and watch the rise of the pyra­mids, wit­ness the march of Alexan­der’s armies … But not yet. We stay away from his­to­ry, and we are sure that the Reds are do­ing the same. It has be­come the old prob­lem once pre­sent­ed by the atom bomb. No­body wants to up­set the bal­ance and take the con­se­quences. Let us find their out­post and we’ll with­draw our men from all the oth­er runs at once.”

			“What makes ev­ery­one so sure that they have an out­post some­where? Couldn’t they be work­ing right at the main source, sir?”

			“They could, but for some rea­son they are not. As for how we know that much, it’s in­for­ma­tion re­ceived.” Ashe smiled thin­ly. “No, the source is much far­ther back in time than their half­way post. But if we find that, then we can trail them. So we plant men in suit­able eras and hope for the best. That’s a good weapon you have there, Mur­dock. Are you will­ing to wear it in earnest?”

			The in­flec­tion in that ques­tion caught Ross’s full at­ten­tion. His gray eyes met those blue ones. This was it—at long last.

			“Right away?”

			Ashe picked up a belt of bronze plates strung to­geth­er with chains, a twin to that Ross had seen worn by the wolf slay­er. He held it out to the younger man. “You can take your tri­al run any time—to­mor­row.”

			Ross drew a deep­er breath. “Where—to when?”

			“An is­land which will lat­er be Britain. When? About two thou­sand BC Beaker traders were be­gin­ning to open their sta­tions there. This is your grad­u­a­tion ex­er­cise, Mur­dock.”

			Ross fit­ted the blade he had been pol­ish­ing in­to the wood­en sheath on the belt. “If you say I can do it, I’m will­ing to try.”

			He caught that glance Ashe shot at him, but he could not read its mean­ing. An­noy­ance? Im­pa­tience? He was still puz­zling over it when the oth­er turned abrupt­ly and left him alone.

		
	
		
			V

			He might have said yes, but that didn’t mean, Ross dis­cov­ered, that he was to be shipped off at once to ear­ly Britain. Ashe’s “to­mor­row” proved to be sev­er­al days lat­er. The cov­er was that of a Beaker trad­er, and Ross’s im­per­son­ation was checked again and again by ex­perts, mak­ing sure that the last de­tail was cor­rect and that no sus­pi­cion of a tribesman, no mis­take on Ross’s part would be­tray him.

			The Beaker peo­ple were an ex­cel­lent choice for in­fil­tra­tion. They were not a close­ly knit clan, sus­pi­cious of strangers and alert to any de­vi­a­tion from the norm, as more race-con­scious tribes might be. For they lived by trade, leav­ing to Ross’s own time the mark of their far-flung “em­pire” in the beakers found in graves scat­tered in clus­ters of a hand­ful or so from the Rhineland to Spain, and from the Balka­ns to Britain.

			They did not de­pend on­ly up­on the taboo of the trade road for their safe­ty, for the Beaker­men were mas­ter bow­men. A rov­ing peo­ple, they pushed in­to new ter­ri­to­ry to es­tab­lish posts, liv­ing am­i­ca­bly among peo­ples with far dif­fer­ent cus­toms—the Downs farm­ers, horse herders, shore-side fish­er­folk.

			With Ashe, Ross passed a last in­spec­tion. Their hair had not grown long enough to re­quire braid­ing, but they did have enough to hold it back from their faces with hide head­bands. The kilt-tu­nics of coarse ma­te­ri­al, du­pli­cat­ing sam­ples brought from the past, were harsh to the skin and poor­ly fit­ting. But the work­man­ship of their link-and-plate bronze belts, the sleek bow guards strapped to their wrists, and the bows them­selves ap­proached fine art. Ashe’s round cloak was the blue of a mas­ter trad­er, and he wore wealth in a neck­lace of pol­ished wolf’s teeth al­ter­nat­ing with am­ber beads. Ross’s more mod­est po­si­tion in the tribe was in­di­cat­ed not on­ly by his red-brown cloak, but by the fact that his per­son­al jew­el­ry con­sist­ed on­ly of a cop­per bracelet and a cloak pin with a jet head.

			He had no idea how the time tran­si­tion was to be made, nor how one might step from the po­lar re­gions of the West­ern Hemi­sphere to the is­land of Britain ly­ing off the East­ern. And it was a com­pli­cat­ed busi­ness as he dis­cov­ered.

			The tran­si­tion it­self was a fair­ly sim­ple, though dis­turb­ing, process. One walked a short cor­ri­dor and stood for an in­stant on a plate while the light cen­tered there curled about in a sol­id core, shut­ting one off from floor and wall. Ross gasped for breath as the air was sucked out of his lungs. He ex­pe­ri­enced a mo­ment of death­ly sick­ness with the sen­sa­tion of be­ing lost in noth­ing­ness. Then he breathed again and looked through the dy­ing wall of light to where Ashe wait­ed.

			Quick and easy as the trip through time had been, the jour­ney to Britain was some­thing else. There could be on­ly one trans­fer point if the se­cret was to be pre­served. But men from that point must be moved swift­ly and se­cret­ly to their ap­point­ed sta­tions. Ross, know­ing the strict rules con­cern­ing the trans­porta­tion of ob­jects from one time to an­oth­er, won­dered how that trav­el could be ef­fect­ed. Af­ter all, they could not spend months, or even years, get­ting across con­ti­nents and seas.

			The an­swer was in­ge­nious. Three days af­ter they had stepped through the bar­ri­er of time at the out­post, Ross and Ashe bal­anced on the round­ed back of a whale. It was a whale which would de­ceive any­one who did not test its hide with a har­poon, and whalers with har­poons large enough to trou­ble such a mon­ster were yet well in the fu­ture.

			Ashe slid a dugout in­to the wa­ter, and Ross climbed in­to that un­steady craft, hold­ing it against the side of the dis­guised sub un­til his part­ner joined him. The day, misty and driz­zling, made the shore they aimed for a half-seen line across the wa­ter. With a shiv­er born of more than cold, Ross dipped his pad­dle and helped Ashe send their crude boat to­ward that half-hid­den strip of land.

			There was no re­al dawn; the sky light­ened some­what, but the driz­zle con­tin­ued. Green patch­es showed among the win­ter-de­nud­ed trees back from the beach, but the coun­try­side fac­ing them gave an im­pres­sion of un­tamed wilder­ness. Ross knew from his brief­ing that the whole of Britain was as yet on­ly sparse­ly set­tled. The first wave of hunter-fish­ers to es­tab­lish vil­lages had been joined by oth­er in­vaders who built mas­sive tombs and had an elab­o­rate re­li­gion. Small vil­lage-forts had been linked from hill to hill by track­ways. There were “fac­to­ries,” which turned out in bulk such fine flint weapons and tools that a thriv­ing in­dus­try was in full op­er­a­tion, not yet hav­ing been su­per­seded by the met­al im­port­ed by the Beaker mer­chants. Bronze was still so rare and cost­ly that on­ly the head man of a vil­lage could hope to own one of the long dag­gers. Even the ar­row­heads in Ross’s quiver were chipped of flint.

			They drew the dugout well up on­to the shore and ran it in­to a shal­low de­pres­sion in the bank, heap­ing stones and brush about for its con­ceal­ment. Then Ashe in­tent­ly sur­veyed the sur­round­ing coun­try, seek­ing a land­mark.

			“In­land from here …” Ashe used the lan­guage of the Beaker­men, and Ross knew that from now on he must not on­ly live as a trad­er, but al­so think as one. All oth­er mem­o­ries must be buried un­der the false one he had learned; he must be in­ter­est­ed in the present rate of ex­change and the chance for prof­it. The two men were on their way to Out­post Gog, where Ashe’s first part­ner, the re­doubtable San­ford, was play­ing his role so well.

			The rain squished in their hide boots, made sod­den strings of their cloaks, plas­tered their wo­ven caps to their thick mats of hair. Yet Ashe bore steadi­ly on across the land with the cer­tain­ty of one fol­low­ing a marked trail. His self-con­fi­dence was re­ward­ed with­in the first half mile when they came out up­on one of the link track­ways, its beat­en sur­face tes­ti­fy­ing to con­stant use.

			Here Ashe turned east­ward, step­ping up the pace to a ground-cov­er­ing trot. The peace of the road held—at least by day. By night on­ly the most hard­ened and des­per­ate out­laws would brave the harm­ful spir­its rov­ing in the dark.

			All the lore that had been pound­ed in­to him at the base be­gan to make some sense to Ross as he fol­lowed his guide, sniff­ing strange wet smells from the brush, the trees, and the damp earth; piec­ing to­geth­er in his mind what he had been taught and what he now saw for him­self, un­til it made a tight pat­tern.

			The track they were fol­low­ing sloped slight­ly up­ward, and a change in the wind brought to them a sour odor, blank­ing out all nor­mal scents. Ashe halt­ed so sud­den­ly that Ross al­most plowed in­to him. But he was alert­ed by the old­er man’s at­ti­tude.

			Some­thing had been burned! Ross drew in a deep lung­ful of the smell and then wished that he had not. It was wood—burned wood—and some­thing else. Since this was not pos­si­bly nor­mal, he was pre­pared for the way Ashe melt­ed in­to cov­er in the brush.

			They worked their way, some­times crawl­ing on their bel­lies, through the wet stands of dead grass, tak­ing full ad­van­tage of all cov­er. They crouched at the top of the hill while Ashe part­ed the prick­ly branch­es of an ev­er­green bush to make them a win­dow.

			The black patch left by the fire, which had come from a ru­in above, had spread down­hill on the op­po­site side of the val­ley. Charred posts still stood like lone teeth in a skull to mark what must have once been one of the stock­ade walls of a post. But all they now guard­ed was a des­o­la­tion from which came that over­pow­er­ing stench.

			“Our post?” Ross asked in a whis­per.

			Ashe nod­ded. He was study­ing the scene with an in­tent ab­sorp­tion which, Ross knew, would im­press ev­ery im­por­tant de­tail up­on his mind. That the place had been burned was clear from the first. But why and by whom was a prob­lem vi­tal to the two lurk­ing in the brush.

			It took them al­most an hour to cross the val­ley—an hour of hid­ing, cast­ing about, search­ing. They had made a com­plete cir­cle of the de­stroyed post and Ashe stood in the shad­ow of a copse, rub­bing clots of mud from his hands and frown­ing up at the charred posts.

			“They weren’t rushed. Or if they were, the at­tack­ers cov­ered their trail af­ter­ward—” Ross ven­tured.

			The old­er man shook his head. “Tribes­men would not have mud­dled a trail if they had won. No, this was no reg­u­lar at­tack. There have been no signs of a war par­ty com­ing or leav­ing.”

			“Then what?” de­mand­ed Ross.

			“Light­ning for one thing—and we’d bet­ter hope it was that. Or—” Ashe’s blue eyes were very cold and bleak, as cold and bleak as the coun­try­side about them.

			“Or—?” Ross dared to prompt him.

			“Or we have made con­tact with the Reds in the wrong way!”

			Ross’s hand in­stinc­tive­ly went to the dag­ger at his belt. Lit­tle help a dag­ger would be in an un­equal strug­gle like this! They were on­ly two in a thin web of men strung out through cen­turies of time with or­ders to seek out that which did not fit prop­er­ly in­to the pat­tern of the past: to lo­cate the en­e­my wher­ev­er in his­to­ry or pre­his­to­ry he had gone to earth. Had the Reds been search­ing, too, and was this first dis­as­ter their vic­to­ry?

			The time traders had their ev­i­dence when they at last ven­tured in­to what had been the heart of Out­post Gog. Ross, in­ex­pe­ri­enced as he was in such mat­ters, could not mis­take the signs of the ex­plo­sion. There was a crater on the crown of the hill, and Ashe stood apart from it, ey­ing the frag­ments about them—scorched wood, black­ened stone.

			“The Reds?”

			“It must have been. This dam­age was done by ex­plo­sives.”

			It was clear why Out­post Gog could not re­port the dis­as­ter. The at­tack had de­stroyed their one link with the post on this time lev­el; the con­cealed com­mu­ni­ca­tor had gone up with the blast.

			“Eleven—” Ashe’s fin­ger tapped on the or­nate buck­le of his wide belt. “We have about ten days to stick it out,” he added, “and it seems we may be able to use them to bet­ter ad­van­tage than just let­ting you learn how it feels to walk about some four thou­sand years be­fore you were born. We have to find out—if we can—what hap­pened here and why!”

			Ross gazed at the mess. “Dig?” he asked.

			“Some dig­ging is in­di­cat­ed.”

			So they dug. Fi­nal­ly, black with char­coal smudges and sick with the ev­i­dences of death they had chanced up­on, they col­lapsed on the clean­est spot they could find.

			“They must have hit at night,” Ashe said slow­ly. “On­ly at that time would they find ev­ery­one here. Men don’t trust a night filled with ghosts, and our agents con­form to lo­cal cus­tom as usu­al. All of the post peo­ple could be erased with one bomb at night.”

			All ex­cept two of them had been true Beaker traders, in­clud­ing wom­en and chil­dren. No Beaker trad­ing post was large, and this one was un­usu­al­ly small. The at­tack­er had wiped out some twen­ty peo­ple, eigh­teen of them in­no­cent vic­tims.

			“How long ago?” Ross want­ed to know.

			“Maybe two days. And this at­tack came with­out any warn­ing, or Sandy would have sent a mes­sage. He had no sus­pi­cions at all; his last re­ports were all rou­tine, which means that if they were on to him—and they must have been, judg­ing by the re­sults—he was not even aware of it.”

			“What do we do now?”

			Ashe looked at him. “We wash—no—” he cor­rect­ed him­self—“we don’t! We go to No­dren’s vil­lage. We are fright­ened, grief-strick­en. We have found our kins­men dead un­der strange cir­cum­stances. We ask ques­tions of one to whom I am known as an in­hab­i­tant of this post.”

			So, cov­ered with dirt, they walked along the track­way to­ward the neigh­bor­ing vil­lage with a weari­ness they did not have to coun­ter­feit.

			The dog sight­ed or per­haps scent­ed them first. It was a rough-coat­ed beast, show­ing its fangs with a wolflike fe­roc­i­ty. But it was small­er than a wolf, and it barked be­tween its warn­ing snarls. Ashe brought his bow from be­neath the shel­ter of his cloak and held it ready.

			“Ho, one comes to speak with No­dren—No­dren of the Hill!”

			On­ly the dog snapped and snarled. Ashe rubbed his fore­arm across his face, the ges­ture of a weary and heart­sick man, smear­ing the ash and grime in­to an awe­some mask.

			“Who speaks to No­dren—?” There was a dif­fer­ent twist to the pro­nun­ci­a­tion of some words, but Ross was able to un­der­stand.

			“One who has hunt­ed with him and feast­ed with him. The one who gave in­to his hand the friend­ship gift of the ev­er-sharp knife. It is Assha of the traders—”

			“Go far from us, man of ill luck. You who are hunt­ed by the evil spir­its.” The last was a shrill cry.

			Ashe re­mained where he was, fac­ing in­to the bush­es which hid the tribesman.

			“Who speaks for No­dren yet not with the voice of No­dren?” he de­mand­ed. “This is Assha who asks. We have drunk blood to­geth­er and faced the white wolf and the wild boar in their fury. No­dren lets not oth­ers speak for him, for No­dren is a man and a chief!”

			“And you are cursed!” A stone flew through the air, strik­ing a rain pool and spat­ter­ing mud on Ashe’s boots. “Go and take your evil with you!”

			“Is it from the hand of No­dren or No­dren’s young men that doom came up­on those of my blood? Have war ar­rows passed be­tween the place of the traders and the town of No­dren? Is that why you hide in the shad­ows so that I, Assha, can­not look up­on the face of one who speaks bold­ly and throws stones?”

			“No war ar­rows be­tween us, trad­er. We do not pro­voke the spir­its of the hills. No fire comes from the sky at night to eat us up with a noise of many thun­ders. Lurgha speaks in such thun­ders; Lurgha’s hand smites with such fire. You have the Wrath of Lurgha up­on you, trad­er! Keep away from us lest Lurgha’s wrath fall up­on us al­so.”

			Lurgha was the lo­cal storm god, Ross re­called. The sound of thun­der and fire com­ing out of the sky at night—the bomb! Per­haps the very method of at­tack on the post would de­feat Ashe’s at­tempt to learn any­thing from these neigh­bors. The su­per­sti­tions of the peo­ple would lead them to shun both the site of the post and Ashe him­self as cursed and taboo.

			“If the Wrath of Lurgha had struck at Assha, would Assha still live to walk up­on this road?” Ashe prod­ded the ground with the tip of his bow­stave. “Yet Assha walks, as you see him; Assha talks, as you hear him. It is ridicu­lous to an­swer him with the non­sense of lit­tle chil­dren—”

			“Spir­its so walk and talk to un­lucky men,” re­tort­ed the man in hid­ing. “It may be the spir­it of Assha who does so now—”

			Ashe made a sud­den leap. There was a flur­ry of ac­tion be­hind the bush screen and he reap­peared, drag­ging in­to the gray light of the rainy day a wrig­gling cap­tive, whom he bumped with­out cer­e­mo­ny on­to the beat­en earth of the road.

			The man was beard­ed, wear­ing his thick mop of black hair in a round top­knot se­cured by a hide loop. He wore a skin tu­nic, now in con­sid­er­able dis­ar­ray, which was held in place with a wo­ven, tas­seled belt.

			“Ho, so it is Lal of the Quick Tongue who speaks so loud­ly of spir­its and the Wrath of Lurgha!” Ashe stud­ied his cap­tive. “Now, Lal, since you speak for No­dren—which I be­lieve will great­ly sur­prise him—you will con­tin­ue to tell me of this Wrath of Lurgha from the night skies and what has hap­pened to San­fra, who was my broth­er, and those oth­ers of my kin. I am Assha, and you know of the wrath of Assha and how it ate up Twist-tooth, the out­law, when he came in with his evil men. The Wrath of Lurgha is hot, but so too is the wrath of Assha.” Ashe con­tort­ed his face in such a way that Lal squirmed and looked away. When the tribesman spoke, all his for­mer au­thor­i­ty and blus­ter had gone.

			“Assha knows that I am as his dog. Let him not turn up­on me his swift-cut­ting big knife, nor the ar­rows from his light­ning bow. It was the Wrath of Lurgha which smote the place on the hill, first the thun­der of his fist meet­ing the earth, and then the fire which he breathed up­on those whom he would slay—”

			“And this you saw with your own eyes, Lal?”

			The shag­gy head shook an em­phat­ic neg­a­tive. “Assha knows that Lal is no chief who can stand and look up­on the won­ders of Lurgha’s might and keep his eyes in his head. No­dren him­self saw this won­der—”

			“And if Lurgha came in the night, when all men keep to their homes and leave the out­er world to the rest­less spir­its, how did No­dren see his com­ing?”

			Lal crouched low­er to the ground, his eyes dart­ing to the bush­es and the free­dom they promised, then back to Ashe’s firm­ly plant­ed boots.

			“I am not a chief, Assha. How could I know in what way or for what rea­son No­dren saw the com­ing of Lurgha—?”

			“Fool!” A sec­ond voice, that of a wom­an, spat the word from the brush which fringed the road­way. “Speak to Assha with a straight tongue. If he is a spir­it, he will know that you do not tell him the truth. And if he has been spared by Lurgha …” She showed her won­der­ment with a hiss of in­drawn breath.

			So urged, Lal mum­bled sul­len­ly, “It is said that there came a mes­sage for one to wit­ness the Wrath of Lurgha in its de­scent up­on the out­landers so that No­dren and the men of No­dren would tru­ly know that the traders were cursed, and should be put to the spear should they come here again—”

			“This mes­sage—how was it brought? Did the voice of Lurgha sound in No­dren’s ear alone, or came it by the tongue of some man?”

			“Ahee!” Lal lay flat on the ground, his hands over his ears.

			“Lal is a fool and fears his own shad­ow as it skips be­fore him on a sun­ny day!” Out of the bush­es stepped a young wom­an, ob­vi­ous­ly of some im­por­tance in her own group. Walk­ing with a proud stride, her eyes bold­ly met Ashe’s. A shin­ing disk hung about her neck on a thong, and an­oth­er dec­o­rat­ed the wo­ven belt of her cloth tu­nic. Her hair was bound in a thread net fas­tened with jet pins.

			“I greet Cass­ca, who is the First Sow­er.” There was a for­mal note in Ashe’s voice. “But why should Cass­ca hide from Assha?”

			“There has been death on your hill, Assha—” she sniffed—“you smell of it now—Lurgha’s death. Those who come from that hill may well be some who no longer walk in their bod­ies.” Cass­ca placed her fin­gers mo­men­tar­i­ly on Ashe’s out­stretched palm be­fore she nod­ded. “No spir­it are you, Assha, for all know that a spir­it is sol­id to the eye, but not to the touch. So it would seem that you were not burned up by Lurgha, af­ter all.”

			“This mat­ter of a mes­sage from Lurgha—” he prompt­ed.

			“It came out of the emp­ty air in the hear­ing not on­ly of No­dren, but al­so of Hang­or, Ef­far, and my­self, Cass­ca. For we stood at that time near the Old Place …” She made a cu­ri­ous ges­ture with the fin­gers of her right hand. “It will soon be the time of sow­ing, and though Lurgha brings sun and rain to feed the grain, yet it is in the Great Moth­er that the seed lies. Up­on her busi­ness on­ly wom­en may go in­to the In­ner Cir­cle.” She ges­tured again. “But as we met to make the first sac­ri­fice there came mu­sic out of the air such as we have nev­er heard, voic­es singing like birds in a strange tongue.” Her face as­sumed an awe­some ex­pres­sion. “Af­ter­ward a voice said that Lurgha was an­gered with the hill of the men-from-afar and that in the night he would send his Wrath against them, and that No­dren must wit­ness this thing so that he could see what Lurgha did to those he would pun­ish. So it was done by No­dren. And there was a sound in the air—”

			“What kind of a sound?” Ashe asked qui­et­ly.

			“No­dren said it was a hum and there was the dark shad­ow of Lurgha’s bird be­tween him and the stars. Then came the smit­ing of the hill with thun­der and light­ning, and No­dren fled, for the Wrath of Lurgha is a fear­some thing. Now do the peo­ple come to the Great Moth­er’s Place with many fine of­fer­ings that she may stand be­tween them and that Wrath.”

			“Assha thanks Cass­ca, who is the hand­maid­en of the Great Moth­er. May the sow­ing pros­per and the reap­ing be good this year!” Ashe said fi­nal­ly, ig­nor­ing Lal, who still grov­eled on the road.

			“You go from this place, Assha?” she asked. “For though I stand un­der the pro­tect­ing hand of the Moth­er and so do not fear, yet there are oth­ers who will raise their spears against you for the hon­or of Lurgha.”

			“We go, and again thanks be to you, Cass­ca.”

			He turned back the way they had come, and Ross fell in be­side him as the wom­an watched them out of sight.

		
	
		
			VI

			“That bird of Lurgha’s—” said Ross, once they were out of sight of Cass­ca and Lal, “could it have been a plane?”

			“Sounds like it,” snapped his com­pan­ion. “If the Reds have done their work ef­fi­cient­ly, and there’s no rea­son to sup­pose oth­er­wise, then there is no use in con­tact­ing ei­ther Dorhta’s town or Munga’s. The same an­nounce­ment con­cern­ing the Wrath of Lurgha was prob­a­bly made there—to their good pur­pose, not ours.”

			“Cass­ca didn’t seem to be over­ly im­pressed with Lurgha’s curse, not as much as the man was.”

			“She is the clos­est thing to a priest­ess that this tribe knows, and she serves a god­dess old­er and more pow­er­ful than Lurgha—the Moth­er Earth, the Great Moth­er, god­dess of fer­til­i­ty and growth. No­dren’s peo­ple be­lieve that un­less Cass­ca per­forms her mys­ter­ies and sows part of the first field in the spring there won’t be any har­vest. Con­se­quent­ly, she is se­cure in her of­fice and doesn’t fear the Wrath of Lurgha too much. These peo­ple are now chang­ing from one type of wor­ship to an­oth­er, but some of Cass­ca’s be­liefs will per­sist clear down to our day, tak­ing on the coat­ing of ‘mag­ic’ and a lot of oth­er enam­el­ing along the way.”

			Ashe had been talk­ing as a man talks to cov­er up fu­ri­ous think­ing. Now he paused again and turned to­ward the sea. “We have to stick it out some­where un­til the sub comes to pick us up. We’ll need shel­ter.”

			“Will the tribes­men be af­ter us?”

			“They may well be. Let the right men get to talk­ing up a holy ex­ter­mi­na­tion of those up­on whom the Wrath of Lurgha has fall­en and we could be in for plen­ty of trou­ble. Some of those men are trained hunters and track­ers, and the Reds may have plant­ed an agent to re­port the re­turn of any­one to our post. Just now we’re about the most im­por­tant time trav­el­ers out, for we know the Reds have ap­peared on this line. They must have a large post here, too, or they couldn’t have sent a plane on that raid. You can’t build a time trans­port large enough to take through a con­sid­er­able amount of ma­te­ri­al. Ev­ery­thing used by us in this age has to be as­sem­bled on this side, and the use of all ma­chines is lim­it­ed to where they can not be seen by any na­tives. Luck­i­ly large sec­tions of this world are most­ly wilder­ness and un­pop­u­lat­ed in the ar­eas where we op­er­ate the base posts. So if the Reds have a plane, it was put to­geth­er here, and that means a big post some­where.” Again Ashe was think­ing aloud as he pushed ahead of Ross in­to the fringes of a wood. “Sandy and I scout­ed this ter­ri­to­ry pret­ty well last spring. There is a cave about half a mile to the west; it will shel­ter us for tonight.”

			Ashe’s plans would prob­a­bly have been eas­i­ly ac­com­plished if the cave had been un­oc­cu­pied. With­out in­ci­dent they came down in­to a hol­low through which trick­led a small stream, its banks laced with a thin edg­ing of ice. Un­der Ashe’s di­rec­tion Ross col­lect­ed an arm­load of fire­wood. He was no woods­man and his pro­longed ex­po­sure to the chill­ing driz­zle made him ea­ger for even the very rough shel­ter of a cave, so ea­ger that he plunged for­ward care­less­ly. His foot came down on a slip­pery patch of mud, send­ing him sprawl­ing on his face. There was a growl, and a white bulk rushed him. The cloak, rucked up about his throat and shoul­ders, then saved his life, for on­ly stout cloth was caught be­tween those fangs.

			With a star­tled cry, Ross rolled as he might have to es­cape a man’s at­tack, strug­gling to un­sheath his dag­ger. A white-hot flash of pain scored his up­per arm. The breath was driv­en out of him as a fight raged over his prone body; he heard grunts, snarls, and was se­vere­ly pom­meled. Then he was free as the bod­ies broke away. Shak­en, he got to his knees. A short dis­tance away the fight was still in progress. He saw Ashe strad­dle the body of a huge white wolf, his legs clamped about the an­i­mal’s haunch­es, his hooked arm un­der the beast’s head, forc­ing it up and back while his dag­ger rose and sank twice in the un­der­parts of the heav­ing body.

			Ross held his own weapon ready. He leaped from a half crouch, and his dag­ger sank clean­ly home be­hind the short ribs. One of their blows must have reached the an­i­mal’s heart. With an al­most hu­man cry the wolf stiff­ened con­vul­sive­ly. Then it was still. Ashe squat­ted near it, me­thod­i­cal­ly driv­ing his dag­ger in­to the moist soil to clean the blade.

			A red rivulet trick­led down his thigh where the low­er edge of his kilt-tu­nic had been ripped up to the link belt. He was breath­ing hard, but oth­er­wise he was as com­posed as al­ways. “These some­times hunt in pairs at this sea­son,” he ob­served. “Be ready with your bow—”

			Ross strung his with the cord he had been keep­ing dry with­in the breast folds of his tu­nic. He fit­ted an ar­row to the string, grate­ful to be a pass­able marks­man. The slash on his arm smart­ed in protest as he moved, and he not­ed that Ashe did not try to get up.

			“A bad one?” Ross in­di­cat­ed the blood now thick­en­ing in­to a stream along Ashe’s thigh.

			Ashe pulled away the torn tu­nic and ex­posed a nasty look­ing gash on the out­side of his hip. He pressed his palm against the gap­ing wound and mo­tioned Ross to scout ahead. “See if the cave is clear. We can’t do any­thing un­til we know that.”

			Re­luc­tant­ly Ross fol­lowed the stream un­til he found the cave, a snug-look­ing place with an over­hang to keep it dry. The un­pleas­ant smell of a lair hung about its mouth. He chose a stone from the stream, chucked it in­to the dark open­ing, and wait­ed. The stone rat­tled as it struck an in­ner wall, but there was no oth­er sound. A sec­ond stone from a dif­fer­ent an­gle fol­lowed the first, with the same re­sults. Ross was now cer­tain that the cave was un­oc­cu­pied. Once they were in­side with a fire go­ing at the en­trance, they could hope to keep it free of in­trud­ers. A lit­tle heart­ened, he cast about a bit up­stream and then turned back to where he had left Ashe.

			“No male?” the oth­er greet­ed him. “This is a fe­male, and she was close to whelp­ing—” He nudged the white wolf with his toe. His hands held a pad of rags against his hip, and his face was shad­ed with pain.

			“Noth­ing in the cave any­way. Let’s see about this …” Ross laid aside the bow and kneeled to ex­am­ine Ashe’s thigh wound. His own slash was more of a smart­ing graze, but this tear was deep and ug­ly.

			“Sec­ond plate—belt—” Ashe got the words out be­tween set teeth, and Ross clicked open the hid­den re­cess in the oth­er’s bronze belt to bring out a small pack­et. Ashe made a wry face as he swal­lowed three of the pills with­in. Ross mashed an­oth­er pill on­to the ban­dage he pre­pared, and when the last cum­ber­some fold was se­cure Ashe re­laxed.

			“Let us hope that works,” he com­ment­ed a lit­tle bleak­ly. “Now come here where I can get my hands on you and let me see your scratch. An­i­mal bites can be a nasty busi­ness.”

			Ban­daged in turn, with the bit­ter­ness of the an­ti-sep­to pill on his tongue, Ross helped Ashe limp up­stream to the cave. He left the old­er man out­side while he cleaned up the floor of the cave and then made his com­pan­ion as com­fort­able as he could on a bed of brack­en. The fire Ross had longed for was built. They stripped off their sod­den cloth­ing and hung it to dry. Ross wrapped a bird he had shot in clay and tucked it un­der the hot coals to be roast­ed.

			They had sure­ly had bad luck, he thought, but they were now un­der­cov­er, had a fire, and food of a sort. His arm ached, sharp pain shoot­ing from fin­gers to el­bow when he moved it. Though Ashe made no com­plaint, Ross gauged that the old­er man’s dis­com­fort was far worse than his own, and he care­ful­ly hid all signs of his own twinges.

			They ate the bird, salt­less, and with their fin­gers. Ross sa­vored each greasy bite, lick­ing his hands clean af­ter­ward while Ashe lay back on the im­pro­vised bed, his face gaunt in the half light of the fire.

			“We are about five miles from the sea here. There is no way of rais­ing our base now that Sandy’s in­stal­la­tion is gone. I’ll have to lay up, since I can’t risk any more loss of blood. And you’re not too good in the woods—”

			Ross ac­cept­ed that val­u­a­tion with a new hum­ble­ness. He was on­ly too well aware that if it had not been for Ashe, he and not the white wolf would have died down in the val­ley. Yet a strange shy­ness kept him from try­ing to put his thanks in­to words. The on­ly kind of amends he could make for the oth­er’s hurt was to pro­vide hands, feet, and strength for the man who did know what to do and how to do it.

			“We’ll have to hunt—” he ven­tured.

			“Deer,” Ashe caught him up. “But the marsh at the mouth of this stream pro­vides a bet­ter hunt­ing ground than in­land. If the wolf laired here very long, she has al­ready fright­ened away any large game. It isn’t the mat­ter of food which both­ers me—”

			“It is be­ing tied up here,” Ross filled in for him with some dar­ing. “But look here, I’ll take or­ders. This is your ter­ri­to­ry, and I’m green at the game. You tell me what to do, and I’ll do it the best that I can.” He glanced up to find Ashe sur­vey­ing him in­tent­ly, but as usu­al there was no read­able ex­pres­sion on the oth­er’s brown face.

			“The first thing to do is get the wolf’s hide,” Ashe said briskly. “Then bury the car­cass. You’d bet­ter drag it up here to work on it. If her mate is hang­ing around, he might try to jump you.”

			Why Ashe should think it nec­es­sary to ac­quire the wolf skin puz­zled Ross, but he asked no ques­tions. His skin­ning task took four times as long and was far from be­ing the neat job the shock-haired man of the record tape had ac­com­plished. Ross had to wash him­self off in the stream be­fore pil­ing stones over the corpse in tem­po­rary buri­al. When he pulled his bloody bur­den back to the cave, Ashe lay with his eyes closed. Ross thank­ful­ly sat on his own pile of brack­en and tried not to no­tice the throb­bing ache in his arm.

			He must have fall­en asleep, for when he roused it was to see Ashe crawl over to mend the dy­ing fire from their store of wood. Ross, an­gry at him­self, beat the oth­er to the task.

			“Get back,” he said rough­ly. “This is my job. I didn’t mean to fail.”

			Sur­pris­ing­ly, Ashe set­tled back with­out a word, leav­ing Ross to sit by the fire, a fire he was very glad to have a mo­ment or so lat­er when a wail­ing howl sound­ed down­wind. If this was not the white wolf’s mate, then it was an­oth­er of her kin who prowled the up­per reach­es of the small val­ley.

			The next day, hav­ing pro­vid­ed Ashe with a sup­ply of fire­wood, Ross went to try his luck in the marsh. The thick driz­zle which had hung over the land the day be­fore was gone, and he faced a clear, bright morn­ing, though the breeze had an icy snap. But it was a good morn­ing to be alive and out in the open, and Ross’s spir­its rose.

			He tried to put to use all the wood­lore he had learned at the base. But it was one thing to learn some­thing aca­dem­i­cal­ly and an­oth­er to put that learn­ing in­to prac­tice. He was un­com­fort­ably cer­tain that Ashe would not have found his show­ing very good.

			The marsh was a se­ries of pools be­tween rank growths of leaf­less wil­lows and coarse tufts of grass, with hillocks of firmer soil ris­ing like is­lands. Ross, ap­proach­ing with cau­tion, was glad of it, for from one of those hillocks arose a trail of white smoke, and he saw a black blot which was prob­a­bly a rude hut. Why one should choose to live in the midst of such coun­try he could not guess, though it might be mere­ly the tem­po­rary camp of some hunter.

			Ross al­so saw thou­sands of birds feed­ing greed­i­ly on the dried seed of the marsh grass­es, pad­dling in the pools, and set­ting up a clam­or to drive a man mad. They did not seem in the least dis­turbed by that dis­tant camper.

			Ross had rea­son to be proud of his marks­man­ship that morn­ing. He had in his quiver per­haps half a dozen of the lighter shafts made for shoot­ing birds. In place of the fine­ly chipped and wicked­ly barbed flint points used for heav­ier game, these were tipped with nee­dle-sharp, light bone heads. He had a string of four birds looped to­geth­er by their feet with­in al­most as many min­utes. For the flocks rose in their first alarm on­ly to set­tle again to feast.

			Then he knocked over a hare—a fat gi­ant of its race—that stared at him brazen­ly from a tus­sock. The hare kicked back in­to a pool in its death strug­gle, how­ev­er, and Ross was forced to leave cov­er to re­trieve its body. But he was alert and he stood up, dag­ger out and ready, to greet the man who part­ed the bush­es to watch him.

			For a long minute gray eyes stared in­to brown ones, and then Ross not­ed the oth­er’s bedrag­gled and tat­tered dress. The kilt-tu­nic smudged with mud, scorched and charred along one edge, was styled like his own. The fel­low wore his hair fas­tened back with a band, un­like the top­knot of the lo­cal tribesman.

			Ross, his dag­ger still ready, broke the si­lence first. “I am a be­liev­er in the fire and the fash­ioned met­al, the climb­ing sun, and the mov­ing wa­ter.” He re­peat­ed the recog­ni­tion speech of the Beaker­men.

			“The fire warms by the grace of Tulden, the met­al is fash­ioned by the mys­tery of the smith, the sun climbs with­out our aid, and who can stop the wa­ter from run­ning?” The stranger’s voice was hoarse. Now that Ross had time to ex­am­ine him more close­ly he saw the dark bruise on his ex­posed shoul­der, the raw red mark of a burn run­ning across the man’s broad chest. He dared to test his sur­mise con­cern­ing the oth­er.

			“I am of the kin of Assha. We re­turned to the hill—”

			“Ashe!”

			Not “Assha” but “Ashe!” Ross, though sure of that pro­nun­ci­a­tion, was still cau­tious. “You are from the hill place, where Lurgha smote with thun­der and fire?”

			The man slid his long legs across the log which had been his shel­ter. The burn across his chest was not his on­ly brand, for Ross no­ticed an­oth­er red stripe, puffed and fiery look­ing, which swelled the calf of one leg. The man stud­ied Ross close­ly, and then his fin­gers moved in a sign which to the unini­ti­at­ed na­tive might have been one for the ward­ing off of evil, but which to Ross was the “thumbs up” of his own age.

			“San­ford?”

			At that name the man shook his head. “Mc­Neil,” he named him­self. “Where is Ashe?”

			He might re­al­ly be what he seemed, but on the oth­er hand, he could be a Red spy. Ross had not for­got­ten Kurt. “What hap­pened?” he par­ried one ques­tion with an­oth­er.

			“Bomb. The Reds must have spot­ted us, and we didn’t have a chance. We weren’t ex­pect­ing any trou­ble. I’d been down to see about a miss­ing bur­den don­key and was about half­way back up the hill when she hit. When I came to I was all the way down the hill with part of the fort on top of me. The rest … Well, you saw the place, didn’t you?”

			Ross nod­ded. “What are you do­ing here?”

			Mc­Neil spread his hands in a tired lit­tle ges­ture. “I tried to talk to No­dren, but they stoned me away. I knew that Ashe was com­ing through and hoped to reach him when he hit the beach, but I was too late. Then I fig­ured he would pass here to make con­tact with the sub, so I was wait­ing it out un­til I saw you. Where is Ashe?”

			It all sound­ed log­i­cal enough. Still, with Ashe in­jured, Ross was tak­ing no chances. He pushed his dag­ger back in­to its sheath and picked up the hare. “Stay here,” he told Mc­Neil, “I’ll be back—”

			“But—wait! Where’s Ashe, you young fool? We have to get to­geth­er.”

			Ross went on. He was sure that the stranger was in no shape to race af­ter him, and he would lay a mud­dled trail be­fore he re­turned to the cave val­ley. If this man was a Red plant, he would have to reck­on with one who had al­ready met Kurt Vo­gel.

			The lay­ing of that mud­dled trail took time. It was past mid­day when Ross came back to Ashe, who was sit­ting up by the mouth of the cave at the fire, us­ing his dag­ger to fash­ion a crutch out of a length of sapling. He sur­veyed Ross’s bur­den with ap­proval, but lost in­ter­est in the prom­ise of food as soon as the oth­er re­port­ed his meet­ing in the marsh.

			“Mc­Neil—chap with brown hair, brown eyes, a right eye­brow which quirks up to­ward his hair­line when he smiles?”

			“Brown hair and eyes, okay—and he didn’t smile any.”

			“Chip bro­ken off a front tooth—up­per right?”

			Ross shut his eyes to vi­su­al­ize the stranger. Yes, there had been a small break on a front tooth. He nod­ded.

			“That’s Mc­Neil. Not that you didn’t do right not to bring him here with­out be­ing sure. What made you so watch­ful? Kurt?”

			Again Ross nod­ded. “And what you said about the Reds’ plant­ing some­one here to wait for us.”

			Ashe scratched the bris­tles on his chin. “Nev­er un­der­rate them—we don’t dare do that. But the man you met is Mc­Neil, and we’d bet­ter get him here. Can you bring him?”

			“I think he’s able to get about, in spite of that leg. From his sto­ry he’s been stir­ring around.”

			Ashe bit ab­sent­mind­ed­ly in­to a piece of hare and swore mild­ly when he burned his tongue. “Odd that Cass­ca didn’t tell us about him. Un­less she thought there was no use caus­ing trou­ble by ad­mit­ting they had driv­en him away. You go­ing now?”

			Ross moved around the fire. “Might as well. He didn’t look too com­fort­able. And I’ll bet he’s hun­gry.”

			He took the di­rect route back to the marsh, but this time no thread of smoke spi­raled in­to the air. Ross hes­i­tat­ed. That shel­ter on the small is­land was sure­ly the place where Mc­Neil had holed up. Should he try to work his way out to it now? Or had some­thing hap­pened to the man while he was gone?

			Again that sixth sense of im­pend­ing dis­as­ter, which is per­haps bred in­to some men, alert­ed Ross. Why he turned sud­den­ly and backed against a bushy wil­low, he could not have ex­plained. How­ev­er, be­cause he did so the loop of hide rope meant for his throat hit his shoul­der harm­less­ly. It fell to the ground, and he stamped one boot down on it. Then it was the work of sec­onds to grasp it and give it a quick jerk. The sur­prised man who held the oth­er end was brought sprawl­ing in­to the open.

			Ross had seen that round face be­fore. “Lal of the town of No­dren.” He found words to greet the rope­man even as his knee came up against the fel­low’s jaw, jar­ring Lal so that he dropped a flint knife. Ross kicked it in­to the wil­lows. “What do you hunt here, Lal?”

			“Traders!” The voice was weak, but it held heat.

			The tribesman did not try to strug­gle against Ross’s hold, and Ross, grip­ping him by the nape of the neck, moved through a screen of brush to a hol­low. Luck­i­ly there was no wa­ter cupped there, for Mc­Neil lay in the bot­tom of that dip, his arms tied tight­ly be­hind him and his an­kles lashed to­geth­er with no thought for the pain of his burned leg.

		
	
		
			VII

			Ross whirled the rope which had been meant to bring him down around Lal. He lashed the tribesman’s arms tight to his body be­fore he knelt to cut loose his fel­low time trav­el­er. Lal now hud­dled against the far wall of the cup, fear in ev­ery line of his small body. So ap­par­ent was this fear that Ross felt no sat­is­fac­tion at turn­ing the ta­bles on him. In­stead he felt in­creas­ing­ly un­easy.

			“What is this all about?” he asked Mc­Neil as he stripped off his bonds and helped him up.

			Mc­Neil mas­saged his wrists, took a step or two, and gri­maced with pain. “Our friend seeks to be an obe­di­ent ser­vant of Lurgha.”

			Ross picked up his bow. “The tribe is out to hunt us?”

			“Lurgha has or­dered—out of thin air again—that any traders who es­caped are to be brought in and in­tro­duced to him per­son­al­ly at the sac­ri­fice for the en­rich­ment of the fields!”

			The old, old gift of blood and life at the spring sow­ing. Ross re­called gris­ly de­tails from his cram lessons. Any wan­der­ing stranger or en­e­my tribesman tak­en in a raid be­fore that day would meet such a fate. On un­lucky years when peo­ple were not avail­able a deer or wolf might serve. But the best sac­ri­fice of all was a man. So Lurgha had de­creed—from the air—that traders were his meat? What of Ashe? Let any hunter from the vil­lage track him down.

			“We have to move fast,” Ross told Mc­Neil as he took up the rope which made a lead­ing cord for Lal. Ashe would want to ques­tion the tribesman about this sec­ond or­der from Lurgha.

			Im­pa­tient as Ross was, he had to mend his pace to ac­com­mo­date Mc­Neil. The man from the hill post was close to the end of his strength. He had start­ed off brave­ly enough, but now he wa­vered. Ross sent Lal ahead with a sharp push, or­der­ing him to stay there, while he went to Mc­Neil’s aid. It was well in­to the af­ter­noon be­fore they came up the stream and saw the fire be­fore the cave.

			“Mac­na!” Ashe hailed Ross’s com­pan­ion with the na­tive ver­sion of his name. “And Lal. But what do you here, Lal of No­dren’s town?”

			“Mis­chief.” Ross helped Mc­Neil with­in the cave and to the pile of brush which was his own bed. “He was hunt­ing traders as a present for Lurgha.”

			“So—” Ashe turned up­on the tribesman—“and by whose word did you go hunt­ing my kins­man, Lal? Was it No­dren’s? Has he for­got­ten the blood bond be­tween us? For it was in the name of Lurgha him­self that that bond was made—”

			“Aaaah—” The tribesman squat­ted down against the wall where Ross had shoved him. Un­able to hide his head in his arms, he brought his face down up­on his knees so that on­ly his shag­gy top­knot of hair was ex­posed. Ross re­al­ized, with stu­pe­fac­tion, that the lit­tle man was cry­ing like a child, his hunched shoul­ders ris­ing and fall­ing with the force of his sobs. “Aaaah—” he wailed.

			Ashe al­lowed him a mo­ment or two of noisy grief and then limped over to grasp his top­knot and pull up his head. Lal’s eyes were screwed tight­ly shut, but there were tears on his cheeks, and his mouth twist­ed in an­oth­er wail.

			“Be qui­et!” Ashe shook him, but not too harsh­ly. “Have you yet felt the bite of my sharp knife? Has an ar­row holed your skin? You are alive, and you could be dead. Show that you are glad you live and con­tin­ue to breathe by telling us what you know, Lal.”

			The wom­an Cass­ca had dis­played a mea­sure of in­tel­li­gence and ease at their meet­ing up­on the road. But it was very plain that Lal was of dif­fer­ent stuff, a sim­ple man in whose head few ideas could find house room at one time. And to him the present was all black. Lit­tle by lit­tle they dragged the sto­ry out of him.

			Lal was poor, so poor that he had nev­er dared dream of own­ing for him­self some of the pre­cious things the hill traders dis­played to the wealthy of No­dren’s town. But he was al­so a fol­low­er of the Great Moth­er’s, rather than one who made sac­ri­fices to Lurgha. Lurgha was the god for war­riors and great men; he was too high to con­cern him­self with such as Lal.

			So when No­dren re­port­ed the end of the hill post un­der the storm fist of Lurgha, Lal had been im­pressed on­ly to a point. He was still con­vinced it was none of his con­cern, and in­stead he be­gan think­ing of the trea­sures which might lie hid­den in the de­stroyed build­ings. It oc­curred to him that Lurgha’s Wrath had been laid up­on the men who had owned them, but per­haps it would not stretch to the fine things them­selves. So he had gone se­cret­ly to the hill to ex­plore.

			What he had seen there had ut­ter­ly con­vert­ed him to a be­lief in the fury of Lurgha and he had been fright­ened out of his sim­ple wits, flee­ing with­out mak­ing the search he had in­tend­ed. But Lurgha had seen him there, had read his im­pi­ous thoughts …

			At that point Ashe in­ter­rupt­ed the stream of Lal’s sto­ry. How had Lurgha seen Lal?

			Be­cause—Lal shud­dered, be­gan to cry again, and spoke the next few sen­tences halt­ing­ly—that very morn­ing when he had gone out to hunt wild fowl in the marsh­es Lurgha had spo­ken to him, to Lal, who was less than a flea creep­ing up­on a worn-out fur rug.

			And how had Lurgha spo­ken? Ashe’s voice was soft­er, gen­tle.

			Out of the air, even as he had spo­ken to No­dren, who was a chief. He said that he had seen Lal in the hill post, and so Lal was his meat. But not yet would he eat him, not if Lal served him in oth­er ways. And he, Lal, had lain flat on the ground be­fore the bod­i­less voice of Lurgha and had sworn that he would serve Lurgha to the end of his life.

			Then Lurgha had told him to hunt down one of the evil traders who was hid­ing in the marsh­es, and bind him with ropes. Then he was to call the men of the vil­lage and to­geth­er they would car­ry the pris­on­er to the hill where Lurgha had loosed his wrath, and there they would leave him. Lat­er they might re­turn and take what they found there and use it to bless the fields at sow­ing time, and all would be well with No­dren’s vil­lage. And Lal had sworn that he would do as Lurgha bade, but now he could not. So Lurgha would eat him up—he was a man with­out hope.

			“Yet,” Ashe said even more gen­tly, “have you not served the Great Moth­er all these years, giv­ing to her a por­tion of the first fruits even when the yield of your one field was small?”

			Lal stared at him, his woe­be­gone face still smeared with tears. It took a sec­ond or two for the ques­tion to pen­e­trate his fear-cloud­ed mind. Then he nod­ded timid­ly.

			“Has she not dealt with you well in re­turn, Lal? You are a poor man, that is true. But you are not gaunt of bel­ly, even though this is the thin sea­son when men fast be­fore the com­ing of the new har­vest. The Great Moth­er watch­es over her own. And it is she who has brought you to us now. For this I say to you, Lal, and I, Assha of the traders, speak with a straight tongue. The Lurgha who struck our post, who spoke to you from the air, means you no good—”

			“Aaaah!” wailed Lal. “So do I know, Assha. He is of the black­ness and the wan­der­ing spir­its of the dark!”

			“Just so. Thus he is no kin to the moth­er, for she is of the light and of good things, of the new grain, and the new­born lambs for your flocks, of the maids who wed with men and bring forth sons to lift their fa­thers’ spears, daugh­ters to spin by the hearth and sow the yel­low grain in the fur­rows. Lurgha’s quar­rel lies with us, Lal, not with No­dren nor with you. And we take up­on us that quar­rel.” He limped in­to the out­er air where the shad­ows of evening were be­gin­ning to creep across the ground.

			“Hear me, Lurgha,” he called in­to the com­ing night, “I am Assha of the traders, and up­on my­self I take your hate. Not up­on Lal, nor up­on No­dren, nor up­on the peo­ple who live in No­dren’s town, shall your wrath lie. Thus do I say it!”

			Ross, notic­ing that Ashe con­cealed from Lal a wave of his hand, was pre­pared for some dis­play meant to im­press the tribesman. It came in a spec­tac­u­lar burst of green fire be­yond the stream. Lal wailed again, but when that fire was fol­lowed by no oth­er man­i­fes­ta­tion he ven­tured to raise his head once more.

			“You have seen how Lurgha an­swered me, Lal. To­ward me on­ly will his wrath be turned. Now—” Ashe limped back and dragged out the white wolf skin, drop­ping it be­fore Lal—“this you will give to Cass­ca that she may make a cur­tain for the Moth­er’s home. See, it is white and so rare that the Moth­er will be pleased with such a fine gift. And you will tell her all that has chanced and how you be­lieve in her pow­ers over the pow­ers of Lurgha, and the Moth­er will be well pleased with you. But you shall say noth­ing to the men of the vil­lage, for this quar­rel is be­tween Lurgha and Assha now and not for the med­dling of oth­ers.”

			He un­fas­tened the rope which bound Lal’s arms. Lal reached out a hand to the wolf skin, his eyes filled with won­der­ment. “This is a fine thing you give me, Assha, and the Moth­er will be pleased, for in many years she has not had such a cur­tain for her se­cret place. Al­so, I am but a lit­tle man; the quar­rels of great ones are not for me. Since Lurgha has ac­cept­ed your words this is none of my af­fair. Yet I will not go back to the vil­lage for a while—with your per­mis­sion, Assha. For I am a man of loose and wag­ging tongue and of­ten­times I speak what I do not re­al­ly wish to say. So if I am asked ques­tions, I an­swer. If I am not there to be asked such ques­tions, I can­not an­swer.”

			Mc­Neil laughed, and Ashe smiled. “Well enough, Lal. Per­haps you are a wis­er man than you think. But al­so I do not be­lieve you should stay here.”

			The tribesman was al­ready nod­ding. “That do I say, too, Assha. You are now fac­ing the Wrath of Lurgha, and with that I wish no part. Thus I shall go in­to the marsh for a while. There are birds and hares to hunt, and I shall work up­on this fine skin so that when I take it to the Moth­er it shall in­deed be a gift worth her smiles. Now, Assha, I would go be­fore the night comes if it pleas­es you.”

			“Go with good for­tune, Lal.” Ashe stood apart while the tribesman ducked his head in a shy, awk­ward farewell to the oth­ers, pat­ter­ing out in­to the val­ley.

			“What if they pick him up?” Mc­Neil asked weari­ly.

			“I don’t think they can,” Ashe re­turned. “And what would you do—keep him here? If we tried that, he’d scheme to es­cape and try to turn the ta­bles on us. Now he’ll keep away from No­dren’s vil­lage and out of sight for the time be­ing. Lal’s not too bright in some ways, but he’s a good hunter. If he has rea­son for hid­ing out, it’ll take a bet­ter hunter to track him. At least we know now that the Reds are afraid they did not make a clean sweep here. What hap­pened, Mc­Neil?”

			While he was telling his sto­ry in more de­tail both Ashe and Ross worked on his burns, mak­ing him com­fort­able. Then Ashe sat back as Ross pre­pared food.

			“How did they spot the post?” Ashe rubbed his chin and frowned at the fire.

			“On­ly way I can guess is that they picked up our post sig­nal and pin­point­ed the source. That means they must have been hunt­ing us for some time.”

			“No strangers about late­ly?”

			Mc­Neil shook his head. “Our cov­er wasn’t bro­ken that way. San­ford was a won­der. If I hadn’t known bet­ter, I would have sworn he was born one of the Beaker folk. He had a net­work of in­for­mants run­ning all the way from here in­to Brit­tany. Amaz­ing how he was able to work with­out arous­ing any sus­pi­cions. I sup­pose his be­ing a mem­ber of the smiths’ guild was a big help. He could pick up a lot of news from any vil­lage where there was one at work. And I tell you,” Mc­Neil propped him­self up on his el­bow to ex­claim more ve­he­ment­ly—“there wasn’t a whis­per of trou­ble from here clear across the chan­nel and pret­ty far to the north. We were al­ready sure the south was clean be­fore we ev­er took cov­er as Beakers, es­pe­cial­ly since their clans are thick in Spain.”

			Ashe chewed a broiled wing re­flec­tive­ly. “Their per­ma­nent base with the trans­port has to be some­where with­in the bounds of the ter­ri­to­ry they hold in our own time.”

			“They could plant it in Siberia and laugh at us,” Mc­Neil ex­plod­ed. “No hope of our get­ting in there—”

			“No.” Ashe threw the stripped bone in­to the fire and licked grease from his fin­gers. “Then they would be faced with the old prob­lem of dis­tance. If what they are ex­ploit­ing lay with­in their mod­ern bound­aries, we would nev­er have tum­bled to the thing in the first place. What the Reds want must lie out­side their twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry hold­ings, a slen­der point in our fa­vor. There­fore they will plant their shift point as close to it as they can. Our trans­porta­tion prob­lem is more dif­fi­cult than theirs will ev­er be.

			“You know why we chose the arc­tic for our base; it lies in a sec­tion of the world nev­er pop­u­lat­ed by oth­er than rov­ing hunters. But I’ll wa­ger any­thing you want to name that their point is some­where in Eu­rope where they have peo­ple to con­tend with. If they are us­ing a plane, they can’t risk its be­ing seen—”

			“I don’t see why not,” Ross broke in. “These peo­ple couldn’t pos­si­bly know what it was—Lurgha’s bird—mag­ic—”

			Ashe shook his head. “They must have the in­ter­fer­ence-with-his­to­ry wor­ry as much as we have. Any­thing of our own time has to be hid­den or dis­guised in such a way that the na­tive who may stum­ble up­on it will nev­er know it is man-made. Our sub is a whale to all ap­pear­ances. Pos­si­bly their plane is a bird, but nei­ther can bear too close an ex­am­i­na­tion. We don’t know what could re­sult from a leak of re­al knowl­edge in this or any prim­i­tive time … how it might change his­to­ry—”

			“But,” Ross ad­vanced what he be­lieved to be the best ar­gu­ment against that rea­son­ing, “sup­pose I hand­ed Lal a gun and taught him to use it. He couldn’t du­pli­cate the weapon—the tech­nol­o­gy re­quired lies so far be­yond this age. These peo­ple couldn’t re­pro­duce such a thing.”

			“True enough. On the oth­er hand, don’t be­lit­tle the in­ge­nu­ity of the smiths or the na­tive in­tel­li­gence of men in any era. These tribes­men might not be able to re­pro­duce your gun, but it would set them think­ing along new lines. We might find that they would think our time right out of be­ing. No, we dare not play tricks with the past. This is the same sit­u­a­tion we faced im­me­di­ate­ly af­ter the dis­cov­ery of the atom bomb. Ev­ery­body raced to pro­duce that new weapon and then sat around and shiv­ered for fear we’d be crazy enough to use it on each oth­er.

			“The Reds have made new dis­cov­er­ies which we have to match, or we will go un­der. But back in time we have to be care­ful, both of us, or per­haps de­stroy the world we do live in.”

			“What do we do now?” Mc­Neil want­ed to know.

			“Mur­dock and I came here on­ly for a tri­al run. It’s his test. The sub is to call for us about nine days from now.”

			“So if we sit tight—if we can sit tight—” Mc­Neil lay down again—“they will take us out. Mean­while we have nine days.”

			They spent three more days in the cave. Mc­Neil was on his feet and im­pa­tient to leave be­fore Ashe was able to hob­ble well enough to trav­el. Though Ross and Mc­Neil took turns at hunt­ing and guard du­ty, they saw no signs that the tribes­men were track­ing them. Ap­par­ent­ly Lal had done as he promised, with­draw­ing to the marsh and hid­ing there apart from his peo­ple.

			In the gray of pre-dawn on the fourth day Ashe wak­ened Ross. Their fire had been buried with earth, and al­ready the cave seemed bleak. They ate veni­son roast­ed the night be­fore and went out in­to the chill of a fog. A lit­tle way down the val­ley Mc­Neil joined them out of the mist from his guard post. Keep­ing their pace to one which fa­vored Ashe’s heal­ing wound, they made their way in­land in the di­rec­tion of the track link­ing the vil­lages.

			Cross­ing that road they con­tin­ued north­ward, the land be­gin­ning to rise un­der them. Far away they heard the blat­ting of sheep, the bark of a dog. In the fog, Ross stum­bled in a shal­low ditch be­yond which lay a stub­bled field. Ashe paused to look about him, his nos­trils ex­pand­ing as if he were a hound smelling out their trail.

			The three went on, cross­ing a whole se­ries of small, ir­reg­u­lar fields. Ross was sure that the yield from any of these cleared strips must be scanty. The fog was thick­en­ing. Ashe pressed the pace, us­ing his hand­made crutch care­ful­ly. He gave an au­di­ble sigh of re­lief when they were faced at last by two stone mono­liths ris­ing like pil­lars. A third stone lay across them, form­ing a rude arch through which they saw a nar­row val­ley run­ning back in­to the hills.

			Through the fog Ross could sense the eerie strange­ness of the val­ley be­yond the mas­sive gate. He would have said that he was not su­per­sti­tious, that he had mere­ly stud­ied these trib­al be­liefs as lessons; he had not ac­cept­ed them. Yet now, if he had been alone, he would have avoid­ed that place and turned aside from the val­ley, for that which wait­ed with­in was not for him. To his se­cret re­lief Ashe paused by the arch to wait.

			The old­er man ges­tured the oth­er two in­to cov­er. Ross obeyed will­ing­ly, though the dank drops of con­dens­ing fog dripped on his cloak and wet his face as he brushed against prick­ly-leafed shrubs. Here were walls of ev­er­green plants and dwarfed pines al­most as if this tun­nel of year-round green­ery had been plant­ed with some pur­pose in mind. Once his com­pan­ions had con­cealed them­selves, Ashe called, shrill but sweet­ly, with a bird’s ris­ing notes. Three times he made that sound be­fore a fig­ure moved in the fog, the rough gray-white of its long cloak melt­ing in the wisps of mist.

			Down that green tun­nel, out of the heart of the val­ley, the oth­er came, a loop of cloak con­ceal­ing the en­tire fig­ure. It halt­ed right in back of the arch and Ashe, mak­ing a ges­ture to the oth­ers to stay where they were, faced the muf­fled stranger.

			“Hands and feet of the Moth­er, she who sows what may be reaped—”

			“Out­land stranger who is un­der the Wrath of Lurgha,” the oth­er mocked him in the voice of Cass­ca. “What do you want, out­lander, that you dare to come here where no man may en­ter?”

			“That which you know. For on the night when Lurgha came you al­so saw—”

			Ross heard the hiss of a sharply drawn breath. “How knew you that, out­lander?”

			“Be­cause you serve the Moth­er and you are jeal­ous for her and her ser­vice. If Lurgha is a mighty god, you want­ed to see his acts with your own eyes.”

			When she fi­nal­ly an­swered, there was anger as well as frus­tra­tion in her voice. “And you know of my shame then, Assha. For Lurgha came—on a bird he came, and he did even as he said he would. So now the vil­lage will make of­fer­ings to Lurgha and beg his fa­vor, and the Moth­er will no more have those to harken to her words and of­fer her the first fruits—”

			“But from whence came this bird which was Lurgha, can you tell me that, she who waits up­on the Moth­er?”

			“What dif­fer­ence does it make from what di­rec­tion Lurgha came? That does not add nor take from his pow­er.” Cass­ca moved be­neath the arch. “Or does it in some strange way, Assha?”

			“Per­haps it does. On­ly tell me.”

			She turned slow­ly and point­ed over her right shoul­der. “From that way he came, Assha. Well did I watch, know­ing that I was the Moth­er’s and that even Lurgha’s thun­der­bolts could not eat me up. Does know­ing that make Lurgha small­er in your eyes, Assha? When he has eat­en up all that is yours and your kin with it?”

			“Per­haps,” Assha re­peat­ed. “I do not think Lurgha will come so again.”

			She shrugged, and the heavy cloak flapped. “That shall be as it shall be, Assha. Now go, for it is not good that any man come hith­er.”

			Cass­ca paced back in­to the heart of the green tun­nel, and Ross and Mc­Neil came out of con­ceal­ment. Mc­Neil faced in the di­rec­tion she had point­ed. “North­east—” he com­ment­ed thought­ful­ly, “the Baltic lies in that quar­ter.”

		
	
		
			VIII

			“… and that is about all.” Ten days lat­er Ashe, a dress­ing on his leg and a few of the pain lines smoothed from his face, sat on a bunk in the arc­tic time post nurs­ing a mug of cof­fee in his hands and smil­ing, a lit­tle crooked­ly, at Nel­son Mil­laird.

			Mil­laird, Kel­gar­ries, Dr. Webb, all the top brass of the project had not on­ly come through the trans­fer point to meet the three from Britain but were now crammed in­to the room, near­ly push­ing Ross and Mc­Neil through the wall. Be­cause this was it! What they had hunt­ed for months—years—now lay al­most with­in their grasp.

			On­ly Mil­laird, the di­rec­tor, did not seem so con­fi­dent. A big man with a bushy thatch of coarse gray­ing hair and a heavy, fleshy face, he did not look like a brain. Yet Ross had been on the ros­ter long enough to know that it was Mil­laird’s thick and hairy hands that gath­ered to­geth­er all the loose threads of Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade and deft­ly wove them in­to a work­able pat­tern. Now the di­rec­tor leaned back in a chair which was too small for his bulk, chew­ing thought­ful­ly on a tooth­pick.

			“So we have the first whiff of a trail,” he com­ment­ed with­out ela­tion.

			“A pret­ty strong lead!” Kel­gar­ries broke in. Too ex­cit­ed to sit still, the ma­jor stood with his back against the door, as alert as if he were about to turn and face the en­e­my. “The Reds wouldn’t have moved against Gog if they did not con­sid­er it a men­ace to them. Their big base must be in this time sec­tor!”

			“A big base,” Mil­laird cor­rect­ed. “The one we are af­ter, no. And right now they may be switch­ing times. Do you think they will sit here and wait for us to show up in force?” But Mil­laird’s tone, in­tend­ed to de­flate, had no ef­fect on the ma­jor.

			“And just how long would it take them to dis­man­tle a big base?” that of­fi­cer coun­tered. “At least a month. If we shoot a team in there in a hur­ry—”

			Mil­laird fold­ed his huge hands over his bar­rel-shaped body and laughed, with­out a trace of hu­mor. “Just where do we send that team, Kel­gar­ries? North­east of a coastal point in Britain is a rather vague di­rec­tion, to say the least. Not,” he spoke to Ashe now, “that you didn’t do all you could, Ashe. And you, Mc­Neil, noth­ing to add?”

			“No, sir. They jumped us out of the blue when Sandy thought he had ev­ery pos­si­ble line tapped, ev­ery safe­guard work­ing. I don’t know how they caught on to us, un­less they lo­cat­ed our beam to this post. If so, they must have been de­lib­er­ate­ly hunt­ing us for some time, be­cause we on­ly used the beam as sched­uled—”

			“The Reds have pa­tience and brains and prob­a­bly some more of their sur­prise gad­gets to help them. We have the pa­tience and the brains, but not the gad­gets. And time is against us. Get any­thing out of this, Webb?” Mil­laird asked the hith­er­to silent third mem­ber of his rul­ing com­mit­tee.

			The qui­et man ad­just­ed his glass­es on the bridge of his nose, a flat­tish nose which did not sup­port them very well. “Just an­oth­er point to add to our sur­mis­es. I would say that they are lo­cat­ed some­where near the Baltic Sea. There are old trade routes there, and in our own time it is a ter­ri­to­ry closed to us. We nev­er did know too much about that sec­tion of Eu­rope. Their in­stal­la­tion may be close to the Finnish bor­der. They could dis­guise their mod­ern sta­tion un­der half a dozen cov­ers; that is strange coun­try.”

			Mil­laird’s hands un­fold­ed and he pro­duced a note­book and pen from a shirt pock­et. “Won’t hurt to stir up some of the present-day agents of the M.I. and the rest. They might just come up with a use­ful hint. So you’d say the Baltic. But that is a big slice of coun­try.”

			Webb nod­ded. “We have one ad­van­tage—the old trade routes. In the Beaker pe­ri­od they are pret­ty well marked. The ma­jor one in­to that sec­tion was es­tab­lished for the am­ber trade. The coun­try is forest­ed, but not so heav­i­ly as it was in an ear­li­er pe­ri­od. The na­tive tribes are most­ly rov­ing hunters, and fish­er­men along the coast. But they have had con­tact with traders.” He shoved his glass­es back in­to place with a ner­vous ges­ture. “The Reds may run in­to trou­ble them­selves there at this time—”

			“How?” Kel­gar­ries de­mand­ed.

			“In­va­sion of the ax peo­ple. If they have not yet ar­rived, they are due very soon. They formed one of the big waves of mi­gra­to­ry peo­ple, who flood­ed the coun­try, set­tled there. Even­tu­al­ly they be­came the Norse or Celtic stock. We don’t know whether they stamped out the na­tive tribes they found there or as­sim­i­lat­ed them.”

			“That might be a nice point to have set­tled more def­i­nite­ly,” Mc­Neil com­ment­ed. “It could mean the dif­fer­ence be­tween get­ting your skull split and con­tin­u­ing to breathe.”

			“I don’t think they would tan­gle with the traders. Ev­i­dence found to­day sug­gests that the Beaker folk sim­ply went on about their busi­ness in spite of a change in cus­tomers,” Webb re­turned.

			“Un­less they were pushed in­to vi­o­lence.” Ashe hand­ed his emp­ty mug to Ross. “Don’t for­get Lurgha’s Wrath. From now on our en­e­mies might take a very dim view of any Beaker trade posts near their prop­er­ty.”

			Webb shook his head slow­ly. “A whole­sale at­tack on Beaker es­tab­lish­ments would con­sti­tute a shift in his­to­ry. The Reds won’t dare that, not just on gen­er­al sus­pi­cion. Re­mem­ber, they are not any more ea­ger to tin­ker with his­to­ry than we are. No, they will watch for us. We will have to stop com­mu­ni­ca­tion by ra­dio—”

			“We can’t!” snapped Mil­laird ve­he­ment­ly. “We can cut it down, but I won’t send the boys out with­out some means of quick com­mu­ni­ca­tion. You lab boys put your brains to work and see what you can turn out in the way of talk box­es that they can’t snoop. Time!” He drummed on his knee with his thick fin­gers. “It all comes back to a ques­tion of time.”

			“Which we do not have,” Ashe ob­served in his usu­al qui­et voice. “If the Reds are afraid they have been spot­ted, they must be dis­man­tling their post right now, work­ing around the clock. We’ll nev­er again have such a good chance to nail them. We must move now.”

			Mil­laird’s lids drooped al­most shut; he might have been nap­ping. Kel­gar­ries stirred rest­less­ly by the door, and Webb’s round face had set­tled in­to what looked like per­ma­nent lines of dis­ap­proval.

			“Doc,” Mil­laird spoke over his shoul­der to the fourth man of his fol­low­ing, “what is your re­port?”

			“Ashe must be un­der treat­ment for at least five days. Mc­Neil’s burns aren’t too bad, and Mur­dock’s slash is al­most healed.”

			“Five days—” Mil­laird droned, and then flashed a glance at the ma­jor. “Per­son­nel. We’re tied down with­out any use­ful per­son­nel. Who in pro­cess­ing could be switched with­out tan­gling them up en­tire­ly?”

			“No one. I can re­call Jansen and Van Wyke. These ax peo­ple might be a good cov­er for them.” The mo­men­tary light in Kel­gar­ries’ eyes fad­ed. “No, we have no prop­er brief­ing and can’t get it un­til the tribe does ap­pear on the map. I won’t send any men in cold. Their blun­ders would not on­ly en­dan­ger them but might men­ace the whole project.”

			“So that leaves us with you three,” Mil­laird said. “We’ll re­call what men we can and brief them again as fast as pos­si­ble. But you know how long that will take. In the mean­time—”

			Ashe spoke di­rect­ly to Webb. “You can’t pin­point the re­gion clos­er than just the Baltic?”

			“We can do this much,” the oth­er an­swered him slow­ly, and with ob­vi­ous re­luc­tance. “We can send the sub cruis­ing off­shore there for the next five days. If there is any ra­dio ac­tiv­i­ty—any com­mu­ni­ca­tion—we should be able to trace the beams. It all de­pends up­on whether the Reds have any par­ties op­er­at­ing from their post. Flim­sy—”

			“But some­thing!” Kel­gar­ries seized up­on it with the re­lief of one who need­ed ac­tion.

			“And they will be wait­ing for just such a move on our part,” Webb con­tin­ued de­lib­er­ate­ly.

			“All right, so they’ll be watch­ing!” the ma­jor said, about to lose his tem­per, “but it is about the on­ly move we can make to back up the boys when they do go in.”

			He whipped around the door and was gone. Webb got up slow­ly. “I will work over the maps again,” he told Ashe. “We haven’t scout­ed that area, and we don’t dare send a pho­to-plane over it now. Any trip in will be a stab in the dark.”

			“When you have on­ly one road, you take it,” Ashe replied. “I’ll be glad to see any­thing you can show me, Miles.”

			If Ross had be­lieved that his pre­tri­al-run cram­ming had been a rig­or­ous busi­ness, he was soon to laugh at that es­ti­ma­tion. Since the bur­den of the next jump would rest on on­ly three of them—Ashe, Mc­Neil, and him­self—they were plunged in­to a whirl­wind of in­struc­tion, un­til Ross, dazed and too tired to sleep on the third night, be­lieved that he was more com­plete­ly be­wil­dered than in­doc­tri­nat­ed. He said as much sourly to Mc­Neil.

			“Base has pulled back three oth­er teams,” Mc­Neil replied. “But the men have to go to school again, and they won’t be ready to come on for maybe three, four weeks. To change runs means un­learn­ing stuff as well as learn­ing it—”

			“What about new men?”

			“Don’t think Kel­gar­ries isn’t out now beat­ing the bush­es for some! On­ly, we have to be fit­ted to the phys­i­cal type we are sup­posed to rep­re­sent. For in­stance, set a small, dark-head­ed pug­nose among your Norse sea rovers, and he’s go­ing to be no­ticed—maybe re­mem­bered too well. We can’t af­ford to take that chance. So Kel­gar­ries had to dis­cov­er men who not on­ly look the part but are al­so tem­per­a­men­tal­ly fit­ted for this job. You can’t plant a fel­low who thinks as a sea­man—not a sea­man, you un­der­stand, but one whose mind works in that pat­tern—among a wan­der­ing tribe of cat­tle herders. The pro­tec­tion for the man and the project lies in his be­ing fit­ted in­to the right spot at the right time.”

			Ross had nev­er re­al­ly thought of that point be­fore. Now he re­al­ized that he and Ashe and Mc­Neil were of a com­mon mold. All about the same height, they shared brown hair and light eyes—Ashe’s blue, his own gray, and Mc­Neil’s hazel—and they were of sim­i­lar build, small-boned, lean, and quick-mov­ing. He had not seen any of the true Beaker­men ex­cept on the films. But now, re­call­ing those, he could see that the three time traders were of the same gen­er­al phys­i­cal type as the far-rov­ing peo­ple they used as a cov­er.

			It was on the morn­ing of the fifth day while the three were study­ing a map Webb had pro­duced that Kel­gar­ries, fol­lowed at his own weighty pace by Mil­laird, burst in up­on them.

			“We have it! This time we have the luck! The Reds slipped. Oh, how they slipped!”

			Webb watched the ma­jor, a thin lit­tle smile pulling at his pursed mouth. “Mir­a­cles some­times do hap­pen,” he re­marked. “I sup­pose the sub has a fix for us.”

			Kel­gar­ries passed over the flim­sy strip of pa­per he had been wav­ing as a ban­ner of tri­umph. Webb read the no­ta­tion on it and bent over the map, mak­ing a mark with one of those nee­dle-sharp pen­cils which seemed to grow in his breast pock­et, ready for use. Then he made a sec­ond mark.

			“Well, it nar­rows it a bit,” he con­ced­ed. Ashe looked in turn and laughed.

			“I would like to hear your def­i­ni­tion of ‘nar­row’ some­time, Miles. Re­mem­ber we have to cov­er this on foot, and a dif­fer­ence of twen­ty miles can mean a lot.”

			“That mark is quite a bit in from the sea.” Mc­Neil of­fered his own protest when he saw the mark­ing. “We don’t know that coun­try—”

			Webb shoved his glass­es back for the hun­dredth time that morn­ing. “I sup­pose we could con­sid­er this crit­i­cal, con­di­tion red,” he said in such a du­bi­ous tone that he might have been beg­ging some­one to protest his state­ment. But no one did. Mil­laird was busy with the map.

			“I think we do, Miles!” He looked to Ashe. “You’ll para­chute in. The packs with which you will be equipped are spe­cial stuff. Once you have them off sprin­kle them with a pow­der Miles will pro­vide and in ten min­utes there won’t be enough of them left for any­one to iden­ti­fy. We haven’t but a dozen of these, and we can’t throw them away ex­cept in a cri­sis. Find the base and rig up the de­tec­tor. Your fix in this time will be easy—but it is the oth­er end of the line we must have. Un­til you lo­cate that, stick to the job. Don’t com­mu­ni­cate with us un­til you have it!”

			“There is the pos­si­bil­i­ty,” Ashe point­ed out, “the Reds may have more than one in­ter­me­di­ate post. They prob­a­bly have played it smart and set up a se­ries of them to spoil a di­rect trace, as each would lead on­ly to an­oth­er far­ther back in time—”

			“All right. If that proves true, just get us the next one back,” Mil­laird re­turned. “From that we can trace them along if we must send in some of the boys wear­ing di­nosaur skins lat­er. We have to find their pri­ma­ry base, and if that hunt goes the hard way, well, we do it the hard way.”

			“How did you get the fix?” Mc­Neil asked.

			“One of their field par­ties ran in­to trou­ble and yelled for help.”

			“Did they get it?”

			The ma­jor grinned. “What do you think? You know the rules—and the ones the Reds play by are twice as tough on their own men.”

			“What kind of trou­ble?” Ashe want­ed to know.

			“Some kind of a lo­cal re­li­gious dis­pute. We do our best with their code, but we’re not a hun­dred per­cent per­fect in read­ing it. I gath­er they were play­ing with a lo­cal god and got their fin­gers burned.”

			“Lurgha again, eh?” Ashe smiled.

			“Fool­ish,” Webb said im­pa­tient­ly. “That is a sil­ly thing to do. You were al­most over the edge of pru­dence your­self, Gor­don, with that Lurgha busi­ness. To use the Great Moth­er was a tick­lish thing to try, and you were lucky to get out of it so eas­i­ly.”

			“Once was enough,” Ashe agreed. “Though us­ing it may have saved our lives. But I as­sure you I am not start­ing a holy war or set­ting up as a prophet.”

			Ross had been taught some­thing of map read­ing, but men­tal­ly he could not make what he saw on pa­per re­sem­ble the coun­try­side. A few land­marks, if there were any out­stand­ing ones, were all he could hope to im­press up­on his mem­o­ry un­til he was ac­tu­al­ly on the ground.

			Land­ing there ac­cord­ing to Mil­laird’s in­struc­tion was an­oth­er ex­pe­ri­ence he would not have cho­sen of his own ac­cord. To jump was a mat­ter of tim­ing, and in the dark with a mea­sure of rain thrown in, the ac­tion was any­thing but pleas­ant. Leav­ing the plane in a blind, fol­low-the-lead­er fash­ion, Ross found the de­scent in­to dark­ness one of the worst tri­als he had yet faced. But he did not make too bad a land­ing in the small park­like ex­panse they had cho­sen for their tar­get.

			Ross pulled loose his har­ness and chute, drag­ging them to what he judged to be the cen­ter of the clear­ing. Hear­ing a plain­tive bray from the air, he dodged as one of the two bur­den ass­es sent to join them land­ed and be­gan to kick at its trap­pings. The an­i­mals they had cho­sen were the most docile avail­able and they had been giv­en se­da­tion be­fore the jump so that now, feel­ing Ross’s hands, the don­key stood qui­et­ly while Ross stripped it of its hang­ing straps.

			“Rossa—” The sound of his Beaker name called through the dark brought Ross fac­ing in the oth­er di­rec­tion.

			“Here, and I have one of the don­keys.”

			“And I the oth­er!” That was Mc­Neil.

			Their eyes ad­just­ed to a gloom which was not as thick as it would be in the for­est and they worked fast. Then they dragged the para­chutes to­geth­er in a heap. The rain would, Webb had as­sured them, add to the rapid de­struc­tion wrought by the chem­i­cal he had pro­vid­ed. Ashe shook it over the pile, and there was a faint green­ish glow. Then they moved away to the wood­land and made camp for the bal­ance of the night.

			So much of their whole ex­ploit de­pend­ed up­on luck, and this small part had been suc­cess­ful. Un­less some agent had been sta­tioned to watch for their ar­rival Ross be­lieved they could not be spot­ted.

			The rest of their plan was elas­tic. Pos­ing as traders who had come to open a new sta­tion, they were to stay near a riv­er which drained a lake and then an­gled south­ward to the dis­tant sea. They knew this sec­tion was on­ly sparse­ly set­tled by small tribes, hard­ly larg­er than fam­i­ly clans. These peo­ple were gen­er­a­tions be­hind the civ­i­lized lev­el of the vil­lagers of Britain—rov­ing hunters who fol­lowed the sweep of game north or south with the sea­sons.

			Along the seashore the fish­er­men had es­tab­lished more per­ma­nent hold­ings which were slow­ly be­com­ing towns. There were per­haps a few hardy pi­o­neer farm­ers on the south­ern fringes of the dis­trict, but the prin­ci­pal rea­son traders came to this re­gion was to get am­ber and furs. The Beaker peo­ple dealt in both.

			Now as the three shel­tered un­der the wide branch­es of a tow­er­ing pine Ashe fum­bled with a pack and brought out the “beaker” which was the iden­ti­fy­ing mark of his adopt­ed peo­ple. He mea­sured in­to it a por­tion of the sour, stim­u­lat­ing drink which the traders in­tro­duced wher­ev­er they went. The cup passed from hand to hand, its taste un­pleas­ant on the tongue, but com­fort­ing­ly warm to one’s mid­dle.

			They took turns keep­ing the watch un­til the gray of false dawn be­came the clear­er light of morn­ing. Af­ter break­fast­ing on flat cakes of meal, they packed the don­keys, us­ing the same knots and cross lash­ing which were the mark of re­al Beaker traders. Their bows pro­tect­ed from damp­ness un­der their cloaks, they set out to find the riv­er and their path south­ward.

			Ashe led, Ross towed the don­keys, and Mc­Neil brought up the rear. In the ab­sence of a path they had to set a ragged course, keep­ing to the edge of the clear­ing un­til they saw the end of the lake.

			“Woodsmoke,” Ashe com­ment­ed when they had com­plet­ed two thirds of their jour­ney. Ross sniffed and was able to smell it too. Nod­ding to Ashe, Mc­Neil oozed in­to noth­ing­ness be­tween the trees with an ease Mur­dock en­vied. As they wait­ed for him to re­turn, Ross be­came con­scious of an­oth­er life about them, one busy with its own con­cerns, which were in no way those of hu­man be­ings, ex­cept that food and per­haps shel­ter were to be reck­oned among them.

			In Britain, Ross had known there were oth­ers of his kind about, but this was dif­fer­ent. Here, he could have be­lieved it if he had been told he was the first man to walk this way.

			A squir­rel ran out on a tree limb and sur­veyed the two men with cu­ri­ous beady eyes, then clung head down on the tree trunk to see them bet­ter. One of the don­keys tossed its head, and the squir­rel was gone with a flirt of its tail. Al­though it was qui­et, there was a hum un­der­neath the sur­face which Ross tried to an­a­lyze, to iden­ti­fy the many small sounds which went in­to its mak­ing.

			Per­haps be­cause he was try­ing so hard, he not­ed the faint noise. His hand touched Ashe’s arm and a slight move­ment of his head in­di­cat­ed the di­rec­tion of the sound. Then, as flu­id­ly as he had melt­ed in­to the woods, Mc­Neil re­turned. “Com­pa­ny,” he said in a soft voice.

			“What kind?”

			“Tribes­men, but wilder than any I’ve seen, even on the tapes. We are cer­tain­ly out on the fringes now. These peo­ple look about cave lev­el. I don’t think they’ve ev­er heard of traders.”

			“How many?”

			“Three, maybe four fam­i­lies. Most of the males must be out hunt­ing, but there’re about ten chil­dren and six or sev­en wom­en. I don’t think they’ve had good luck late­ly by the look of them.”

			“Maybe their luck and ours are go­ing to turn to­geth­er,” Ashe said, mo­tion­ing Ross for­ward with the don­keys. “We will cir­cle about them to the riv­er and then try bar­ter­ing lat­er. But I do want to es­tab­lish con­tact.”

		
	
		
			IX

			“Not to be too hope­ful—” Mc­Neil rubbed his arm across his hot face—“so far, so good.” Af­ter kick­ing from his path some of the branch­es Ross had lopped from the trees they had been felling, he went to help his com­pan­ion roll an­oth­er small log up to a shel­ter which was no longer tem­po­rary. If there had been any eyes oth­er than the wood­land hunters’ to spy up­on them, they would have seen on­ly the usu­al pro­ce­dure of the Beaker traders, busi­ly con­struct­ing one of their posts.

			That they were be­ing watched by the hunters, all three were cer­tain. That there might be oth­er spies in the for­est, they had to as­sume for their own safe­ty. They might prowl at night, but in the day­time all of the time agents kept with­in the bounds of the roles they were act­ing.

			Barter with the head men of the hunt­ing clan had brought those shy peo­ple in­to the camp of the strangers who had such won­ders to ex­change for tanned deer hides and bet­ter furs. The news of the traders’ ar­rival spread quick­ly dur­ing the short time they had been here, so that two oth­er clans had sent men to watch the pro­ceed­ings.

			With the trade came news which the agents sift­ed and stud­ied. Each of them had a list of ques­tions to in­sert in­to their con­ver­sa­tions with the tribes­men if and when that was pos­si­ble. Al­though they did not share a com­mon speech with the for­est men, signs were in­for­ma­tive and cer­tain nouns could be quick­ly learned. In the mean­time Ashe be­came friend­ly with the near­est and first of the clan groups they dis­cov­ered, go­ing hunt­ing with the men as an ex­cuse to pen­e­trate the un­known sec­tion they must quar­ter in their search for the Red base.

			Ross drank riv­er wa­ter and mopped his own hot face. “If the Reds aren’t traders,” he mused aloud, “what is their cov­er?”

			Mc­Neil shrugged. “A hunt­ing tribe—fish­er­men—”

			“Where would they get the wom­en and chil­dren?”

			“The same way they get their men—re­cruit them in our own time. Or in the way lots of tribes grew dur­ing pe­ri­ods of stress.”

			Ross set down the wa­ter jug. “You mean, kill off the men, take over their fam­i­lies?” This was a cold-blood­ed­ness he found sick­en­ing. Al­though he had al­ways prid­ed him­self on his tough­ness, sev­er­al times dur­ing his train­ing at the project he had been con­front­ed by things which shook his be­lief in his own strong stom­ach and nerve.

			“It has been done,” Mc­Neil re­marked bleak­ly, “hun­dreds of times by in­vaders. In this set­up—small fam­i­ly clans, wide­ly scat­tered—that move would be very easy.”

			“They would have to pose as farm­ers, not hunters,” Ross point­ed out. “They couldn’t move a base around with them.”

			“All right, so they set up a farm­ing vil­lage. Oh, I see what you mean—there isn’t any vil­lage around here. Yet they are here, maybe un­der­ground.”

			How right their guess­es were they learned that night when Ashe re­turned, a deer’s haunch on his shoul­der. Ross knew him well enough by now to sense his pre­oc­cu­pa­tion. “You found some­thing?”

			“A new set of ghosts,” Ashe replied with a strange lit­tle smile.

			“Ghosts!” Mc­Neil pounced up­on that. “The Reds like to play the su­per­nat­u­ral an­gle, don’t they? First the voice of Lurgha and now ghosts. What do these ghosts do?”

			“They in­hab­it a bit of moun­tain­ous ter­ri­to­ry south­east of here, a stretch strict­ly taboo for all hunters. We were fol­low­ing a bi­son track un­til the beast head­ed for the ghost coun­try. Then Ulf­fa called us off in a hur­ry. It seems that the hunter who goes in there af­ter his quar­ry nev­er reap­pears, or if he does, it’s in a dam­aged con­di­tion, blown up­on by ghosts and burned to death! That’s one point.”

			He sat down by the fire and stretched his arms weari­ly. “The sec­ond is a lit­tle more dis­turb­ing for us. A Beaker camp about twen­ty miles south of here, as far as I can judge, was ex­ter­mi­nat­ed just a week ago. The mes­sage was passed to me be­cause I was thought to be a kins­man of the slain—”

			Mc­Neil sat up. “Done be­cause they were hunt­ing us?”

			“Might well be. On the oth­er hand, the af­fair may have been just one of gen­er­al pre­cau­tion.”

			“The ghosts did it?” Ross want­ed to know.

			“I asked that. No, it seems that strange tribes­men over­ran it at night.”

			“At night?” Mc­Neil whis­tled.

			“Just so.” Ashe’s tone was dry. “The tribes do not fight that way. Ei­ther some­one slipped up in his brief­ing, or the Reds are over­con­fi­dent and don’t care about the rules. But it was the work of tribes­men, or their coun­ter­feits. There is al­so a nasty ru­mor speed­ing about that the ghosts do not rel­ish traders and that they might protest in­tru­sions of such with penal­ties all around—”

			“Like the Wrath of Lurgha,” sup­plied Ross.

			“There is a cer­tain rep­e­ti­tion in this which sug­gests a lot to the sus­pi­cious mind,” Ashe agreed.

			“I’d say no more hunt­ing ex­pe­di­tions for the present,” Mc­Neil said. “It is too easy to mis­take a friend for a deer and weep over his grave af­ter­ward.”

			“That is a thought which en­tered my mind sev­er­al times this af­ter­noon,” Ashe agreed. “These peo­ple are de­cep­tive­ly sim­ple on the sur­face, but their minds do not work along the same pat­terns as ours. We try to out­wit them, but it takes on­ly one slip to make it fa­tal. In the mean­time, I think we’d bet­ter make this place a lit­tle more snug, and it might be well to post sen­tries as un­ob­tru­sive­ly as pos­si­ble.”

			“How about fak­ing some signs of a ru­ined camp and head­ing in­to the blue our­selves?” Mc­Neil asked. “We could strike for the ghost moun­tains, trav­el­ing by night, and Ulf­fa’s crowd would think we were fin­ished off.”

			“An idea to keep in mind. The point against it would be the miss­ing bod­ies. It seems that the tribes­men who raid­ed the Beaker camp left some very dis­taste­ful ev­i­dence of what hap­pened to the camp’s per­son­nel. And those we can’t pro­duce to cov­er our trail.”

			Mc­Neil was not yet con­vinced. “We might be able to fake some­thing along that line, too—”

			“We may have to fake noth­ing,” Ross cut in soft­ly. He was stand­ing close to the edge of the clear­ing where they were build­ing their hut, his hand on one of the saplings in the pal­isade they had set up so la­bo­ri­ous­ly that day. Ashe was be­side him in an in­stant.

			“What is it?”

			Ross’s hours of lis­ten­ing to the sounds of the wilder­ness were his mea­sur­ing gauge now. “That bird has nev­er called from in­land be­fore. It is the blue one we’ve seen fish­ing for frogs along the riv­er.”

			Ashe, not even glanc­ing at the for­est, went for the wa­ter jug. “Get your trail sup­plies,” he or­dered.

			Their leather pouch­es which held enough iron ra­tions to keep them go­ing were al­ways at hand. Mc­Neil gath­ered them from be­hind the fur cur­tain fronting their half-fin­ished cab­in. Again the bird called, its cry pierc­ing and cov­er­ing a long dis­tance. Ross could un­der­stand why a care­less man would se­lect it for the sig­nal. He crossed the clear­ing to the don­keys’ shel­ter, slash­ing through their nose hal­ters. Prob­a­bly the pa­tient lit­tle beasts would swift­ly fall vic­tims to some for­est prowlers, but at least they would have their chance to es­cape.

			Mc­Neil, his cloak slung about him to con­ceal the ra­tion bags, picked up the leather buck­et as if he were mere­ly go­ing down to the riv­er for wa­ter, and came to join Ross. They be­lieved that they were car­ry­ing it off well, that the camp must ap­pear nor­mal to any lurk­ers in the woods. But ei­ther they had made some slip or the en­e­my was im­pa­tient. An ar­row sped out of the night to flash across the fire, and Ashe es­caped death on­ly be­cause he had leaned for­ward to feed the flames. His arm swung out and sent the wa­ter in the jar hiss­ing on­to the blaze as he him­self rolled in the oth­er di­rec­tion.

			Ross plunged for the brush with Mc­Neil. Ly­ing flat on the half-frozen ground, they start­ed to work their way to the riv­er bank where the open area would make sur­prise less pos­si­ble.

			“Ashe?” he whis­pered and felt Mc­Neil’s warm breath on his cheek as he replied:

			“He’ll make it the oth­er way! He’s the best we have for this sort of job.”

			They made a worm’s progress, twice ly­ing, with dag­ger in hand, while they lis­tened to a faint rus­tle which be­trayed the pass­ing of one of the at­tack­ers. Both times Ross was tempt­ed to rise and try to cut off the stranger, but he fought down the im­pulse. He had learned a con­trol of him­self that would have been im­pos­si­ble for him a few months ear­li­er.

			The glim­mer of the riv­er was pale through the clumps of bush­es which some­times grew in­to the flood. In this coun­try win­ter still clung tena­cious­ly in shad­owy places with cups of left­over snow, and there was a bite in the wind and wa­ter. Ross rose to his knees with an in­vol­un­tary gasp as a scream cut through the night. He wrenched around to­ward the camp, on­ly to feel Mc­Neil’s hand clamp on his fore­arm.

			“That was a don­key,” whis­pered Mc­Neil ur­gent­ly. “Come on, let’s go down to that ford we dis­cov­ered!”

			They turned south, dar­ing now to trot, half bent to the ground. The riv­er was swollen with spring floods which were on­ly now be­gin­ning to sub­side, but two days ear­li­er they had no­ticed a sand­bar at one spot. By cross­ing that shelf across the bed, they might hope to put wa­ter be­tween them and the un­known en­e­my tonight. It would give them a breath­ing space, even though Ross pri­vate­ly shrank from the thought of plow­ing in­to the stream. He had seen good-sized trees swirling along in the cur­rent on­ly yes­ter­day. And to make such a dash in the dark …

			From Mc­Neil’s throat burst a star­tling sound which Ross had last heard in Britain—the quest­ing howl of a hunt­ing wolf. The cry was an­swered sec­onds lat­er from down­stream.

			“Ashe!”

			They worked their way along the edge of the wa­ter with con­tin­ued care, un­til they came up­on Ashe at last, so much a part of his back­ground that Ross start­ed when the lump he had tak­en for a bush hunched for­ward to join them. To­geth­er they made the riv­er cross­ing and turned south again to head for the moun­tains. It was then that dis­as­ter struck.

			Ross heard no bird­call warn­ing this time. Though he was on guard, he nev­er sensed the ap­proach of the man who struck him down from be­hind. One mo­ment he had been trail­ing Mc­Neil and Ashe; the next mo­ment was black noth­ing­ness.

			He was aware of a throb of pain which car­ried through­out his body and then lo­cal­ized in his head. Forc­ing open his eyes, the daz­zle of light was like a spear point strik­ing di­rect­ly in­to his head, in­ten­si­fy­ing his pain to agony. He brought his hand up to his face and felt stick­i­ness there.

			“Assha—” He be­lieved he called that aloud, but he did not even hear his own voice. They were in a val­ley; a wolf had at­tacked him out of the bush­es. Wolf? No, the wolf was dead, but then it came alive again to howl on a riv­er bank.

			Ross forced his eyes open once more, en­dur­ing the pain of beams he rec­og­nized as sun­shine. He turned his head to avoid the glare. It was hard to fo­cus, but he fought to steady him­self. There was some rea­son why it was nec­es­sary to move, to get away. But away from what and where? When Ross tried to think he could on­ly see mud­dled pic­tures which had no con­nec­tion.

			Then a mov­ing ob­ject crossed his very nar­row field of vi­sion, pass­ing be­tween him and a thing he knew was a tree trunk. A four-foot­ed crea­ture with a red tongue hang­ing from its jaws. It came to­ward him stiff-legged, growl­ing low in its throat, and sniffed at his body be­fore bark­ing in short ex­cit­ed bursts of sound.

			The noise hurt his head so much that Ross closed his eyes. Then a shock of icy liq­uid thrown in­to his face aroused him to make a fee­ble protest and he saw, hang­ing over him in a strange up­side-down way, a beard­ed face which he knew from the past.

			Hands were laid on him and the rough­ness with which he was moved sent Ross spi­ral­ing back in­to the dark once again. When he aroused for the sec­ond time it was night and the pain in his head was dulled. He put out his hands and dis­cov­ered that he lay on a pile of fur robes, and was cov­ered by one.

			“Assha—” Again he tried that name. But it was not Assha who came in an­swer to his fee­ble call. The wom­an who knelt be­side him with a horn cup in her hand had neat­ly braid­ed hair in which gray strands showed sil­ver by fire­light. Ross knew he had seen her be­fore, but again where and when elud­ed him. She slipped a stur­dy arm un­der his head and raised him while the world whirled about. The edge of the horn cup was pressed to his lips, and he drank bit­ter stuff which burned in his throat and lit a fire in his in­sides. Then he was left to him­self once again and in spite of his pain and be­wil­der­ment he slept.

			How many days he lay in the camp of Ulf­fa, tend­ed by the chief’s head wife, Ross found it hard to reck­on. It was Frig­ga who had ar­gued the tribe in­to car­ing for a man they be­lieved al­most dead when they found him, and who nursed Ross back to life with knowl­edge ac­quired through half a hun­dred ex­changes be­tween those wise wom­en who were the doc­tors and priest­esses of these roam­ing peo­ples.

			Why Frig­ga had both­ered with the in­jured stranger at all Ross learned when he was able to sit up and mar­shal his be­wil­dered thoughts in­to some sort of or­der. The ma­tri­arch of the tribe thirst­ed for knowl­edge. That same urge which had led her to cer­tain ex­per­i­ments with herbs, had made her con­sid­er Ross a chal­lenge to her heal­ing skill. When she knew that he would live she de­ter­mined to learn from him all he had to give.

			Ulf­fa and the men of the tribe might have eyed the met­al weapons of the traders with awe and avid de­sire, but Frig­ga want­ed more than trade goods. She want­ed the se­cret of the mak­ing of such cloth as the strangers wore, ev­ery­thing she could learn of their lives and the lands through which they had come. She plied Ross with end­less ques­tions which he an­swered as best he could, for he lay in an odd dreamy state where on­ly the present had any re­al­i­ty. The past was dim and far away, and while he was now and then dim­ly aware that he had some­thing to do, he for­got it eas­i­ly.

			The chief and his men prowled the half-built sta­tion af­ter the at­tack­ers had with­drawn, bring­ing back with them a hand­ful of loot—a bronze ra­zor, two skin­ning knives, some fish­hooks, a length of cloth which Frig­ga ap­pro­pri­at­ed. Ross eyed this spoil in­dif­fer­ent­ly, mak­ing no claim up­on it. His in­ter­est in ev­ery­thing about him was of­ten blanked out by headaches which kept him limp on his bed, un­car­ing and stupid for hours or even full days.

			He gath­ered that the tribe had been liv­ing in fear of an at­tack from the same raiders who had wiped out the trad­ing post. But at last their scouts re­turned with the in­for­ma­tion that the en­e­my had gone south.

			There was one change of which Ross was not aware but which might have star­tled both Ashe and Mc­Neil. Ross Mur­dock had in­deed died un­der that blow which had left him un­con­scious be­side the riv­er. The young man whom Frig­ga had drawn back to sense and a slow re­cov­ery was Rossa of the Beaker peo­ple. This same Rossa nursed a hot de­sire for vengeance against those who had struck him down and cap­tured his kins­men, a feel­ing which the fam­i­ly tribe who had res­cued him could well un­der­stand.

			There was the same old ur­gen­cy push­ing him to try his strength now, to keep to his feet even when they were un­steady. His bow was gone, but Ross spent hours fash­ion­ing an­oth­er, and he trad­ed his cop­per bracelet for the best dozen ar­rows in Ulf­fa’s camp. The jet pin from his cloak he pre­sent­ed to Frig­ga with all his grat­i­tude.

			Now that his strength was com­ing back he could not rest easy in the camp. He was ready to leave, even though the gash­es on his head were still ten­der to the touch. Ulf­fa in­dul­gent­ly planned a hunt south­ward, and Rossa took the trail with the tribes­men.

			He broke with the clan hunters when they turned aside at the be­gin­ning of the taboo land. Ross, his own mind sub­merged and tak­en over by his Beaker cov­er, hes­i­tat­ed too. Yet he could not give up, and the oth­ers left him there, his eyes on the for­bid­den heights, un­hap­py and tor­ment­ed by more than the headaches which still came and went with painful reg­u­lar­i­ty. In the moun­tains lay what he sought—a hid­den some­thing with­in his brain told him that over and over—but the moun­tains were taboo, and he should not ven­ture in­to them.

			How long he might have hes­i­tat­ed there if he had not come up­on the trail, Ross did not know. But on the day af­ter the hunters of Ulf­fa’s clan left, a glint of sun­light strik­ing be­tween two trees point­ed out a woods­man’s blaze on a third tree trunk. The two halves of Ross’s mem­o­ry clicked to­geth­er for an in­stant as he ex­am­ined that cut. He knew that it marked a trace and he pushed on, hunt­ing a sec­ond cut and then a third. Con­vinced that these would lead him in­to the un­known ter­ri­to­ry, Ross’s de­sire to ex­plore over­came the graft­ed su­per­sti­tions of his brief­ing.

			There were oth­er signs that this was an of­ten-trav­eled route: a spring cleared of leaves and walled with stone, a cou­ple of steps cut in the turf on a steep slope. Ross moved war­i­ly, alert to any sound. He might not be an ex­pert woods­man, but he was learn­ing fast, per­haps the faster be­cause his false mem­o­ries now sup­plant­ed the re­al ones.

			That night he built no fire, crawl­ing in­stead in­to the heart of a rot­ted log to sleep, awak­en­ing once to the call of a wolf and an­oth­er time at the dis­tant crash of a dead tree yield­ing to wind.

			In the morn­ing he was about to climb back to the trail he had pru­dent­ly left the night be­fore when he saw five beard­ed, fur-clad men look­ing much the same as Ulf­fa’s peo­ple. Ross hugged the earth and watched them pass out of sight be­fore he fol­lowed.

			All that day he wove an up-and-down trail be­hind the small band, some­times catch­ing sight of them as they topped a rise well ahead or stopped to eat. It was late af­ter­noon when he crept cau­tious­ly to the top of a ridge and gazed down in­to a val­ley.

			There was a town in that val­ley, stur­dy hous­es of logs be­hind a stock­ade. He had seen towns vague­ly like it be­fore, yet it had a dream­like qual­i­ty as if it were not as re­al as it ap­peared.

			Ross rest­ed his chin on his arms and watched that town and the peo­ple mov­ing in it. Some were fur-clad hunters, but oth­ers dressed quite dif­fer­ent­ly. He start­ed up with a lit­tle cry at the sight of one of the men who had walked so swift­ly from one house to the next; sure­ly he was a Beaker trad­er!

			His un­ease grew stronger with ev­ery mo­ment he watched, but it was the odd­ness he sensed in that town which both­ered him and not any warn­ing that he, him­self, was in dan­ger. He had got­ten to his knees to see bet­ter when out of nowhere a rope sang through the air, set­tling about his chest with a vi­cious jerk which not on­ly drove the air from his lungs but pin­ioned his arms tight to his body.

		
	
		
			X

			Hav­ing been cuffed and bat­tered in­to sub­mis­sion more quick­ly than would have been pos­si­ble three weeks ear­li­er, Mur­dock now stood sul­len­ly sur­vey­ing the man who, though he dressed like a Beaker trad­er, per­sist­ed in us­ing a lan­guage Ross did not know.

			“We do not play as chil­dren here.” At last the man spoke words Ross could un­der­stand. “You will an­swer me or else oth­ers shall ask the ques­tions, and less gen­tly. I say to you now—who are you and from where do you come?”

			For a mo­ment Ross glow­ered across the ta­ble at him, his in­bred an­tag­o­nism to au­thor­i­ty aroused by that con­temp­tu­ous de­mand, but then com­mon sense cau­tioned. His ini­tial in­tro­duc­tion to this vil­lage had left him bruised and with one of his headaches. There was no rea­son to let them beat him un­til he was in no shape to make a break for free­dom when and if there was an op­por­tu­ni­ty.

			“I am Rossa of the traders,” he re­turned, ey­ing the man with a care­ful­ly mea­sured stare. “I came in­to this land in search of my kins­men who were tak­en by raiders in the night.”

			The man, who sat on a stool by the ta­ble, smiled slow­ly. Again he spoke in the strange tongue, and Ross mere­ly stared stolid­ly back. His words were short and ex­plo­sive sound­ing, and the man’s smile fad­ed; his an­noy­ance grew as he con­tin­ued to speak.

			One of Ross’s two guards ven­tured to in­ter­rupt, us­ing the Beaker lan­guage. “From where did you come?” He was a qui­et-faced, slen­der man, not like his com­pan­ion, who had roped Mur­dock from be­hind and was of the bul­ly breed, able to sub­due Ross’s wild­cat re­sis­tance in a very short strug­gle.

			“I came to this land from the south,” Ross an­swered, “af­ter the man­ner of my peo­ple. This is a new land with furs and the gold­en tears of the sun to be gath­ered and bartered. The traders move in peace, and their hands are raised against no man. Yet in the dark­ness there came those who would slay with­out prof­it, for what rea­son I have no know­ing.”

			The qui­et man con­tin­ued the ques­tion­ing and Ross an­swered ful­ly with de­tails of the past of one Rossa, a Beaker mer­chant. Yes, he was from the south. His fa­ther was Gur­di, who had a trad­ing post in the warm lands along the big riv­er. This was Rossa’s first trip to open new ter­ri­to­ry. He had come with his fa­ther’s blood broth­er, Assha, who was a not­ed far voy­ager, and it was an hon­or to be cho­sen as don­key-lead­er for such a one as Assha. With Assha had been Mac­na, one who was al­so a far trad­er, though not as not­ed as Assha.

			Of a cer­tain­ty, Assha was of his own race! Ross blinked at that ques­tion. One need on­ly to look up­on him to know that he was of trad­er blood and no un­civ­i­lized wood­srun­ner. How long had he known Assha? Ross shrugged. Assha had come to his fa­ther’s post the win­ter be­fore and had stayed with them through the cold sea­son. Gur­di and Assha had min­gled blood af­ter he pulled Gur­di free from the riv­er in flood. Assha had lost his boat and trade goods in that res­cue, so Gur­di had made good his loss this year. De­tail by de­tail he gave the sto­ry. In spite of the fact that he pro­vid­ed these de­tails glibly, sure that they were true, Ross con­tin­ued to be haunt­ed by an odd feel­ing that he was in­deed recit­ing a tale of ad­ven­ture which had hap­pened long ago and to some­one else. Per­haps that pain in his head made him think of these events as very col­or­less and far away.

			“It would seem”—the qui­et man turned to the one be­hind the ta­ble—“that this is in­deed one Rossa, a Beaker trad­er.”

			But the man looked im­pa­tient, an­gry. He made a sign to the oth­er guard, who turned Ross around rough­ly and sent him to­ward the door with a shove. Once again the lead­er gave an or­der in his own lan­guage, adding a few words more with a sting­ing snap that might have been a threat or a warn­ing.

			Ross was thrust in­to a small room with a hard floor and not even a skin rug to serve as a bed. Since the qui­et man had or­dered the re­moval of the ropes from Ross’s arms, he leaned against the wall, rub­bing the pain of re­turn­ing cir­cu­la­tion away from his wrists and try­ing to un­der­stand what had hap­pened to him and where he was. Hav­ing spied up­on it from the heights, he knew it wasn’t an or­di­nary trad­ing sta­tion, and he want­ed to know what they did here. Al­so, some­where in this vil­lage he hoped to find Assha and Mac­na.

			At the end of the day his cap­tors opened the door on­ly long enough to push in­side a bowl and a small jug. He felt for those in the dusk, dip­ping his fin­gers in­to a luke­warm mush of meal and drink­ing the wa­ter from the jug avid­ly. His headache dulled, and from ex­pe­ri­ence Ross knew that this bout was al­most over. If he slept, he would wak­en with a clear­er mind and no pain. Know­ing he was very tired, he took the pre­cau­tion of curl­ing up di­rect­ly in front of the door so that no one could en­ter with­out arous­ing him.

			It was still dark when he awoke with a cu­ri­ous ur­gen­cy re­main­ing from a dream he could not re­mem­ber. Ross sat up, flex­ing his arms and shoul­ders to com­bat the stiff­ness which had come with his cramped sleep. He could not rid him­self of a feel­ing that there was some­thing to be done and that time was his en­e­my.

			Assha! Grate­ful­ly he seized on that. He must find Assha and Mac­na, for the three of them could sure­ly dis­cov­er a way to get out of this vil­lage. That was what was so im­por­tant!

			He had been han­dled none too gen­tly, and they were hold­ing him a pris­on­er. But Ross be­lieved that this was not the worst which could hap­pen to him here, and he must be free be­fore the worst did come. The ques­tion was, How could he es­cape? His bow and dag­ger were gone, and he did not even have his long cloak pin for a weapon, since he had giv­en that to Frig­ga.

			Run­ning his hands over his body, Ross in­ven­to­ried what re­mained of his cloth­ing and pos­ses­sions. He un­fas­tened the bronze chain-belt still buck­led in his kilt tu­nic, swing­ing the length spec­u­la­tive­ly in one hand. A mas­ter­piece of crafts­man­ship, it con­sist­ed of pat­terned plates linked to­geth­er with a se­ries of five fine­ly wrought chains and a front buck­le in the form of a li­on’s head, its pro­trud­ing tongue serv­ing as a hook to sup­port a dag­ger sheath. Its weight promised a weapon of sorts, which when added to the el­e­ment of sur­prise might free him.

			By rights they would be ex­pect­ing him to pro­duce some op­po­si­tion, how­ev­er. It was well known that on­ly the best fight­ers, the shrewdest minds, fol­lowed the traders’ roads. It was a proud thing to be a trad­er in the wilder­ness, a thought that warmed Ross now as he wait­ed in the dark for what luck and Ba-Bal of the Bright Horns would send. Were he ev­er to re­turn to Gur­di’s post, Ba-Bal, whose boat rode across the sky from dawn to dusk, would have a fine ox, jars of the first brew­ing, and sweet-smelling am­ber laid up­on his al­tar.

			Ross had pa­tience which he had learned from the mixed her­itage of his two pasts, the re­al and the false graft. He could wait as he had wait­ed many times be­fore—qui­et, and with out­ward ease—for the right mo­ment to come. It came now with foot­steps ring­ing sharply, halt­ing be­fore his cell door.

			With the noise­less speed of a hunt­ing cat, Ross flung him­self from be­hind the door to a wall, where he would be hid­den from the new­com­er for that nec­es­sary in­stant or two. If his at­tack was to be suc­cess­ful, it must oc­cur in­side the room. He heard the sound of a bar be­ing slid out of its brack­ets, and he poised him­self, the belt rip­pling from his right hand.

			The door was open­ing in­ward, and a man stood sil­hou­et­ted against the out­er light. He mut­tered, look­ing to­ward the cor­ner where Ross had thrown his sin­gle gar­ment in a roll which might just re­sem­ble, for the need­ed sec­ond or two, a man curled in slum­ber. The man in the door­way took the bait, com­ing for­ward far enough for Ross to send the door slam­ming shut as he him­self sprang with the belt aimed for the oth­er’s head.

			There was a star­tled cry, cut off in the mid­dle as the belt plates met flesh and bone in a crush­ing force. Luck was with him! Ross caught up his kilt and belt­ed it around him af­ter he had made a hur­ried ex­am­i­na­tion of the body now ly­ing at his feet. He was not sure that the man was dead, but at any rate he was com­plete­ly un­con­scious. Ross stripped off the man’s cloak, lo­cat­ed his dag­ger, freed it from the belt hook, and snapped it on his own.

			Then inch by inch Ross edged open the door, peer­ing through the crack. As far as he could see, the hall was emp­ty, so he jerked the por­tal open, and dag­ger in hand, sprang out, ready for at­tack. He closed the door, slip­ping the bar back in­to its brack­ets. If the man in­side re­vived and pound­ed for at­ten­tion, his own friends might think it was Ross and de­lay in­ves­ti­gat­ing.

			But the es­cape from the cell was the eas­i­est part of what he planned to do, as Ross well knew. To find Assha and Mac­na in this maze of rooms oc­cu­pied by the en­e­my was far more dif­fi­cult. Al­though he had no idea in which of the vil­lage build­ings they might be con­fined, this one was the largest and seemed to be the head­quar­ters of the chief men, which meant it could al­so serve as their prison.

			Light came from a torch in a brack­et half­way down the hall. The wood burned smok­i­ly, giv­ing off a resinous odor, and to Ross the glow was suf­fi­cient il­lu­mi­na­tion. He slipped along as close to the wall as he could, ready to freeze at the slight­est sound. But this por­tion of the build­ing might well have been de­sert­ed, for he saw or heard no one. He tried the on­ly two doors open­ing out of the hall, but they were se­cured on the oth­er side. Then he came to a bend in the cor­ri­dor, and stopped short, hear­ing a mur­mur of low voic­es.

			If he had used a hunter’s tricks of silent tread and vig­i­lant wari­ness be­fore, Ross was dou­bly on guard now as he wrig­gled to a point from which he could see be­yond that turn. Mere luck pre­vent­ed him from giv­ing him­self away a mo­ment lat­er.

			Assha! Assha, alive, well, ap­par­ent­ly un­der no re­straint, was just turn­ing away from the same qui­et man who had had a part in Ross’s in­ter­ro­ga­tion. That was sure­ly Assha’s brown hair, his slen­der wiry body draped with a Beaker’s kilt. A fa­mil­iar tilt of the head con­vinced Ross, though he could not see the man’s face. The qui­et man went down the hall, leav­ing Assha be­fore a door. As he passed through it Ross sped for­ward and fol­lowed him in­side.

			Assha had crossed the bare room and was stand­ing on a glow­ing plate in the floor. Ross, aroused to des­per­ate ac­tion by some fear he did not un­der­stand, leaped af­ter him. His left hand fell up­on Assha’s shoul­der, turn­ing the man half around as Ross, too, stepped up­on the patch of lu­mi­nes­cence.

			Mur­dock had on­ly an in­stant to re­al­ize that he was star­ing in­to the face of an as­ton­ished stranger. His hand flashed up in an edge­wise blow which caught the oth­er on the side of the throat, and then the world came apart about them. There was a churn­ing, whirling sick­ness which griped and bent Ross al­most dou­ble across the crum­pled body of his vic­tim. He held his head lest it be torn from his shoul­ders by the spin­ning thing which seemed based be­hind his eyes.

			The sick­ness en­dured on­ly for a mo­ment, and some buried part of Ross’s mind ac­cept­ed it as a phe­nom­e­non he had ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore. He came out of it gasp­ing, to fo­cus his at­ten­tion once more on the man at his feet.

			The stranger was still breath­ing. Ross stooped to drag him from the plate and be­gan bind­ing and gag­ging him with lengths torn from his kilt. On­ly when his cap­tive was se­cure did he be­gin look­ing about him cu­ri­ous­ly.

			The room was bare of any fur­nish­ings and now, as he glanced at the floor, Ross saw that the plate had lost its glow. The Beaker trad­er Rossa rubbed sweat­ing palms on his kilt and thought fleet­ing­ly of for­est ghosts and oth­er mys­ter­ies. Not that the traders bowed to those ghosts which were the plague of less­er men and tribes, but any­thing which sud­den­ly ap­peared and then dis­ap­peared with­out any log­i­cal ex­pla­na­tion, need­ed think­ing on. Mur­dock pulled the pris­on­er, who was now re­viv­ing, to the far end of the room and then went back to the plate with the per­sis­tence of a man who re­fused to treat with ghosts and want­ed some­thing con­crete to ex­plain the un­ex­plain­able. Though he rubbed his hands across the smooth sur­face of the plate, it did not light up again.

			His cap­tive hav­ing writhed him­self half out of the cor­ner of the room, Ross de­bat­ed the wis­dom of an­oth­er si­lenc­ing—say a tap on the skull with the heavy hilt of his dag­ger. De­cid­ing against it be­cause he might need a guide, he freed the vic­tim’s an­kle bonds and pulled him to his feet, hold­ing the dag­ger ready where the man could see it. Were there any more sur­pris­es to be en­coun­tered in this place, Assha’s dou­ble would test them first.

			The door did not lead to the same cor­ri­dor, or even the same kind of cor­ri­dor Ross had passed through mo­ments ear­li­er. In­stead they en­tered a short pas­sage with walls of some smooth stuff which had al­most the sheen of pol­ished met­al and were sleek and cold to the touch. In fact, the whole place was chill, chill as riv­er wa­ter in the spring.

			Still herd­ing the pris­on­er be­fore him, Ross came to the near­est door and looked with­in, to be faced by in­com­pre­hen­si­ble frames of met­al rods and box­es. Rossa of the traders mar­veled and stared, but again, he re­al­ized that what he saw was not al­to­geth­er strange. Part of one wall was a board on which small lights flashed and died, to flash again in winks of bright col­or. A mys­te­ri­ous ob­ject made of wire and disks hung across the back of a chair stand­ing near­by.

			The bound man lurched for the chair and fell, rolling to­ward the wall. Ross pushed him on un­til he was hid­den be­hind one of the met­al box­es. Then he made the rounds of the room, touch­ing noth­ing, but study­ing what he could not un­der­stand. Puffs of warm air came in through grills near the floor, but the room had the same gen­er­al chill as the hall out­side.

			Mean­while the lights on the board had be­come more ac­tive, flash­ing on and off in com­plex pat­terns. Ross now heard a buzzing, as if a swarm of an­gry in­sects were gath­ered for an at­tack. Crouch­ing be­side his cap­tive, Ross watched the lights, try­ing to dis­cov­er the source of the sound.

			The buzz grew shriller, al­most de­mand­ing. Ross heard the tramp of heavy foot­gear in the cor­ri­dor, and a man en­tered the room, cross­ing pur­pose­ful­ly to the chair. He sat down and drew the wire-and-disk frame over his head. His hands moved un­der the lights, but Ross could not guess what he was do­ing.

			The cap­tive at Mur­dock’s side tried to stir, but Ross’s hand pinned him qui­et. The shrill noise which had orig­i­nal­ly sum­moned the man at the lights was in­ter­rupt­ed by a sharp pat­tern of long-and-short sounds, and his hands flew even more quick­ly while Ross took in ev­ery de­tail of the oth­er’s cloth­ing and equip­ment. He was nei­ther a shag­gy tribesman nor a trad­er. He wore a dull-green out­er gar­ment cut in one piece to cov­er his arms and legs as well as his body, and his hair was so short that his round skull might have been shaven. Ross rubbed the back of his wrist across his eyes, ex­pe­ri­enc­ing again that dim oth­er mem­o­ry. Odd as this man looked, Mur­dock had seen his like be­fore some­where, yet the back­ground had not been Gur­di’s post on the south­ern riv­er. Where and when had he, Rossa, ev­er been with such strange be­ings? And why could he not re­mem­ber it all more clear­ly?

			Boots sound­ed once more in the hall, and an­oth­er fig­ure strode in. This one wore furs, but he, too, was no woods hunter, Ross re­al­ized as he stud­ied the new­com­er in de­tail. The loose over­shirt of thick fur with its hood thrown back, the high boots, and all the rest were not of any prim­i­tive fash­ion­ing. And the man had four eyes! One pair were placed nor­mal­ly on ei­ther side of his nose, and the oth­er two, black-rimmed and murky, were set above on his fore­head.

			The fur-clad man tapped the one seat­ed at the board. He freed his head par­tial­ly from the wire cage so that they could talk to­geth­er in a strange lan­guage while lights con­tin­ued to flash and the buzzing died away. Ross’s cap­tive wrig­gled with re­newed vig­or and at last thrashed free a foot to kick at one of the met­al in­stal­la­tions. The re­sult­ing clang brought both men around. The one at the board tore his head cage off as he jumped to his feet, while the oth­er brought out a gun.

			Gun? One lit­tle frac­tion of Ross’s mind won­dered at his recog­ni­tion of that black thing and of the dan­ger it promised, even as he pre­pared for bat­tle. He pushed his cap­tive across the path of the man in fur and threw him­self in the oth­er di­rec­tion. There was a blast to make a tor­ment in his head as he hurled to­ward the door.

			So in­tent was Ross up­on es­cape that he did not glance be­hind but skid­ded out on his hands and knees, thus for­tu­nate­ly pre­sent­ing a poor tar­get to the third man com­ing down the hall. Ross’s shoul­der hit the new­com­er at thigh lev­el, and they tan­gled in a strug­gling mass which saved Ross’s life as the oth­ers burst out be­hind them.

			Ross fought grim­ly, his hands and feet mov­ing in blows he was not con­scious of plan­ning. His op­po­nent was no easy match and at last Ross was flat­tened, in spite of his des­per­ate ef­forts. He was whirled over, his arms jerked be­hind him, and cold met­al rings snapped about his wrists. Then he was rolled back, to lie blink­ing up at his en­e­mies.

			All three men gath­ered over him, bark­ing ques­tions which he could not un­der­stand. One of them dis­ap­peared and re­turned with Ross’s for­mer cap­tive, his mouth a straight line and a light in his eyes Ross un­der­stood far bet­ter than words.

			“You are the trad­er pris­on­er?” The man who looked like Assha leaned over Mur­dock, patch­es of red on his tanned skin where the gag and wrist bonds had been.

			“I am Rossa, son of Gur­di, of the traders,” Ross re­turned, meet­ing what he read in the oth­er’s ex­pres­sion with a ready de­fi­ance. “I was a pris­on­er, yes. But you did not keep me one for long then, nor shall you now.”

			The man’s thin up­per lip lift­ed. “You have done your­self ill, my young friend. We have a bet­ter prison here for you, one from which you shall not es­cape.”

			He spoke to the oth­er men, and there was the ring of an or­der in his voice. They pulled Ross to his feet, push­ing him ahead of them. Dur­ing the short march Ross used his eyes, notic­ing things he could not iden­ti­fy in the rooms through which they passed. Men called ques­tions and at last they paused long enough, Ross firm­ly in the hold of the fur-clad guard, for the oth­er two to put on sim­i­lar gar­ments.

			Ross had lost his cloak in the fight, but no fur shirt was giv­en him. He shiv­ered more and more as the chill which clung to that war­ren of rooms and halls bit in­to his half-clad body. He was cer­tain of on­ly one thing about this place; he could not pos­si­bly be in the crude build­ings of the val­ley vil­lage. How­ev­er, he was un­able to guess where he was and how he had come there.

			Fi­nal­ly, they went down a nar­row room filled with bulky met­al ob­jects of bright scar­let or vi­o­let that gleamed weird­ly and were equipped with rods along which all the col­ors of the rain­bow ringed. Here was a round door, and when one of the guards used both hands to tug it open, the cold that swept in at them was a frigid breath that burned as it touched bare skin.

		
	
		
			XI

			It took Ross a while to learn that the dirty-white walls of this tun­nel which were al­most en­tire­ly opaque, with dark ob­jects show­ing dim­ly through them here and there, were of sol­id ice. A black wire was hooked over­head and at reg­u­lar in­ter­vals hung with lights which did noth­ing to break the sen­sa­tion of glacial cold about them.

			Ross shud­dered. Ev­ery breath he drew stung in his lungs; his bare shoul­ders and arms and the ex­posed sec­tion of thigh be­tween kilt and boot were numb. He could on­ly move on stiffly, pushed ahead by his guards when he fal­tered. He guessed that were he to lose his foot­ing here and sur­ren­der to the cold, he would for­feit the bat­tle en­tire­ly and with it his life.

			He had no way of mea­sur­ing the length of the bor­ing through the sol­id ice, but they were at last front­ed by an­oth­er open­ing, a ragged one which might have been hacked with an ax. They emerged from it in­to the wildest scene Ross had ev­er seen. Of course, he was fa­mil­iar with ice and snow, but here was a world sur­ren­dered com­plete­ly to the bru­tal force of win­ter in a strange, ab­nor­mal way. It was a still, dead white-gray world in which noth­ing moved save the wind which curled the drifts.

			His guards cov­ered their eyes with the murky lens­es they had worn pushed up on their fore­heads with­in the shel­ter, for above them sun­light daz­zled on the ice crest. Ross, his eyes smart­ing, kept his gaze cen­tered on his feet. He was giv­en no time to look about. A rope was pro­duced, a loop of it flipped in a noose about his throat, and he was towed along like a leashed dog. Be­fore them was a path worn in the snow, not on­ly by the pass­ing of boot­ed feet, but with more deeply scored marks as if heavy ob­jects had been sled­ded there. Ross slipped and stum­bled in the ruts, fear­ing to fall lest he be dragged. The numb­ness of his body reached in­to his head. He was dizzy, the world about him mist­ing over now and again with a haze which arose from the long stretch­es of un­bro­ken snow fields.

			Trip­ping in a rut, he went down up­on one knee, his flesh too numbed now to feel the ad­di­tion­al cold of the snow, snow so hard that its crust de­liv­ered a knife’s cut. Un­emo­tion­al­ly, he watched a thin line of red trick­le in a slug­gish drop or two down the blue skin of his leg. The rope jerked him for­ward, and Ross scram­bled awk­ward­ly un­til one of his cap­tors hooked a fur mit­ten in his belt and heaved him to his feet once more.

			The pur­pose of that trek through the snow was ob­scure to Ross. In fact, he no longer cared, save that a hard rebel core deep in­side him would not let him give up as long as his legs could move and he had a scrap of con­scious will left in him. It was more dif­fi­cult to walk now. He skid­ded and went down twice more. Then, the last time he slipped, he sled­ded past the man who led him, slid­ing down the slope of a glass-slick slope. He lay at the foot, un­able to get up. Through the haze and dead­en­ing blan­ket of the cold he knew that he was be­ing pulled about, shak­en, gen­er­al­ly mis­han­dled; but this time he could not re­spond. Some­one snapped open the rings about his wrists.

			There was a call, echo­ing eeri­ly across the ice. The fum­bling about his body changed to a tug­ging and once more he was sent rolling down the slope. But the rope was now gone from his throat, and his arms were free. This time when he brought up hard against an ob­struc­tion he was not fol­lowed.

			Ross’s con­scious mind—that por­tion of him that was Rossa, the trad­er—was con­tent to lie there, to yield to the lethar­gy born of the frigid world about him. But the sub­con­scious Ross Mur­dock of the Project prod­ded at him. He had al­ways had a cer­tain cold ha­tred which could crys­tal­ize and be­come a spur. Once it had been ha­tred of cir­cum­stances and au­thor­i­ty; now it be­came ha­tred for those who had led him in­to this wilder­ness with the pur­pose, as he knew now, of leav­ing him to freeze and die.

			Ross pulled his hands un­der him. Though there was no feel­ing in them, they obeyed his will clum­si­ly. He lev­ered him­self up and looked around. He lay in a nar­row crevice­like cut, part­ly walled in by earth so frozen as to re­sem­ble steel. Crust­ed over it in long streaks from above were tongues of ice. To re­main here was to serve his cap­tors’ pur­pose.

			Ross inched his way to his feet. This open­ing, which was in­tend­ed as his grave, was not so deep as the men had thought it in their hur­ry to be rid of him. He be­lieved that he could climb out if he could make his body an­swer to his de­ter­mi­na­tion.

			Some­how Ross made that supreme ef­fort and came again to the rut­ted path from which they had tum­bled him. Even if he could, there was no sense in go­ing along that rut­ted trail, for it led back to the ice-en­cased build­ing from which he had been brought. They had thrust him out to die; they would not take him in.

			But a road so well marked must have some goal, and in hopes that he might find shel­ter at the oth­er end, Ross turned to the left. The trace con­tin­ued down the slope. Now the tow­er­ing walls of ice and snow were bro­ken by rocky teeth as if they had bit­ten deep up­on this land, on­ly to be gnawed in re­turn. Round­ing one of those rock fangs, Ross looked at a stretch of lev­el ground. Snow lay here, but the beat­en-down trail led straight through it to the round­ed side of a huge globe half buried in the ground, a globe of dark ma­te­ri­al which could on­ly be man-made.

			Ross was past cau­tion. He must get to warmth and shel­ter or he was done for, and he knew it. Wa­ver­ing and weav­ing, he went on, his at­ten­tion fixed on the door ahead—a closed oval door. With a sob of ex­haust­ed ef­fort, Ross threw him­self against it. The bar­ri­er gave, let­ting him fall for­ward in­to a queer glim­mer­ing ra­di­ance of bluish light.

			The light rous­ing him be­cause it promised more, he crawled on past an­oth­er door which was flat­tened back against the in­ner wall. It was like mak­ing one’s way down a tube. Ross paused, press­ing his life­less hands against his bare chest un­der the edge of his tu­nic, sud­den­ly re­al­iz­ing that there was warmth here. His breath did not puff out in frosty stream­ers be­fore him, nor did the air sear his lungs when he ven­tured to draw in more than shal­low gulps.

			With that re­al­iza­tion a mea­sure of an­i­mal cau­tion re­turned to him. To re­main where he was, just in­side the en­trance, was to court dis­as­ter. He must find a hid­ing place be­fore he col­lapsed, for he sensed he was very near the end of his abil­i­ty to strug­gle. Hope had giv­en him a flash of false strength, the im­pe­tus to move, and he must make the most of that gift.

			His path end­ed at a wide lad­der, coil­ing in slow curves in­to gloom be­low and shad­ows above. He sensed that he was in a build­ing of some size. He was afraid to go down, for even look­ing in that di­rec­tion al­most fin­ished his sense of bal­ance, so he climbed up.

			Step by step, Ross made that painful jour­ney, pass­ing lev­els from which three or four hall­ways ran out like the radii of a spi­der’s web. He was close to the end of his en­durance when he heard a sound, echoed, mag­ni­fied, from be­low. It was some­one mov­ing. He dragged his body in­to the fourth lev­el where the light was very faint, hop­ing to crawl far enough in­to one of the pas­sages to re­main un­seen from the stair. But he had gone on­ly part-way down his cho­sen road when he col­lapsed, pant­ing, and fell back against the wall. His hands pawed vain­ly against that sleek sur­face. He was fall­ing through it!

			Ross had a sec­ond, per­haps two, of stu­pe­fied won­der. Ly­ing on a soft sur­face, he was en­fold­ed by a warmth which eased his bruised and frozen body. There was a sharp prick in his thigh, an­oth­er in his arm, and the world was a hazy dream un­til he fi­nal­ly slept in the depths of ex­haus­tion.

			There were dreams, de­tailed ones, and Ross stirred un­easi­ly as his sleep thinned to wak­ing. He lay with his eyes closed, fit­ting to­geth­er odd bits of—dreams? No, he was cer­tain that they were mem­o­ries. Rossa of the Beaker traders and Ross Mur­dock of the project were again fused in­to one and the same per­son. How it had hap­pened he did not know, but it was true.

			Open­ing his eyes, he no­ticed a curved ceil­ing of soft blue which mist­ed at the edges in­to gray. The rest­ful col­or act­ed on his trou­bled, wak­ing mind like a sooth­ing word. For the first time since he had been struck down in the night his headache was gone. He raised his hand to ex­plore that old hurt near his hair­line that had been so ten­der on­ly yes­ter­day that it could not bear pres­sure. There re­mained on­ly a thin, rough line like a long-healed scar, that was all.

			Ross lift­ed his head to look about him. His body lay sup­port­ed in a cradle­like ar­range­ment of met­al, al­most en­tire­ly im­mersed in a red gelati­nous sub­stance with a clean, aro­mat­ic odor. Just as he was no longer cold, nei­ther was he hun­gry. He felt as fit as he ev­er had in his life. Sit­ting up in the cra­dle, he stroked the jel­ly away from his shoul­ders and chest. It fell from him clean­ly, leav­ing no trace of grease or damp­ness on his skin.

			There were oth­er fix­tures in the small cylin­der­like cham­ber be­sides that odd bed in which he had lain. Two buck­et-shaped seats were placed at the nar­row fore part of the room and be­fore those seats was a sys­tem of con­trols he could not com­pre­hend.

			As Ross swung his feet to the floor there was a click from the side which brought him around, ready for trou­ble. But the noise had been caused by the open­ing of a door in­to a small cup­board. In­side the cup­board lay a fat pack­age. Ob­vi­ous­ly this was an in­vi­ta­tion to in­ves­ti­gate the of­fer­ing.

			The pack­age con­tained a much fold­ed ar­ti­cle of fab­ric, com­pressed and sealed in a trans­par­ent bag which he fum­bled twice be­fore he suc­ceed­ed in re­leas­ing its fas­ten­ing. Ross shook out a gar­ment of ma­te­ri­al such as he had nev­er seen be­fore. Its sheen and satin-smooth sur­face sug­gest­ed met­al, but its stuff was as sup­ple as fine silk. Col­or rip­pled across it with ev­ery twist and turn he gave to the length—dark blue fad­ing to pale vi­o­let, ac­cent­ed with wa­ver­ing streaks of vivid and star­tling green.

			Ross ex­per­i­ment­ed with a row of small, bril­liant-green studs which made a trans­verse line from the right shoul­der to the left hip, and they came apart. As he climbed in­to the suit the stuff mod­eled to his body in a tight but per­fect fit. Across the shoul­ders were bands of green to match the studs, and the stock­ing­like tights were soled with a thick sub­stance which formed a cush­ion for his feet.

			He pressed the studs to­geth­er, felt them lock, and then stood smooth­ing that strange, beau­ti­ful fab­ric, un­able to ac­count for ei­ther it or his sur­round­ings. His head was clear; he could re­mem­ber ev­ery de­tail of his flight up to the time he had fall­en through the wall. And he was cer­tain that he had passed through not on­ly one, but two, of the Red time posts. Could this be the third? If so, was he still a cap­tive? Why would they leave him to freeze in the open coun­try one mo­ment and then treat him this way lat­er?

			He could not con­nect the ice-en­cased build­ing from which the Reds had tak­en him with this one. At the sound of an­oth­er soft noise Ross glanced over his shoul­der just in time to see the cra­dle of jel­ly, from which he had emerged, close in up­on it­self un­til its bulk was a third of its for­mer size. Com­pact as a box, it fold­ed up against the wall.

			Ross, his cush­ioned feet mak­ing no sound, ad­vanced to the buck­et-chairs. But low­er­ing his body in­to one of them for a bet­ter look at what vague­ly re­sem­bled the con­trol of a he­li­copter—like the one in which he had tak­en the first stage of his fan­tas­tic jour­ney across space and time—he did not find it com­fort­able. He re­al­ized that it had not been con­struct­ed to ac­com­mo­date a body shaped pre­cise­ly like his own.

			A body like his own … That jel­ly bath or bed or what­ev­er it was … The cloth­ing which adapt­ed so skill­ful­ly to his mea­sure­ments …

			Ross leaned for­ward to study the de­vices on the con­trol board, con­firm­ing his sus­pi­cions. He had made the fi­nal jump of them all! He was now in some build­ing of that alien race up­on whose ex­is­tence Mil­laird and Kel­gar­ries had staked the en­tire project. This was the source, or one of the sources, from which the Reds were get­ting the knowl­edge which fit­ted no mod­ern pat­tern.

			A world en­cased in ice and a build­ing with strange ma­chin­ery. This thing—a cylin­der with a pi­lot’s seat and a set of con­trols. Was it an alien place? But the jel­ly bath—and the rest of it … Had his pres­ence ac­ti­vat­ed that cup­board to sup­ply him with cloth­ing? And what had be­come of the tu­nic he was wear­ing when he en­tered?

			Ross got up to search the cham­ber. The bed-bath was fold­ed against the wall, but there was no sign of his Beaker cloth­ing, his belt, the hide boots. He could not un­der­stand his own state of well be­ing, the lack of hunger and thirst.

			There were two pos­si­ble ex­pla­na­tions for it all. One was that the aliens still lived here and for some rea­son had come to his aid. The oth­er was that he stood in a place where ro­bot ma­chin­ery worked, though those who had set it up were no longer there. It was dif­fi­cult to sep­a­rate his mem­o­ry of the half-buried globe he had seen from his sick­ness of that mo­ment. Yet he knew that he had climbed and crawled through empti­ness, nei­ther see­ing nor hear­ing any oth­er life. Now Ross rest­less­ly paced up and down, seek­ing the door through which he must have come, but there was not even a line to be­tray such an open­ing.

			“I want out,” he said aloud, stand­ing in the cen­ter of the cramped room, his fists plant­ed on his hips, his eyes still search­ing for the van­ished door. He had tapped, he had pushed, he had tried ev­ery pos­si­ble way to find it. If he could on­ly re­mem­ber how he had come in! But all he could re­call was lean­ing against a wall which moved in­ward and al­lowed him to fall. But where had he fall­en? In­to that jel­ly bath?

			Ross, stung by a sud­den idea, glanced at the ceil­ing. It was low enough so that by stand­ing on tip­toes he could drum his fin­gers on its sur­face. Now he moved to the place di­rect­ly above where the cra­dle had swung be­fore it had fold­ed it­self away.

			Rap­ping and pok­ing, his ef­forts were re­ward­ed at last. The blue curve gave un­der his as­sault. He pushed now, ris­ing on his toes, though in that po­si­tion he could ex­ert lit­tle pres­sure. Then as if some faulty catch had been re­leased, the ceil­ing swung up so that he lost his foot­ing and would have fall­en had he not caught the back of one of the buck­et-seats.

			He jumped and by hook­ing his hands over the edge of the open­ing, was able to work his way up and out, to face a small line of light. His fin­gers worked at that, and he opened a sec­ond door, en­ter­ing a fa­mil­iar cor­ri­dor.

			Hold­ing the door open, Ross looked back, his eyes widen­ing at what he saw. For it was plain now that he had just climbed out of a ma­chine with the un­mis­tak­able out­line of a snub-nosed rock­et. The small fly­er—or a jet, or what­ev­er it was—had been fit­ted in­to a pock­et in the side of the big struc­ture as a ship in­to a berth, and it must have been set there to shoot from that en­clos­ing cham­ber as a bul­let is shot from a ri­fle bar­rel. But why?

			Ross’s imag­i­na­tion jumped from fact to the­o­ry. The tor­pe­do craft could be an atom­ic jet. All right, he had been in bad shape when he fell in­to it by chance and the bed ma­chine had caught him as if it had been cre­at­ed for just such a du­ty. What kind of a small plane would be equipped with a restora­tive ap­pa­ra­tus? On­ly one in­tend­ed to han­dle emer­gen­cies, to trans­port bad­ly in­jured liv­ing things who had to leave the build­ing in a hur­ry.

			In oth­er words, a lifeboat!

			But why would a build­ing need a lifeboat? That would be rather stan­dard equip­ment for a ship. Ross stepped in­to the cor­ri­dor and stared about him with open and in­cred­u­lous won­der. Could this be some form of ship, ground­ed here, de­sert­ed and derelict, and now be­ing plun­dered by the Reds? The facts fit­ted! They fit­ted so well with all he had been able to dis­cov­er that Ross was sure it was true. But he de­ter­mined to prove it be­yond all doubt.

			He closed the door lead­ing to the lifeboat berth, but not so se­cure­ly that he could not open it again. That was too good a hid­ing place. On his cush­ioned feet he padded back to the stair­way, and he stood there lis­ten­ing. Far be­low were sounds, a rasp of met­al against met­al, a low mur­mur of mut­ed voic­es. But from above there was noth­ing, so he would ex­plore above be­fore he ven­tured in­to that oth­er dan­ger zone.

			Ross climbed, pass­ing two more lev­els, to come out in­to a vast room with a curv­ing roof which must fill the whole crown of the globe. Here was such a wealth of ma­chines, con­trols, things he could not un­der­stand that he stood be­wil­dered, con­tent for the mo­ment mere­ly to look. There were—he count­ed slow­ly—five con­trol boards like those he had seen in the small es­cape ship. Each of these was faced by two or three of the buck­et-seats, on­ly these swung in web­bing. He put his hand on one, and it bobbed elas­ti­cal­ly.

			The con­trol boards were so com­pli­cat­ed that the one in the lifeboat might have been a child’s toy in com­par­i­son. The air in the ship had been good; in the lifeboat it had held the pleas­ant odor of the jel­ly; but here Ross sniffed a faint but per­sis­tent hint of cor­rup­tion, of an old mal­odor.

			He left the van­tage point by the stairs and paced be­tween the con­trol boards and their emp­ty swing­ing seats. This was the main con­trol room, of that he was cer­tain. From this point all the vast bulk be­neath him had been set in mo­tion, sailed here and there. Had it been on the sea, or through the air? The globe shape sug­gest­ed an air­borne craft. But a civ­i­liza­tion so ad­vanced as this would sure­ly have left some re­mains. Ross was will­ing to be­lieve that he could be much far­ther back in time than 2000 BC, but he was still sure that traces of those who could build a thing like this would have ex­ist­ed in the twen­ti­eth cen­tu­ry AD

			Maybe that was how the Reds had found this. Some­thing they had turned up with­in their coun­try—say, in Siberia, or some of the for­got­ten cor­ners of Asia—had been a clue.

			Hav­ing had lit­tle school­ing oth­er than the in­ten­sive cram­ming at the base and his own in­for­mal ed­u­ca­tion, the idea of the race who had cre­at­ed this ship over­awed Ross more than he would ad­mit. If the project could find this, turn loose on it the guys who knew about such things … But that was just what they were striv­ing for, and he was the on­ly project man to have found the prize. Some­how, some­way, he had to get back—out of this half-buried ship and its ice­bound world—back to where he could find his own peo­ple. Per­haps the job was im­pos­si­ble, but he had to try. His sur­vival was con­sid­ered im­pos­si­ble by the men who had thrown him in­to the crevice, but here he was. Thanks to the men who had built this ship, he was alive and well.

			Ross sat down in one of the un­com­fort­able seats to think and thus avoid­ed im­me­di­ate dis­as­ter, for he was hid­den from the stairs on which sound­ed the tap of boots. A climber, maybe two, were on their way up, and there was no oth­er ex­it from the con­trol cab­in.

		
	
		
			XII

			Ross dropped from the web-slung chair to the floor and made him­self as small as pos­si­ble un­der the plat­form at the front of the cab­in. Here, where there was a small­er con­trol board and two seats placed close­ly to­geth­er, the odd, un­pleas­ant odor clung and be­came stronger to Ross’s sens­es as he wait­ed tense­ly for the climbers to ap­pear. Though he had searched, there was noth­ing in sight even faint­ly re­sem­bling a weapon. In a last des­per­ate bid for free­dom he crept back to the stair­well.

			He had been taught a blow dur­ing his train­ing pe­ri­od, one which re­quired a pre­cise de­liv­ery and, he had been warned, was of­ten fa­tal. He would use it now. The climber was very close. A cropped head arose through the floor open­ing, and Ross struck, know­ing as his hand chopped against the folds of a fur hood that he had failed.

			But the im­pe­tus of that un­ex­pect­ed blow saved him af­ter all. With a choked cry the man dis­ap­peared, crash­ing down up­on the one fol­low­ing him. A scream and shouts were heard from be­low, and a shot ripped up the well as Ross scram­bled away from it. He might have de­layed the fi­nal bat­tle, but they had him cor­nered. He faced that fact bleak­ly. They need on­ly sit be­low and let na­ture take its course. His ses­sion in the lifeboat had re­stored his strength, but a man could not live for­ev­er with­out food and wa­ter.

			How­ev­er, he had bought him­self per­haps a yard of time which must be put to work. Turn­ing to ex­am­ine the seats, Ross dis­cov­ered that they could be un­hooked from their web­bing swings. Free­ing all of them, he dragged their weight to the stair­well and jammed them to­geth­er to make a bar­ri­cade. It could not hold long against any de­ter­mined push from be­low, but, he hoped, it would de­flect bul­lets if some sharp­shoot­er tried to wing him by ric­o­chet. Ev­ery so of­ten there was the crash of a shot and some shout­ing, but Ross was not go­ing to be drawn out of cov­er by that.

			He paced around the con­trol cab­in, still hunt­ing for a weapon. The sym­bols on the levers and but­tons were mean­ing­less to him. They made him feel frus­trat­ed be­cause he imag­ined that among that count­less ar­ray were some that might help him out of the trap if he could on­ly guess their use.

			Once more he stood by the plat­form think­ing. This was the point from which the ship had been sailed—in the air or on some now frozen sea. These con­trol boards must have giv­en the ship’s mas­ter the means not on­ly of pro­pel­ling the vast bulk, but of un­load­ing and load­ing car­go, light­ing, heat­ing, ven­ti­la­tion, and per­haps de­fense! Of course, ev­ery con­trol might be dead now, but he re­mem­bered that in the lifeboat the ma­chines had worked suc­cess­ful­ly, ful­filled ex­pert­ly the du­ty for which they had been con­struct­ed.

			The on­ly step re­main­ing was to try his luck. Hav­ing made his de­ci­sion, Ross sim­ply shut his eyes as he had in a very short and al­most for­got­ten child­hood, turned around three times, and point­ed. Then he looked to see where luck had di­rect­ed him.

			His fin­ger in­di­cat­ed a board be­fore which there had been three seats, and he crossed to it slow­ly, with a sense that once he touched the con­trols he might in­au­gu­rate a chain of events he could not stop. The crash of a shot un­der­lined the fact that he had no oth­er re­course.

			Since the sym­bols meant noth­ing, Ross con­cen­trat­ed on the shapes of the var­i­ous de­vices and chose one which vague­ly re­sem­bled the type of light switch he had al­ways known. Since it was up, he pressed it down, count­ing to twen­ty slow­ly as he wait­ed for a re­ac­tion. Be­low the switch was an oval but­ton marked with two wig­gles and a dou­ble dot in red. Ross snapped it lev­el with the pan­el, and when it did not snap back, he felt some­how en­cour­aged. When the two levers flank­ing that but­ton did not push in or move up and down, Ross pulled them out with­out even wait­ing to count off.

			This time he had re­sults! A crack­ling of noise with a singsong rhythm, the vol­ume of which, low at first, arose to a drone filled the cab­in. Ross, deaf­ened by the din, twist­ed first one lever and then the oth­er un­til he had brought the sound to a less pierc­ing howl. But he need­ed ac­tion, not just noise; he moved from be­hind the first chair to the next one. Here were five oval but­tons, marked in the same vivid green as that which trimmed his cloth­ing—two wig­gles, a dot, a dou­ble bar, a pair of en­twined cir­cles, and a cross­hatch.

			Why make a choice? Reck­less­ness bub­bled to the sur­face, and Ross pushed all the but­tons in rapid suc­ces­sion. The re­sults were, in a mea­sure, spec­tac­u­lar. Out of the top of the con­trol board rose a tri­an­gle of screen which stead­ied and stood firm while across it played a rip­pling wave of col­or. Mean­while the singsong be­came an an­gry squawk­ing as if in protest.

			Well, he had some­thing, even if he didn’t know what it was! And he had al­so proved that the ship was alive. How­ev­er, Ross want­ed more than a squawk of ex­as­per­a­tion, which was ex­act­ly what the noise had be­come. It al­most sound­ed, Ross de­cid­ed as he lis­tened, as if he were be­ing ex­pert­ly chewed out in an­oth­er lan­guage. Yes, he want­ed more than a se­ries of squawks and a fan­ci­ful dis­play of light waves on a screen.

			At the sec­tion of board be­fore the third and last seat there was less choice—on­ly two switch­es. As Ross flicked up the first the pat­tern on the screen dwin­dled in­to a brown col­or shot with cream in which there was a sug­ges­tion of a pic­ture. Sup­pose one didn’t put the switch all the way up? Ross ex­am­ined the slot in which the bar moved and now not­ed a se­ries of tiny point marks along it. Se­lec­tive? It would not do any harm to see. First he hur­ried back to the cork of chairs he had jammed in­to the stair­well. The squawks were now com­ing on­ly at in­ter­vals, and Ross could hear noth­ing to sug­gest that his bar­ri­er was be­ing forced.

			He re­turned to the lever and moved it back two notch­es, stand­ing open-mouthed at the im­me­di­ate re­sult. The cream-and-brown streaks were mak­ing a pic­ture! Mov­ing an­oth­er notch down caused the pic­ture to skit­ter back and forth on the screen. With mem­o­ries of TV tun­ing to guide him, Ross brought the oth­er lever down to a match­ing po­si­tion, and the dim and shad­owy im­ages leaped in­to clear and com­plete fo­cus. But the col­or was still brown, not the black and white he had ex­pect­ed.

			On­ly, he was al­so look­ing in­to a face! Ross swal­lowed, his hand grasp­ing one of the strings of chair web­bing for sup­port. Per­haps be­cause in some ways it did re­sem­ble his own, that face was more pre­pos­ter­ous­ly non­hu­man. The vis­age on the screen was sharply tri­an­gu­lar with a small, sharply point­ed chin and a jaw line run­ning at an an­gle from a broad up­per face. The skin was dark, cov­ered large­ly with a soft and silky down, out of which hooked a curved and shin­ing nose set be­tween two large round eyes. On top of that as­ton­ish­ing head the down rose to a peak not un­like a cock­a­too’s crest. Yet there was no mis­tak­ing the in­tel­li­gence in those eyes, nor the oth­er’s amaze­ment at sight of Ross. They might have been star­ing at each oth­er through a win­dow.

			Squawk … squeek … squawk … The crea­ture in the mir­ror—on the vi­sion plate—or out­side the win­dow—moved its ab­surd­ly small mouth in time to those sounds. Ross swal­lowed again and au­to­mat­i­cal­ly made an­swer.

			“Hel­lo.” His voice was a weak whis­tle, and per­haps it did not reach the fur­ry-faced one, for he con­tin­ued his ques­tions if ques­tions they were. Mean­while Ross, over his first stu­pe­fac­tion, tried to see some­thing of the crea­ture’s back­ground. Though the ob­jects were slight­ly out of fo­cus, he was sure he rec­og­nized fit­tings sim­i­lar to those about him. He must be in com­mu­ni­ca­tion with an­oth­er ship of the same type and one which was not de­sert­ed!

			Fur­ry-face had turned his head away to squawk rapid­ly over his shoul­der, a shoul­der which was crossed by a belt or sash with an elab­o­rate pat­tern. Then he got up from his seat and stood aside to make room for the one he had sum­moned.

			If Fur­ry-face had been a star­tling sur­prise, Ross was now to have an­oth­er. The man who now faced him on the screen was to­tal­ly dif­fer­ent. His skin reg­is­tered as pale—cream-col­ored—and his face was far more hu­man in shape, though it was hair­less as was the smooth dome of his skull. When one be­came ac­cus­tomed to that egg slick­ness, the stranger was not bad-look­ing, and he was wear­ing a suit which matched the one Ross had tak­en from the lifeboat.

			This one did not at­tempt to say any­thing. In­stead, he stared at Ross long and mea­sur­ing­ly, his eyes grow­ing cold­er and less friend­ly with ev­ery sec­ond of that ex­am­i­na­tion. Ross had re­sent­ed Kel­gar­ries back at the project, but the ma­jor could not match Baldy for the sheer weight of un­pleas­ant warn­ing he could pack in­to a look. Ross might have been star­tled by Fur­ry-face, but now his stub­born streak arose to meet this im­plied chal­lenge. He found him­self breath­ing hard and glar­ing back with an in­ten­si­ty which he hoped would get across and prove to Baldy that he would not have ev­ery­thing his own way if he pro­posed to tan­gle with Ross.

			His pre­oc­cu­pa­tion with the stranger on the screen be­trayed Ross in­to the hands of those from be­low. He heard their at­tack on the bar­ri­cade too late. By the time he turned around, the cork of seats was heaved up and a gun was point­ing at his mid­dle. His hands went up in small re­luc­tant jerks as that threat held him where he was. Two of the fur-clad Reds climbed in­to the con­trol cham­ber.

			Ross rec­og­nized the lead­er as Ashe’s dou­ble, the man he had fol­lowed across time. He blinked for just an in­stant as he faced Ross and then shout­ed an or­der at his com­pan­ion. The oth­er spun Mur­dock around, bring­ing his hands down be­hind him to clamp his wrists to­geth­er. Once again Ross front­ed the screen and saw Baldy watch­ing the whole scene with an ex­pres­sion sug­gest­ing that he had been shocked out of his com­pla­cent su­pe­ri­or­i­ty.

			“Ah …” Ross’s cap­tors were star­ing at the screen and the un­earth­ly man there. Then one flung him­self at the con­trol pan­el and his hands whipped back and forth, restor­ing to ut­ter si­lence both screen and room.

			“What are you?” The man who might have been Ashe spoke slow­ly in the Beaker tongue, drilling Ross with his stare as if by the force of his will alone he could pull the truth out of his pris­on­er.

			“What do you think I am?” Ross coun­tered. He was wear­ing the uni­form of Baldy, and he had clear­ly es­tab­lished con­tact with the time own­ers of this ship. Let that wor­ry the Red!

			But they did not try to an­swer him. At a sig­nal he was led to the stair. To de­scend that lad­der with his hands be­hind him was al­most im­pos­si­ble, and they had to pause at the next lev­el to un­clasp the hand­cuffs and let him go free. Keep­ing a gun on him care­ful­ly, they hur­ried along, try­ing to push the pace while Ross de­layed all he could. He re­al­ized that in his recog­ni­tion of the pow­er of the gun back in the con­trol cham­ber, his sur­ren­der to its threat, he had be­trayed his re­al ori­gin. So he must con­tin­ue to con­fuse the trail to the project in ev­ery pos­si­ble way left to him. He was sure that this time they would not leave him in the first con­ve­nient crevice.

			He knew he was right when they cov­ered him with a fur par­ka at the en­trance to the ship, once more man­a­cling his hands and drop­ping a noose leash on him.

			So, they were tak­ing him back to their post here. Well, in the post was the time trans­porter which could re­turn him to his own kind. It would be, it must be pos­si­ble to get to that! He gave his cap­tors no more trou­ble but trudged, out­ward­ly dispir­it­ed, along the rut­ted way through the snow up the slope and out of the val­ley.

			He did man­age to catch a good look at the globe-ship. More than half of it, he judged, was be­low the sur­face of the ground. To be so buried it must ei­ther have lain there a long time or, if it were an air ves­sel, crashed hard enough to dig it­self that par­tial grave. Yet Ross had es­tab­lished con­tact with an­oth­er ship like it, and nei­ther of the crea­tures he had seen were hu­man, at least not hu­man in any way he knew.

			Ross chewed on that as he walked. He be­lieved that those with him were loot­ing the ship of its car­go, and by its size, that car­go must be a large one. But car­go from where? Made by what hands, what kind of hands? En­route to what port? And how had the Reds lo­cat­ed the ship in the first place? There were plen­ty of ques­tions and very few an­swers. Ross clung to the hope that some­how he had en­dan­gered the Reds’ job here by ac­ti­vat­ing the com­mu­ni­ca­tion sys­tem of the derelict and call­ing the at­ten­tion of its prob­a­ble own­ers to its fate.

			He al­so be­lieved that the own­ers might take steps to re­gain their prop­er­ty. Baldy had im­pressed him deeply dur­ing those few mo­ments of silent ap­praisal, and he knew he would not like to be on the re­ceiv­ing end of any re­tal­i­a­tion from the oth­er. Well, now he had on­ly one chance, to keep the Reds guess­ing as long as he could and hope for some turn of fate which would al­low him to try for the time trans­port. How the plate op­er­at­ed he did not know, but he had been trans­ferred here from the Beaker age and if he could re­turn to that time, es­cape might be pos­si­ble. He had on­ly to reach the riv­er and fol­low it down to the sea where the sub was to make ren­dezvous at in­ter­vals. The odds were over­whelm­ing­ly against him, and Ross knew it. But there was no rea­son, he de­cid­ed, to lie down and roll over dead to please the Reds.

			As they ap­proached the post Ross re­al­ized how much skill had gone in­to its con­struc­tion. It looked as if they were mere­ly com­ing up to the out­er edge of a glacier tongue. Had it not been for the track in the snow, there would have been no rea­son to sus­pect that the ice cov­ered any­thing but a thick core of its own sub­stance. Ross was shoved through the white-walled tun­nel to the build­ing be­yond.

			He was hur­ried through the chain of rooms to a door and thrust through, his hands still fas­tened. It was dark in the cub­by and cold­er than it had been out­side. Ross stood still, wait­ing for his eyes to ad­just to the gloom. It was sev­er­al mo­ments af­ter the door had slammed shut that he caught a faint thud, a dull and hol­low sound.

			“Who is here?” he used the Beaker speech, de­ter­min­ing to keep to the rags of his cov­er, which prob­a­bly was a cov­er no longer. There was no re­ply, but af­ter a pause that dis­tant beat be­gan again. Ross stepped cau­tious­ly for­ward, and by the sim­ple method of run­ning full­face in­to the walls, dis­cov­ered that he was in a bare cell. He al­so dis­cov­ered that the noise lay be­hind the left-hand wall, and he stood with his ear flat against it, lis­ten­ing. The sound did not have the reg­u­lar rhythm of a ma­chine in use—there were odd paus­es be­tween some blows, oth­ers came in a quick rain. It was as if some­one were dig­ging!

			Were the Reds en­gaged in en­larg­ing their ice­bound head­quar­ters? Hav­ing lis­tened for a con­sid­er­able time, Ross doubt­ed that, for the sound was too ir­reg­u­lar. It seemed al­most as if the longer paus­es were used to check up on the re­sult of la­bor—was it the ex­tent of the ex­ca­va­tion or the con­tin­ued preser­va­tion of se­cre­cy?

			Ross slipped down along the wall, his shoul­ders still rest­ing against it, and rest­ed with his head twist­ed so he could hear the tap­ping. Mean­while he flexed his wrists in­side the hoops which con­fined them, and fold­ing his hands as small as pos­si­ble, tried to slip them through the rings. The on­ly re­sult was that he chafed his skin raw to no ad­van­tage. They had not tak­en off his par­ka, and in spite of the chill about him, he was too warm. On­ly that part of his body cov­ered by the suit he had tak­en from the ship was com­fort­able; he could al­most be­lieve that it pos­sessed some built-in con­di­tion­ing de­vice.

			With no hope of re­lief Ross rubbed his hands back and forth against the wall, scrap­ing the hoops on his wrists. The dis­tant pound­ing had ceased, and this time the pause length­ened in­to so long a pe­ri­od that Ross fell asleep, his head fall­ing for­ward on his chest, his raw wrists still pushed against the sur­face be­hind him.

			He was hun­gry when he awoke, and with that hunger his re­bel­lion sparked in­to flame. Awk­ward­ly he got to his feet and lurched along to the door through which he had been thrown, where he pro­ceed­ed to kick at the bar­ri­er. The cush­iony stuff form­ing the soles of his tights muf­fled most of the force of those blows, but some noise was heard out­side, for the door opened and Ross faced one of the guards.

			“Food! I want to eat!” He put in­to the Beaker lan­guage all the re­sent­ment boil­ing in him.

			The fel­low ig­nor­ing him, reached in a long arm, and near­ly toss­ing the pris­on­er off bal­ance, dragged him out of the cell. Ross was marched in­to an­oth­er room to face what ap­peared to be a tri­bunal. Two of the men there he knew—Ashe’s dou­ble and the qui­et man who had ques­tioned him back in the oth­er time sta­tion. The third, clear­ly one of greater au­thor­i­ty, re­gard­ed Ross bleak­ly.

			“Who are you?” the qui­et man asked.

			“Rossa, son of Gur­di. And I would eat be­fore I make talk with you. I have not done any wrong that you should treat me as a bar­bar­ian who has stolen salt from the trad­ing post—”

			“You are an agent,” the lead­er cor­rect­ed him dis­pas­sion­ate­ly, “of whom you will tell us in due time. But first you shall speak of the ship, of what you found there, and why you med­dled with the con­trols … Wait a mo­ment be­fore you refuse, my young friend.” He raised his hand from his lap, and once again Ross faced an au­to­mat­ic. “Ah, I see that you know what I hold—odd knowl­edge for an in­no­cent Bronze Age trad­er. And please have no doubts about my hes­i­ta­tion to use this. I shall not kill you, nat­u­ral­ly,” the man con­tin­ued, “but there are cer­tain wounds which sup­ply a max­i­mum of pain and lit­tle se­ri­ous dam­age. Re­move his par­ka, Kirschov.”

			Once more Ross was un­mana­cled, the fur stripped from him. His ques­tion­er care­ful­ly stud­ied the suit he wore un­der it. “Now you will tell us ex­act­ly what we wish to hear.”

			There was a con­fi­dence in that state­ment which chilled Ross; Ma­jor Kel­gar­ries had dis­played its like. Ashe had it in an­oth­er de­gree, and cer­tain­ly it had been present in Baldy. There was no doubt that the speak­er meant ex­act­ly what he said. He had at his com­mand meth­ods which would wring from his cap­tive the full sum of what he want­ed, and there would be no con­sid­er­a­tion for that cap­tive dur­ing the process.

			His im­plied threat struck as cold as the glacial air, and Ross tried to meet it with an out­ward show of un­cracked de­fens­es. He de­cid­ed to pick and choose from his in­for­ma­tion, feed­ing them scraps to stave off the in­evitable. Hope dies very hard, and Ross hav­ing been pushed in­to cor­ners long be­fore his work at the project, had had con­sid­er­able train­ing in ver­bal fenc­ing with hos­tile au­thor­i­ty. He would vol­un­teer noth­ing … Let it be pulled from him re­luc­tant word by word! He would spin it out as long as he could and hope that time might fight for him.

			“You are an agent …”

			Ross ac­cept­ed this state­ment as one he would nei­ther af­firm nor de­ny.

			“You came to spy un­der the cov­er of a bar­bar­ian trad­er,” smooth­ly, with­out pause, the man changed lan­guage in mid-sen­tence, slip­ping from the Beaker speech in­to Eng­lish.

			But long ex­pe­ri­ence in meet­ing the dan­ger­ous with an ex­pres­sion of com­plete lack of com­pre­hen­sion was Ross’s weapon now. He stared some­what stupid­ly at his in­ter­roga­tor with that be­wil­dered, boy­ish look he had so long cul­ti­vat­ed to be­muse en­e­mies in his past.

			Whether he could have held out long against the oth­er’s skill—for Ross pos­sessed no il­lu­sions con­cern­ing the type of ex­am­in­er he now faced—he was nev­er to know. Per­haps the dras­tic in­ter­rup­tion that oc­curred the next mo­ment saved for Ross a mea­sure of self-es­teem.

			There was a dis­tant boom, hol­low and thun­der­ous. Un­der­neath and around them the floor, walls, and ceil­ing of the room moved as if they had been pried from their set­ting of ice and were be­ing rolled about by the ex­plor­ing thumb and fore­fin­ger of some im­pa­tient gi­ant.

		
	
		
			XIII

			Ross swayed against a guard, was fend­ed off, and bounced against the wall as the man shout­ed words Ross could not un­der­stand. A de­ter­mined roar from the lead­er brought a sem­blance of or­der, but it was plain that they had not been ex­pect­ing this. Ross was hus­tled out of the room back to his cell. His guards were open­ing the cell door when a sec­ond shock was felt and he was thrust in­to safe­keep­ing with no cer­e­mo­ny.

			He half crouched against the ques­tion­able se­cu­ri­ty of the wall, wait­ing through two more twist­ing earth waves, both of which were ac­com­pa­nied or pre­ced­ed by dull sounds. Bomb­ing! That last wrench was re­al­ly bad. Ross found him­self ly­ing on the floor, feel­ing tremors rip­pling along the earth. His stom­ach knot­ted con­vul­sive­ly with a fear un­like any he had known be­fore. It was as if the very se­cu­ri­ty of the world had been jerked from un­der him.

			But that last ex­plo­sion—if it was an ex­plo­sion—ap­peared to be the end. Ross sat up gin­ger­ly af­ter sev­er­al long mo­ments dur­ing which no more shocks moved the floor and walls. A line of light marked the door, show­ing cracks where none had pre­vi­ous­ly ex­ist­ed. Ross, not yet ready to try stand­ing erect, was head­ing to­ward it on his hands and knees when a sharp noise be­hind him brought him to a stop.

			There was no light to see by, but he was cer­tain that the scrape of met­al against met­al sound­ed from the far side of the wall. He crawled back and put his ear to the sur­face. Now he heard not on­ly that scrap­ing, but an un­der­cur­rent of clicks, chip­pings …

			Un­der his ex­plor­ing hands the sur­face re­mained as smooth as ev­er, how­ev­er. Then sud­den­ly, per­haps a foot from his head, there sound­ed a rip of met­al. The wall was be­ing holed from the oth­er side! Ross caught a flick­er of very weak light, and mov­ing in it was the point of a tool pulling at the smooth sur­face of the wall. It broke away with a brit­tle sound, and a hand hold­ing a light reached through the aper­ture.

			Ross won­dered if he should catch that wrist, but the hope that the dig­ger might just pos­si­bly be an al­ly kept him mo­tion­less. Af­ter the hand with the light whipped back be­yond the wall, a wide sec­tion gave away and a hunched fig­ure crawled through, fol­lowed by a sec­ond. In the lim­it­ed glow he saw the first tun­nel­er clear­ly enough.

			“Assha!”

			Ross was un­pre­pared for what fol­lowed his cry. The lean brown man moved with a pan­ther’s strik­ing speed, and Ross was forced back. A hand like a steel ring on his throat shut the breath away from his burst­ing lungs; the oth­er’s mus­cu­lar body held him flat in spite of his strug­gles. The light of the small flash glowed inch­es be­yond his eyes as he fought to fill his lungs. Then the hand on his throat was gone and he gasped, a lit­tle dizzy.

			“Mur­dock! What are you do­ing—?” Ashe’s clipped voice was muf­fled by an­oth­er sud­den ex­plo­sion. This time the earth tremors not on­ly hurled them from their feet, but seemed to run along the walls and across the ceil­ing. Ross, bury­ing his face in the crook of his arm, could not rid him­self of the fear that the build­ing was be­ing slow­ly twist­ed in­to scrap. When the shock was over he raised his head.

			“What’s go­ing on?” He heard Mc­Neil ask.

			“At­tack.” That was Ashe. “But why, and by whom—don’t ask me! You are a pris­on­er, I sup­pose, Mur­dock?”

			“Yes, sir.” Ross was glad that his voice sound­ed nor­mal enough.

			He heard some­one sigh and guessed it was Mc­Neil. “An­oth­er dig­ging par­ty.” There was tired dis­gust in that.

			“I don’t un­der­stand,” Ross ap­pealed to that sec­tion of the dark where Ashe had been. “Have you been here all the time? Are you try­ing to dig your way out? I don’t see how you can cut out of this glacier that we’re parked un­der—”

			“Glacier!” Ashe’s ex­cla­ma­tion was as ex­plo­sive as the tremors. “So we’re in­side a glacier! That ex­plains it. Yes, we’ve been here—”

			“On ice!” Mc­Neil com­ment­ed and then laughed. “Glacier—ice—that’s right, isn’t it?”

			“We’re col­lab­o­rat­ing,” Ashe con­tin­ued. “Sup­ply­ing our dear friends with a lot of in­for­ma­tion they al­ready have and some flights of fan­cy they nev­er dreamed about. How­ev­er, they didn’t know we had a few sur­prise pack­ets of our own strewn about. It’s amaz­ing what the boys back at the project can pack away in a belt, or be­tween lay­ers of hide in a boot. So we’ve been en­gaged in some re­search of our own—”

			“But I didn’t have any es­cape gad­gets.” Ross was struck by the un­fair­ness of that.

			“No,” Ashe agreed, his voice even and cold, “they are not en­trust­ed to first-run men. You might slip up and use them at the wrong mo­ment. How­ev­er, you ap­pear to have done fair­ly well …”

			The heat of Ross’s ris­ing anger was chilled by the noise which cracked over their heads, ground to them through the walls, flat­tened and threat­ened them. He had thought those first shocks the end of this ice bur­row and the world; he knew that this one was.

			And the si­lence that fol­lowed was as threat­en­ing in its way as the clam­or had been. Then there was a shout, a shriek. The space of light near the cell door was widen­ing as that bar­ri­er, bro­ken from its lock, swung open slow­ly. The fear of be­ing trapped sent the men in that di­rec­tion.

			“Out!”

			Ross was ready enough to re­spond to that or­der, but they were stopped by a crack­le of sound that could be on­ly one thing—rapid-fire guns. Some­where in this war­ren a fight was in progress. Ross, re­mem­ber­ing the ar­ro­gant face of the bald ship’s of­fi­cer, won­dered if this was not an at­tack in force—the aliens against the loot­ing Reds. If so, would the ship peo­ple dis­tin­guish be­tween those found here. He feared not.

			The room out­side was clear, but not for long. As they lay watch­ing, two men backed in, then whirled to stare at each oth­er. A voice roared from be­yond as if or­der­ing them back to some post. One of them took a step for­ward in re­luc­tant obe­di­ence, but the oth­er grabbed his arm and pulled him away. They turned to run, and an au­to­mat­ic cracked.

			The man near­est Ross gave a queer lit­tle cough and fold­ed for­ward to his knees, sprawl­ing on his face. His com­pan­ion stared at him wild­ly for an in­stant, and then skid­ded in­to the pas­sage be­yond, es­cap­ing by inch­es a shot which clipped the door as he lunged through it.

			No one fol­lowed, for out­side there was a crescen­do of noise—shout­ing, cries of pain, an uniden­ti­fi­able hiss­ing. Ashe dart­ed in­to the room, tak­ing cov­er by the body. Then he came back, the fel­low’s gun in his hand, and with a jerk of his head sum­moned the oth­er two. He mo­tioned them on in a di­rec­tion away from the sounds of bat­tle.

			“I don’t get all this,” Mc­Neil com­ment­ed as they reached the next pas­sage. “What’s go­ing on? Mutiny? Or have our boys got­ten through?”

			“It must be the ship peo­ple,” Ross an­swered.

			“What ship?” Ashe caught him up swift­ly.

			“The big one the Reds have been loot­ing—”

			“Ship?” echoed Mc­Neil. “And where did you get that rig?” In the bright light it was easy to see Ross’s alien dress. Mc­Neil fin­gered the elas­tic ma­te­ri­al won­der­ing­ly.

			“From the ship,” Ross re­turned im­pa­tient­ly. “But if the ship peo­ple are at­tack­ing, I don’t think they will no­tice any dif­fer­ence be­tween us and the Reds …”

			There was a burst of ear­split­ting sound. For the third time Ross was thrown from his feet. This time the bur­row lights flick­ered, dimmed, and went out.

			“Oh, fine,” com­ment­ed Mc­Neil bit­ter­ly out of the dark. “I nev­er did care for blind­man’s buff.”

			“The trans­fer plate—” Ross clung to his own plan of es­cape—“if we can reach that—”

			The light which had served Ashe and Mc­Neil in their tun­nel­ing clicked on. Since the earth shocks ap­peared to be over for a while, they moved on, with Ashe in the lead and Mc­Neil bring­ing up the rear. Ross hoped Ashe knew the way. The sound of fight­ing had died out, so one side or the oth­er must have gained the vic­to­ry. They might have on­ly a few mo­ments left to pass un­de­tect­ed.

			Ross’s sense of di­rec­tion was fair­ly acute, but he could not have gone so un­err­ing­ly to what he sought as Ashe did. On­ly he did not lead them to the room with the glow­ing plate, and Ross sti­fled a protest as they came in­stead to a small record room.

			On a ta­ble were three spools of tape which Ashe caught up avid­ly, thrust­ing two in the front of his bag­gy tu­nic, pass­ing the third to Mc­Neil. Then he sped about try­ing the cup­boards on the walls, but all were locked. His hand fall­ing from the last latch, Ashe came back to the door where Ross wait­ed.

			“To the plate!” Ross urged.

			Ashe sur­veyed the cup­boards once more re­gret­ful­ly. “If we could have just ten min­utes here—”

			Mc­Neil snort­ed. “Lis­ten, you may yearn to be the fill­ing in an ice sand­wich, but I don’t! An­oth­er shock and we’ll be buried so deep even a drill couldn’t find us. Let’s get out now. The kid is right about that—if we still can.”

			Once more Ashe took the lead and they wove through ghost­ly rooms to what must have been the heart of the post—the trans­fer point. To Ross’s un­voiced re­lief the plate was glow­ing. He had been nagged by the fear that when the lights blew out the trans­fer plate might al­so have been af­fect­ed. He jumped for the plate.

			Nei­ther Ashe nor Mc­Neil wast­ed time in join­ing him there. As they clung to­geth­er there was a cry from be­hind them, un­der­lined by a shot. Ross, feel­ing Ashe sag against him, caught him in his arms. By the re­flect­ed glow of the plate he saw the Red lead­er of the post and be­hind him, his hair­less face hang­ing odd­ly bod­i­less in the gloom, was the alien. Were those two now al­lies? Be­fore Ross could be sure that he had re­al­ly seen them, the wrack­ing of space time caught him and the rest of the room fad­ed away.

			“… free. Get a move on!”

			Ross glanced across Ashe’s bowed shoul­ders to Mc­Neil’s ex­cit­ed face. The oth­er was pulling at Ashe, who was on­ly half-con­scious. A stream of blood from a hole in his bare shoul­der soaked the up­per edge of his Beaker tu­nic, but as they stead­ied him be­tween them, he gained some mea­sure of aware­ness and moved his feet as they pulled him off the plate.

			Well, they were free if on­ly for a few sec­onds, and there was no re­cep­tion com­mit­tee wait­ing for them. Ross gave thanks silent­ly for those two small fa­vors. But if they were now re­turned to the Bronze Age vil­lage, they were still in en­e­my ter­ri­to­ry. With Ashe wound­ed, the odds against them were so high it was al­most hope­less.

			Work­ing hur­ried­ly with strips torn from Mc­Neil’s kilt, they man­aged to stop the flow of blood from Ashe’s wound. Al­though he was still grog­gy, he was fight­ing, driv­en by the fear which whipped them all—time was one of their fore­most en­e­mies. Ross, Ashe’s gun in hand, kept watch on the trans­fer plate, ready to shoot at any­thing ap­pear­ing there.

			“That will have to do!” Ashe pulled free from Mc­Neil. “We must move.” He hes­i­tat­ed, and then pulling the spools of tape from his blood­stained tu­nic, passed them to Mc­Neil. “You’d bet­ter car­ry these.”

			“All right,” the oth­er an­swered al­most ab­sent­ly.

			“Move!” The force of that or­der from Ashe sent them in­to the cor­ri­dor be­yond. “The plate …”

			But the plate re­mained clear. And Ross not­ed that they must have re­turned to the prop­er time, for the walls about them were the logs and stone of the vil­lage he re­mem­bered.

			“Some­one com­ing through?”

			“Should be—soon.”

			They fled, the hide boots of the oth­er two mak­ing on­ly the faintest whis­per of sound, Ross’s foam-soled feet none at all. He could not have found the door to the out­er world, but again Ashe guid­ed them, and on­ly once did they have to seek cov­er. At last they faced a barred door. Ashe leaned against the wall, Mc­Neil sup­port­ing him, as Ross pulled free the lock­ing beam. They let them­selves out in­to the night.

			“Which way?” Mc­Neil asked.

			To Ross’s sur­prise Ashe did not turn to the gate in the out­er stock­ade. In­stead he ges­tured at the moun­tain wall in the op­po­site di­rec­tion. “They’ll ex­pect us to try for the val­ley pass. So we had bet­ter go up the slope there.”

			“That has the look of a tough climb,” ven­tured Mc­Neil.

			Ashe stirred. “When it be­comes too tough for me”—his voice was dry—“I shall say so, nev­er fear.”

			He start­ed out with some of his old ease of move­ment, but his com­pan­ions closed in on ei­ther side, ready to of­fer aid. Ross of­ten won­dered lat­er if they could have won free of the vil­lage on their own ef­forts that night. He was sure their res­o­lu­tion would have been equal to the at­tempt, but their es­cape would have de­pend­ed up­on a fab­u­lous run of luck such as men sel­dom en­counter.

			As it was, they had just reached a pool of shad­ow be­side a small hut some two build­ings away from the one they had fled, when the fire­works be­gan. As if on sig­nal the three fugi­tives threw them­selves flat. From the roof of the build­ing at the cen­ter of the vil­lage a pen­cil of bril­liant-green light point­ed straight up in­to the sky, and around that spear of ra­di­ance the roof sprout­ed tongues of more nat­u­ral red-and-yel­low flames. Fig­ures shot from doors as the fire lapped down the peak of the roof.

			“Now!” In spite of the ris­ing clam­or, Ashe’s voice car­ried to his two com­pan­ions.

			The three sprint­ed for the pal­isade, min­gling with be­wil­dered men who ran out of the oth­er cab­ins. The waves of fire washed on, pro­vid­ing light, too much light. Ashe and Mc­Neil could pass as part of the crowd, but Ross’s un­usu­al cloth­ing might be eas­i­ly marked.

			Oth­ers were run­ning for the wall. Ross and Mc­Neil boost­ed Ashe to the top, saw him over in safe­ty. Mc­Neil fol­lowed. Ross was just reach­ing to draw him­self up when he was en­veloped in a beam of light.

			A high, screech­ing call, un­like any shout he had heard, split the clam­or. Fran­ti­cal­ly Ross tried for a hold, know­ing that he was pre­sent­ing a per­fect tar­get for those be­hind. He gained the top of the stock­ade, looked down in­to a black block of shad­ow, not know­ing whether Ashe and Mc­Neil were wait­ing for him or had gone ahead. Hear­ing that strange cry again, Ross leaped blind­ly out in­to the dark­ness.

			He land­ed bad­ly, hit­ting hard enough to bruise, but thanks to the skill he had learned for parachut­ing, he broke no bones. He got to his feet and blun­dered on in the gen­er­al di­rec­tion of the moun­tain Ashe had picked as their goal. There were oth­ers com­ing over the wall of the vil­lage and mov­ing through the shad­ows, so he dared not call out for fear of alert­ing the en­e­my.

			The vil­lage had been set in the widest part of the val­ley. Be­hind its stock­ade the open ground nar­rowed swift­ly, like the point of a fun­nel, and all fugi­tives from the set­tle­ment had to pass through that chan­nel to es­cape. Ross’s worst fear was that he had lost con­tact with Ashe and Mc­Neil, and that he would nev­er be able to pick up their trail in the wilder­ness ahead.

			Thank­ful for the dark suit he wore which was pro­tec­tive cov­er­ing in the night, he twice ducked in­to the brush to al­low par­ties of refugees to pass him. Hear­ing them speak the gut­tural click­ing speech he had learned from Ulf­fa’s peo­ple, Ross de­duced that they were in­no­cent of the vil­lage’s re­al pur­pose. These peo­ple were con­vinced they had been at­tacked by night demons. Per­haps there had on­ly been a hand­ful of Reds in that hid­den re­treat.

			Ross pulled him­self up a hard climb, and paus­ing to catch his breath, looked back. He was not over­ly sur­prised to see fig­ures mov­ing leisure­ly about the vil­lage ex­am­in­ing the cab­ins, per­haps in search of the in­hab­i­tants. Each of those searchers was clad in a form-fit­ting suit that matched his own, and their bul­bous hair­less heads gleamed white in the fire­light. Ross was as­ton­ished to see that they passed straight through walls of flame, ap­par­ent­ly un­con­cerned and un­singed by the heat.

			The hu­man be­ings trapped in the town wailed and ran, or lay and beat their heads and hands on the ground, supine be­fore the in­vaders. Each cap­tive was dragged back to a knot of aliens near the main build­ing. Some were hurled out again in­to the dark, un­harmed; a few oth­ers were re­tained. A sort­ing of pris­on­ers was plain­ly in progress. There was no ques­tion that the ship peo­ple had fol­lowed through in­to this time, and that they had their own ar­range­ments for the Reds.

			Ross had no de­sire to learn the par­tic­u­lars. He start­ed climb­ing again, find­ing the pass at last. Be­yond, the ground fell away again, and Ross went for­ward in­to the full dark­ness of the night with a vast surge of thank­ful­ness.

			Fi­nal­ly, he stopped sim­ply be­cause he was too weary, too hun­gry, to keep on his feet with­out stum­bling, and a fall in the dark on these heights could be cost­ly. Ross dis­cov­ered a small hol­low be­hind a stunt­ed tree and crept in­to it as best he could, his heart la­bor­ing against his ribs, a hot stab of pain cut­ting in­to his side with ev­ery breath he drew.

			He awoke all at once with the snap of a fight­ing man who is alert to ev­er present dan­ger. A hand lay warm and hard over his mouth, and above it his eyes met Mc­Neil’s. When he saw that Ross was awake Mc­Neil with­draw his hand. The morn­ing sun­light was warm about them. Mov­ing clum­si­ly be­cause of his stiff, bruised body, Ross crawled out of the hol­low. He looked around, but Mc­Neil stood there alone. “Ashe?” Ross ques­tioned him.

			Mc­Neil, show­ing a hag­gard face cov­ered with sev­er­al days’ growth of rusty-brown beard, nod­ded his head to­ward the slope. Fum­bling in­side his kilt, he brought out some­thing clenched in his fist and of­fered it to Ross. The lat­ter held out his palm and Mc­Neil cov­ered it with a hand­ful of coarse-ground grain. Just to look at the stuff made Ross long for a drink, but he mouthed it and chewed, get­ting up to fol­low Mc­Neil down in­to the tree-grown low­er slopes.

			“It’s not good.” Mc­Neil spoke jerk­i­ly, us­ing Beaker speech. “Ashe is out of his head some of the time. That hole in his shoul­der is worse than we thought it was, and there’s al­ways the threat of in­fec­tion. This whole wood is full of peo­ple flushed out of that blast­ed vil­lage! Most of them—all I’ve seen—are na­tives. But they have it firm­ly plant­ed in their minds now that there are dev­ils af­ter them. If they see you wear­ing that suit—”

			“I know, and I’d strip if I could,” Ross agreed. “But I’ll have to get oth­er cloth­ing first; I can’t run bare in this cold.”

			“That might be safer,” Mc­Neil growled. “I don’t know just what hap­pened back there, but it cer­tain­ly must have been plen­ty!”

			Ross swal­lowed a very dry mouth­ful of grain and then stooped to scoop up some left­over snow in the shad­ow of a tree root. It was not as re­fresh­ing as a re­al drink, but it helped. “You said Ashe is out of his head. What do we do for him, and what are your plans?”

			“We have to reach the riv­er, some­how. It drains to the sea, and at its mouth we are sup­posed to make con­tact with the sub.”

			The pro­pos­al sound­ed im­pos­si­ble to Ross, but so many im­pos­si­ble things had hap­pened late­ly he was will­ing to go along with the idea—as long as he could. Gath­er­ing up more snow, he stuffed it in­to his mouth be­fore he fol­lowed the al­ready dis­ap­pear­ing Mc­Neil.
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			“… that’s my half of it. The rest of it you know.” Ross held his hands close to the small fire shel­tered in the pit he had helped dig and flexed his cold-numbed fin­gers in the warmth.

			From across the hand­ful of flames Ashe’s eyes, too bright in a fever-flushed face, watched him de­mand­ing­ly. The fugi­tives had tak­en cov­er in an an­gle where the massed re­mains of an old avalanche pro­vid­ed a cave-pock­et. Mc­Neil was off scout­ing in the gray driz­zle of the day, and their es­cape from the vil­lage was now some forty-eight hours be­hind them.

			“So the crack­pots were right, af­ter all. They on­ly had their times mixed.” Ashe shift­ed on the bed of brush and leaves they had raked to­geth­er for his com­fort.

			“I don’t un­der­stand—”

			“Fly­ing saucers,” Ashe re­turned with an odd lit­tle laugh. “It was a wild pos­si­bil­i­ty, but it was on the books from the start. This cer­tain­ly will make Kel­gar­ries turn red—”

			“Fly­ing saucers?”

			Ashe must be out of his head from the fever, Ross sup­posed. He won­dered what he should do if Ashe tried to get up and walk away. He could not tack­le a man with a bad hole in his shoul­der, nor was he cer­tain he could wres­tle Ashe down in a re­al fight.

			“That globe-ship was nev­er built on this world. Use your head, Mur­dock. Think about your fur­ry-faced friend and the baldy with him. Did ei­ther look like nor­mal Ter­rans to you?”

			“But—a space­ship!” It was some­thing that had so long been laughed to scorn. When men had failed to break in­to space af­ter the ini­tial ex­cite­ment of the satel­lite launch­ings, space flight had be­come a mat­ter for jeers. On the oth­er hand, there was the ev­i­dence col­lect­ed by his own eyes and ears, his own ex­pe­ri­ence. The ser­vices of the lifeboat had been tech­niques out­side of his ex­pe­ri­ence.

			“This was in­sin­u­at­ed once”—Ashe was ly­ing flat now, gaz­ing spec­u­la­tive­ly up at the pro­jec­tion of logs and earth which made them a par­tial roof—“along with a lot of oth­er bright ideas, by a gen­tle­man named Charles Fort, who took a lot of plea­sure in prick­ing what he con­sid­ered to be vast­ly over-in­flat­ed sci­en­tif­ic pom­pos­i­ty. He gath­ered to­geth­er four book loads of re­port­ed in­ci­dents of un­ex­plain­able hap­pen­ings which he dared the sci­en­tists of his day to ex­plain. And one of his bright sug­ges­tions was that such phe­nom­e­na as the vast ar­ti­fi­cial earth­works found in Ohio and In­di­ana were orig­i­nal­ly thrown up by space cast­aways to serve as SOS sig­nals. An in­trigu­ing idea, and now per­haps we may prove it true.”

			“But if such space­ships were wrecked on this world, I still don’t see why we didn’t find traces of them in our own time.”

			“Be­cause that wreck you ex­plored was bed­ded in a glacial era. Do you have any idea how long ago that was, count­ing from our own time? There were at least three glacial pe­ri­ods—and we don’t know in which one the Reds went vis­it­ing. That age be­gan about a mil­lion years be­fore we were born, and the last of the ice ebbed out of New York State some thir­ty-eight thou­sand years ago, boy. That was the ear­ly Stone Age, reck­on­ing it by the scale of hu­man de­vel­op­ment, with an ex­treme­ly thin pop­u­la­tion of the first re­al types of man cling­ing to a few warmer fringes of wilder­ness.

			“Cli­mat­ic changes, ge­o­graph­i­cal changes, all al­tered the face of our con­ti­nents. There was a sea in Kan­sas; Eng­land was part of Eu­rope. So, even though as many as fifty such ships were lost here, they could all have been ground to bits by the ice flow, buried miles deep in quakes, or rust­ed away gen­er­a­tions be­fore the first re­al­ly in­tel­li­gent man ar­rived to won­der at them. Cer­tain­ly there couldn’t be too many such wrecks to be found. What do you think this plan­et was, a fly­pa­per to at­tract them?”

			“But if ships crashed here once, why didn’t they lat­er when men were bet­ter able to un­der­stand them?” Ross coun­tered.

			“For sev­er­al rea­sons—all of them pos­si­ble and able to be fit­ted in­to the fab­ric of his­to­ry as we know it on this world. Civ­i­liza­tions rise, ex­ist, and fall, each tak­ing with it in­to the lim­bo of for­got­ten things some of the dis­cov­er­ies which made it great. How did the In­di­an civ­i­liza­tions of the New World learn to hard­en gold in­to a use­able point for a cut­ting weapon? What was the se­cret of build­ing pos­sessed by the an­cient Egyp­tians? To­day you will find plen­ty of men to ar­gue these prob­lems and half a hun­dred oth­ers.

			“The Egyp­tians once had a well-trav­eled trade route to In­dia. Bronze Age traders opened up roads down in­to Africa. The Ro­mans knew Chi­na. Then came an end to each of these em­pires, and those trade routes were for­got­ten. To our Eu­ro­pean an­ces­tors of the Mid­dle Ages, Chi­na was al­most a leg­end, and the fact that the Egyp­tians had suc­cess­ful­ly sailed around the Cape of Good Hope was un­known. Sup­pose our space voy­agers rep­re­sent­ed some star-born con­fed­er­a­cy or em­pire which lived, rose to its high­est point, and fell again in­to plan­et-bound bar­barism all be­fore the first of our species paint­ed pic­tures on a cave wall?

			“Or take it that this world was an un­lucky reef on which too many ships and car­goes were lost, so that our whole so­lar sys­tem was post­ed, and skip­pers of star ships there­after avoid­ed it? Or they might even have had some rule that when a plan­et de­vel­oped a prim­i­tive race of its own, it was to be left strict­ly alone un­til it dis­cov­ered space flight for it­self.”

			“Yes.” Ev­ery one of Ashe’s sup­po­si­tions made good sense, and Ross was able to be­lieve them. It was eas­i­er to think that both Fur­ry-face and Baldy were in­hab­i­tants of an­oth­er world than to think their kind ex­ist­ed on this plan­et be­fore his own species was born. “But how did the Reds lo­cate that ship?”

			“Un­less that in­for­ma­tion is on the tapes we were able to bring along, we shall prob­a­bly nev­er know,” Ashe said drowsi­ly. “I might make one guess—the Reds have been mak­ing an all-out ef­fort for the past hun­dred years to open up Siberia. In some sec­tions of that huge coun­try there have been great cli­mat­ic changes al­most overnight in the far past. Mam­moths have been dis­cov­ered frozen in the ice with half-di­gest­ed trop­i­cal plants in their stom­ach. It’s as if the beasts were giv­en some deep­freeze treat­ment in­stan­ta­neous­ly. If in their ex­ca­va­tions the Reds came across the re­mains of a space­ship, re­mains well enough pre­served for them to re­al­ize what they had dis­cov­ered, they might start quest­ing back in time to find a bet­ter one in­tact at an ear­li­er date. That the­o­ry fits ev­ery­thing we know now.”

			“But why would the aliens at­tack the Reds now?”

			“No ship’s of­fi­cers ev­er thought gen­tly of pi­rates.” Ashe’s eyes closed.

			There were ques­tions, a flood of them, that Ross want­ed to ask. He smoothed the fab­ric on his arm, that stuff which clung so tight­ly to his skin yet kept him warm with­out any need for more cov­er­ing. If Ashe were right, on what world, what kind of world, had that ma­te­ri­al been wo­ven, and how far had it been brought that he could wear it now?

			Sud­den­ly Mc­Neil slid in­to their shel­ter and dropped two hares at the edge of the fire.

			“How goes it?” he said, as Ross be­gan to clean them.

			“Rea­son­ably well,” Ashe, his eyes still closed, replied to that be­fore Ross could. “How far are we from the riv­er? And do we have com­pa­ny?”

			“About five miles—if we had wings.” Mc­Neil an­swered in a dry tone. “And we have com­pa­ny all right, lots of it!”

			That brought Ashe up, lean­ing for­ward on his good el­bow. “What kind?”

			“Not from the vil­lage.” Mc­Neil frowned at the fire which he fed with eco­nom­ic hand­fuls of sticks. “Some­thing’s hap­pen­ing on this side of the moun­tains. It looks as if there’s a mass mi­gra­tion in progress. I count­ed five fam­i­ly clans on their way west—all in just this one morn­ing.”

			“The vil­lage refugees’ sto­ries about dev­ils might send them pack­ing,” Ashe mused.

			“Maybe.” But Mc­Neil did not sound con­vinced. “The soon­er we head down­stream, the bet­ter. And I hope the boys will have that sub wait­ing where they promised. We do pos­sess one thing in our fa­vor—the spring floods are sub­sid­ing.”

			“And the high wa­ter should have plen­ty of raft ma­te­ri­al.” Ashe lay back again. “We’ll make those five miles to­mor­row.”

			Mc­Neil stirred un­easi­ly and Ross, hav­ing cleaned and spit­ted the hares, swung them over the flames to broil. “Five miles in this coun­try,” the younger man ob­served, “is a pret­ty good day’s march”—he did not add as he want­ed to—“for a well man.”

			“I will make it,” Ashe promised, and both lis­ten­ers knew that as long as his body would obey him he meant to keep that prom­ise. They al­so knew the fu­til­i­ty of ar­gu­ment.

			Ashe proved to be a prophet to be hon­ored on two counts. They did make the trek to the riv­er the next day, and there was a wealth of raft ma­te­ri­al mark­ing the high-wa­ter lev­el of the spring flood. The mi­gra­tions Mc­Neil had re­port­ed were still in progress, and the three men hid twice to watch the pass­ing of small fam­i­ly clans. Once a re­spectably sized tribe, in­clud­ing wound­ed men, marched across their route, seek­ing a ford at the riv­er.

			“They’ve been bad­ly mauled,” Mc­Neil whis­pered as they watched the peo­ple hud­dled along the wa­ter’s edge while scouts cast up­stream and down, search­ing for a ford. When they re­turned with the news that there was no ford to be found, the tribes­men then sul­len­ly went to work with flint ax­es and knives to make rafts.

			“Pres­sure—they are on the run.” Ashe rest­ed his chin on his good fore­arm and stud­ied the busy scene. “These are not from the vil­lage. No­tice the dress and the red paint on their faces. They’re not like Ulf­fa’s kin ei­ther. I wouldn’t say they were lo­cal at all.”

			“Re­minds me of some­thing I saw once—an­i­mals run­ning be­fore a for­est fire. They can’t all be look­ing for new hunt­ing ter­ri­to­ry,” Mc­Neil re­turned.

			“Reds sweep­ing them out,” Ross sug­gest­ed. “Or could the ship peo­ple—?”

			Ashe start­ed to shake his head and then winced. “I won­der …” The crease be­tween his lev­el brows deep­ened. “The ax peo­ple!” His voice was still a whis­per, but it car­ried a note of tri­umph as if he had fit­ted some stub­born jig­saw piece in­to its prop­er place.

			“Ax peo­ple?”

			“In­va­sion of an­oth­er peo­ple from the east. They turned up in pre­his­to­ry about this pe­ri­od. Re­mem­ber, Webb spoke of them. They used ax­es for weapons and tamed hors­es.”

			“Tar­tars”—Mc­Neil was puz­zled—“This far west?”

			“Not Tar­tars, no. You needn’t ex­pect those to come boil­ing out of mid­dle Asia for some thou­sands of years yet. We don’t know too much about the ax peo­ple, save that they moved west from the in­te­ri­or plains. Even­tu­al­ly they crossed to Britain; per­haps they were the an­ces­tors of the Celts who loved hors­es too. But in their time they were a tidal wave.”

			“The soon­er we head down­stream, the bet­ter.” Mc­Neil stirred rest­less­ly, but they knew that they must keep to cov­er un­til the tribes­men be­low were gone. So they lay in hid­ing an­oth­er night, wit­ness­ing on the next morn­ing the ar­rival of a small­er par­ty of the red-paint­ed men, again with wound­ed among them. At the com­ing of this rear guard the ac­tiv­i­ty on the riv­er bank rose close to fren­zy.

			The three men out of time were dou­bly un­easy. It was not for them to mere­ly cross the riv­er. They had to build a raft which would be wa­ter-wor­thy enough to take them down­stream—to the sea if they were lucky. And to build such a stur­dy raft would take time, time they did not have now.

			In fact, Mc­Neil wait­ed on­ly un­til the last trib­al raft was out of bow shot be­fore he plunged down to the shore, Ross at his heels. Since they lacked even the stone tools of the tribes­men, they were at a dis­ad­van­tage, and Ross found he was hands and feet for Ashe, work­ing un­der the oth­er’s close di­rec­tion. Be­fore night closed in they had a good be­gin­ning and two sets of blis­tered hands, as well as aching backs.

			When it was too dark to work any longer, Ashe point­ed back over the track they had fol­lowed. Mark­ing the moun­tain pass was a light. It looked like fire, and if it was, it must be a big one for them to be able to sight it across this dis­tance.

			“Camp?” Mc­Neil won­dered.

			“Must be,” Ashe agreed. “Those who built that blaze are in such num­bers that they don’t have to take pre­cau­tions.”

			“Will they be here by to­mor­row?”

			“Their scouts might, but this is ear­ly spring, and for­age can’t have been too good on the march. If I were the chief of that tribe, I’d turn aside in­to the mead­ow land we skirt­ed yes­ter­day and let the herds graze for a day, maybe more. On the oth­er hand, if they need wa­ter—”

			“They will come straight ahead!” Mc­Neil fin­ished grim­ly. “And we can’t be here when they ar­rive.”

			Ross stretched, gri­mac­ing at the twinge of pain in his shoul­ders. His hands smart­ed and throbbed, and this was just the be­gin­ning of their task. If Ashe had been fit, they might have trust­ed to logs for sup­port and swum down­stream to hunt a safer place for their ship­build­ing project. But he knew that Ashe could not stand such an ef­fort.

			Ross slept that night main­ly be­cause his body was too ex­haust­ed to let him lie awake and wor­ry. Roused in the ear­li­est dawn by Mc­Neil, they both crawled down to the wa­ter’s edge and strug­gled to bind stub­born­ly re­sist­ing saplings to­geth­er with cords twist­ed from bark. They re­in­forced them at cru­cial points with some strings torn from their kilts, and strips of rab­bit hide saved from their kills of the past few days. They worked with hunger gnaw­ing at them, hav­ing no time now to hunt. When the sun was well west­ward they had a clum­sy craft which float­ed slug­gish­ly. Whether it would an­swer to ei­ther pole or im­pro­vised pad­dle, they could not know un­til they tried it.

			Ashe, his face flushed and his skin hot to the touch, crawled on board and lay in the mid­dle, on the thin heap of bed­ding they had put there for him. He ea­ger­ly drank the wa­ter they car­ried to him in cupped hands and gave a lit­tle sigh of re­lief as Ross wiped his face with wet grass, mut­ter­ing some­thing about Kel­gar­ries which nei­ther of his com­pan­ions un­der­stood.

			Mc­Neil shoved off and the bob­bing craft spun around dizzi­ly as the cur­rent pulled it free from the shore. They made a brave start, but luck de­sert­ed them be­fore they had got­ten out of sight of the spot where they em­barked.

			Striv­ing to keep them in mid-cur­rent, Mc­Neil poled fu­ri­ous­ly, but there were too many rocks and snagged trees pro­ject­ing from the banks. Shar­ing that sweep of wa­ter with them, and com­ing up fast, was a full-sized tree. Twice its mat of branch­es caught on some snag, hold­ing it back, and Ross breathed a lit­tle more freely, but it soon tore free again and rolled on, as men­ac­ing as a bat­ter­ing ram.

			“Get clos­er to shore!” Ross shout­ed the warn­ing. Those great, twist­ed roots seemed aimed straight at the raft, and he was sure if that mass struck them fair­ly, they would not have a chance. He dug in with his own pole, but his hasty push did not meet bot­tom; the stake in his hands plunged in­to some pot­hole in the hid­den riv­er bed. He heard Mc­Neil cry out as he top­pled in­to the wa­ter, gasp­ing as the murky liq­uid flood­ed his mouth, chok­ing him.

			Half dazed by the shock, Ross struck out in­stinc­tive­ly. The train­ing at the base had in­clud­ed swim­ming, but to fight wa­ter in a pool un­der con­trolled con­di­tions was far dif­fer­ent from fight­ing death in a riv­er of icy wa­ter when one had al­ready swal­lowed a siz­able quan­ti­ty of that flood.

			Ross had a half glimpse of a dark shad­ow. Was it the edge of the raft? He caught at it des­per­ate­ly, skin­ning his hands on rough bark, dragged on by it. The tree! He blinked his eyes to clear them of wa­ter, to try to see. But he could not pull his ex­haust­ed body high enough out of the wa­ter to see past the screen of roots; he could on­ly cling to the small safe­ty he had won and hope that he could re­join the raft some­where down­stream.

			Af­ter what seemed like a very long time he wedged one arm be­tween two wa­ter-washed roots, sure that the sup­port would hold his head above the sur­face. The chill of the stream struck at his hands and head, but the pro­tec­tion of the alien cloth­ing was still ef­fec­tive, and the rest of his body was not cold. He was sim­ply too tired to wrest him­self free and trust again to the hap­haz­ard chance of mak­ing shore through the gath­er­ing dusk.

			Sud­den­ly a shock jarred his body and strained the arm he had thrust among the roots, wring­ing a cry out of him. He swung around and brushed foot­ing un­der the wa­ter; the tree had caught on a shore snag. Pulling loose from the roots, he floun­dered on his hands and knees, fall­ing afoul of a mass of reeds whose roots were cov­ered with stale-smelling mud. Like a wound­ed an­i­mal he dragged him­self through the ooze to high­er land, com­ing out up­on an open mead­ow flood­ed with moon­light.

			For a while he lay there, his cold, sore hands un­der him, plas­tered with mud and too tired to move. The sound of a sharp bark­ing aroused him—an im­per­a­tive, sum­mon­ing bark, nei­ther be­long­ing to a wolf nor a hunt­ing fox. He lis­tened to it dul­ly and then, through the ground up­on which he lay, Ross felt as well as heard the pound­ing of hoofs.

			Hoofs—hors­es! Hors­es from over the moun­tains—hors­es which might mean dan­ger. His mind seemed as dull and numb as his hands, and it took quite a long time for him to ful­ly re­al­ize the men­ace hors­es might bring.

			Get­ting up, Ross no­ticed a winged shape sweep­ing across the disk of the moon like a silent dart. There was a sin­gle de­spair­ing squeak out of the grass about a hun­dred feet away, and the winged shape arose again with its prey. Then the bark­ing sound once more—ea­ger, ex­cit­ed bark­ing.

			Ross crouched back on his heels and saw a smoky brand of light mov­ing along the edge of the mead­ow where the band of trees be­gan. Could it be a herd guard? Ross knew he had to head back to­ward the riv­er, but he had to force him­self on the path, for he did not know whether he dared en­ter the stream again. But what would hap­pen if they hunt­ed him with the dog? Con­fused mem­o­ries of how wa­ter spoiled scent spurred him on.

			Hav­ing reached the ris­ing bank he had climbed so la­bo­ri­ous­ly be­fore, Ross mis­cal­cu­lat­ed and tum­bled back, rolling down in­to the mud of the reed bed. Me­chan­i­cal­ly he wiped the slime from his face. The tree was still an­chored there; by some freak the cur­rent had rammed its root­ed end up on a sand spit.

			Above in the mead­ow the bark­ing sound­ed very close, and now it was an­swered by a sec­ond ca­nine belling. Ross wormed his way back through the reeds to the patch of wa­ter be­tween the tree and the bank. His few poor ef­forts at es­cape were al­most half-con­scious­ly tak­en; he was too tired to re­al­ly care now.

			Soon he saw a four-foot­ed shape run­ning along the top of the bank, giv­ing tongue. It was then joined by a larg­er and even more vo­cal com­pan­ion. The dogs drew even with Ross, who won­dered dul­ly if the an­i­mals could sight him in the shad­ows be­low, or whether they on­ly scent­ed his pres­ence. Had he been able, he would have climbed over the log and tak­en his chances in the open wa­ter, but now he could on­ly lie where he was—the tan­gle of roots be­tween him and the bank serv­ing as a screen, which would be lit­tle enough pro­tec­tion when men came with torch­es.

			Ross was mis­tak­en, how­ev­er, for his worm’s progress across the reed bed had lib­er­al­ly be­smeared his dark cloth­ing and masked the skin of his face and hands, giv­ing him bet­ter cov­er than any he could have wit­ting­ly de­vised. Though he felt naked and de­fense­less, the men who trailed the hounds to the riv­er bank, thrust­ing out the torch over the edge to light the sand spit, saw noth­ing but the trunk of the tree wedged against a mound of mud.

			Ross heard a con­fused mur­mur of voic­es bro­ken by the clam­or of the dogs. Then the torch was raised out of line of his daz­zled eyes. He saw one of the in­dis­tinct fig­ures above cuff away a dog and move off, call­ing the hounds af­ter it. Re­luc­tant­ly, still bark­ing, the an­i­mals went. Ross, with a lit­tle sob, sub­sid­ed limply in the un­com­fort­able net of roots, still undis­cov­ered.

		
	
		
			XV

			It was such a small thing, a tag of ragged stuff looped about a length of splin­tered sapling. Ross climbed stiffly over the wel­ter of drift caught on the sand spit and pulled it loose, rec­og­niz­ing the string even be­fore he touched it. That square knot was of Mc­Neil’s ty­ing, and as Mur­dock sat down weak­ly in the sand and mud, ner­vous­ly fin­ger­ing the twist­ed cord, star­ing va­cant­ly at the riv­er, his last small hope died. The raft must have bro­ken up, and nei­ther Ashe nor Mc­Neil could have sur­vived the ul­ti­mate dis­as­ter.

			Ross Mur­dock was alone, ma­rooned in a time which was not his own, with lit­tle prom­ise of es­cape. That one thought blanked out his mind with its own dark­ness. What was the use of get­ting up again, of try­ing to find food for his emp­ty stom­ach, or warmth and shel­ter?

			He had al­ways prid­ed him­self on be­ing able to go it alone, had thought him­self se­cure in that cal­cu­lat­ed lone­li­ness. Now that be­lief had been washed away in the riv­er along with most of the will pow­er which had kept him go­ing these past days. Be­fore, there had al­ways been some goal, no mat­ter how re­mote. Now, he had noth­ing. Even if he man­aged to reach the mouth of the riv­er, he had no idea of where or how to sum­mon the sub from the over­seas post. All three of the time trav­el­ers might al­ready have been writ­ten off the rolls, since they had not re­port­ed in.

			Ross pulled the rag free from the sapling and wreathed it in a tight bracelet about his grimed wrist for some un­ex­plain­able rea­son. Worn and tired, he tried to think ahead. There was no chance of again con­tact­ing Ulf­fa’s tribe. Along with all the oth­er wood­land hunters they must have fled be­fore the ad­vance of the horse­men. No, there was no rea­son to go back, and why make the ef­fort to ad­vance?

			The sun was hot. This was one of those spring days which fore­tell the ripeness of sum­mer. In­sects buzzed in the reed banks where a green sheen showed. Birds wheeled and cir­cled in the sky, some flock dis­turbed, their cries reach­ing Ross in hoarse calls of warn­ing.

			He was still plas­tered with patch­es of dried mud and slime, the reek of it thick in his nos­trils. Now Ross brushed at a splotch on his knee, pick­ing loose flakes to ex­pose the alien cloth of his suit un­der­neath, seem­ing­ly un­be­fouled. All at once it be­came nec­es­sary to be clean again at least.

			Ross wad­ed in­to the stream, stoop­ing to splash the brown wa­ter over his body and then rub­bing away the re­sult­ing mud. In the sun­light the fab­ric had a bril­liant glow, as if it not on­ly drew the light but re­flect­ed it. Wad­ing far­ther out in­to the wa­ter, he be­gan to swim, not with any goal in view, but be­cause it was eas­i­er than crawl­ing back to land once more.

			Us­ing the down­stream cur­rent to sup­ple­ment his skill, he watched both banks. He could not re­al­ly hope to see ei­ther the raft or in­di­ca­tions that its pas­sen­gers had won to shore, but some­where deep in­side him he had not yet ac­cept­ed the prob­a­ble.

			The ef­fort of swim­ming broke through that fog of in­er­tia which had held him since he had awak­ened that morn­ing. It was with a some­what health­i­er in­ter­est in life that Ross came ashore again on an arm of what was a bay or in­let an­gling back in­to the land. Here the banks of the riv­er were well above his head, and be­liev­ing that he was well shel­tered, he stripped, hang­ing his suit in the sun­light and let­ting the un­usu­al heat of the day soothe his body.

			A raw fish, cor­nered in the shal­lows and scooped out, fur­nished one of the best meals he had ev­er tast­ed. He had reached for the suit draped over a wil­low limb when the first and on­ly warn­ing that his for­tunes had once again changed came, swift­ly, silent­ly, and with dead­ly prom­ise.

			One mo­ment the wil­lows had moved gen­tly in the breeze, and then a spear sud­den­ly set them all quiv­er­ing. Ross, clutch­ing the suit to him with a fran­tic grab, skat­ed about in the sand, go­ing to one knee in his haste.

			He found him­self com­plete­ly at the mer­cy of the two men stand­ing on the bank well above him. Un­like Ulf­fa’s peo­ple or the Beaker traders, they were very tall, with heavy braids of light or sun-bleached hair swing­ing for­ward on their wide chests. Their leather tu­nics hung to mid-thigh above leg­gings which were bound to their limbs with paint­ed straps. Cuff bracelets of cop­per ringed their fore­arms, and neck­laces of an­i­mal teeth and beads dis­played their per­son­al wealth. Ross could not re­mem­ber hav­ing seen their like on any of the brief­ing tapes at the base.

			One spear had been a warn­ing, but a sec­ond was held ready, so Ross made the age-old sig­nal of sur­ren­der, re­luc­tant­ly drop­ping his suit and rais­ing his hands palm out and shoul­der high.

			“Friend?” Ross asked in the Beaker tongue. The traders ranged far, and per­haps there was a chance they had had con­tact with this tribe.

			The spear twirled, and the younger stranger ef­fort­less­ly leaped down the bank, pad­dling over to Ross to pick up the suit he had dropped, hold­ing it up while he made some com­ment to his com­pan­ion. He seemed fas­ci­nat­ed by the fab­ric, pulling and smooth­ing it be­tween his hands, and Ross won­dered if there was a chance of trad­ing it for his own free­dom.

			Both men were armed, not on­ly with the long-blad­ed dag­gers fa­vored by the Beaker folk, but al­so with ax­es. When Ross made a slight ef­fort to low­er his hands the man be­fore him reached to his belt ax, growl­ing what was plain­ly a warn­ing. Ross blinked, re­al­iz­ing that they might well knock him out and leave him be­hind, tak­ing the suit with them.

			Fi­nal­ly, they de­cid­ed in fa­vor of in­clud­ing him in their loot. Throw­ing the suit over one arm, the stranger caught Ross by the shoul­der and pushed him for­ward rough­ly. The peb­bled beach was painful to Ross’s feet, and the breeze which whipped about him as he reached the top of the bank re­mind­ed him on­ly too forcibly of his or­deal in the glacial world.

			Mur­dock was tempt­ed to make a sud­den dash out on the point of the bank and dive in­to the riv­er, but it was al­ready too late. The man who was hold­ing the spear had moved be­hind him, and Ross’s wrist, held in a vise grip at the small of his back, kept him pris­on­er as he was pushed on in­to the mead­ow. There three shag­gy hors­es grazed, their nose ropes gath­ered in­to the hands of a third man.

			A sharp stone half buried in the ground changed the pat­tern of the day. Ross’s heel scraped against it, and the re­sult­ing pain trig­gered his re­bel­lion in­to ex­plo­sion. He threw him­self back­ward, his bruised heel slid­ing be­tween the feet of his cap­tor, bring­ing them both to the ground with him­self on top. The oth­er ex­pelled air from his lungs in a grunt of sur­prise, and Ross whipped over, one hand grasp­ing the hilt of the tribesman’s dag­ger while the oth­er, free of that pris­on­ing wrist-lock, chopped at the fel­low’s throat.

			Dag­ger out and ready, Ross faced the men in a half crouch as he had been drilled. They stared at him in open-mouthed amaze­ment, then too late the spears went up. Ross placed the point of his loot­ed weapon at the throat of the now qui­et man by whom he knelt, and he spoke the lan­guage he had learned from Ulf­fa’s peo­ple.

			“You strike—this one dies.”

			They must have read the de­ter­mined pur­pose in his eyes, for slow­ly, re­luc­tant­ly, the spears went down. Hav­ing gained so much of a vic­to­ry, Ross dared more. “Take—” he mo­tioned to the wait­ing hors­es—“take and go!”

			For a mo­ment he thought that this time they would meet his chal­lenge, but he con­tin­ued to hold the dag­ger above the brown throat of the man who was now moan­ing faint­ly. His threat con­tin­ued to reg­is­ter, for the oth­er man shrugged the suit from his arm, left it ly­ing on the ground, and re­treat­ed. Hold­ing the nose rope of his horse, he mount­ed, waved the herder up al­so, and both of them rode slow­ly away.

			The pris­on­er was slow­ly com­ing around, so Ross on­ly had time to pull on the suit; he had not even fas­tened the breast studs be­fore those blue eyes opened. A sun­burned hand flashed to a belt, but the dag­ger and ax which had once hung there were now in Ross’s pos­ses­sion. He watched the tribesman care­ful­ly as he fin­ished dress­ing.

			“What you do?” The words were in the speech of the for­est peo­ple, dis­tort­ed by a new ac­cent.

			“You go—” Ross point­ed to the third horse the oth­ers had left be­hind—“I go—” he in­di­cat­ed the riv­er—“I take these”—he pat­ted the dag­ger and the ax. The oth­er scowled.

			“Not good …”

			Ross laughed, a lit­tle hys­ter­i­cal­ly. “Not good you,” he agreed, “good—me!”

			To his sur­prise the tribesman’s stiff face re­laxed, and the fel­low gave a bark of laugh­ter. He sat up, rub­bing at his throat, a big grin pulling at the cor­ners of his mouth.

			“You—hunter?” The man point­ed north­east to the wood­lands fring­ing the moun­tains.

			Ross shook his head. “Trad­er, me.”

			“Trad­er,” the oth­er re­peat­ed. Then he tapped one of the wide met­al cuffs at his wrist. “Trade—this?”

			“That. More things.”

			“Where?”

			Ross point­ed down­stream. “By bit­ter wa­ter—trade there.”

			The man ap­peared puz­zled. “Why you here?”

			“Ride riv­er wa­ter, like you ride,” he said, point­ing to the horse. “Ride on trees—many trees tied to­geth­er. Trees break apart—I come here.”

			The con­cep­tion of a raft voy­age ap­par­ent­ly got across, for the tribesman was nod­ding. Get­ting to his feet, he walked across to take up the nose rope of the wait­ing horse. “You come camp—Fos­car. Fos­car chief. He like you show trick how you take Tul­ka, make him sleep—hold his ax, knife.”

			Ross hes­i­tat­ed. This Tul­ka seemed friend­ly now, but would that friend­li­ness last? He shook his head. “I go to bit­ter wa­ter. My chief there.”

			Tul­ka was scowl­ing again. “You speak crooked words—your chief there!” He point­ed east­ward with a dra­mat­ic stretch of the arm. “Your chief speak Fos­car. Say he give much these—” he touched his cop­per cuffs—“good knives, ax­es—get you back.”

			Ross stared at him with­out un­der­stand­ing. Ashe? Ashe in this Fos­car’s camp of­fer­ing a re­ward for him? But how could that be?

			“How you know my chief?”

			Tul­ka laughed, this time de­ri­sive­ly. “You wear shin­ing skin—your chief wear shiny skin. He say find oth­er shiny skin—give many good things to man who bring you back.”

			Shiny skin! The suit from the alien ship! Was it the ship peo­ple? Ross re­mem­bered the light on him as he climbed out of the Red vil­lage. He must have been sight­ed by one of the space­men. But why were they search­ing for him, alert­ing the na­tives in an ef­fort to scoop him up? What made Ross Mur­dock so im­por­tant that they must have him? He on­ly knew that he was not go­ing to be tak­en if he could help it, that he had no de­sire to meet this “chief” who had of­fered trea­sure for his cap­ture.

			“You will come!” Tul­ka went in­to ac­tion, his mount flash­ing for­ward al­most in a run­ning leap at Ross, who stum­bled back when horse and rid­er loomed over him. He swung up the ax, but it was a weapon with which he had had no train­ing, too heavy for him.

			As his blow met on­ly thin air the shoul­der of the mount hit him, and Ross went down, avoid­ing by less than a fin­ger’s breadth the thud of an un­shod hoof against his skull. Then the rid­er land­ed on him, crush­ing him flat. A fist con­nect­ed with his jaw, and for Ross the sun went out.

			He found him­self hang­ing across a sup­port which moved with a rock­ing gait, whose pound­ing hurt his head, keep­ing him half dazed. Ross tried to move, but he re­al­ized that his arms were be­hind his back, fas­tened wrist to wrist, and a warm weight cen­tered in the small of his spine to hold him face down on a horse. He could do noth­ing ex­cept en­dure the dis­com­fort as best he could and hope for a speedy end to the gal­lop.

			Over his head passed the cack­le of speech. He caught short glimpses of an­oth­er horse match­ing pace to the one that car­ried him. Then they swept in­to a noisy place where the shout­ing of many men made a din. The horse stopped and Ross was pulled from its back and dropped to the trod­den dust, to lie blink­ing up dizzi­ly, try­ing to fo­cus on the scene about him.

			They had ar­rived at the camp of the horse­men, whose hide tents served as a back­drop for the fair long-haired gi­ants and the tall wom­en hov­er­ing about to view the cap­tive. The cir­cle about him then broke, and men stood aside for a new­com­er. Ross had be­lieved that his orig­i­nal cap­tors were phys­i­cal­ly im­pos­ing, but this one was their mas­ter. Ly­ing on the ground at the chief­tain’s feet, Ross felt like a small and help­less child.

			Fos­car, if Fos­car this was, could not yet have en­tered mid­dle age, and the mus­cles which moved along his arms and across his shoul­ders as he leaned over to study Tul­ka’s prize made him bear-strong. Ross glared up at him, that same hot rage which had led to his at­tack on Tul­ka now urg­ing him to the on­ly de­fi­ance he had left—words.

			“Look well, Fos­car. Free me, and I would do more than look at you,” he said in the speech of the woods hunters.

			Fos­car’s blue eyes widened and he low­ered a fist which could have swal­lowed in its grasp both of Ross’s hands, link­ing those great fin­gers in the stuff of the suit and draw­ing the cap­tive to his feet, with no sign that his act had re­quired any ef­fort. Even stand­ing, Ross was a good eight inch­es short­er than the chief­tain. Yet he put up his chin and eyed the oth­er square­ly, with­out giv­ing ground.

			“So—yet still my hands are tied.” He put in­to that all the taunt­ing in­flec­tion he could sum­mon. His re­cep­tion by Tul­ka had giv­en him one faint clue to the char­ac­ter of these peo­ple; they might be brought to ac­knowl­edge the worth of one who stood up to them.

			“Child—” The fist shift­ed from its grip on the fab­ric cov­er­ing Ross’s chest to his shoul­der, and now un­der its com­pul­sion Ross swayed back and forth.

			“Child?” From some­where Ross raised that short laugh. “Ask Tul­ka. I be no child, Fos­car. Tul­ka’s ax, Tul­ka’s knife—they were in my hand. A horse Tul­ka had to use to bring me down.”

			Fos­car re­gard­ed him in­tent­ly and then grinned. “Sharp tongue,” he com­ment­ed. “Tul­ka lost knife—ax? So! En­nar,” he called over his shoul­der, and one of the men stepped out a pace be­yond his fel­lows.

			He was short­er and much younger than his chief, with a boy’s rangy slim­ness and an open, good-look­ing face, his eyes bright on Fos­car with a kind of ea­ger ex­cite­ment. Like the oth­er tribes­men he was armed with belt dag­ger and ax, and since he wore two neck­laces and both cuff bracelets and up­per arm­lets as did Fos­car, Ross thought he must be a rel­a­tive of the old­er man.

			“Child!” Fos­car clapped his hand on Ross’s shoul­der and then with­drew the hold. “Child!” He in­di­cat­ed En­nar, who red­dened. “You take from En­nar ax, knife,” Fos­car or­dered, “as you took from Tul­ka.” He made a sign, and some­one cut the thongs about Ross’s wrists.

			Ross rubbed one numbed hand against the oth­er, set­ting his jaw. Fos­car had stung his young fol­low­er with that con­temp­tu­ous “child,” so the boy would be ea­ger to match all his skill against the pris­on­er. This would not be as easy as his tak­ing Tul­ka by sur­prise. But if he re­fused, Fos­car might well or­der him killed out of hand. He had cho­sen to be de­fi­ant; he would have to do his best.

			“Take—ax, knife—” Fos­car stepped back, wav­ing at his men to open out a ring en­cir­cling the two young men.

			Ross felt a lit­tle sick as he watched En­nar’s hand go to the haft of the ax. Noth­ing had been said about En­nar’s not us­ing his weapons in de­fense, but Ross dis­cov­ered that there was some sense of sport­man­ship in the tribes­men, af­ter all. It was Tul­ka who pushed to the chief’s side and said some­thing which made Fos­car roar bull-voiced at his youth­ful cham­pi­on.

			En­nar’s hand came away from the ax hilt as if that pol­ished wood were white-hot, and he trans­ferred his dis­com­fi­ture to Ross as the oth­er un­der­stood. En­nar had to win now for his own pride’s sake, and Ross felt he had to win for his life. They cir­cled war­i­ly, Ross watch­ing his op­po­nent’s eyes rather than those half-closed hands held at waist lev­el.

			Back at the base he had been matched with Ashe, and be­fore Ashe with the tough-bod­ied, skilled, and mer­ci­less train­ers in un­armed com­bat. He had beat­en in­to his bruised flesh knowl­edge of holds and blows in­tend­ed to save his skin in just such an en­counter. But then he had been well-fed, alert, pre­pared. He had not been knocked sil­ly and then trans­port­ed for miles slung across a horse af­ter days of ex­po­sure and hard us­age. It re­mained to be learned—was Ross Mur­dock as tough as he al­ways thought him­self to be? Tough or not, he was in this un­til he won—or dropped.

			Com­ments from the crowd aroused En­nar to the first def­i­nite ac­tion. He charged, stoop­ing low in a wrestler’s stance, but Ross squat­ted even low­er. One hand flicked to the churned dust of the ground and snapped up again, send­ing a cloud of grit in­to the tribesman’s face. Then their bod­ies met with a shock, and En­nar sailed over Ross’s shoul­der to skid along the earth.

			Had Ross been fresh, the con­test would have end­ed there and then in his fa­vor. But when he tried to whirl and throw him­self on his op­po­nent he was too slow. En­nar was not wait­ing to be pinned flat, and it was Ross’s turn to be caught at a dis­ad­van­tage.

			A hand shot out to catch his leg just above the an­kle, and once again Ross obeyed his teach­ing, fall­ing eas­i­ly at that pull, to land across his op­po­nent. En­nar, dis­con­cert­ed by the too-quick suc­cess of his at­tack, was un­pre­pared for this. Ross rolled, try­ing to es­cape steel-fin­gered hands, his own chop­ping out in edge­wise blows, striv­ing to serve En­nar as he had Tul­ka.

			He had to take a lot of pun­ish­ment, though he man­aged to elude the pow­er­ful bear’s hug in which he knew the oth­er was la­bor­ing to en­gulf him, a hold which would speed­i­ly crush him in­to sub­mis­sion. Cling­ing to the meth­ods he had been taught, he fought on, on­ly now he knew, with a grow­ing pan­ic, that his best was not good enough. He was too spent to make an end. Un­less he had some piece of great good luck, he could on­ly de­lay his own de­feat.

			Fin­gers clawed vi­cious­ly at his eyes, and Ross did what he had nev­er thought to do in any fight—he snapped wolfish­ly, his teeth clos­ing on flesh as he brought up his knee and drove it home in­to the body wrig­gling on his. There was a gasp of hot breath in his face as Ross called up­on the last few rags of his strength, tear­ing loose from the oth­er’s slack­ened hold. He scram­bled to one knee. En­nar was al­so on his knees, crouch­ing like a four-legged beast ready to spring. Ross risked ev­ery­thing on a last gam­ble. Clasp­ing his hands to­geth­er, he raised them as high as he could and brought them down on the nape of the oth­er’s neck. En­nar sprawled for­ward face-down in the dust where sec­onds lat­er Ross joined him.

		
	
		
			XVI

			Mur­dock lay on his back, gaz­ing up at the laced hides which stretched to make the tent roof­ing. Hav­ing been bat­tered just enough to feel all one aching bruise, Ross had lost in­ter­est in the fu­ture. On­ly the present mat­tered, and it was a dark one. He might have fought En­nar to a stand­still, but in the eyes of the horse­men he had al­so been beat­en, and he had not im­pressed them as he had hoped. That he still lived was a mi­nor won­der, but he de­duced that he con­tin­ued to breathe on­ly be­cause they want­ed to ex­change him for the re­ward of­fered by the aliens from out of time, an un­pleas­ant prospect to con­tem­plate.

			His wrists were lashed over his head to a peg driv­en deeply in­to the ground; his an­kles were bound to an­oth­er. He could turn his head from side to side, but any fur­ther move­ment was im­pos­si­ble. He ate on­ly bits of food dropped in­to his mouth by a dirty-fin­gered slave, a cowed hunter cap­tured from a tribe over­whelmed in the mi­gra­tion of the horse­men.

			“Ho—tak­er of ax­es!” A toe jarred in­to his ribs, and Ross bit back the grunt of pain which an­swered that rude bid for his at­ten­tion. He saw in the dim light En­nar’s face and was sav­age­ly glad to note the dis­col­orations about the right eye and along the jaw line, the sig­na­tures left by his own skinned knuck­les.

			“Ho—war­rior!” Ross re­turned hoarse­ly, try­ing to lade that ti­tle with all the scorn he could sum­mon.

			En­nar’s hand, hold­ing a knife, swung in­to his lim­it­ed range of vi­sion. “To clip a sharp tongue is a good thing!” The young tribesman grinned as he knelt down be­side the help­less pris­on­er.

			Ross knew a thrill of fear worse than any pain. En­nar might be about to do just what he hint­ed! In­stead, the knife swung up and Ross felt the saw­ing at the cords about his wrists, en­dur­ing the pain in the raw gouges they had cut in his flesh with grat­i­tude that it was not mu­ti­la­tion which had brought En­nar to him. He knew that his arms were free, but to draw them down from over his head was al­most more than he could do, and he lay qui­et as En­nar loosed his feet.

			“Up!”

			With­out En­nar’s hands pulling at him, Ross could not have reached his feet. Nor did he stay erect once he had been raised, crash­ing for­ward on his face as the oth­er let him go, hot anger eat­ing at him be­cause of his own help­less­ness.

			In the end, En­nar sum­moned two slaves who dragged Ross in­to the open where a coun­cil as­sem­bled about a fire. A de­bate was in progress, some­times so heat­ed that the speak­ers fin­gered their knife or ax hilts when they shout­ed their ar­gu­ments. Ross could not un­der­stand their lan­guage, but he was cer­tain that he was the sub­ject un­der dis­cus­sion and that Fos­car had the de­cid­ing vote and had not yet giv­en the nod to ei­ther side.

			Ross sat where the slaves had dumped him, rub­bing his smart­ing wrists, so death­ly weary in mind and beat­en in body that he was not re­al­ly in­ter­est­ed in the fate they were plan­ning for him. He was con­tent mere­ly to be free of his bonds, a small fa­vor, but one he sa­vored dul­ly.

			He did not know how long the de­bate last­ed, but at length En­nar came to stand over him with a mes­sage. “Your chief—he give many good things for you. Fos­car take you to him.”

			“My chief is not here,” Ross re­peat­ed weari­ly, mak­ing a protest he knew they would not heed. “My chief sits by the bit­ter wa­ter and waits. He will be an­gry if I do not come. Let Fos­car fear his anger—”

			En­nar laughed. “You run from your chief. He will be hap­py with Fos­car when you lie again un­der his hand. You will not like that—I think it so!”

			“I think so, too,” Ross agreed silent­ly.

			He spent the rest of that night ly­ing be­tween the watch­ful En­nar and an­oth­er guard, though they had the hu­man­i­ty not to bind him again. In the morn­ing he was al­lowed to feed him­self, and he fished chunks of veni­son out of a stew with his un­washed fin­gers. But in spite of the messi­ness, it was the best food he had eat­en in days.

			The trip, how­ev­er, was not to be a com­fort­able one. He was mount­ed on one of the shag­gy hors­es, a rope run un­der the an­i­mal’s bel­ly to loop one foot to the oth­er. For­tu­nate­ly, his hands were bound so he was able to grasp the coarse, wiry mane and keep his seat af­ter a fash­ion. The nose rope of his mount was passed to Tul­ka, and En­nar rode be­side him with on­ly half an eye for the path of his own horse and the bal­ance of his at­ten­tion for the pris­on­er.

			They head­ed north­east, with the moun­tains as a sharp green-and-white goal against the morn­ing sky. Though Ross’s sense of di­rec­tion was not too acute, he was cer­tain that they were mak­ing for the gen­er­al vicin­i­ty of the hid­den vil­lage, which he be­lieved the ship peo­ple had de­stroyed. He tried to dis­cov­er some­thing of the na­ture of the con­tact which had been made be­tween the aliens and the horse­men.

			“How find oth­er chief?” he asked En­nar.

			The young man tossed one of his braids back across his shoul­der and turned his head to face Ross square­ly. “Your chief come our camp. Talk with Fos­car—two—four sleeps ago.”

			“How talk with Fos­car? With hunter talk?”

			For the first time En­nar did not ap­pear al­to­geth­er cer­tain. He scowled and then snapped, “He talk—Fos­car, us. We hear right words—not woods creep­er talk. He speak to us good.”

			Ross was puz­zled. How could the alien out of time speak the prop­er lan­guage of a prim­i­tive tribe some thou­sands of years re­moved from his own era? Were the ship peo­ple al­so fa­mil­iar with time trav­el? Did they have their own sta­tions of trans­fer? Yet their fury with the Reds had been hot. This was a com­plete mys­tery.

			“This chief—he look like me?”

			Again En­nar ap­peared at a loss. “He wear cov­er­ing like you.”

			“But was he like me?” per­sist­ed Ross. He didn’t know what he was try­ing to learn, on­ly that it seemed im­por­tant at that mo­ment to press home to at least one of the tribes­men that he was dif­fer­ent from the man who had put a price on his head and to whom he was to be sold.

			“Not like!” Tul­ka spoke over his shoul­der. “You look like hunter peo­ple—hair, eyes—Strange chief no hair on head, eyes not like—”

			“You saw him too?” Ross de­mand­ed ea­ger­ly.

			“I saw. I ride to camp—they come so. Stand on rock, call to Fos­car. Make mag­ic with fire—it jump up!” He point­ed his arm stiffly at a bush be­fore them on the trail. “They point lit­tle, lit­tle spear—fire come out of the ground and burn. They say burn our camp if we do not give them man. We say—not have man. Then they say many good things for us if we find and bring man—”

			“But they are not my peo­ple,” Ross cut in. “You see, I have hair, I am not like them. They are bad—”

			“You may be tak­en in war by them—chief’s slave.” En­nar had a re­ply to that which was log­i­cal ac­cord­ing to the cus­toms of his own tribe. “They want slave back—it is so.”

			“My peo­ple strong too, much mag­ic,” Ross pushed. “Take me to bit­ter wa­ter and they pay much—more than stranger chief!”

			Both tribes­men were amused. “Where bit­ter wa­ter?” asked Tul­ka.

			Ross jerked his head to the west. “Some sleeps away—”

			“Some sleeps!” re­peat­ed En­nar jeer­ing­ly. “We ride some sleeps, maybe many sleeps where we know not the trails—maybe no peo­ple there, maybe no bit­ter wa­ter—all things you say with split tongue so that we not give you back to mas­ter. We go this way not even one sleep—find chief, get good things. Why we do hard thing when we can do easy?”

			What ar­gu­ment could Ross of­fer in re­but­tal to the sim­ple log­ic of his cap­tors? For a mo­ment he raged in­ward­ly at his own help­less­ness. But long ago he had learned that giv­ing away to hot fury was no good un­less one did it de­lib­er­ate­ly to im­press, and then on­ly when one had the up­per hand. Now Ross had no hand at all.

			For the most part they kept to the open, where­as Ross and the oth­er two agents had skulked in wood­ed ar­eas on their flight through this same ter­ri­to­ry. So they ap­proached the moun­tains from a dif­fer­ent an­gle, and though he tried, Ross could pick out no fa­mil­iar land­marks. If by some mir­a­cle he was able to free him­self from his cap­tors, he could on­ly head due west and hope to strike the riv­er.

			At mid­day their par­ty made camp in a grove of trees by a spring. The weath­er was as un­sea­son­ably warm as it had been the day be­fore, and flies, brought out of cold-weath­er hid­ing, at­tacked the stamp­ing hors­es and crawled over Ross. He tried to keep them off with swings of his bound hands, for their bites drew blood.

			Hav­ing been tum­bled from his mount, he re­mained fas­tened to a tree with a noose about his neck while the horse­men built a fire and broiled strips of deer meat.

			It would seem that Fos­car was in no hur­ry to get on, since af­ter they had eat­en, the men con­tin­ued to lounge at ease, some even drop­ping off to sleep. When Ross count­ed faces he learned that Tul­ka and an­oth­er had both dis­ap­peared, pos­si­bly to con­tact and warn the aliens they were com­ing.

			It was midafter­noon be­fore the scouts reap­peared, as un­ob­tru­sive­ly as they had gone. They went be­fore Fos­car with a re­port which brought the chief over to Ross. “We go. Your chief waits—”

			Ross raised his swollen, bit­ten face and made his usu­al protest. “Not my chief!”

			Fos­car shrugged. “He say so. He give good things to get you back un­der his hand. So—he your chief!”

			Once again Ross was boost­ed on his mount, and bound. But this time the par­ty split in­to two groups as they rode off. He was with En­nar again, just be­hind Fos­car, with two oth­er guards bring­ing up the rear. The rest of the men, lead­ing their mounts, melt­ed in­to the trees. Ross watched that qui­et with­draw­al spec­u­la­tive­ly. It ar­gued that Fos­car did not trust those he was about to do busi­ness with, that he was tak­ing cer­tain pre­cau­tions of his own. On­ly Ross could not see how that dis­trust, which might be on­ly or­di­nary pru­dence on Fos­car’s part, could in any way be an ad­van­tage for him.

			They rode at a pace hard­ly above a walk in­to a small open mead­ow nar­row­ing at the east. Then for the first time Ross was able to place him­self. They were at the en­trance to the val­ley of the vil­lage, about a mile away from the nar­row throat above which Ross had lain to spy and had been cap­tured, for he had come from the north over the spurs of ris­ing ridges.

			Ross’s horse was pulled up as Fos­car drove his heel in­to the ribs of his own mount, send­ing it at a brisker pace to­ward the neck of the val­ley. There was a blot of blue there—more than one of the aliens were wait­ing. Ross caught his lip be­tween his teeth and bit down on it hard. He had stood up to the Reds, to Fos­car’s tribes­men, but he shrank from meet­ing those strangers with an odd fear that the worst the men of his own species could do would be but a pale shad­ow to the treat­ment he might meet at their hands.

			Fos­car was now a toy man astride a toy horse. He halt­ed his gal­lop­ing mount to sit fac­ing the hand­ful of strangers. Ross count­ed four of them. They seemed to be talk­ing, though there was still a good dis­tance sep­a­rat­ing the mount­ed man and the blue suits.

			Min­utes passed be­fore Fos­car’s arm raised in a wave to sum­mon the par­ty guard­ing Ross. En­nar kicked his horse to a trot, tow­ing Ross’s mount be­hind, the oth­er two men thud­ding along more dis­creet­ly. Ross not­ed that they were both armed with spears which they car­ried to the fore as they rode.

			They were per­haps three quar­ters of the way to join Fos­car, and Ross could see plain­ly the bald heads of the aliens as their faces turned in his di­rec­tion. Then the strangers struck. One of them raised a weapon shaped sim­i­lar­ly to the au­to­mat­ic Ross knew, ex­cept that it was longer in the bar­rel.

			Ross did not know why he cried out, ex­cept that Fos­car had on­ly an ax and dag­ger which were both still sheathed at his belt. The chief sat very still, and then his horse gave a swift side­wise swerve as if in fright. Fos­car col­lapsed, limp, bone­less­ly, to the trod­den turf, to lie un­mov­ing face down.

			En­nar whooped, a cry com­bin­ing de­fi­ance and de­spair in one. He reined up with vi­o­lence enough to set his horse rear­ing. Then, drop­ping his hold on the lead­ing rope of Ross’s mount, he whirled and set off in a wild dash for the trees to the left. A spear lanced across Ross’s shoul­der, rip­ping at the blue fab­ric, but his horse whirled to fol­low the oth­er, tak­ing him out of dan­ger of a sec­ond thrust. Hav­ing lost his op­por­tu­ni­ty, the man who had wield­ed the spear dashed by at En­nar’s back.

			Ross clung to the mane with both hands. His great­est fear was that he might slip from the sad­dle pad and since he was tied by his feet, lie un­pro­tect­ed and help­less un­der those dash­ing hoofs. Some­how he man­aged to cling to the horse’s neck, his face lashed by the rough mane while the an­i­mal pound­ed on. Had Ross been able to grasp the dan­gling nose rope, he might have had a faint chance of con­trol­ling that run, but as it was he could on­ly hold fast and hope.

			He had on­ly bro­ken glimpses of what lay ahead. Then a bril­liant fire, as vivid as the flames which had eat­en up the Red vil­lage, burst from the ground a few yards ahead, send­ing the horse wild. There was more fire and the horse changed course through the ris­ing smoke. Ross re­al­ized that the aliens were try­ing to cut him off from the thin safe­ty of the wood­lands. Why they didn’t just shoot him as they had Fos­car he could not un­der­stand.

			The smoke of the burn­ing grass was thick, cut­ting be­tween him and the woods. Might it al­so pro­vide a cur­tain be­hind which he could hope to es­cape both par­ties? The fire was send­ing the horse back to­ward the wait­ing ship peo­ple. Ross could hear a con­fused shout­ing in the smoke. Then his mount made a mis­cal­cu­la­tion, and a tongue of red licked too close. The an­i­mal screamed, dash­ing on blind­ly straight be­tween two of the blazes and away from the blue-clad men.

			Ross coughed, al­most chok­ing, his eyes wa­ter­ing as the stench of singed hair thick­ened the smoke. But he had been car­ried out of the fire cir­cle and was shoot­ing back in­to the mead­ow­land. Mount and un­will­ing rid­er were well away from the up­per end of that cleared space when an­oth­er horse cut in from the left, match­ing speed to the un­con­trolled an­i­mal to which Ross clung. It was one of the tribes­men rid­ing eas­i­ly.

			The trick worked, for the wild race slowed to a gal­lop and the oth­er rid­er, in a feat of horse­man­ship at which Ross mar­veled, leaned from his seat to catch the dan­gling nose rope, bring­ing the run­away against his own steady steed. Ross shak­en, still cough­ing from the smoke and un­able to sit up­right, held to the mane. The gal­lop slowed to a rock­ing pace and fi­nal­ly came to a halt, both hors­es blow­ing, white-foam patch­es on their chests and their rid­ers’ legs.

			Hav­ing made his cap­ture, the tribesman seemed in­dif­fer­ent to Ross, look­ing back in­stead at the wide cur­tain of grass smoke, frown­ing as he stud­ied the swift spread of the fire. Mut­ter­ing to him­self, he pulled the lead rope and brought Ross’s horse to fol­low in the di­rec­tion from which En­nar had brought the cap­tive less than a half hour ear­li­er.

			Ross tried to think. The un­ex­pect­ed death of their chief might well mean his own, should the tribe’s de­sire for vengeance now be aroused. On the oth­er hand, there was a faint chance that he could now bet­ter im­press them with the thought that he was in­deed of an­oth­er clan and that to aid him would be to work against a com­mon en­e­my.

			But it was hard to plan clear­ly, though wits alone could save him now. The par­ley which had end­ed with Fos­car’s mur­der had brought Ross a small mea­sure of time. He was still a cap­tive, even though of the tribes­men and not the un­earth­ly strangers. Per­haps to the ship peo­ple these prim­i­tives were hard­ly high­er in scale than the for­est an­i­mals.

			Ross did not try to talk to his present guard, who towed him in­to the west­ern sun of late af­ter­noon. They halt­ed at last in that same small grove where they had rest­ed at noon. The tribesman fas­tened the mounts and then walked around to in­spect the an­i­mal Ross had rid­den. With a grunt he loos­ened the pris­on­er and spilled him un­cer­e­mo­ni­ous­ly on the ground while he ex­am­ined the horse. Ross lev­ered him­self up to sight the mark of the burn across that roan hide where the fire had blis­tered the skin.

			Thick hand­fuls of mud from the side of the spring were brought and plas­tered over the seared strip. Then, hav­ing rubbed down both an­i­mals with twists of grass, the man came over to Ross, pushed him back to the ground, and stud­ied his left leg.

			Ross un­der­stood. By rights, his thigh should al­so have been scorched where the flame had hit, yet he had felt no pain. Now as the tribesman ex­am­ined him for a burn, he could not see even the faintest dis­col­oration of the strange fab­ric. He re­mem­bered how the aliens had strolled un­con­cerned through the burn­ing vil­lage. As the suit had in­su­lat­ed him against the cold of the ice, so it would seem that it had al­so pro­tect­ed him against the fire, for which he was du­ly thank­ful. His es­cape from in­jury was a puz­zle to the tribesman, who, fail­ing to find any trace of burn on him, left Ross alone and went to sit well away from his pris­on­er as if he feared him.

			They did not have long to wait. One by one, those who had rid­den in Fos­car’s com­pa­ny gath­ered at the grove. The very last to come were En­nar and Tul­ka, car­ry­ing the body of their chief. The faces of both men were smeared with dust and when the oth­ers sight­ed the body they, too, rubbed dust in­to their cheeks, recit­ing a string of words and go­ing one by one to touch the dead chief­tain’s right hand.

			En­nar, re­sign­ing his bur­den to the oth­ers, slid from his tired horse and stood for a long mo­ment, his head bowed. Then he gazed straight at Ross and came across the tiny clear­ing to stand over the man of a lat­er time. The boy­ish­ness which had been a part of him when he had fought at Fos­car’s com­mand was gone. His eyes were mer­ci­less as he leaned down to speak, shap­ing each word with slow care so that Ross could un­der­stand the prom­ise—that fright­ful prom­ise:

			“Woods rat, Fos­car goes to his buri­al fire. And he shall take a slave with him to serve him be­yond the sky—a slave to run at his voice, to shake when he thun­ders. Slave-dog, you shall run for Fos­car be­yond the sky, and he shall have you for­ev­er to walk up­on as a man walks up­on the earth. I, En­nar, swear that Fos­car shall be sent to the chiefs in the sky in all hon­or. And that you, dog-one, shall lie at his feet in that go­ing!”

			He did not touch Ross, but there was no doubt in Ross’s mind that he meant ev­ery word he spoke.

		
	
		
			XVII

			The prepa­ra­tions for Fos­car’s fu­ner­al went on through the night. A wood­en struc­ture, made up of tied fagots dragged in from the wood­land, grew taller be­yond the big trib­al camp. The con­stant croon­ing wail of the wom­en in the tents pro­duced a mi­nor mur­mur of sound, enough to drive a man to the edge of mad­ness. Ross had been left un­der guard where he could watch it all, a re­fine­ment of tor­ture which he would ear­li­er have be­lieved too sub­tle for En­nar. Though the old­er men car­ried mi­nor com­mands among the horse­men, be­cause En­nar was the clos­est of blood kin among the adult males, he was in charge of the com­ing cer­e­mo­ny.

			The pick of the horse herd, a roan stal­lion, was brought in to be pick­et­ed near Ross as sac­ri­fice num­ber two, and two of the hounds were in turn leashed close by. Fos­car, his best weapons to hand and a red cloak lapped about him, lay wait­ing on a bier. Near­by squat­ted the trib­al wiz­ard, shak­ing his thun­der rat­tle and chant­ing in a voice which ap­proached a shriek. This wild ac­tiv­i­ty might have been a scene lift­ed di­rect­ly from some tape stored at the project base. It was very dif­fi­cult for Ross to re­mem­ber that this was re­al­i­ty, that he was to be one of the main ac­tors in the com­ing event, with no time­ly aid from Op­er­a­tion Ret­ro­grade to snatch him to safe­ty.

			Some­time dur­ing that night­mare he slept, his weari­ness of body over­com­ing him. He awoke, dazed, to find a hand clutch­ing his mop of hair, pulling his head up.

			“You sleep—you do not fear, Fos­car’s dog-one?”

			Grog­gi­ly Ross blinked up. Fear? Sure, he was afraid. Fear, he re­al­ized with a clear thrust of con­scious­ness such as he had sel­dom ex­pe­ri­enced be­fore, had al­ways stalked be­side him, slept in his bed. But he had nev­er sur­ren­dered to it, and he would not now if he could help it.

			“I do not fear!” He threw that creed in­to En­nar’s face in one hot boast. He would not fear!

			“We shall see if you speak so loud­ly when the fire bites you!” The oth­er spat, yet in that oath there was a re­luc­tant recog­ni­tion of Ross’s courage.

			“When the fire bites …” That sang in Ross’s head. There was some­thing else—if he could on­ly re­mem­ber! Up to that mo­ment he had kept a poor lit­tle shad­ow of hope. It is al­ways im­pos­si­ble—he was con­scious again with that strange clar­i­ty of mind—for a man to face his own death hon­est­ly. A man al­ways con­tin­ues to be­lieve to the last mo­ment of his life that some­thing will in­ter­vene to save him.

			The men led the horse to the mound of fagots which was now crowned with Fos­car’s bier. The stal­lion went qui­et­ly, un­til a tall tribesman struck true with an ax, and the an­i­mal fell. The hounds were al­so killed and laid at their dead mas­ter’s feet.

			But Ross was not to fare so eas­i­ly. The wiz­ard danced about him, a hideous fig­ure in a beast mask, a curled fringe of dried snake­skins sway­ing from his belt. Shak­ing his rat­tle, he squawked like an an­gry cat as they pulled Ross to the stacked wood.

			Fire—there was some­thing about fire—if he could on­ly re­mem­ber! Ross stum­bled and near­ly fell across one leg of the dead horse they were prop­ping in­to place. Then he re­mem­bered that tongue of flame in the mead­ow grass which had burned the horse but not the rid­er. His hands and his head would have no pro­tec­tion, but the rest of his body was cov­ered with the flame-re­sis­tant fab­ric of the alien suit. Could he do it? There was such a slight chance, and they were al­ready push­ing him on­to that mound, his hands tied. En­nar stooped, and bound his an­kles, se­cur­ing him to the brush.

			So fas­tened, they left him. The tribe ringed around the pyre at a safe dis­tance, En­nar and five oth­er men ap­proach­ing from dif­fer­ent di­rec­tions, torch­es aflame. Ross watched those blaz­ing knots thrust in­to the brush and heard the crack­le of the fire. His eyes, hard and mea­sur­ing, stud­ied the flash of flame from dried brush to sea­soned wood.

			A tongue of yel­low-red flame licked up at him. Ross hard­ly dared to breathe as it wreathed about his foot, his hide fet­ters smol­der­ing. The in­su­la­tion of the suit did not cut all the heat, but it al­lowed him to stay put for the few sec­onds he need­ed to make his es­cape spec­tac­u­lar.

			The flame had eat­en through his foot bonds, and yet the burn­ing sen­sa­tion on his feet and legs was no greater than it would have been from the di­rect rays of a bright sum­mer sun. Ross moist­ened his lips with his tongue. The im­pact of heat on his hands and his face was dif­fer­ent. He leaned down, held his wrists to the flame, tak­ing in sto­ical si­lence the burns which freed him.

			Then, as the fire curled up so that he seemed to stand in a frame of writhing red ban­ners, Ross leaped through that cur­tain, pro­tect­ing his bowed head with his arms as best he could. But to the on­look­ers it seemed he passed un­hurt through the heart of a roar­ing fire.

			He kept his foot­ing and stood fac­ing that part of the trib­al ring di­rect­ly be­fore him. He heard a cry, per­haps of fear, and a blaz­ing torch flew through the air and struck his hip. Al­though he felt the force of the blow, the burn­ing bits of the head mere­ly slid down his thigh and leg, leav­ing no mark on the smooth blue fab­ric.

			“Ah­h­h­h­h­hh!”

			Now the wiz­ard ca­pered be­fore him, shak­ing his rat­tle to make a deaf­en­ing din. Ross struck out, slap­ping the sor­cer­er out of his path, and stooped to pick up the smol­der­ing brand which had been thrown at him. Whirling it about his head, though ev­ery move­ment was tor­ture to his scorched hands, he set it flam­ing once more. Hold­ing it in front of him as a weapon, he stalked di­rect­ly at the men and wom­en be­fore him.

			The torch was a poor enough de­fense against spears and ax­es, but Ross did not care—he put in­to this last gam­ble all the de­ter­mi­na­tion he could sum­mon. Nor did he re­al­ize what a fig­ure he pre­sent­ed to the tribes­men. A man who had crossed a cur­tain of fire with­out ap­par­ent hurt, who ap­peared to wash in tongues of flame with­out harm, and who now called up­on fire in turn as a weapon, was no man but a de­mon!

			The wall of peo­ple wa­vered and broke. Wom­en screamed and ran; men shout­ed. But no one threw a spear or struck with an ax. Ross walked on, a man pos­sessed, look­ing nei­ther to the right or left. He was in the camp now, stalk­ing to­ward the fire burn­ing be­fore Fos­car’s tent. He did not turn aside for that ei­ther, but hold­ing the torch high, strode through the heart of the flames, risk­ing fur­ther burns for the sake of in­sur­ing his ul­ti­mate safe­ty.

			The tribes­men melt­ed away as he ap­proached the last line of tents, with the open land be­yond. The hors­es of the herd, which had been driv­en to this side to avoid the fu­ner­al pyre, were shift­ing ner­vous­ly, the scent of burn­ing mak­ing them un­easy.

			Once more Ross whirled the dy­ing torch about his head. Re­call­ing how the aliens had sent his horse mad, he tossed it be­hind him in­to the grass be­tween the tents and the herd. The tin­der-dry stuff caught im­me­di­ate­ly. Now if the men tried to ride af­ter him, they would have trou­ble.

			With­out hin­drance he walked across the mead­ow at the same even pace, nev­er turn­ing to look be­hind. His hands were two sep­a­rate worlds of smart­ing pain; his hair and eye­brows were singed, and a fin­ger of burn ran along the an­gle of his jaw. But he was free, and he did not be­lieve that Fos­car’s men would be in any haste to pur­sue him. Some­where be­fore him lay the riv­er, the riv­er which ran to the sea. Ross walked on in the sun­ny morn­ing while be­hind him black smoke raised a dark bea­con to the sky.

			Af­ter­ward he guessed that he must have been light­head­ed for sev­er­al days, re­mem­ber­ing lit­tle save the pain in his hands and the fact that it was nec­es­sary to keep mov­ing. Once he fell to his knees and buried both hands in the cool, moist earth where a thread of stream trick­led from a pool. The muck seemed to draw out a lit­tle of the agony while he drank with a fever thirst.

			Ross seemed to move through a haze which lift­ed at in­ter­vals dur­ing which he not­ed his sur­round­ings, was able to re­call a lit­tle of what lay be­hind him, and to keep to the cor­rect route. How­ev­er, the gaps of time in be­tween were for­ev­er lost to him. He stum­bled along the banks of a riv­er and front­ed a bear fish­ing. The mas­sive beast rose on its hind legs, growled, and Ross walked by it un­car­ing, un­men­aced by the puz­zled an­i­mal.

			Some­times he slept through the dark pe­ri­ods which marked the nights, or he stum­bled along un­der the moon, nurs­ing his hands against his breast, whim­per­ing a lit­tle when his foot slipped and the jar of that mishap ran through his body. Once he heard singing, on­ly to re­al­ize that it was him­self who sang hoarse­ly a melody which would be pop­u­lar thou­sands of years lat­er in the world through which he wa­vered. But al­ways Ross knew that he must go on, us­ing that thick stream of run­ning wa­ter as a guide to his fi­nal goal, the sea.

			Af­ter a long while those spa­ces of men­tal clar­i­ty grew longer, ap­pear­ing clos­er to­geth­er. He dug small shelled things from un­der stones along the riv­er and ate them avid­ly. Once he clubbed a rab­bit and feast­ed. He sucked birds’ eggs from a nest hid­den among some reeds—just enough to keep his gaunt body go­ing, though his gray eyes were now set in what was al­most a death’s-head.

			Ross did not know just when he re­al­ized that he was again be­ing hunt­ed. It start­ed with an un­easi­ness which dif­fered from his pre­vi­ous fever-bred hal­lu­ci­na­tions. This was an in­ner pulling, a grow­ing com­pul­sion to turn and re­trace his way back to­ward the moun­tains to meet some­thing, or some­one, wait­ing for him on the back­ward path.

			But Ross kept on, fear­ing sleep now and fight­ing it. For once he had lain down to rest and had wak­ened on his feet, head­ing back as if that com­pul­sion had the pow­er to take over his body when his wak­ing will was off guard.

			So he rest­ed, but he dared not sleep, the de­sire con­stant­ly tear­ing at his will, striv­ing to take over his weak­ened body and draw it back. Per­haps against all rea­son he be­lieved that it was the aliens who were try­ing to con­trol him. Ross did not even ven­ture to guess why they were so de­ter­mined to get him. If there were tribes­men on his trail as well, he did not know, but he was sure that this was now pure­ly a war of wills.

			As the banks of the riv­er were giv­ing way to marsh­es, he had to wade through mud and wa­ter, de­tour­ing the bog­gy sec­tions. Great clouds of birds whirled and shrieked their protests at his com­ing, and sleek wa­ter an­i­mals pad­dled and poked cu­ri­ous heads out of the wa­ter as this two-legged thing walked me­chan­i­cal­ly through their green land. Al­ways that pull was with him, un­til Ross was more aware of fight­ing it than of trav­el­ing.

			Why did they want him to re­turn? Why did they not fol­low him? Or were they afraid to ven­ture too far from where they had come through the trans­fer? Yet the un­seen rope which was tug­ging at him did not grow less ten­u­ous as he put more dis­tance be­tween him­self and the moun­tain val­ley. Ross could un­der­stand nei­ther their mo­tives nor their meth­ods, but he could con­tin­ue to fight.

			The bog was end­less. He found an is­land and lashed him­self with his suit belt to the sin­gle wil­low which grew there, know­ing that he must have sleep, or he could not hope to last through the next day. Then he slept, on­ly to wak­en cold, shak­ing, and afraid. Shoul­der deep in a pool, he was aware that in his sleep he must have opened the belt buck­le and freed him­self, and on­ly the mishap of fall­ing in­to the wa­ter had brought him around to san­i­ty.

			Some­how he got back to the tree, re­hooked the buck­le and twist­ed the belt around the branch­es so that he was sure he could not work it free un­til day­break. He lapsed in­to a deep­en­ing doze, and awoke, still safe­ly an­chored, with the morn­ing cries of the birds. Ross con­sid­ered the suit as he un­tan­gled the belt. Could the strange cloth­ing be the tie by which the aliens held to him? If he were to strip, leav­ing the gar­ment be­hind, would he be safe?

			He tried to force open the studs across his chest, but they would not yield to the slight pres­sure which was all his seared fin­gers could ex­ert, and when he pulled at the fab­ric, he was un­able to tear it. So, still wear­ing the liv­ery of the off-world men, Ross con­tin­ued on his way, hard­ly car­ing where he went or how. The mud plas­tered on him by his fre­quent falls was some pro­tec­tion against the swarm of in­sect life his pass­ing stirred in­to at­tack. How­ev­er, he was able to en­dure a swollen face and slit­ted eyes, be­ing far more con­scious of the wrench­ing feel­ing with­in him than the mis­ery of his body.

			The char­ac­ter of the marsh be­gan to change once more. The riv­er was split­ting in­to a dozen small­er streams, shap­ing out fan­like. Look­ing down at this from one of the marsh hillocks, Ross knew a faint surge of re­lief. Such a place had been on the map Ashe had made them mem­o­rize. He was close to the sea at last, and for the mo­ment that was enough.

			A salt-sharp­ened wind cut at him with the force of a fist in the face. In the ab­sence of sun­light the lead­en clouds over­head set a win­ter­like gloom across the coun­try­side. To the con­stant sound of bird­calls Ross tramped heav­i­ly through small pools, beat­ing a path through tan­gles of marsh grass. He stole eggs from nests, suck­ing his nour­ish­ment ea­ger­ly with no dis­like for the fishy fla­vor, and drink­ing from stag­nant, brack­ish ponds.

			Sud­den­ly Ross halt­ed, at first think­ing that the con­tin­u­ous roll of sound he heard was thun­der. Yet the clouds over­head were massed no more than be­fore and there was no sign of light­ning. Con­tin­u­ing on, he re­al­ized that the mys­te­ri­ous sound was the pound­ing of surf—he was near the sea!

			Will­ing his body to run, he weaved for­ward at a reel­ing trot, pit­ting all his en­er­gy against the in­ces­sant pull from be­hind. His feet skid­ded out of marsh mud in­to sand. Ahead of him were dark rocks sur­round­ed by the white lace of spray.

			Ross head­ed straight to­ward that spray un­til he stood knee-deep in the curl­ing, foam-edged wa­ter and felt its tug on his body al­most as strong as that oth­er tug up­on his mind. He knelt, let­ting the salt wa­ter sting to life ev­ery cut, ev­ery burn, sput­ter­ing as it filled his mouth and nos­trils, wash­ing from him the slime of the bog lands. It was cold and bit­ter, but it was the sea! He had made it!

			Ross Mur­dock stag­gered back and sat down sud­den­ly in the sand. Glanc­ing about, he saw that his refuge was a rough tri­an­gle be­tween two of the small riv­er arms, lit­tered with the de­bris of the spring floods which had ground­ed here af­ter re­jec­tion by the sea. Al­though there was plen­ty of ma­te­ri­al for a fire, he had no means of kin­dling a flame, hav­ing lost the flint all Beaker traders car­ried for such a pur­pose.

			This was the sea, and against all odds he had reached it. He lay back, his self-con­fi­dence re­stored to the point where he dared once more to con­sid­er the fu­ture. He watched the swoop­ing flight of gulls draw­ing pat­terns un­der the clouds above. For the mo­ment he want­ed noth­ing more than to lie here and rest.

			But he did not sur­ren­der to this first de­mand of his over-driv­en body for long. Hun­gry and cold, sure that a storm was com­ing, he knew he had to build a fire—a fire on shore could pro­vide him with the means of sig­nal­ing the sub. Hard­ly know­ing why—be­cause one part of the coast­line was as good as an­oth­er—Ross be­gan to walk again, thread­ing a path in and out among the rocky out­crops.

			So he found it, a hol­low be­tween two such wind­breaks with­in which was a black­ened cir­cle of small stones hold­ing charred wood, with some emp­ty shells piled near­by. Here was un­mis­tak­able ev­i­dence of a camp! Ross plunged for­ward, thrust­ing a hand im­petu­ous­ly in­to the black mass of the dead fire. To his as­ton­ish­ment, he touched warmth!

			Hard­ly dar­ing to dis­turb those pre­cious bits of char­coal, he dug around them, then care­ful­ly blew in­to what ap­peared to be dead ash­es. There was an an­swer­ing glow! He could not have just imag­ined it.

			From a pile of wood that had been left be­hind, Ross snatched a small twig, pok­ing it at the coal af­ter he had rubbed it in­to a brush on the rough rock. He watched, all one ache of hope. The twig caught!

			With his stiff fin­gers so clum­sy, he had to be very care­ful, but Ross had learned pa­tience in a hard school. Bit by bit he fed that tiny blaze un­til he had a re­al fire. Then, lean­ing back against the rock, he watched it.

			It was now ob­vi­ous that the place­ment of the orig­i­nal fire had been cho­sen with care, for the out­crops gave it wind shel­ter. They al­so pro­vid­ed a dark back­drop, par­tial­ly hid­ing the flames on the land­ward side but un­doubt­ed­ly mak­ing them more vis­i­ble from the sea. The site seemed just right for a sig­nal fire—but to what?

			Ross’s hands shook slight­ly as he fed the blaze. It was on­ly too clear why any­one would make a sig­nal on this shore. Mc­Neil—or per­haps both he and Ashe—had sur­vived the breakup of the raft, af­ter all. They had reached this point—aban­doned no ear­li­er than this morn­ing, judg­ing by the life re­main­ing in the coals—and put up the sig­nal. Then, just as ar­ranged, they had been col­lect­ed by the sub, by now on its way back to the hid­den North Amer­i­can post. There was no hope of any pick­up for him now. Just as he had be­lieved them dead af­ter he had found that rag on the sapling, so they must have thought him fin­ished af­ter his fall in the riv­er. He was just a few hours too late!

			Ross fold­ed his arms across his hunched knees and rest­ed his head on them. There was no pos­si­ble way he could ev­er reach the post or his own kind—ev­er again. Thou­sands of miles lay be­tween him and the tem­po­rary in­stal­la­tion in this time.

			He was so sunk in his own com­plete de­spair that he was long un­aware of fi­nal­ly be­ing free of the pres­sure to turn back which had so long haunt­ed him. But as he roused to feed the fire he got to won­der­ing. Had those who hunt­ed him giv­en up the chase? Since he had lost his own race with time, he did not re­al­ly care. What did it mat­ter?

			The pile of wood was get­ting low, but he de­cid­ed that did not mat­ter ei­ther. Even so, Ross got to his feet, mov­ing over to the drifts of storm wrack to gath­er more. Why should he stay here by a use­less bea­con? But some­how he could not force him­self to move on, as fu­tile as his vig­il seemed.

			Drag­ging the sun-dried, bleached limbs of long-dead trees to his half shel­ter, he piled them up, work­ing un­til he laughed at the bar­ri­cade he had built. “A siege!” For the first time in days he spoke aloud. “I might be ready for a siege …” He pulled over an­oth­er branch, added it to his pile, and kneeled down once more by the flames.

			There were fish­er­folk to be found along this coast, and to­mor­row when he was rest­ed he would strike south and try to find one of their prim­i­tive vil­lages. Traders would be com­ing in­to this ter­ri­to­ry now that the Red-in­spired raiders were gone. If he could con­tact them …

			But that spark of in­ter­est in the fu­ture died al­most as soon as it was born. To be a Beaker trad­er as an agent for the project was one thing, to live the role for the rest of his life was some­thing else.

			Ross stood by his fire, star­ing out to sea for a sign he knew he would nev­er see again as long as he lived. Then, as if a spear had struck be­tween his shoul­der blades, he was at­tacked.

			The blow was not phys­i­cal, but came in­stead as a tear­ing, red pain in his head, a pres­sure so ter­ri­ble he could not move. He knew in­stant­ly that be­hind him now lurked the ul­ti­mate dan­ger.

		
	
		
			XVIII

			Ross fought to break that hold, to turn his head, to face the per­il which crept up­on him now. Un­like any­thing he had ev­er met be­fore in his short life­time, it could on­ly have come from some alien source. This strange en­counter was a bat­tle of will against will! The same re­bel­lion against au­thor­i­ty which had ruled his boy­hood, which had pushed him in­to the or­bit of the project, stiff­ened him to meet this at­tack.

			He was go­ing to turn his head; he was go­ing to see who stood there. He was! Inch by inch, Ross’s head came around, though sweat stung his seared and bit­ten flesh, and ev­ery breath was an ef­fort. He caught a half glimpse of the beach be­hind the rocks, and the stretch of sand was emp­ty. Over­head the birds were gone—as if they had nev­er ex­ist­ed. Or, as if they had been swept away by some im­pa­tient fight­er, who want­ed no dis­trac­tions from the pur­pose at hand.

			Hav­ing suc­cess­ful­ly turned his head, Ross de­cid­ed to turn his body. His left hand went out, slow­ly, as if it moved some great weight. His palm grit­ted painful­ly on the rock and he sa­vored that pain, for it pierced through the dead blan­ket of com­pul­sion that was be­ing used against him. De­lib­er­ate­ly he ground his blis­tered skin against the stone, con­cen­trat­ing on the sharp tor­ment in his hand as the agony shot up his arm. While he fo­cused his at­ten­tion on the phys­i­cal pain, he could feel the pres­sure against him weak­en. Sum­mon­ing all his strength, Ross swung around in a move­ment which was on­ly a shad­ow of his for­mer fe­line grace.

			The beach was still emp­ty, ex­cept for the piles of drift­wood, the rocks, and the oth­er things he had orig­i­nal­ly found there. Yet he knew that some­thing was wait­ing to pounce. Hav­ing dis­cov­ered that for him pain was a de­fense weapon, he had that one re­source. If they took him, it would be af­ter best­ing him in a fight.

			Even as he made this de­ci­sion, Ross was con­scious of a cu­ri­ous weak­en­ing of the force bent up­on him. It was as if his op­po­nents had been sur­prised, ei­ther at his sim­ple ac­tions of the past few sec­onds or at his de­ter­mi­na­tion. Ross leaped up­on that sur­prise, adding it to his stock of un­seen weapons.

			He leaned for­ward, still grind­ing his torn hand against the rock as a steady­ing in­flu­ence, took up a length of dried wood, and thrust its end in­to the fire. Hav­ing once used fire to save him­self, he was ready and will­ing to do it again, al­though at the same time, an­oth­er part of him shrank from what he in­tend­ed.

			Hold­ing his im­pro­vised torch breast-high, Ross stared across it, search­ing the land for the faintest sign of his en­e­mies. In spite of the fire and the light he held be­fore him, the dusk pre­vent­ed him from see­ing too far. Be­hind him the crash of the surf could have cov­ered the noise of a march­ing army.

			“Come and get me!”

			He whirled his brand in­to burst­ing life and then hurled it straight in­to the drift among the dunes. He was grab­bing for a sec­ond brand al­most be­fore the blaz­ing head of the first had fall­en in­to the twist­ed, bleached roots of a dead tree.

			He stood tense, a sec­ond torch now kin­dled in his hand. The sharp vise of an­oth­er’s will which had nipped him so tight­ly a mo­ment ago was eas­ing, slow­ly dis­ap­pear­ing as wa­ter might trick­le away. Yet he could not be­lieve that this small act of de­fi­ance had so daunt­ed his un­seen op­po­nent as to make him give up the strug­gle this eas­i­ly. It was more like­ly the pause of a wrestler seek­ing for a dead­li­er grip.

			The brand in his hand—Ross’s sec­ond line of de­fense—was a weapon he was loath to use, but would use if he were forced to it. He kept his hand mer­ci­less­ly flat against the rock as a re­minder and a spur.

			Fire twist­ed and crack­led among the drift­wood where the first torch had lodged, pro­vid­ing a flick­er­ing light yards from where he stood. He was grate­ful for it in the gloom of the gath­er­ing storm. If they would on­ly come to open war be­fore the rain struck …

			Ross shel­tered his torch with his body as spray, driv­en in­ward from the sea, spat­tered his shoul­ders and his back. If it rained, he would lose what small ad­van­tage the fire gave him, but then he would find some oth­er way to meet them. They would nei­ther break him nor take him, even if he had to wade in­to the sea and swim out in­to the lash of the cold north­ern waves un­til he could not move his tired limbs any longer.

			Once again that steel-edge will struck at Ross, prob­ing his stub­born­ness, as­sault­ing his mind. He whirled the torch, brought the scorch­ing breath of the flame across the hand rest­ing on the rock. Un­able to con­trol his own cry of protest, he was not sure he had the for­ti­tude to re­peat such an act.

			He had won again! The pres­sure had fall­en away in a flick, al­most as if some cur­rent had been snapped off. Through the red cur­tain of his tor­ment Ross sensed a sur­prise and dis­be­lief. He was un­aware that in this queer du­el he was us­ing both a pow­er of will and a depth of per­cep­tion he had nev­er known he pos­sessed. Be­cause of his dar­ing, he had shak­en his op­po­nents as no phys­i­cal at­tack could have af­fect­ed them.

			“Come and get me!” He shout­ed again at the bar­ren shore­line where the fire ate at the drift and noth­ing stirred, yet some­thing very much alive and con­scious lay hid­den. This time there was more than sim­ple chal­lenge in Ross’s de­mand—there was a note of tri­umph.

			The spray whipped by him, strik­ing at his fire, at the brand he held. Let the sea wa­ter put both out! He would find an­oth­er way of fight­ing. He was cer­tain of that, and he sensed that those out there knew it too and were trou­bled.

			The fire was be­ing driv­en by the wind along the criss­cross lines of bone-white wood left high on the beach, form­ing a wall of flame be­tween him and the in­te­ri­or, not, how­ev­er, an in­sur­mount­able bar­ri­er to what­ev­er lurked there.

			Again Ross leaned against the rock, study­ing the length of beach. Had he been wrong in think­ing that they were with­in the range of his voice? The pow­er they had used might car­ry over a greater dis­tance.

			“Yah­h­hh—” In­stead of a de­mand, he now voiced a taunt­ing cry, scream­ing his de­fi­ance. Some wild mad­ness had been trans­mit­ted to him by the winds, the roar­ing sea, his own pain. Ready to face the worst they could send against him, he tried to hurl that thought back at them as they had struck with their unit­ed will at him. No an­swer came to his chal­lenge, no rise to coun­ter­at­tack.

			Mov­ing away from the rock, Ross be­gan to walk for­ward to­ward the burn­ing drift, his torch ready in his hand. “I am here!” he shout­ed in­to the wind. “Come out—face me!”

			It was then that he saw those who had tracked him. Two tall thin fig­ures, wear­ing dark clothes, were stand­ing qui­et­ly watch­ing him, their eyes dark holes in the white ovals of their faces.

			Ross halt­ed. Though they were sep­a­rat­ed by yards of sand and rock and a burn­ing bar­ri­er, he could feel the force they wield­ed. The na­ture of that force had changed, how­ev­er. Once it had struck with a vig­or­ous spear point; now it formed a shield of pro­tec­tion. Ross could not break through that shield, and they dared not drop it. A stale­mate ex­ist­ed be­tween them in this strange bat­tle, the like of which Ross’s world had not known be­fore.

			He watched those ex­pres­sion­less white faces, try­ing to find some re­ply to the dead­lock. There flashed in­to his mind the cer­tain­ty that while he lived and moved, and they lived and moved, this strug­gle, this un­end­ing pur­suit, would con­tin­ue. For some mys­te­ri­ous rea­son they want­ed to have him un­der their con­trol, but that was nev­er go­ing to hap­pen if they all had to re­main here on this strip of wa­ter-washed sand un­til they starved to death! Ross tried to drive that thought across to them.

			“Mur­rrrdock!” That croak­ing cry borne out of the sea by the wind might al­most have come from the bill of a sea bird.

			“Mur­rrrdock!”

			Ross spun around. Vis­i­bil­i­ty had been dras­ti­cal­ly cur­tailed by the low­er­ing clouds and the dash­ing spray, but he could see a round dark thing bob­bing on the waves. The sub? A raft?

			Sens­ing a move­ment be­hind him, Ross wheeled about as one of the alien fig­ures leaped the blaz­ing drift, heed­less of the flames, and ran light-foot­ed­ly to­ward him in what could on­ly be an all-out at­tempt at cap­ture. The man had ready a weapon like the one that had felled Fos­car. Ross threw him­self at his op­po­nent in a reck­less dive, fall­ing on him with a smash­ing im­pact.

			In Ross’s grasp the alien’s body was frag­ile, but he moved flu­id­ly as Mur­dock fought to break his grip on the hand weapon and pin him to the sand. Ross was too in­tent up­on his own part of the strug­gle to heed the sounds of a shot over his head and a thin, wail­ing cry. He slammed his op­po­nent’s hand against a stone, and the white face, inch­es away from his own, twist­ed silent­ly with pain.

			Fum­bling for a bet­ter hold, Ross was sent rolling. He came down on his left hand with a force which brought tears to his eyes and stopped him just long enough for the oth­er to re­gain his feet.

			The blue-suit­ed man sprint­ed back to the body of his fel­low where it lay by the drift. He slung his un­con­scious com­rade over the bar­ri­er with more ease than Ross would have be­lieved pos­si­ble and vault­ed the bar­ri­er af­ter him. Ross, half crouched on the sand, felt un­usu­al­ly light and emp­ty. The strange tie which had drawn and held him to the strangers had been bro­ken.

			“Mur­dock!”

			A rub­ber raft rode in on the waves, two men aboard it. Ross got up, pulling at the studs of his suit with his right hand. He could be­lieve in what he saw now—the sub had not left, af­ter all. The two men run­ning to­ward him through the dusk were of his own kind.

			“Mur­dock!”

			It did not seem at all strange that Kel­gar­ries reached him first. Ross, caught up in this dream, ap­pealed to the ma­jor for aid with the studs. If the strangers from the ship did trace him by the suit, they were not go­ing to fol­low the sub back to the post and serve the project as they had the Reds.

			“Got—to—get—this—off—” He pulled the words out one by one, tug­ging fran­ti­cal­ly at the stub­born studs. “They can trace this and fol­low us—”

			Kel­gar­ries need­ed no bet­ter ex­pla­na­tion. Rip­ping loose the fas­ten­ings, he pulled the cling­ing fab­ric from Ross, send­ing him reel­ing with pain as he pulled the left sleeve down the younger man’s arm.

			The wind and spray were ice on his body as they dragged him down to the raft, bundling him aboard. He did not at all re­mem­ber their ar­rival on board the sub. He was ly­ing in the vi­brat­ing heart of the un­der­sea ship when he opened his eyes to see Kel­gar­ries re­gard­ing him in­tent­ly. Ashe, a coat of ban­dage about his shoul­der and chest, lay on a neigh­bor­ing bunk. Mc­Neil stood watch­ing a med­i­cal corps­man lay out sup­plies.

			“He needs a shot,” the medic was say­ing as Ross blinked at the ma­jor.

			“You left the suit—back there?” Ross de­mand­ed.

			“We did. What’s this about them trac­ing you by it? Who was trac­ing you?”

			“Men from the space ship. That’s the on­ly way they could have trailed me down the riv­er.” He was find­ing it dif­fi­cult to talk, and the protest­ing medic kept wav­ing a nee­dle in his di­rec­tion, but some­how in bursts of half-fin­ished sen­tences Ross got out his sto­ry—Fos­car’s death, his own es­cape from the chief’s fu­ner­al pyre, and the weird du­el of wills back on the beach. Even as he poured it out he thought how un­like­ly most of it must sound. Yet Kel­gar­ries ap­peared to ac­cept ev­ery word, and there was no ex­pres­sion of dis­be­lief on Ashe’s face.

			“So that’s how you got those burns,” said the ma­jor slow­ly when Ross had fin­ished his sto­ry. “De­lib­er­ate­ly sear­ing your hand in the fire to break their hold—” He crashed his fist against the wall of the tiny cab­in and then, when Ross winced at the jar, he hur­ried­ly un­curled those fin­gers to press Ross’s shoul­der with a sur­pris­ing­ly warm and gen­tle touch. “Put him to sleep,” he or­dered the medic. “He de­serves about a month of it, I should judge. I think he has brought us a big­ger slice of the fu­ture than we had hoped for …”

			Ross felt the prick of the nee­dle and then noth­ing more. Even when he was car­ried ashore at the post and lat­er when he was trans­port­ed in­to his prop­er time, he did not awak­en. He on­ly ap­proached a strange dreamy state in which he ate and drowsed, not car­ing for the world be­yond his own bunk.

			But there came a day when he did care, sit­ting up to de­mand food with a great deal of his old self-as­ser­tion. The doc­tor looked him over, per­mit­ting him to get out of bed and try out his legs. They were ex­ceed­ing­ly un­co­op­er­a­tive at first, and Ross was glad he had tried to move on­ly from his bunk to a wait­ing chair.

			“Vis­i­tors wel­come?”

			Ross looked up ea­ger­ly and then smiled, some­what hes­i­tat­ing­ly, at Ashe. The old­er man wore his arm in a sling but oth­er­wise seemed his usu­al im­per­turbable self.

			“Ashe, tell me what hap­pened. Are we back at the main base? What about the Reds? We weren’t traced by the ship peo­ple, were we?”

			Ashe laughed. “Did Doc just wind you up to let you spin, Ross? Yes, this is home, sweet home. As for the rest—well, it is a long sto­ry, and we are still pick­ing up pieces of it here and there.”

			Ross point­ed to the bunk in in­vi­ta­tion. “Can you tell me what is known?” He was still some­what at a loss, his old se­cret awe of Ashe tem­per­ing his out­ward show of ea­ger­ness. Ross still feared one of those snubs the oth­er so well knew how to de­liv­er to the bump­tious. But Ashe did come in and sit down, none of his old for­mal­i­ty now in ev­i­dence.

			“You have been a sur­prise pack­age, Mur­dock.” His ob­ser­va­tion had some of the ring of the old Ashe, but there was no with­draw­al be­hind the words. “Rather a busy lad, weren’t you, af­ter you were bumped off in­to that riv­er?”

			Ross’s re­ply was a gri­mace. “You heard all about that!” He had no time for his own ad­ven­tures, al­ready re­ced­ing in­to a past which made them both dim and unim­por­tant. “What hap­pened to you—and to the project—and—”

			“One thing at a time, and don’t rush your fences.” Ashe was sur­vey­ing him with an odd in­tent­ness which Ross could not un­der­stand. He con­tin­ued to ex­plain in his “in­struc­tor” voice. “We made it down the riv­er—how, don’t ask me. That was some­thing of a ‘project’ in it­self,” he laughed. “The raft came apart piece by piece, and we wad­ed most of the last cou­ple of miles, I think. I’m none too clear on the de­tails; you’ll have to get those out of Mc­Neil, who was still among those present then. Oth­er than that, we can­not com­pete with your ad­ven­tures. We built a sig­nal fire and sat by it toast­ing our shins for a few days, un­til the sub came to col­lect us—”

			“And took you off.” Ross ex­pe­ri­enced a fleet­ing re­turn of that hol­low feel­ing he had known on the shore when the still-warm coals of the sig­nal fire had told him the sto­ry of his too-late ar­rival.

			“And took us off. But Kel­gar­ries agreed to spin out our wait­ing pe­ri­od for an­oth­er twen­ty-four hours, in case you did man­age to sur­vive that toss you took in­to the riv­er. Then we sight­ed your spec­tac­u­lar dis­play of fire­works on the beach, and the rest was easy.”

			“The ship peo­ple didn’t trace us back to post?”

			“Not that we know of. Any­way, we’ve closed down the post on that time lev­el. You might be in­ter­est­ed in a very pe­cu­liar tale our mod­ern agents have picked up, float­ing over and un­der the iron cur­tain. A blast went off in the Baltic re­gion of this time, wip­ing some in­stal­la­tion clean off the map. The Reds have kept qui­et as to the na­ture of the ex­plo­sion and the ex­act place where it oc­curred.”

			“The aliens fol­lowed them all the way up to this time!”—Ross half rose from the chair—“But why? And why did they trail me?”

			“That we can on­ly guess. But I don’t be­lieve that they were moved by any pri­vate vengeance for the loot­ing of their derelict. There is some more im­per­a­tive rea­son why they don’t want us to find or use any­thing from one of their car­goes—”

			“But they were in pow­er thou­sands of years ago. Maybe they and their worlds are gone now. Why should things we do to­day mat­ter to them?”

			“Well, it does mat­ter, and in some very im­por­tant way. And we have to learn that rea­son.”

			“How?” Ross looked down at his left hand, en­cased in a mit­ten of ban­dage un­der which he very gin­ger­ly tried to stretch a fin­ger. Maybe he should have been ea­ger to wel­come an­oth­er meet­ing with the ship peo­ple, but if he were tru­ly hon­est, he had to ad­mit that he did not. He glanced up, sure that Ashe had read all that hes­i­ta­tion and scorned him for it. But there was no sign that his dis­com­fi­ture had been no­ticed.

			“By do­ing some loot­ing of our own,” Ashe an­swered. “Those tapes we brought back are go­ing to be a big help. More than one derelict was lo­cat­ed. We were right in our sur­mise that the Reds first dis­cov­ered the re­mains of one in Siberia, but it was in no con­di­tion to be ex­plored. They al­ready had the ba­sic idea of the time trav­el­er, so they ap­plied it to the hunt­ing down of oth­er ships, with sev­er­al way stops to throw peo­ple like us off the scent. So they found an in­tact ship, and al­so sev­er­al oth­ers. At least three are on this side of the At­lantic where they couldn’t get at them very well. Those we can deal with now—”

			“Won’t the aliens be wait­ing for us to try that?”

			“As far as we can dis­cov­er they don’t know where any of these ships crashed. Ei­ther there were no sur­vivors, or pas­sen­gers and crew took off in lifeboats while they were still in space. They might nev­er have known of the Reds’ ac­tiv­i­ties if you hadn’t trig­gered that com­mu­ni­ca­tor on the derelict.”

			Ross was re­duced to a small boy who bad­ly need­ed an al­i­bi for some piece of ju­ve­nile mis­chief. “I didn’t mean to.” That ex­cuse sound­ed so fee­ble that he was sur­prised in­to a laugh, on­ly to see Ashe grin­ning back at him.

			“See­ing as how your ac­tion al­so put a very ef­fec­tive spike in the op­po­si­tion’s wheel, you are freely for­giv­en. Any­way, you have al­so pro­vid­ed us with a pret­ty good idea of what we may be up against with the aliens, and we’ll be pre­pared for that next time.”

			“Then there will be a next time?”

			“We are call­ing in all time agents, con­cen­trat­ing our forces in the right pe­ri­od. Yes, there will be a next time. We have to learn just what they are try­ing so hard to pro­tect.”

			“What do you think it is?”

			“Space!” Ashe spoke the word soft­ly as if he rel­ished the prom­ise it held.

			“Space?”

			“That ship you ex­plored was a derelict from a ga­lac­tic fleet, but it was a ship and it used the prin­ci­ple of space flight. Do you un­der­stand now? In these lost ships lies the se­cret which will make us free of all the stars! We must claim it.”

			“Can we—?”

			“Can we?” Ashe was laugh­ing at Ross again with his eyes, though his face re­mained sober. “Then you still want to be count­ed in on this game?”

			Ross looked down again at his ban­daged hand and re­mem­bered swift­ly so many things—the coast of Britain on a misty morn­ing, the ex­cite­ment of prowl­ing the alien ship, the fight with En­nar, even the long night­mare of his flight down the riv­er, and last­ly, the ex­ul­ta­tion he had tast­ed when he had faced the alien and had locked wills—to hold steady. He knew that he could not, would not, give up what he had found here in the ser­vice of the project as long as it was in his pow­er to cling to it.

			“Yes.” It was a very sim­ple an­swer, but when his eyes met Ashe’s, Ross knew that it would serve bet­ter than any solemn oath.

		
	
		
			
				Colophon

				[image: The Standard Ebooks logo.]
			
			The Time Traders

			was pub­lished in 1958 by

			An­dre Nor­ton.

			This ebook was pro­duced for

			Stan­dard Ebooks

			by

			Tuck­er Chap­man,

			and is based on a tran­scrip­tion pro­duced in 2006 by

			Greg Weeks, Ir­ma Spe­har, and The On­line Dis­trib­uted Proof­read­ing Team

			for

			Project Guten­berg

			and on dig­i­tal scans from the

			In­ter­net Ar­chive.

			The cov­er page is adapt­ed from

			Tier­schick­sale,

			a paint­ing com­plet­ed in 1913 by

			Franz Marc.

			The cov­er and ti­tle pages fea­ture the

			League Spar­tan and Sorts Mill Goudy

			type­faces cre­at­ed in 2014 and 2009 by

			The League of Move­able Type.

			This edi­tion was re­leased on

			No­vem­ber 28, 2023, 2:52 a.m.

			and is based on

			re­vi­sion c041b72.

			The first edi­tion of this ebook was re­leased on

			June 26, 2020, 5:52 p.m.

			You can check for up­dates to this ebook, view its re­vi­sion his­to­ry, or down­load it for dif­fer­ent eread­ing sys­tems at

			stan­dard­e­books.org/ebooks/an­dre-nor­ton/the-time-traders.

			The vol­un­teer-driv­en Stan­dard Ebooks project re­lies on read­ers like you to sub­mit ty­pos, cor­rec­tions, and oth­er im­prove­ments. Any­one can con­trib­ute at stan­dard­e­books.org.

		
	
		
			Uncopyright

			
				
					May you do good and not evil.
					

					May you find for­give­ness for your­self and for­give oth­ers.
					

					May you share freely, nev­er tak­ing more than you give.
				

			

			Copy­right pages ex­ist to tell you that you can’t do some­thing. Un­like them, this Un­copy­right page ex­ists to tell you that the writ­ing and art­work in this ebook are be­lieved to be in the Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main; that is, they are be­lieved to be free of copy­right re­stric­tions in the Unit­ed States. The Unit­ed States pub­lic do­main rep­re­sents our col­lec­tive cul­tur­al her­itage, and items in it are free for any­one in the Unit­ed States to do al­most any­thing at all with, with­out hav­ing to get per­mis­sion.

			Copy­right laws are dif­fer­ent all over the world, and the source text or art­work in this ebook may still be copy­right­ed in oth­er coun­tries. If you’re not lo­cat­ed in the Unit­ed States, you must check your lo­cal laws be­fore us­ing this ebook. Stan­dard Ebooks makes no rep­re­sen­ta­tions re­gard­ing the copy­right sta­tus of the source text or art­work in this ebook in any coun­try oth­er than the Unit­ed States.

			Non-au­thor­ship ac­tiv­i­ties per­formed on items that are in the pub­lic do­main—so-called “sweat of the brow” work—don’t cre­ate a new copy­right. That means that no­body can claim a new copy­right on an item that is in the pub­lic do­main for, among oth­er things, work like dig­i­ti­za­tion, markup, or ty­pog­ra­phy. Re­gard­less, the con­trib­u­tors to this ebook re­lease their con­tri­bu­tions un­der the terms in the CC0 1.0 Uni­ver­sal Pub­lic Do­main Ded­i­ca­tion, thus ded­i­cat­ing to the world­wide pub­lic do­main all of the work they’ve done on this ebook, in­clud­ing but not lim­it­ed to meta­da­ta, the ti­tlepage, im­print, colophon, this Un­copy­right, and any changes or en­hance­ments to, or markup on, the orig­i­nal text and art­work. This ded­i­ca­tion doesn’t change the copy­right sta­tus of the source text or art­work. We make this ded­i­ca­tion in the in­ter­est of en­rich­ing our glob­al cul­tur­al her­itage, to pro­mote free and li­bre cul­ture around the world, and to give back to the un­re­strict­ed cul­ture that has giv­en all of us so much.

		
	OEBPS/Images/image00126.png
THE TIME TRADERS
ANDRE NORTON





OEBPS/Images/image00125.png





OEBPS/Images/cover00123.jpeg
« -
3
e
3 :
’(
d \
2 /

THE TIME TRADERS

ANDRE NORTON






