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			Stark got his final view of Pax from the tender, going out to the spaceport moon, and that was the best view he had had of it. Pax is the chief habitable planet of Vega. It is also a city, and the proud boast of that hopefully and precariously christened world is that not one single grain of corn grows upon it, nor is one single useful item manufactured.

			The city soars up into the sky. It spreads out over every landmass and swallows up small seas. It burrows underground, level upon level. Large areas of it are especially conditioned and equipped for non-humans. Everything comes into it from the outside. All supplies are shipped to the lunar docks and brought on down by freight tenders. Nothing lives on Pax but bureaucrats, diplomats, and computers.

			Pax is the administrative center of the Galactic Union, a democratic federation of star-worlds flung across half the Milky Way and including, very incidentally, the worlds of little Sol. In this place the millions of problems besetting billions of people inhabiting thousands of diverse planets are reduced to tidy and easily manageable abstractions on tapes, cards, and endless sheets of paper.

			A paper world, Stark thought, full of paper people.

			Simon Ashton was not made of paper. Time, and accomplishments in planetary administration, had promoted him to a comfortable office at the Ministry of Planetary Affairs and a comfortable apartment in a mile-high building which he need not ever leave, if he did not wish to, except to take one of the moving walkways to work. Still, like many of his colleagues in that Ministry, Ashton had never lost his rawhide, taut-wire energy. He often went into the field, knowing that the problems of actual beings in actual places could not be solved merely by the regurgitation of data from a bank of clacking machines.

			He had gone once too often into the field. He had not come back.

			Stark received that information on one of the unlicked worlds outside the Union, where life was a little more relaxed for people like himself. He was, as the old phrase had it, a wolf’s-head—a totally masterless man in a society where everyone respectable belonged to something. He bestowed his allegiance only where he chose, usually for pay. He was a mercenary by trade, and there were enough little wars going on both in and out of the Union, enough remote peoples calling on him for the use of his talents, so that he was able to make a reasonable living doing what he did best.

			Fighting.

			He had begun fighting almost before he could stand. Born in a mining colony in Mercury’s Twilight Belt, he had fought to live on a planet that did not encourage life; his parents were dead, his foster-parents a tribe of sub-human aboriginals clawing a precarious existence out of the sun-stricken valleys. He had fought, without success, the men who slaughtered those foster-parents and put him in a cage, a snarling curiosity. Later on, he had fought for a different kind of survival, the survival of himself as a man.

			He would never have got past square one without Simon Ashton.

			He could remember vividly the heat, the raw pain of loss, the confinement of the bars, the men who laughed and tormented him. Then Ashton came, Ashton the wielder of authority, the savior, and that was the beginning of the life of Eric John Stark, as distinguished from N’Chaka, the Man-Without-a-Tribe.

			Now twice-orphaned, Eric/N’Chaka gradually accepted Ashton as his father-in-being. More than that, he accepted Ashton as his friend. The years of his growing-up were associated almost solely with Ashton because they had been much alone in the frontier stations to which Ashton was sent. Ashton’s kindness, his counsel, his patience, his strength and his affection were stamped indelibly on the fibers of Stark’s being. He had gotten even his name through Ashton, who had searched the records of Mercury Metals and Mining to track down his parents.

			And now Simon Ashton was missing, disappeared, on the world of a ginger star somewhere at the back of beyond, out in the Orion Spur. A newly discovered, newly opened world called Skaith that hardly anyone had ever heard of, except at Galactic Center. Skaith was not a member of the Union but there had been a consulate. Someone had called to the Union for help, and Ashton was the man who went to see about it.

			Ashton had, perhaps, exceeded his authority. Even so, his superiors had done their best. But the local powers closed the consulate and refused entrance to officers of the Union. All attempts to discover Ashton’s whereabouts, or the reason for his disappearance, had ended at a blank wall.

			Stark caught the first available ship outbound for Galactic center and Pax. Looking for Ashton had become his personal business.

			The weeks he had spent at Pax had been neither pleasant nor easy. He had had to do a great deal of talking and convincing and, after that, much learning. He was glad to be leaving, impatient to get on with the job.

			The world-city dropped behind him, and he breathed more freely. Presently the enormous intricacies of the lunar spaceport engulfed him, sorted him, tagged him and eventually spewed him into the bowels of a trim little cargo liner which took him about a third of the way to his destination. Three more changes were scheduled after that, progressively downward, into a rickety old tramp—the only sort of ship that served Skaith.

			He endured the voyage, continuing by means of tapes the education into things Skaithian he had begun at Pax. He was not popular among his fellow travelers. His cabin mate complained that he twitched and growled in his sleep like an animal, and there was something in the gaze of his pale eyes that disconcerted them. They called him “the wild man” behind his back and ceased trying to lure him into games, the discussions of schemes for turning a quick profit, or personal reminiscences.

			The tramp trader made several planet falls along the way. But eventually it creaked and rattled out of FTL drive within sight of a solar system lost in the wilderness of Orion Spur.

			It was the fourth month, by Galactic Arbitrary Time, after Ashton’s disappearance.

			Stark destroyed his tapes and collected his few belongings. The rickety trader settled down on the rickety starport at Skeg, the only one on the planet, and discharged its passengers.

			Stark was the first man off the ship.

			His papers gave his right name, which meant nothing here, but they did not mention Pax as a point of origin for his flight. They said that he was an Earthman, which he was in a way, and a dealer in rarities, which he was not. At the barrier shed a couple of surly men confiscated his purely defensive stunner—he could have it back, they said, when he left—and searched him and his meager luggage for other weapons. He was then given a terse lecture, in bad Universal, on the rules and regulations governing life in Skeg and was sent on his way with the parting information that all roads out of Skeg except the one leading to the starport were closed to off-worlders. He was not under any circumstances to leave the city.

			He rode the ten miles in a jolting cart, past plantations of tropical fruits, waterlogged paddies where some form of grain was growing lushly, and patches of jungle. Gradually the smell of mud and vegetation was overlaid by a smell of sea water, salty and stagnant. Stark did not like it much.

			When the cart topped a low line of jungled hills, he found that he did not much like the look of the sea, either. Skaith had no moon, so there were no tides to stir it, and there was a milky, greasy sheen to the surface. Skaith’s old ginger-colored sun was going down in a senile fury of crimson and molten brass, laying streaks of unhealthy brilliance across the water. The sea seemed a perfect habitat for the creatures who were said to live in it.

			Beside the sea, on the bank of a river, was Skeg. The river had grown thin with age, too weak to do more than trickle through a narrow passage where the silt of centuries had all but closed its mouth. A ruined fortress-tower was set on low cliffs to guard a vanished harbor. But the city itself looked lively enough, with lamps and torches glowing out as the sun sank.

			Presently, Stark saw the first of the Three Ladies, magnificent star-clusters—the ornament of Skaith’s night skies—that made it impossible to come by a decent darkness. He glowered at the Lady, admiring her beauty but thinking that she and her sisters could make things very difficult for him.

			As though the situation would not be difficult enough.

			The cart eventually came clumping into the town. Skeg was one great open market where almost anything could be bought or sold, and the streets were busy. Shops and stalls were brightly lighted. Vendors with barrows cried their wares. People from all over the Fertile Belt—tall, leather-clad warrior-burghers from the outlying city-states as well as the small silken folk of the tropics—mingled with the off-worlders who came to traffic, exchanging precious foreign items like iron pigs for drugs, or artifacts looted from Skaith’s plentiful supply of ruins.

			And of course there were the Farers. Everywhere. A conglomerate of all the races, dressed or undressed in every imaginable fashion, trooping about, lying about, doing whatever happened to occur to them at the moment; the careless itinerant children of the Lords Protector, who neither toiled nor spun, but blew lightly with the winds of the world.

			Stark paid off his driver and found lodging at an inn catering to off-worlders. The room was small but reasonably clean, and the food, when he sampled it, not at all bad.

			In any case, he was not interested in comfort. He was interested in Ashton.

			When he had eaten, he approached the landlord in the common-room of the inn, which was built in the breezy tropical style of Skeg, being mostly windows with reed curtains that rolled down to shut out the rain. It was not raining now, and the sea wind blew through, heavy and damp.

			“How do I find the Galactic Union consulate?”

			The landlord stared at him. He was a dark purple color, with a face of stone and startlingly light, very cold gray eyes.

			“The consulate? Didn’t you know?”

			“Know what?” asked Stark, looking suitably blank.

			“There isn’t one. Not anymore.”

			“But I was told—”

			“The Farers wrecked it, not quite four months ago. Sent the consul and his staff packing. They—”

			“The Farers?”

			“Surely you were told about them at the starport. All that human garbage littering up the streets.”

			“Oh, yes,” said Stark. “I was just surprised. They seem—well, too indolent.”

			“All they need is the word,” said the landlord sourly. “When the Wandsmen say go, they go.”

			Stark nodded. “I was warned about the Wandsmen, too. Pain of death and all that. They seem to be very important men on Skaith.”

			“They do the dirty work for the Lords Protector. The Chief Wandsman of Skeg, the almighty Gelmar, led the Farers. He told the consul to get gone and stay gone, they wanted no more outside interference. In fact, for a while it seemed they might kick us all out and close the starport. They didn’t, quite. Needed the imports too badly. But they treat us like criminals.”

			“I got the feeling that foreigners weren’t popular,” Stark said. “What was the row about?”

			The landlord shook his head. “Some damned official busybody from Pax. It’s a fairly open secret that he was here to arrange emigration from one of the city-states. More fool he.”

			“Oh? What happened to him?”

			“Who knows? Except the Wandsmen.” The cold eyes regarded Stark suspiciously. “Got a particular interest?”

			“Hardly.”

			“Then drop the subject. We’ve had trouble enough already. What did you want with the consulate, anyway?”

			“Some routine business about travel papers. It’ll have to wait till my next port of call.”

			He bade the landlord good night and walked out.

			Some damned busybody from Pax.

			Ashton.

			And only the Wandsmen knew what had happened to him.

			Stark had made that assumption himself, some time ago, so he was not downcast. He had not expected to walk into Skeg and find signs posted to tell him his way. He walked through the crowded streets, a dark man in a dark tunic—a big man, powerfully muscled, who carried himself as lightly and easily as a dancer. He was in no hurry. He let the city flow around him, absorbing it through all the senses, including one that civilized men have largely lost. But he was not civilized. He was aware of the lights, the colors, the mingled smells, the strange musics made by unnameable instruments and alien voices, the bright banners that hung above the sin-shops, the movements of people; underneath it all he sensed a rich, ripe stink of decay. Skaith was dying, of course, but it did not seem to him to be dying well.

			He could see no reason to delay sticking his head into the noose, and so presently he entered a tavern and began his work.

			He went about it most discreetly. He had spent what felt like an eternity at Pax, going with cold bitter patience through all the existing information on Skaith—learning the language, learning as much as was known about the people and their customs, talking to the ex-consul in an effort to learn more. It was already, of course, too late to save Ashton—had been too late from the moment he disappeared—if the Wandsmen had decided he should die. Two possibilities remained: rescue or revenge. For either one, Stark needed all the knowledge he could get.

			It was not extensive. Contact with Skaith had only occurred a dozen or so years ago, and the consulate was not established until five years later. Much was known about Skeg and the adjacent country. Something was known about the city-states. Very little was known about the lands beyond the Fertile Belt, where most of the population of Skaith was now gathered. He had heard tall tales about the Barrens and the People of the Barrens, and perhaps some of them were true, and perhaps not.

			Nothing was known about the Lords Protector, in the sense that no one knew exactly what they looked like or exactly where they dwelt—no one except the Wandsmen who kept this knowledge as a high and holy secret. The beliefs of various sects and cults only confused matters. The consul’s report had said:

			
				“The Lords Protector, reputed to be ‘undying and unchanging,’ were apparently established long ago by the then ruling powers, as a sort of super-benevolence. The Great Migrations were beginning, the civilizations of the north were breaking up as the people moved away from the increasing cold, and there was certain to be a time of chaos with various groups competing for new lands. Then and later, when some stability was re-established, the Lords Protector were to prevent too great a trampling of the weak by the strong. Their law was simple: to succor the weak, to feed the hungry, to shelter the homeless, to strive always toward the greatest good of the greatest number.

				“It appears that through the centuries this law has been carried far beyond its original intent The Farers and the many smaller non-productive fragments of this thoroughly fragmented culture are now the greater number, with the result that the Wandsmen, in the name of Lords Protector, hold a third or more of the population in virtual slavery to supply the rest.

				“It is quite obvious to me that when the Wandsmen learned of the intention of the Irnanese to emigrate, they took immediate and violent action to prevent it. If Irnan were to accomplish this removal, other communities would surely follow, leaving the Wandsmen and their charges in a sad state. Ashton’s disappearance and the forcible closing of the consulate came as a shock to us, but hardly a surprise.”

			

			A great deal was known about the Wandsmen.

			What Stark wanted to do was seek out Gelmar and tear him slowly and painfully into small bits until he told what he had done to Ashton. This was not possible because of the Farers, the devoted, perpetual, ever-ready, instant mob. So he set himself out as bait.

			For two days he walked quietly in the streets and sat quietly in the taverns and talked quietly to anyone who would listen, asking questions, occasionally letting slip the name Irnan.

			On the evening of the second day the bait was taken.
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			Only Stark and Jerann turned aside. The cavalcade went on, moving at a steady walking pace that covered a surprising amount of ground without tiring the animals. Stark could catch up with them easily. He slid off the soft, wooly-haired hide of the saddle-pad and followed Jerann up a steep path that wound through a dark overhanging wood. Finally they came to a hillside where the naked rock jutted out, forming rough pillars on either side of a cave. A party of men on guard there rose from around their fire and spoke to Jerann. The wise woman was within, and safe.

			Inside the cave mouth was an antechamber, where Stark supposed that folk must wait to hear the oracle. At the far end were heavy curtains of some purple stuff that looked as if it had done duty for many Gerriths, and there were solemn designs embroidered in black. All in all, not a cheerful room. And cold, with the dusty tomb-smell of places shut away forever from the sun.

			A tall old woman parted the curtains and signed to them to enter. She wore a long gray gown and her face was all bony sternness. She looked at Stark as though she would tear him with her sharp gaze, rip away his flesh and see what was beneath it.

			“My old mistress died because of you,” she said. “I hope it was not for nothing.”

			“So do I,” said Stark, and stepped past her into the inner room.

			This was somewhat better. There were rugs and hangings to soften the stone, pierced lamps for light and a brazier for warmth. But it was still a cave, and Gerrith looked out of place in it with her youth and her golden coloring. She was made for sunlight.

			She sat in a massive chair behind a massive table. A wide, shallow bowl of silver stood on the table, filled with clear water.

			“The Water of Vision,” she said, and shook her head. “It has given me nothing.” There were shadows around her eyes and her face was drawn, as though she had sat there all night. “I never had my mother’s gift. I never wanted it, though she told me it would come in its own time, whether I wanted it or not. My own gift is small and not to be ordered. It’s worse than having none at all. Always before I was able to use the Crown, and I think something of my mother and all the other Gerriths down through the centuries—the name is a tradition with us, Stark—lived on in it and could speak through it. Now there is no Crown and, as Mordach said, no wise woman in Irnan.”

			Stark took from his girdle an object wrapped in a bit of cloth and handed it to her.

			“This is all that was left.”

			She opened the wrapping. The little yellow skull grinned up at her. Her face changed. “It is enough,” she said. She leaned over the bowl, holding the skull between her hands. The water rippled as though in a sudden wind, and then was still.

			Stark and Jerann waited, silent. And it seemed to Stark that the clear water turned red and thick and that shapes moved in it, shapes that brought the hackles prickling up at the back of his neck and stirred a small sound in his throat.

			Gerrith looked up at him, startled. “You saw?”

			“Not really.” The water was clear again. “What were they?”

			“Whatever they are, they stand between you and the Citadel.” She stood up. “And I must go with you.”

			Jerann said, “But Lady! You can’t leave Irnan now …”

			“My work in Irnan is finished. I told you that. Now the Water of Vision has shown me where my path lies.”

			“Has it shown you what the end of that path will be?”

			“No. You must find your own strength and your own faith, Jerann.” She smiled at him, with genuine affection. “You’ve never lacked for either. Go back to your people, and if you have time now and again, pray for us.”

			She turned suddenly and laughed at Stark. “Not so downcast, Dark Man. I’ll not burden you with bowls and braziers and tripods. Only this.” She placed the little skull in a pouch at her girdle. “And I can ride and shoot as well as any.” She called to the old woman and disappeared through the hangings into some inner chamber.

			Jerann looked at Stark. There did not seem to be anything to say. They nodded to each other and Jerann left. Stark waited, scowling at the placid water in the silver bowl and cursing wise women. Whatever it was he had glimpsed there, he would as soon not have seen until the time came.

			In a short time Gerrith returned, wearing tunic and riding cloak. She and Stark went together out of the cave and down the steep path, and the old woman stood in the cave entrance and watched them with eyes like cold steel daggers. Stark was glad when the trees hid them from her sight. At the foot of the path a gnarled old man had brought Gerrith’s mount, with a sack of provisions tied to the saddle pad. She thanked him and bade him goodbye, and they rode away.

			They came up with the party around noon, when Old Sun threw rusty shadows under the bellies of the beasts. Halk shrugged when he saw Gerrith.

			“We shall have all the bogles on our side now,” he said, and his mouth twisted in what might pass for a smile. “At least we see that the wise woman has enough faith in her mother’s prophecy to put herself in danger.”

			They moved steadily toward the Barrens, following the Lamp of the North.

			At first the road ran between mountains. There were peel-towers on the ridges, falling down, and ruins of fortified villages stuck to the cliffs like wasps’ nests. But the mountains were still inhabited. For three days a band of very shaggy people followed them, going along their own secret trails parallel to the road. They carried crude weapons and ran with a curious loping stride, bent forward from the waist.

			“One of the Wild Bands,” Gerrith said. “They have no law at all except that of blind survival. They even come as far as Irnan sometimes. The Wandsmen hate them because they kill Wandsmen and Farers as readily as they kill us.”

			The Izvandian escort was too strong to be attacked, and there were no stragglers. At night, beyond the meager fires, Stark could hear stealthy rustlings, and several times the Izvandian sentries loosed arrows at things creeping toward the picket lines. They killed one of the intruders and Stark looked at the body in the light of morning. His nose wrinkled. “Why do they want to survive?” he wondered.

			Halk said, “The vermin are leaving it. Stand back.”

			They left the heap of bones unburied on the stony ground.

			The mountains dwindled away into hills covered with a dark, stunted scrub. Beyond them the land flattened out to the horizon, a treeless immensity of white and pay-green, a spongy mossiness flecked with a million icy ponds. The wind blew, sometimes hard, sometimes harder. Old Sun grew more feeble by the day. The Irnanese were stoical, riding the cold hours uncomplaining, wrapped in frosty cloaks. The Izvandians were comfortable and gay. This was their own, their native land.

			Stark rode often beside Kazimni.

			“In the days when Old Sun was young.” Kazimni would say, and spin out one of the thousand or so legends he seemed to have at his fingertips, all of warmth and richness and the fatness of the land. The men of those days had been giants, the women beautiful and willing beyond belief. Warriors had magic weapons that killed from afar; fishermen had magic boats that sailed the skies. “Now it is as you see it,” he would finish. “But we survive. We are strong. We are happy.”

			“Good,” said Stark on one occasion. “I congratulate you. And where is this place they call Worldheart?”

			Kazimni shrugged. “North.”

			“That’s all you know?”

			“Yes. If it exists at all.”

			“You sound as if you don’t believe in the Lords Protector.”

			Kazimni’s wolf-face expressed aristocratic scorn. “We do not require them. It makes little difference whether we believe in them or not.”

			“Yet you sell your swords to the Wandsmen.”

			“Gold is gold, and the Wandsmen have more of it than most. We do not have to like them, or follow their religion. We’re free men. All the People of the Barrens are free. Not all of us are good. Some do business with the Wandsmen, some do not. Some trade with the city-states; some trade with each other; some do not trade at all but live by rapine. Some are mad. Quite mad. But free. There are no Farers here, and we can defend ourselves. The Wandsmen have found poor pickings among us. They let us alone.”

			“I see,” said Stark, and rode for a time in silence. “Something lives in that place by Worldheart,” he said at last. “Something not human, and yet not quite animal.”

			Kazimni gave a sidelong glance out of his tilted yellow eyes. “How do you know that?”

			“Perhaps the wind whispered it to me.”

			“Or perhaps the wise woman.”

			“What are they, Kazimni?”

			“We’re great talkers here in the Barrens. Great tellers of tales. We fill the winter nights with talk. When our throats go dry with it we wet them with more khamm and talk again.”

			“What are they?”

			“The Harsenyi nomads bring us tales, and so do the darkland traders. Sometimes they winter with us at Izvand, and those are good winters.” He paused. “I have heard stories of Northhounds.”

			Stark repeated the name. “Northhounds.” It had a solemn ring to it.

			“I can’t tell you if the stories are true. Men lie without meaning to. They talk as if they had been part of a thing that happened to someone they never knew and only heard of by sixth remove. Northhounds are a sort of demon to the Harsenyi, and to some of the traders. Monsters that appear out of the snow-mist and do terrible things. It is said that the Lords Protector created them long ago, to guard their Citadel. It is said that they still guard it, and woe take any wanderer who stumbles into their domain.”

			Hairs prickled briefly at the back of Stark’s neck, just at the memory of those shapes he had seen in the Water of Vision. “I think you can believe in Northhounds, Kazimni.” He changed the subject. “Is that why your people are content with life in the Barrens—because they are free?”

			“Is it not enough?” Kazimni jerked his chin contemptuously toward the Irnanese. “If we lived soft, as they do, we too would be slaves, as they are.”

			Stark could understand that. “You must have known what brought on the trouble at Irnan.”

			“Yes. Good trouble. As soon as we’ve rested and seen our wives, we’ll be back on the Border. There’ll be need of fighting men.”

			“No doubt. But how would your people feel about emigrating?”

			“To another world?” Kazimni shook his head. “The land shapes us. We are what we are because of it. If we were in another place, we would be another people. No. Old Sun will last us yet a while. And life in the Barrens is not so bad. You will see that when we come to Izvand.”

			The road looped and wound among the frozen ponds. There were other travelers on it, though not as many as in the Fertile Belt. They were of a different breed, darker and grimmer than the flotsam of the southern roads. There was a good deal of trade back and forth across the border; drovers with herds for the markets of Izvand and Komrey, merchants with wagon-loads of grain and wool, strings of pack-animals carrying manufactured goods from the southern workshops, long lines of great creaking wains hauling timber from some far place in the mountains. Coming the other way were caravans bringing furs and salt and dried fish. All traveled in groups, well armed, each lot keeping to itself. There were inns and rest-houses along the way but Kazimni avoided them, preferring to camp in the open. “Thieves and robbers,” he said of the inn-keepers. And of the accommodations, “They stink.”

			The Izvandians moved rapidly, passing everything else on the road. And yet sometimes Stark felt as though that movement was only an illusion and they were trapped forever in the unchanging landscape.

			Gerrith felt his impatience. “I share it,” she told him. “For you, one man. For me, a people. Yet things must go at their own pace.”

			“Does your gift tell you that?”

			She smiled at him. It was night, with the Three Ladies shining through gaps in scudding cloud-wrack. They were in an unfamiliar quarter of the sky now, but still beautiful. Old friends. Stark had grown quite fond of them. Nearer at hand, the light of a little fire flared and flickered across Gerrith’s face.

			“Something tells me. Everything is in train now, and the end has already been written. We have only to meet it.”

			Stark grunted, unconvinced. The beasts, huddled together with their tails to the wind, munched at heaps of moss piled up for them. The Izvandians laughed and chattered around their fires. The Irnanese were wrapped bundles, suffering in silence.

			Gerrith said, “Why do you love this man Ashton so deeply?”

			“But you know that. He saved my life.”

			“And so you cross the stars to risk losing it on a world you never heard of before? To go through all this when you know that he may already be dead? It’s not enough, Stark. Will you tell me?”

			“Tell you what?”

			“Who you are. What you are. A lesser gift even than mine could sense that you’re different. Inside, I mean. There’s a stillness, something I can’t touch. Tell me about you and Ashton.”

			So he told her, of his childhood on a cruel planet far too close to its sun, where the heat killed by day and the frost by night, where the sky thundered and the rocks split, where the ground shook and the mountains fell down.

			“I was born there. We were part of a mining colony. A quake and a great fall of rock killed everyone but me. I’d have died too, but the People took me in. They were the aborigines. They weren’t human, not quite. They still had their hairy pelts, and they didn’t talk much, a few clicks and grunts, cries for hunting and warning and calling-together. They shared all
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