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; void, cold. Fold in the | egs—do not nove.
", Col d—pai n—+the big one was using the prod agai n—pai n.
St and—unp—but it is col d—so—eol d.

The snmal | body edged between the two | arge woven bas-

I kets uttered a newing cry. Then one claw hand flew to

. provi de a gag agai nst any nore sound. But shivers continued
| to shake the too thin body.

Col d—where is col d—where is pain?

n The curled body jerked as if a tornmenting |ash had been

i applied to the winkled greenish skin only too visible through
" the tatters which were not true clothing. No one had shouted
' those words. Yet they had cone as clear and loud as if

Russtif his ugly self were standing over the hider. In the

head—ot in the ear. Talking in the head!

n The snmall one tried to wedge even nore out of sight, and

; now t he shudders of fear were worse

; Where is cold? Wiere is pain?

The denmand cane again, inperative—to be obeyed
Wi nkl ed hands covered ears, but that did not keep the ques-
tions fromopening like dry and curled | eaves under the touch

1

2 . Andre Norton

of water—an opening in the head. Once nore the body

j erked—

Pai n—Russtif was using the prod on the other side of the

tent wall, using it with the skill of a trained showran to stir
up a sulky or frightened beast. And, like the words out of the
air, the pain reached the lurker with a hot burst that brought a
second whi nper.

"Here!"
There were | egs beyond the crack where the small one

crouched—two pairs of themin space boots.
"No harmthere is nothing to fear."

A pallid tongue |icked cracked lips. But there was some-

thing that nade the fear less, lulled it alittle. Beyond the
wal | Russtif growl ed and spat threats. Hi s anger and | ove of
tornenting that which could not fight back was |ike a spurt of

fire.
"Nothing to fear." Again the words spun into a mnd that

had to listen even if the ears were stoppered agai nst sound.
Nor did either pair of boots nove toward or away fromthe
lurker. Crouch, wait for a hand to reach down and jerk out
the small body, perhaps cuff hard for being there—for exist-
ing at all.
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But this was not Russtif and the boots did not nove.

Slowmy the head, covered with dry tangles of thick hair, cane
up, drawn against all will by the new note—the very strange
note—n that mnd voice. Large eyes | ooked up and out.

Very far from Russtif these two. There were al ways strang-

ers about, sone of themas odd in their way as Russtif's

i mprisoned perforners. So it was not their difference, rather
the way they stood shoul der to shoul der | ooki ng down. Not

wi th disgust nor cruel curiosity but in another way the |urker

coul d not under st and.

"Do not be afraid." It was the nmal e who spoke now,
uttering words in the trade lingo that was comon speech al

FLIGHT I N YI KTOR 3

through this quarter which catered to the entertai nment of
ship peopl e.

He was very fair of skin and his hair was white—though

he was not an old nman. Those eyebrows so pal e even agai nst
his skin ran up at the tenples to join the hairline, and his
eyes were green, lumnous as if there were tiny fires behind
each.

"There is nothing to fear." That was the other one, the
femal e, who spoke now. Beside the fairness of her conpan-
ion she was a fire glowing—hair as red as one of Russtifs oi
| anps was brai ded and | ooped about her head to |l ook like a
heavy crown. She was—

The smal |l body uncoiled. O aw hands went out to the big
basket and drew the hunched body up as far as nature woul d
let it. For it was a very crooked body, hunched forward by a
m sshapen burden at shoul der | evel, so that the head had to
be raised to an unconfortable angle to see the other two at
all.

Arms and | egs were thin, their greenish skin encrusted
with dirt. The mass of unconbed hair was black, gray with
dust at places, but black underneath.

"Achild." It was the spaceman who said that al oud.
"What —

The wonman nmade a gesture with one hand. There was a
listening | ook about her. Coul d she hear Toggor, too?

"This one, yes," she said. "But also another. Is that not

so, little one?"

The answer was pulled out by the intent gaze of her
eyes—om ng before thought nmuffled it with caution

"He—Russti f—-he woul d make Toggor play. It is cold—
too cold. Toggor hurts fromthe col d$romthe pain wip."

" ggo"

She stooped to set a hand beneath the chin of the small,
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bent and rmaimed figure. From her touch, fromthe tips of her
4 Andre Norton
fingers, sonething warm and good flooded right into the
shaki ng body.

"Toggor is what?"
"My—ny friend." That was not quite the way of it either,

but they were the closest words could be found.

There was a hiss of breath fromthe man; the woman's |ips
fitted tightly together. She was angry—ot |ike Russtif, al
noi se and quick to aima bl owbut neither was her anger

turned toward the one before her.

"W may have found what we seek." She spoke above
the bowed head to her conpanion. "And who are you?"
Again warnth fl owed from her.

"The Dung one." Long ago had that name of the | owest

been accepted. There was no other. "I run errands. | do what
I can." A pride which was seldomfelt rmade shoul ders hunch

alittle higher.
"For Russtif?" The man indicated the tent behind.
Dung shook his head. "Russtif has Jusas and Sem "

"Yet you are here."
"It is Toggor. I—+ bring him= The cl aw hand runbl ed

in the front of the single ragged garnent. Once nore truth
was pulled forth by that warnmth of the other. "I bring this."
He hel d an unwhol esone-| ooking |unmp of stuff. "Russtif

does not feed Toggor enough. He wants himto fight for

food. Toggor will die"—the sharply pointed chin quivered

—there!"

They could all hear the crackle of the prod and a rising
mutter of obscenities frombeyond the tent wall.

"Toggor fights and they bet on him Russtif never had so
good a cl amed one before.™

"So," the man said, "let us see this fighter, Maelen. Al so

Russtif. He interests ne."
The wonman nodded. She dropped her hand from beneath

the pointed chin to lace a hold in the tatters which crossed the
bowed shoul der hunp.

FLIGHT I N YI KTOR 5
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What did she want with Dung?

"Come." Her hold unchangi ng, she urged him forward

just behind the man who wal ked with the swi ng of one who
has spent nost of his years in space, and who was now
headi ng toward the entrance to Russtif's domain at the other
end of the tent. Whether or not the lurker wi shed to accom
pany them was not asked. There was no breaking that hold

whi ch was drawi ng Dung al ong. Sonehow t he thought of
fighting for freedom had vani shed

There was the thick and nasty snell which was Russtif s—
one of uncl eaned cages with weak and sickening captives—+to
fill the nose as soon as they had pushed past the open fl ap.
Thi ngs rustled and squeaked until Russtif roared and the

sil ence of fear snapped down.

He was a big nan who had once been proud of his strength

but now was entombed in rolls of greasy fat. H s bare skul
shone with oil in the light of the lantern he had set on the
tabl e where there was al so a cage—foggor's place of prison
Now he | ooked up with a sullen scow . Then that changed,

by a visible effort, into a showran's ingratiating grin.

"CGentle Fern, Gentle Hono, how can | serve you?" Hs
back was to the table now, and he had dropped the prod on
it. It was then he caught sight of Dung.

"Has the trash nmade sone trouble?" He took a ponderous
step forward, his hand lifted as if to aima blow at the

hunchback.
"VWhat trouble is this one noted for maki ng?" asked the

woman.
"A thief, a piece of wal king dung, a nonster like that?

Wiy, whatever cones to hand to upset honest peopl e—=
"Such as Beastnerchant Russtif perhaps?" asked the nman.
Russtifs smle slipped and slid but still he caught it.

"Such as ne and everyone else. 1 caught this sewer scum
tanmpering with a cage just two eves ago. Luck was with him
6 Andre Norton

then, or else he would have snarted for a good | essoni ng.
Trash shoul d be thrown away and not conme to annoy others."
"Opening a cage? |Is perhaps the cage that one?" The man

pointed to the one on the table.

Russtifs snile did vanish then. Wth the hand in sight he
made a fist which might have fallen |ike a hammer bl ow on

t he hunchback.
"Why do you wonder that. Gentle Honp? Has the trash
been spewi ng out sone vonit that you would believe?"

"You have a fighting snux is what 1 believe," the woman
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cut in, and Russtif hastened to draw on his showran's smrk
agai n.
"The best. Gentle Fern, the best! There have been stellars

wagered on this one—not just narket coppers—and stellars
won! " He noved al ong the edge of the table now so they

could better view his possession.

The wonman stooped a little so she could see nost of what

| ooked like a ball of hairy rags squatting in the center of the
cage. Under her hold Dung gave a quick start and then stood
very still. She was mnd speaking to Toggor. The snux did

not answer. It was as if he did not or would not |isten

"These be—good." Unknowi ngly at first. Dung's nind
reached out to becone a part of that other steady stream of

reassurance
Toggor's answer never cane in words such as those that

had struck Dung. Rather it was feeling: pain, fear, and
sonetinmes but very seldom a rough kind of contentnent.
Thus Dung thought "good," even "help," which Toggor

sonehow sei zed upon avidly, as if Dung had indeed flung

open his place of hopel ess captivity.

The handful of legs folded tightly to the haired body was

vi si bl e. Those vicious-1o0king claws at the end of the first four
were clanped together as the creature answered Dung's reas-
surance rather than the nore conci se broadcast of the woman.

The snmux was no tiling of beauty. Had he grown | arger he
FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 7

m ght have been such a nonster as to set human kind to

flight. H's body, covered with spiky hairs thick enough to

|l ook Iike quills, was a grayish red like a fire coal snoldering
in ashes. Each quill was tipped also with a darker red as if

bl ood- di pped. There were eight of the long hairy |legs, the

fore pairs equipped with claws which were sawt oot hed on the

i nner sides.

Hi s body was two ovals attached, the smaller fore one to

| arger hind one with a waist no thicker than two of his |egs
hel d side by side. H's eyes—all six of themwere now

retracted into his ball of head, concealing the stal ks on which
they were mounted. All in all he was ugly, and, with that
ugl i ness, he gave off the prom se of quick and vicious attack

Now hi s abdormen dragged on the fl oor of the cage, and

Dung knew Toggor was both filthy and hungry. To be dropped
into a rounded half sphere with another of his kind and a

pi ece of raw neat flung in for a victory prize should arouse
every fighting instinct of the snux. At Dung's thrust of

t hought he raised one foreleg and clicked the claw there in
entreaty—a friend had food.

Russtif kept his hand well away fromthe prod. Wuld he

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (5 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:02 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

dare to nove when these two strangers were here? Dung did

not know, but breaking the long-held rule of his own sur-
vival, he wadded together the bit of offal he had sneaked
from behind the butcher's and, neasuring the di stance care-
fully, while Russtif was watching the wonan, his snall eyes

| eering. Dung threw the bit of food into the cage. Toggor was
on it in an instant, grasping the unwhol esome-I|ooking piece
and bringing it to his mandibl es.

Russtif roared and swung one of those hamrer fists at

Dung, but it did not crash against the side of the hunchback's
head as he expected. It was the wonan who swung her

lightly held captive out of the way, and it was the man whose
hand came down in a sharp chop across the beast seller's
wist, bringing an angry cry out of him

Andre Norton

"What you do?" Russtif seenmed to swell as if his bul k had
suddenl y increased.

"Not hi ng. "

"Not hing? You let this trash throw poison to ny snux and
it is nothing? Ho, let the wardens deci de whether this is

not hi ng. "
That Dung had not expected. That Russtif would allow the

| aw such interference was unheard of. Yet the beastnerchant
was slipping farther along the edge of the table, his eyes
turning fromthe spaceman standi ng at qui et ease, to Toggor

to the woman, alnost as if he expected they were about to
unite against him Dung nmade a second attenmpt to wing free

of the grasp which had brought his m sshapen body into the
tent, fruitlessly. Though that hand twisted in the rags across
the hunp did not tighten, yet moving away was inpossible.

"The snmux—guote a price on it." That was not the man
but the woman who said that quietly. Russtif grinned a little,
showi ng broken, black, rotted teeth.

"There is no price for good fortune. CGentle Fern." He had
stopped his crabwi se retreat fromthe two, standing now at
the end of the table with Toggor's cage between them The
smux had finished the bit of near-carrion Dung had scraped
out of a discarded E tube and had cl osed hinmself once nore
into ball formwhich was his only protection, since Russtif
had soaked the poison fromhis claws only an hour ago.

"There is always an end to good fortune," said the wonan,
standing tall so that only the tips of her fingers touched
Dung, yet light as that touch was now, captivity remained.
"Also for everything there is a price. You have fought that
smux ten—double ten—triple ten tinmes, starving it between

so that it will come to battle as you wish. There is a flicking
of life force init now Wuld you kill it rather than profit?"

Dung's dark tongue swept across pale |ips. "Toggor." He
was not aware that he had spoken aloud until he heard his
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own word.
FLI GHT I N YI KTOR

The spaceman noved his wist out into the open, closer to
the lantern. That |ight showed a cal dial, its |light steady. As
Russtif saw that, his small eyes held a new glitter. Every-
thing this off-worlder said was true. The snux was—er had
been—a strong contender, the best he had ever been able to
find. He had marked the day he had had it out of the hands of
the drunken crewran who had wanted to raise a stellar to see
hi m back to his ship, as a fortunate one for him But who
knew how |l ong the thing would continue to |live? Russtif was
greedy, but there was an undercurrent of sly profit sense in
him too.

"OfFf-worl ders cannot run gam ng," he pointed out. He
was absent m ndedly rubbing the wist the spacer had struck
with the fingers of his other hand.

"W have a license to buy," the woman cut in. "W do
not choose fighters as such, but only strange beings or
creatures.”

Now Russtif made a wi de gesture that took in the other
cages and prisoners. "Take then your choice. Gentle Fern;

we have such in abundance here. There is a hopper from

Grogon, a dry tongue sucker fromBasil, a—*

"Smux from-from where, Beastnerchant? From which
wor |l d cones your |ucky fighter?"

Russtif s thick shoulders arose in a shrug. "Wio knows?

By the tinme such come—and t hey cone sel dom+they have

been traded perhaps a dozen tines. And surely the thing itself

is not prepared to snicker out its home world. It fights—

fights to eat. It sleeps. It lives after a fashion, but no one can
bring charges that Russtif deals in a thinking species. These

are all below the official recording, and the records will tel

you so."

Dung coul d have protested. Al one anbng Russtif s cap-

tives had the hunchback nade contact with Toggor. The
creature's mnd pattern was different, very hard to follow It
wove in and out when he tried to communicate nore than the

10
Andre Norton

most primtive nessages or enotions. Yet he was sure that
smux had nore powers of thought than Russtif believed.

The spacenan tapped the edge of his cal dial with a
forefinger, the small click-click underlining the restlessness
of the caged creatures about. Russtif's own cal dial showed.

"The thing brings in a stellar—=

Now t he woman | aughed, and there was a note of scorn in
that sound. "A stellar a battle? And for how nuch | onger? It
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is weakening, is it not? At the last fight did it not nearly |ose
a cl aw?"
Russtif s eyes narrowed. He stared at her insolently, though
he was careful to keep his voice at a respectful pitch as he
answer ed.
"I did not see you there anong the wagerers. Gentle
Fern."
"Nor would you," she replied. "But | speak the truth.”
Again Russtif shrugged. "A stellar this bit of ugliness did

win. And he will win again."

"Two stellars.” That was fromthe spaceman and it came

crisply.
Dung gasped and then raised his stick-thin fingers to cover

his betraying mouth. Two stellars—+t was a fortune beyond
imagining in the haunts of the outcasts where the hunchback

shel tered
"Two stellars, un?" Russtif rolled the words around in his

mouth as if he could taste the sweetness of such an offer.
"Three." A brainsick fool who woul d make such an offer
coul d perhaps be edged upward yet again.

"Do not bargain." The woman's voice was not raised. It

was neither harsh nor threatening. Yet Dung shivered and
sunk his head | ower, not wishing to see her face. Though the
hunchback had scurried away fromthreats all the years of
harsh menory he had never heard such a tone before. Wat

was this wonan? Certainly sone great |ady, such as one

woul d never think mght venture into such a hole. She should

PLI GHT I N YI KTOR 11

come carried on the shoul ders of stout chair veeks with
outrunners and speakers-for-the-great in attendance. Wo or
what was she?

The effect her order had on Russtif was nade plain in the
way his fists fell upon the table and his eyes took on a
reddi sh glare. Dung expected to hear foul words ordering
these two out of the trader's sight. Yet no words cane.
Instead, a purplish flush covered the beastnmerchant's oily
jow s and he | ooked as one who m ght be choking on his own
spittle.

"Two stellars," the man said again, and his speech was as
qui et as the woman's, although with none of that conpul sion
init. Yet it was also not to be deni ed.

Russtif nmade a noise like the honk of an enraged grop, the
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purpling color still in his cheeks waxi ng deeper. He gave a
sharp shove to the snmux's cage, sending it skidding along the
greasy tabl et op.

"Two stellars.” He choked out the words with the sane
ent husi asm he m ght have given had the offer been only
copper.

The man began tapping out on his cal the transfer fromhis
own holdings to Russtif s.

The ski ddi ng cage was about to dive over the edge of the
table. Dung's skel eton hand caught it, and for the first tine
t he hunchback dared to try to reach Toggor agai n.

"These are good." Anyone woul d be better than Russtif,

to be sure, but there was the additional promise in the nind
touch of the woman. One could not lie with thoughts as one
could wi th words.

The woman did not try to take the cage, but neither did she
| oosen her hold on Dung's rags. |Instead, she gave a slight
pul I which brought him around and started himfor the open
tent flap. Then they were out in the twlight where other
tents' snoky torches and inpul se | anps gave a neasure of

si ght.

12 Andre Norton
A nmoment | ater the man joined them

"Troubl e?" The wonan did not use speech, but had mnd
touch that Dung found easy to catch

The man could not laugh in that m nd-to-m nd comuni ca-
tion, but there was something in his answer which was |ight
as | aughter.

"Troubl e? No, he will be slightly puzzled perhaps for a
space, and then congratul ate hinself on a bargain that he
made. | wish we could clear out that whol e den of his."

"Thi nk freedon?"

Dung caught not only words but a picture—a picture that

showed paws, and insectile |egs, and tentacl es | ooping through
wire, mastering the catches on the cages in the tent behind.
"Bend so—push. CGo, little ones, go!"

Dung felt a touch on his own grime-bl ackened hand. The

smux had thrust a foreleg through the wire netting, was
grasping with a claw the catch of the cage. Like those in the
tent, Toggor had caught that nessage and was foll ow ng the
prom se that was |ike an order.

Gasping, Dung held the cage against his body. But that

gesture cane too |ate. Toggor had already freed hinmsel f and
caught with all four claws at the rags across the pinched chest
of the hunchback. Dung dropped the cage, then nearly stum

bl ed over it, except a strong hand caught at his bony shoul -
der, pulling the small figure back on bal ance.

Dung cupped both hands about Toggor, having no fear of
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any cutting slash fromthose claws, for the snux fitted itself
into the hollows of his palnms as if those were a safe hone

nest. Now t hose hands swung out to the man who stood so

straight and tall that Dung had to stretch his neck painfully to
see his face, offering Toggor to himwho had paid that
unbel i evabl e sumto free the snux.

"Hold himwell, little one. Bring himthat we may tend
hi mhe still hungers and thirsts. And"—the m nd speech
FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 13

was softer than any Dung had ever heard in a short hard

life—' so do you."

Thus one who had al ways sl unk through shadows now

wal ked as straight as an ungainly and broken body woul d

allow, a friend sheltered in hand and a stranger on either side
acting as if one was as tall and well formed as thenselves. It
was beyond belief yet it was the truth!

2

1 wi ce when they passed sone patrolling guard, sent to

keep the peace among the dealers in the strange and rare who
gathered |ike an untidy fringe about any space port. Dung
hung back, and woul d even have dived for the shadows, but

for that grip on the rags across his hunp, steering him

strai ght ahead until they passed the invisible boundary which
kept those in the Limts fromthe respectable portions of

t own.

The lingering twlight was enough for Dung to see the

stares which greeted their party. Passersby, used to strange
sights issuing fromthe Limts, seened to judge their smal
group even stranger. Yet neither of the spacers appeared
aware of the commrent they caused, and Dung was brought

al ong as one who had every right to wal k there.

They came to one of the large shelters for travelers, |ight
beaming richly fromits w de doorway, house guards on duty.
Dung, straining his neck upward, ready to twi st away froma
bl ow or kick, saw that the guard on the right did nove
forward a step as if to question their passage, but retreated
agai n when the spacers paid himno attention

15
16 Andre Norton

Toget her the three crossed the wide | obby with its ring of

| uxury shops, its throngs of people, nmaking for one of the
transport plates Dung had heard of but had never seen. They
had it to thensel ves, other people drawi ng back as they
approached. Their carrier whirled upward and then sped into
one of the open hallways three stories above the | obby. It was
stomach-turning for Dung, who gul ped and gul ped agai n.

The invisible plastaglass sides did not give any suggestion of
protection.

Dung swal |l owed hard for the third tine as they stopped
before a door and the spaceman put out a hand to press
agai nst the lockplate, letting the door withdraw into the wal
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to give thementrance. Toggor stirred and pushed agai nst the
sudden involuntary tightening of Dung's hold. This was such
luxury as trash fromthe Limts had never seen. His ms-
shapen feet sunk into a thick carpet that was a | ush green and
gave forth a tangy, spicy snell.

There was no snoking torch or lantern here. The walls

t hensel ves gl owed, and that glow grew nore brilliant as the
door rolled shut behind them A w de couch heaped with
cushions ran along the left-hand wall, and other cushions were

pi l ed one upon the other at various points here and there—
each flanked by a | ow table or double sets of shelves on

whi ch were a nunber of things Dung did not have tine to
study, for that grasp on his rags drew himto one table which
the spaceman swept free of tapes and a queerly shaped bow .

"Put the snmux here." The wonan did not use the m nd
touch but the trade tongue, and | oosed Dung to gesture to the
now clear surface. "Or will it run?"

Dung licked lips dry with that never-ending fear. They had
bought the snmux. Perhaps Dung had only been necessary in
its transportation here. Now there m ght be no | onger any
need for this one m sshapen and tw sted body.

Obediently his thin fingers uncupped and set the spike-
covered body in the place the wonman had i ndi cat ed.
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"Stay," Dung thought. "These are good." Though how
he coul d be sure of that!

Toggor crouched, drawn into a ball with | egs hugging his
pul py body. The eyestal ks on his bristly head extended a
fraction with all the eyes facing outward and around, ready
for attack fromany direction

The man went to the wall and tapped on a row of buttons
there. There noved out a section on which sat a tray with a
nunber of small covered boxes and di shes. He brought the
tray to the table on which Toggor crouched.

"What does it eat?" Trade speech again.

Dung's own nmouth watered and his belly pinched with
| ongi ng as the spaceman snapped off the lids of the dishes
and showed a variety of food.

"Meat," Dung said and stood, hands behind his own
body | est they nove of thensel ves and snatch sonme of that
bounty.

"Wel | enough." The spaceman noved two of the dishes a
fraction closer to the snux, but Toggor made no attenpt to
try their contents. That in-and-out pattern which could reach
Dung spelled out the smux's wariness.

"Toggor wi shes to know where he nust fight," Dung
i nt erpreted.

"There is no fighting, only eating. Tell himso!" The
worman no | onger had any hold on Dung, but her hand noved

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (11 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:03 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

to the upbent head, touched lightly between and above the
reddened eyes.

"No fight—eat." Dung strove to fit his thoughts to the
pattern Toggor coul d catch.

For a long nonent it seenmed the smux did not understand,

or, understanding, did not believe. Then a claw flew, with a
speed which made it hardly visible, to the nearest dish to

sei ze upon a cube within and transfer it to clashing mandi bl es.

When the smux had fed a second tine and was now usi ng
both foreclaws to enpty the dish, the woman spoke again,

18
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this time no trade talk but words that were clear in Dung's
head.

"Eat you also. If there is other which you want, just say it

so."
Dung felt as Toggor nust have nonents earlier: that there

m ght be a threat to cone. Why had he been brought here

and of fered—But also, as it had with Toggor, hunger got the
better of wariness and he grabbed for a flat round of bread-
cake already spread with lunpy gor-berry jell. It was cramed
swiftly into nmouth. H s eyes were not on stalks, able to

wat ch all sides of the room but Dung used them as best he
could while he ate, ate so fast that the taste of the food was
lost in the swift chewi ng and swal | owi ng.

There seened to be no trick. He ate nore slowy when no

hand cane forth to snatch away food, no foot raised to boot
hi s bag-of -bones body. In all the seasons Dung coul d renmem
ber never had he been offered freely such a wealth of food.

None but well-cl eaned di shes were on that tray when smux
and Dung were done. The snux balled up, his | egs wapped
about his body. He m ght doze now for several hours. Dung
eyed the piles of cushions and wi shed he could do |ikew se.
But those who had brought him here were not yet through

This time the spaceman caught Dung's shoul der and drew

his captive to a wall, over which he passed his hand. A
second door opened. There was a tight little roomtherei h—o
cushi ons, nothing but bare walls and fl oor.

Ah, rightly had Dung feared them He was to be shut up in
there. Twisting his body did no good; there was too strong a
hold on him H's rags tore as the spacenan stripped the

rotten cloth away fromthe hunp, away from Dung's body.

Bare so that all the bruises nottling the greenish flesh could
be seen, the hunchback was placed well inside, and the door

cl osed before he could throw hinself at it in one |ast despair-
ing attenpt to escape inprisonnent.

Qut of the wall shot streans of water, warm against the
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skin. Two metal arnms unfolded fromthe shining surface of

the cell and caught him To hold himunder that flood to
drown? No, they were brushing down the snall body, rub-

bing to dislodge the grinme which had al ways been a part of
Dung. No nore struggle. Standing still, a faint pleasure grew
wi t hi n hi mel ean as never any such as Dung could be. Even

the wild matted hair was washed and combed back, its wet

and curling ends brushing the hunp.

The skin of the hunp was different fromthe rest of the

grimed hide which covered his body. He had never seen

hinself in any mirror, but his fingers had long ago told himit
was thick and hard, alnost |ike the covering on his nails,

with a ridge down the mddle of the back which only by

pai nful contortion Dung could touch. Through it he had little
or no feeling.

The water shower died away, and the door which had

seal ed cane open again. But the spaceman did not drag Dung
forth. Rather, he stretched an arm above Dung's head and
pushed a thunb tight to the wall

Water had conme before, now it was w nd, warm and

drying. Dung swung slowy around as he realized its pur-
pose. Even the hair which had |ain so | ankly back arose and
answered, to fly up and out.

Then the wind was cut off, and when Dung | ooked up in

di sappoi ntnrent the hand of the spacenman reached inside the
pl ace of water and air, holding toward hima fol ded pi ece of
cloth. Dung took it and shook out a small robe, clean and
white and of a soft wooly texture unknown to any beggar in
the outer Limts.

To be fed, and clean, and wearing a whol e garnent —

Dung's wil dest dreanms had never taken himso far before.
Regretfully the claw fingers caressed the soft folds about the
t op- heavy body. One wal k into the night known to Dung, and
that covering woul d be snatched by the nore powerful

He cane out of the washing place blinking. It had been a
20
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long tine since tears had cone to Dung. There was a far
menory of a time when sobs had choked his throat and shook
hi s body, when there had been pain and nore pain. Then

there cane the day when there was a door |eft unguarded
because Dung was a usel ess unknown thing, unneeded. Strength
had come, enough to creep away and begin life in the shad-
ows. But there had been a time before—so far away and di m
now. Being clean and clad again triggered that menory.
However, fast on it followed fear so deep that Dung dropped
to the floor, folding in upon hinself, waiting again for what
had ended that other good tinme, blows and hurting in the
head with the threatening thoughts

"Why do you so fear, little one?"
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Dung woul d not | ook up. The words in his mnd did not
hurt, but who cared what becane of Linmts trash or would
want to know the past of such a one?

"We wish to know, little one. And there is no need to
fear."

Dung struggled to raise his head the higher slantw se.
"I amDung." He said it and thought it—thought the

vi | eness which had given himhis nane.
"Never so. You are what you believe, little one. Do you
call yourself by that nane for filth?"

She was too clever, she guessed, she knew.

Now he allowed his hands to cover his face. Hi s face, yes,
but who coul d hide thoughts? And both of these could pick
hi s thoughts out as Toggor picked scraps of neat fromw thin

an orker shell.

"Farree?" She spoke that nane al oud. Now t hey woul d
| augh and push himout the sooner into the com ng night, the
outer Linmits which would be the worse because he had | eft

for a space
"Dung!" He corrected aloud, his voice rising squeakingly

high. "Dung!" If he did not claimthat other nane, perhaps
he woul d be allowed to escape all but the jeers.
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The wonman dropped to her knees, bringing them near
face-to-face so he need not hold his head at such an angle
to view her. Her hands reached to gently touch the grotesque
shoul ders

"Farree. Hold by what birth gave you, little one. Do not
accept what unseeing ones force upon you."

Dung' s head shook unconfortably fromside to side. Wat
did this one who lived in luxury know of what one faced in
the Limts?

"You are not of Gant's Wrld?" It was the nman who
spoke.

Dung shivered. In truth he did not know from where he
had come; the early days were so overlaid now by the terrors
and torments that had foll owed.

"I amDung." He nust hold to that, to do otherw se was

to stand bare of body and defenseless in a ring of Linmts
bullies. He had seen the weak kicked and pumel ed to death
for daring to show any spirit.

There was a pulling at the clean robe about him and he
| ooked down to see Toggor catching hold with his forecl aws,
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drawi ng hinself up the cloth. Dung had never handl ed the
smux before this twilight, but there was nothing to frighten or
di sgust him

"Good." Not a word, a feeling projected by the snux and
filling himwith warnmth—+t was like a burst of shouting. The
smux mght be living for the nmoment, but he was triunmphant
in the joys of that noment. Dung wi shed that he could share
the creature's relief and joy.

"You can, if you w sh."

Dung stared at the wonan fronting himstill at his own
| evel

"If with this stranger-brother you can comruni cate,

then— She | ooked around and up at the nman and straight-
away he opened anot her inner door of the room

What cane dancing into their presence then was a creature
22
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the like of which Dung had never seen, although those who
dealt with strange life forns had given himhis only shelter.
Among the bizarre his own affliction had seenmed | ess

conspi cuous.

"Yazz. | am Yazz." The words seeped into his mnd as

the newcomer pranced around him uttering sharp nouth
sounds into the bargain.

Its body was as tall as Dung, its head topping him Four

sl ender, gol den brown | egs supported snmoothly rounded fl anks
and a sl eek-haired barrel. The head was triangular. A nane
with a froth of frizzly hair near-covered its |arge eyes and
then rose to curve down its long, slender neck and shoul ders.

Those eyes peering carefully at himwere a bright red Iike
the gens a Lord-One might wear, and its nmuzzle was open far
enough to disclose gleamngly clean teeth of a gol den yell ow

several shades lighter than its coat.

It had a wisp of tail, which fluttered fromside to side as it
stood, still now, view ng Dung. "Wat are you, brother

one?" Its head tilted a little to one side as it surveyed him
"No, there are two of you." It had apparently sighted Toggor

"Large, small. Different. What?"

The words came into Dung's mnd snoothly but |ess forci-
bly than those of the man and the wonman.

"I am. Dung began to reply and then suddenly
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hesitated. Never before had he had to explain what he was: a
wr et ched mi stake in a world which named himtrash. "I

am—Ae, " he answered dully. "This"—he had taken the

smux into his two hands again—is Toggor. He is a smux."

That he was answering the questions of what was mani -
festly an ani mal seenmed now no stranger than anything el se
whi ch had happened since the two of f-worlders had found

hi m
"What do you do?" Yazz returned. The creature was

bubbling with what Dung realized very dimy was content—
happi ness—though' to defi ne happi ness was beyond hi m

What did he do? Fight to live and yet every day cone
closer to the know edge that for himthere was little reason to

go on struggling at all. "lI—+ive." He said that aloud, not in
t hought .
"You live." It was not as if the wonan was agreeing with

him rather that she was confirm ng some necessary belief.
"Now conmes a time when you may do nore. Since you can
talk with the Little Ones—there is a place for you, Farree—=

"I am Dung," he corrected her again, but inside himthere
was a small spark of wonder aflane. Did these two—ould
they—He did not even want to think of the brightness which
m ght just be true.

But it would seemthat this wonder of wonders m ght be
after all, for the man said then: "You have no kin, you are
apprenticed nowhere?"

Dung | aughed, a broken cackl e which had seldomleft his
lips. "Who wants Dung? | am of the trash of the Limts."

The woman's hand suddenly laid fingers across his |ips.
He could snell nore strongly the spicy scent which seened
as nmuch a part of her as her skin or the glory of her hair.

"You are Farree. Say not that other nane. And now you
arc apprenticed if you wi sh. W wel cone one who can tal k
with our small ones.”

So it was that Dung became Farree, though to himit

remai ned |li ke a dream from whi ch he night awaken into the
despair of the real day. He ate voraciously what they pro-
vi ded, never knowi ng when they might tire of their carel ess
generosity. He learned to keep his body clean and to answer
to that other nane, but he shrank from going out, from

|l eaving this refuge fromall he had ever known.

Though these roons in the towering rest place for travelers
were not the honme of the two he had learned to call Lady
Mael en and Lord-One Krip (even though they objected to his
nanes of state), to himthey were greater pal aces than any of
the nobles' of Grant's World, whom he had only seen at a
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di stance. No, this was only a tenporary resting place; these
two were truly out of space. They had a ship of their own
finned down in the repair field where various changes on it
were being nade. Strangest of all was the fact that these
changes were being nmade to accommpdat e bodi es which

were not hunman nor even of hunman shape. They were to hold

in confort animals!

Once or twice he wondered if they | ooked upon him al so

as an aninal, one with superior talents for comrmunication

But better to be an aninmal, with such a life as they were
giving him than Dung. Always they talked to himas if he
were straight and tall and of as fair a body as they. At length
(though he never asked any questions, |est by doing so he
woul d offend) he learned that it was in their minds to gather
toget her aninmals, even such as Toggor, and to transport them
fromworld to world showing that indeed all life was kin and
that creatures were to be wel coned as brothers and sisters
rat her than be kept in such slavery as Russtif had held the
SIuX.

So far they only had three such—for the venture depended,
Farree came swiftly to understand, on the ability to commu-
nicate by the mnd touch. There was Yazz, who al so had
been bought from a showran and renenbered a past in the
hi gh nountai n country before she was entrapped by hunters;

there was the smux; and, kept in a hut near the ship, there
was a bartle the spacers named Boj or.

Had Farree not seen the bartle | oosed froma chain and

com ng to pay hormage to Mael en by licking her feet, he

woul d have raced fromthe hut as fast as his bent |egs would
carry him For a bartle was one of the nenaces in stories of
the early days on Grant's Wrld. He had seen bartle claws
strung on ident disc chains and worn with pride by any
fortunate to have them

When the bartle arose on his hind paws, he topped Lord-
One Krip. Hi s body was massi ve enough to nake three of the
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man's. This being the sheddi ng season, great patches of
coarse hair lay on the floor of the hut, and the sl eek underhide
shone through in green-gray spots.

The off-worlders visited the bartle for nmany hours each

day, the nman grooning out the dead fur, both of them
communi cating with the beast. Farree, who knew that only
one of those huge paws needed to descend on himto | eave a
snear of broken bones and bl ood, kept his distance at first.
But, caught up in the mnd exchange that held the other, he
began to think of the shaggy beast as another person—edd
and queer to be sure, but no different in that respect from
many of the aliens which he had viewed from hidi ng around
the port.

The alterations in the ship were slow, and soon Lord-One
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Krip spent nore tinme there, urging on the fitters, for it would
seemthat for some reason he and the Lady Mael en wi shed to
be in space as soon as possible.

In space! Farree's thought shied away fromthat, and he
refused to think again into the future. Then he woul d be back
inthe Limts again. This tine—this tine when there was no
nor e—

Sitting in the doorway of the bartle's place he had begun
that train of thought that he could no | onger shove away.
They would go with the bartle, Toggor, and Yazz, and
he—he woul d—

"Conme with us!"

Farree gave a start. Hi s hands cl enched and his head

swung at a painful angle so he could see the Lady Mael en's
face. He had thought her busy with clipping the bartle's
claws. The big beast had been biting at them being no |onger
able to wear them out upon the stones of the distant canyons.
No, she was not |ooking to Farree but he was sure that he had
caught that thought.

“You did. You come with us."

26
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"OFf-world?" He swallowed, and it hurt as if his inner
throat was raw.

"If you wish it, it is so." She did not |ook at himeven
now, but there was such certainty in her thought that he had

to accept that she neant it.

"I'f 1 wish—= He could not quite believe. This was nore
of the dream from which he hoped there would be no nore
waking. "If | wish—+tady— His hands tw sted the robe

across his msshapen breast. "There is no other wish in

rre_
"Then it is so." Now she did | ook at him and she sm | ed.

He felt as if he were Yazz, and wi shed to creep close and
nuzzl e at her hands and signal with a tail he did not have.

The dream was conti nui ng!

"There is trouble again with Kemfu." Lord-One Krip had
come up without Farree noting. "The fittings nust be re-
laid." The man was frowning and tapping his fingertips on
his cal as he did, Farree knew, whenever he was di sturbed.

"Yet he set those hinself." Lady Mael en got to her feet.

"Why now this difficulty?"

"Ask me not. It was alnobst as if— Farree saw the frown
on the man's face deepen. "As if," he continued after a
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monent, "he was deliberately delaying us. And the noon—=
"Why woul d he deliberately delay us? There would be no
reason for it."
"No reason except Sehknet and what was w ought there.

That was a raider snatch first, and, when we spoil ed that
game and uncovered the great treasure, the Guild did not take
it kindly. It depends upon how far the true story has been
spread. And who was really behind that operation to | oot the

tonbs of the sleepers.™

"But what would they get fromus? Qur share of the

finding fee is safe now, and they woul d have no chance at it.
What we do here has nothing to do with any Guild or raider
plotting. That is finished, and on Yiktor there is nothing
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whi ch woul d draw them They seek |large returns, not the
| ooting of a small planet where lordling has fought |ordling
until nothing flourishes to tenpt even a Free Trader."

"Revenge, perhaps, or for us to furnish a lesson. | wll
have the inspectors out before we up ship, and that is the
truth if | ever spoke it!"

The Lady Maelen sniled. "It is probably just that this
contractor deals with such a ship as he has never seen before.
Thus he goes sl ow and nakes m st akes."

"The noon," returned Lord-One Krip shortly.

Now it was Lady Maelen's turn to frown. "W have
allowed tine; surely we have all owed enough tine."

"True enough, but time runs fast. W nust lift ship in the
next seven days if we are to make it."

"Kem fu— Farree did not understand all this about

nmoons and treasure, but he did know nuch of what went on

inthe Limts. "He | oses much at the tables in the Go-far. It is
known that he is in debt to Gerog L' Kunb."''

Lord-One Krip | ooked down, startled. "Wat else do you
know, Farree? This is of inportance. Geat inportance.”

3.

1 hough Farree had half, or maybe nore, of the lore of
the Limts collected m ndwi se, he had to do sone sorting
bef ore he answer ed.

"It is said . . ."He stopped. He wanted to be very carefu

to separate runor and what he knew from observation and

actual overhearing of news. Such a one as he was so nuch a
part of the general trash of the Limts that few watched their
tongues when he crouched or shuffled nearby.

"It is said," he began slowy once again, "that Gerog
L' Kumb has as much power in the Lints as the Lawspeakers
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of the Great City. Yet he is seldomseen or heard to use it.
For one to speak his nane is enough to nake a desire an act.
He has his own eyes and ears everywhere. And, Lord-One—

"Krip," the other corrected hi mnmechanically.

"K-Krip." Farree stunbl ed over the saying of that nane

wi t hout any honorifics. "If it be his wish to delay the work
upon your ship, then it will- be delayed. It is said that
oftenti mes he does such until he is paid nore, and then out of
the ground cone the needed nen and straightaway all is done
as was first ordered.”

29
30
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"Extortion." The Lord-One's nmouth becane a thin |ine.
The Lady Mael en nodded. "And we are fit victins for
such a gane. Perhaps that he al so knows."

Farree drew as deep a breath as his constricted |ungs would
allow. "Let this one," he said then, "put on rags and go

back to the Limits. To no one he matters, and that he has
been gone for days—that woul d not have been noted. Wile

he was sheltered by you, few here knewit, either. Is that not

so?"
"And if it has been noted and reported to the Lord of the
Limts, and you appeared again, what excuse—

Farree lifted his head as far as he could. "There are Lords
in the upper town who keep tw sted ones such as | for as |ong
as we afford thema certain anusenent. Wen we are no

| onger of interest we return to the Limts—+f we are |ucky."

"And if you are not |ucky?" asked Lady Mael en
Farree shivered and doubled his fists. "There are other
ways of amusenent. Lady. To them such mi stakes of birth

are to be used and discarded at wll."

"l do not think that | like the custons here," she decl ared.
"So, little one, you could return to the Limts as one who has

served your purpose with us?"
"As long as 1 stay well away from Russtif, yes, that |

could do. And nen tal k before beasts—though you have

shown ne that perhaps the beasts mght also undo plans if

they nmet such great ones as you thereafter. In the Limts I am
such a one as is not worth as nuch as Toggor would win in a

battle match."
"l do not like it," she returned pronptly. "To put you

into such danger as that—
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"Lady, | have had ten seasons in the Limts and still |

live." Farree held hinself as erect as possible. "I am not
lacking in a gane of peering and prying. If tine is what you
fear, then it is best for you to use any tool to hand—such as
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Dung." For the first time in days he used his old nane, the
one he had hoped to forget.

Lord-One Krip | ooked to the worman over Farree's upward-

straining head. "If this is meant to hold us planet down as he
thinks, the Guild may be behind it. They woul d not have

taken kindly to our interference with their |ooting on Sehknet.

And if we are bucking the Guil d—+he sooner we know it the

better. What do you know of the Thieves Guild, Farree? And

are you still as willing to venture in, if it is a matter of theirs
this L' Kunb busies hinself wth now?"

The Thieves @uild! Farree's pointed tongue caressed his
lower lip. To go up against the all-powerful Quild—yes, that
was a different matter. Yet he believed that he could sink
once nore into the Limts and pass fromsight of anyone save
per haps sonme grotesque scavenger such as he had been

"You will take me, Lord-One, to the gate. Perhaps you

should drive me forth with kicks and curses, having discov-
ered that | stole fromyou. That woul d be as they expect."

He put a hand out to the door of the bartle's hut. "It is noon
dark for three nights, and the shadows are nmy old hone. |

can listen very well."

A smal |l body thudded against his own, and, as limted as

that force was, he near |lost his bal ance. Toggor had craw ed
out of Lady Maelen's belt pouch to spring at Farree. He
scuttled up to that unsightly hunp and squatted in the narrow
hol | ow bet ween head and shoul der. Wen the Lady reached

for him he hissed sharply, warning her off.

Farree strove also to dislodge the snmux, but the nental

contact canme sharper and clearer than he had ever received it
before, as if the days spent with the off-worlders had honed a
weapon to an edge fit to shave a hair.

"Co with. H de, but go with!"

The Lady drew back and nodded as if the smux was
suddenly one of her own kind with whom she was in ful
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conmmuni cati on. Perhaps contact with the creature for sone
days had given her that power. But Farree was afraid.

"Russtif— He nade a nmental picture of the beast seller.

"No see—hide." Wth that the snux burrowed under the

edge of Farree's robe, his clawtips tickling as he nmade his
way fromhunp to breast and there settled hinself, the stiff
bristles of his hair rasping Parree's skin as he clung to the
i nside of the garnent.
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"So be it," the Lord-One said. "Two days we shall wait,
while | also shall try to discover why our work goes so
slowy. Then you will return, whether you have | earned
anything or not." He slipped one of his |ong-fingered hands
under Farree's pointed chin and stared down into the hunch-
back's wi de eyes with such command that Farree was forced
to agree, knowi ng well that he could not deny that order
These two were not |ike any others he had known, and he
coul d not guess what formtheir control night take—even an
unrecogni zed nmol ding of his own mind to obey.

He stood as soon as the Lord-One rel eased hi mand scooped
up sonme of the dust and straw by the door, snearing it with a
careful hand down the fore of his robe.

"You shall shout evil after me, kick ne forth—= he told
the Lord-One. "Do this with no lightness. Any who watch-as
you may be wat ched—nust be deceived."

"Wel | enough!" The Lord-One reached down to grab his
knotted shoul der and hurled himout of the hut. As Farree
sprawl ed forward on the ground, one hand curved over the

hi dden snux to protect it fromharm he felt the pain of a
wel | -placed kick. Loud in his ears were curses noted in the
trade Iingo and others which nust be in the Lord-One's own

t ongue.

A booted toe scraped along the side of his tousled head,

and he uttered a cry of fear as he scuttled, first on hands and
knees, and then on his feet, away fromthe hut across the

field toward the gate. Behind himcane the Lord-One, yell-
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ing curses and accusations that this was a thief no honest nan
woul d want around, and when Farree slowed by the gate the

boot caught himagain, this tine in his side and with enough
force to | eave a bruised hurt. The two guards on duty only

| aughed, and one of them swung the stock of his gas rod,
thudding it home with such vigor above the hunp that Farree
nearly | ost his bal ance again.

He ran as he had run many tines in the past, heading for

the nearest straggle of buildings marking the Linmts. Qut of
sonewhere* a clod of hard earth struck his ear and brought
anot her cry out of him

He scuttled between buildings, twice slipping in the noi-
some scumthat marked all but the main ways of the Limts,
and kept on running until a sharp pain under his ribs brought
himup to hold a tent rope, gasping.

Though his robe was not tattered, it was bespattered with

dirt and foul ness, and he believed that his appearance was
little better than when the lordly ones had led himforth from
this place of ever-abiding terror and despair.

However, his wits had not been dimred along with the
cleanliness of his robe. Now, even as he breathed in gasps,
he | ooked about him trying to fathomwhere to lurk to | eam
what he had come to pick up. To keep well away from
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Russtif's section of the Linmts was al so necessary.

This was a section of drinking booths ready to catch the

| ower ranks from any ship which finned down on the |anding

field. Though it was not alive with customas it would be

| ater on, there were enough nen in the shacks to nmake a din
that Farree found loud after his days in the upper town. He
dodged a staggering, singing couple who wavered out of the
nearest den and slunk al ong behind the crude buil di ngs.

Toggor was riding right under his chin now, eyestal ks were
ext endi ng over the collar of the robe. The smux seened to be
wat chi ng their surroundings with a purpose, Farree thought,
equal to his own.
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He approached L' Kunb's ganbling establishment and

squatted down near its door. There was an ol d superstition
whi ch he | oathed—that to rub the hump of such as he would
increase a man's luck. He had never willingly allowed it

bef ore, but now he had a purpose in which he could accept
debasenent. Thus, he squatted with his thin knees poked up,
both hands resting in the dust of the ground, his head turned
up as far as he could. His back was to the wall of the shack
He tried to tune in the voices inside, but he found themtoo
muffled to foll owsave for the cries brought about by suc-
cess or failure.

A man wearing the worn | eather of a space officer—ighter
spots on the breast from which insignia had been ripped
away—trod purposefully forward. Farree recogni zed the type:

a planeted junior officer who had been fired fromor nissed
his ship and was on the downward road into the floating trash
of the Limts. He was darkly browned as became an of f-

wor | der—even his scalp, for it had either been shaved or he

was naturally hairless.

In spite of the evidence of his worn clothing, he did not

| ook like one of the lost. There were no dribbles of Gaz
fromthe conmers of his wide mouth and he wal ked with the
alert stride of one who had purpose in life. As he cane,
Farree saw that he shot sharp gl ances about him even over
his shoulders, as if he thought he m ght be under surveil-

| ance. Fromone of the Limts guards who wanted a | arger

bri be than could be gotten out of that shabby belt pouch? The
pouch was not flat, Farree saw, and he noted that the spacer's
hand was never far fromit. Therefore he nmust be in funds—
and so would be welcome in L' Kunb's establishment.

Then those keen eyes, which seened to belie the role the

ot her was pl aying, caught and held on Farree, and the spacer
swung a little out of his way, his hand dropping to thunp the
hunchback sharply between his bowed shoul ders.

"Wsh nme luck. Dung," He funbled inside the vest he
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wore and from an i nner pocket produced a bit, a section split
froma well-womstellar, snapping it to the ground before
Farree's bare toes.

"Luck." Farree nouthed the word obediently but absently
for he was surprised. To his nenory this off-worlder was a
stranger. How could he use the noi sone nane known to the
Limts? How many strangers mi ght then have heard of Dung
and woul d mark his com ng and goi ng?

The nman had al ready turned away and was passing through

the doorl ess entrance of the shack. Farree's hand cl osed over
the fragment of metal he had been thrown. Though he wanted

to hurl it fromhim that gesture would be foolish. He needed
to eat if he stayed for any tinme in the Linits, and this would
provide himwi th a bow of stew at Hangstna's tent, as |ong

as he was content to enter the kitchen half and bestow it on
Mug the waiter-bartender

Toggor moved and wriggled out of the neck of Farree's

tunic, swi nging down onto the hunchback's knee where he
squatted, retracting three of his eyestal ks and whirling the
others about in a way which could make a viewer a little
dizzy to watch.

"What ? What see?"

Perhaps his association with the two spacers and their
communi cation frommnd to m nd had strengthened Farree's
own powers. The swing of touch in and out that had al ways
been a part of his contact with Toggor was | ess, and he had
caught what was surely a question rmuch nore easily than he
ever had before. A thought of his own struck Farree, and he
touched the snux on his bristled back just bel ow the head.
Coul d he use the small creature to go where he coul d not
venture without risking an end to his nission?

"Toggor see?" He shaped the message so that it was a
question, and pronptly enough came the answer.

"Toggor see—what ?"
"In." Farree jerked a claw thunb at the shed. "Hi de—see?"
36 Andre Norton

But it was not going to be easy. The smux drew toget her
into a ball as always when threatened by sonething greater
than hinsel f. The sense of refusal struck w thout words to

center it.
It had been only a passing thought. Farree resigned hinself

regretfully. Al kinds of parasites and verm n roaned the
Limts—sonme of them deadly. He had fought twi ce for his

own |ife against the slashing-toothed vir that hunted in packs
and, when forced by hunger, were known to have set upon

sl eepi ng drunks and |l eft nothing but well-stripped bones behi nd.

For the first tine Farree was startled hinself. The smux
apparently had foll owed his chain of thought, though it had
not been deliberately ainmed at him For Toggor curled up
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three eyestal ks, turning one |idless appendage to watch the
door of the shack and the other two on Farree. The nessage
followed the direction of the pair of eyes.

" See— n—what ?"

Yes, what? He was sure that he could not inplant in the
smux's very alien mnd the purpose of spying. But he could
try sonething as a test—a watch on the spacer who had just

entered, perhaps.

"See—him" He pictured as best he could the man who
had just thunmped him for |uck. "Wat he—do."

"Toggor be caught."

"Toggor snall. Hi de, watch." Farree scooped up a hand-

ful of the evil-snelling dust of this path between shacks and
poured it on the lifted edge of his already nuch befoul ed
robe, nmounding it there with busy fingers. "Toggor covered
with this." Al of the eyestal ks had arisen again, and nore
than half of them watched that dust sifting through the hunch-
back's fingers

Farree did not add anything nore. He was no Russtif to
conmand obedi ence fromthe snux. He had asked; now it
was up to Toggor whether the other woul d agree or not.

The snmux reached out a foreclaw and dabbled it in the dust
PLI GHT I N YI KTOR 37

that Farree had nounded on the edge of his robe. The cl aw
scooped up a fraction and let it slide again through its hold.
Then brought up a second lot to toss it over the bristles on the
back.

Parree needed no other reply. Delicately, so as not to drop
any notes to irritate the outstanding eyes, he took up pinches
and spread them on the snmux. The creature hopped fromhis

knee hold, landing out in the dust, and proceeded to draw in
his eyes and then roll across the ground. Mnents |ater the
smux | ooked like a clod of earth.

Farree picked up the small creature carefully and set him
by the open doorway. Putting out foreclaws, Toggor pulled
hinsel f in and out of sight.

Parree was suddenly rocked back by a wave of m xed fear

and rage. He woul d not have believed that so small a creature
could have projected that to him There was a frazzled mnd
picture a part of it, something dark and ugly and—

There was only one thing, he believed, that could have
brought that response out of the snux: Russtif!

I nstant agreenent sped thought-sw ft. The beast seller

was there—with a wavery figure that Farree thought night
have been the man he saw enter nonents before. There was

a third bulk, but Farree could pick up no nore than the fact
sormeone el se was present.
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Farree drew hinself tight against the rotting tinbers of the
shaky wal |. When he put out a hand and scraped his nails
along it splinters |loosened. |If he could just—

"Near you?" he asked Toggor. He was sure that the smnux
had not gone far into the roominside. And if those three
were in good sight then they nust be not too far fromthe
partition agai nst which he now huddl ed.

"Here," Toggor beaned in reply—though where "here"
could be Farree could not be sure.

He put an ear to the boards where he had scratched. But he
nmust al so keep an eye for any passing by who night sight
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him There were voices right enough and words—but not the
words of ganblers. He treasured what he night catch

"—no pilot.”
"See that remains so."

"Stellars, stellars like bits." That was Russtif; Farree
coul d never forget that grow.

"Tel | =
"Why share?" Russtif again.
"L' Kunmb knows. Never get away w th—

"H s plan—why al ways his?" That voice was raised a
little. There followed a thought which broke through Farree's
concentrati on.

"This one cones. Troubl e noves—

And cone the snux did, slipping through the hole in the
board and | eaping for the folds of Farree's robe. Then he
scranbl ed within at the neck

"Bad one. Look. See."

Fear froze Farree in turn. He jerked back fromthe wall and
scranbl ed on hands and knees around to the back of the

shack. There he forced hinself to halt and watch around the
conmer he had put between hinself and the alley. If the beast
sell er had indeed sighted the snmux, he mght be issuing forth

to get him

Russtif did come out, but he did not glance down the alley.
Tranpi ng heavily across its mouth, he was gone. Farree's
heart ceased its |eaping beat and settled down to steady
rhyt hm agai n. The ani mal deal er was foll owed by anot her
man—Aot the spacer Farree had wi shed luck but a tall fell ow
wearing the uniformof a guard, one who stood for a heart-
stoppi ng nonent at the nmouth of the alley. But he, too,
failed to gl ance down it. Rather, he | ooked after Russtif and
then shrugged at sone thought and turned in the opposite
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di rection.

Farree settled down to wait for the spaceman. Sonehow he
believed that this' off-worlder had inportance to his own
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m ssion. He had to wait for quite a whil e—perhaps the nman
was trying his luck after all.

When he canme out he strode across the alley nmouth in two
steps, but Farree had already planned ahead how he coul d
follow There was a back way he had spied out and, though
his pace was not a run, he had learned to be fast in his own
way. Stones and bl ows had taught hi mnuch about the need

for speed.

He was always the length of a tent or a shack behind the
spacer, keeping to the shadow which had risen fast as the sun
had gone down. There was nore activity on the "street,"

and that would grow with the night. As long as it was not
nmore than now, Farree could follow.

The man turned, heading al ong one of the crooked ways

that led through the Limts to, at length, give upon the
respectable streets of the upper town. If he crossed into that
Farree dared not follow. There he would be as visible to the
first passerby as a scarlet lurpa anong dudan lilies. He was
growi ng breathless and tired also, for he was not used to |ong
stretches at his highest speed. And he had to pick always a
shadowed way which often Ied himoff the right path.

To his relief the spacer did not cross over into the upper
town, rather turned in at the door of one of the nore respect-
abl e buildings of the Limts—ene which offered |odging to
such travelers as could still pay half a stellar each nom
Rubbing his ribs where a sharp pain bit at him Farree
hunched down in the nearest pool of shadow, unsure of his

next nove. Wiy he had chosen to follow this stranger he was
still unsure, but the nman was an of f-worlder, a spacer plainly
down on his luck, for no spacer would stay planetside for

long if he could help it. Farree had heard the Lord-One Krip
say that their own ship needed a mininumof crewor it could
not raise. He had hired one crewran, a spacer who had been

pl aneted when the captain of a prospecting ship could not
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afford a needed rebuild. The crewran had been willing to

sign on for his own need to get to a nore traffic-filled field
on another and richer world. WAs this nman Farree had fol -

| owned such a one?

4.

VWl d he play the role of a beggar at the back of the rest
place? It was well known that the trash did this fromtine to
time. However, should the spacer sight him the man m ght
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think it was too nuch of a coincidence that he had seen
Farree by the ganbling tent and saw him al so here, nore
than hal fway across the Linmits. What had he | earned? Little
enough—that there was a reason why sonmeone woul d have
difficulty in finding an off-world crew. There was only one
trying to hire such now-+the Lord-One Krip.

Farree hesitated, trying to plan his next foray for know -

edge when he saw another cone down the street, walking

bol dly and swi nging a silencing club. The guards had tanglers
and stunners, but nost of themrelied on their clubs to keep
order, preferring to | eave a half-dead, beaten victimin the
street rather than take the tine and trouble to bind and deliver
a prisoner to their general headquarters.

Farree squeezed backwards as far as he could go, carefu

not to catch the eye of one trained to sight just such a

di sturber of the uncertain peace as the hunchback was deened
to be. He breathed slowy and shallowy, with as long a
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pause between each breath as he coul d manage. There was

the weckage of a crate of nore than usual substance pulled
into this space between two structures, and Farree nmade the
best use of that that he coul d.

The guard did not hesitate, turning directly into the rest
house as the spacer had earlier. Farree tried to think clearly.
Perhaps this one carried some nessage—ene that woul d nmean

much if he could report it to those who waited for himnear
the port. But how might he wormhis way into the building,

see those he nmust spy upon? Though it was now heavy

twilight and only the few and far between street |anterns gave
any gl ow, he knew better than to try and wi n past that

doorway yonder.

Bristles scraped agai nst his chest. The smux—eoul d Toggor

give himpartial sight, a fraction of hearing, as he had at the
drinking hol e? Farree put his hand gently into the front of his
befoul ed robe and felt the claws grip so that he could draw
the snux out.

Farree's night sight had been trained to the peak of what

his species could achieve during the years in the Lints.
There was coming and going in the crooked street now. And

at least four of the passersby turned into the rest house. He
wat ched for his chance and crossed to shelter once nore
against a slinmed wall, bringing out Toggor as soon as he
settled hinself in the best shadow conceal nent he could find.
The snux's eyes were all up and out, fanning about his head
at their farthest extent.

"What —do?"

Toggor seemed free of any fear. Farree studied the wall
agai nst whi ch he crouched. The | owest story of the building
was stone, very old and fitted bl ock upon bl ock with crum
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bling nortar in between. It m ght once have been an i npor-
tant building Iike those of the upper town. The second story
was squared tinbers, also rough. Farree thought that his own
thin fingers could find openings there to draw hinsel f up

But the weight on his back was not nmeant for a clinber, and
woul d hi nder any such attenpt.

I nst ead, the hunchback held the smux closer to his own
head as if the proximty would better broadcast the thought
he | abored to send.

"Man." Laboriously he pictured as best he could the
spacer, not sure that the alien mnd of the small creature
could pick up the identification. "Find in— He patted the
stone of the wall with his other hand.

Alittle to his surprise the smux seened al nost eager to go,
climbing over his fingers to latch foreclaws into one of the
nortarl ess divisions between the bl ocks. Farree | eaned as far
as he could backward to watch the creature clinb easily al oft.
He reached the narrow sill of one of the slitlike w ndows. But
apparently there was no entrance there for him Instead he
scranbl ed around to the wood and pulled up claw over claw.
Then he was gone!

Farree | ooked around wildly. Had Toggor |ost grip and

fall en? No—there was a beam not of thought, but enotion
Hunger, hunt—the snmux had cone into the runway of a

vynate. Farree felt the bitterness of defeat. Once on the trai
of one of those pests he could not hope to turn Toggor aside.

But neither would he | oose the thin thread of mind touch

that tied themtogether. The snmux's hunger becane strong

enough to nmake Farree's own belly runble, and he thought

of a neat cake, rich, dripping with gravy, such as he had
eaten only that norning. Hunger—then the attack—

He shivered, still making hinself share the frenzy of Toggor
as the smux tore into flesh, was spattered by bl ood, and then
feasted to the full. Never before had Farree shared m nds

with a hunter, and he found his body trenbling, his own
hands clawing out as if he were faced with good food. Now
the smux was satisfied. He nust either sumon it back
somehow or —
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Woul d Toggor now wi sh to sleep after his kill? If so, how
could Farree retain any control over hin®

He cl asped and uncl asped his fingers, drew a deep breath,

and probed.
Per haps his very uneasi ness added strength to that call, for
he reached the twittering mind of the snall creature on the
first try.

"Eat. Good. Eat!"
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Farree began to despair of getting below that satisfaction of
the successful hunt. He held on and kept trying though he

felt that the smux was finding himan irritation but apparently
not one Toggor could throw off. Deliberately Farree made his
denmand.

"Find. Find the man." Into that order he tried to pour the
full extent of his mind hold.

"Eat!" The ecstasy of the hunt still held, and Farree could
have beaten the wall beside himin his frustration

"Find!" There were beads of sweat on his narrow fore-
head, matting the heavy thatch of his hair. "Find."

H's mnd touch wavered in and out nore and nore. The

smux was caught up in his own world, triunmphant, free to be
hi nsel f perhaps for the first time since he was captured.
VWhat power could Farree rai se which would bring Toggor
agai n under his control, light as that control was?

"Find!" Though he realized that it was dangerous, Farree

| oosed his awareness of the world about him built up the

pi cture of the spacer, and beaned it savagely to the creature
in the walls above. "Find!"

There were only the thinnest of threads uniting them now—
and those Farree could not be sure of. The smux m ght
continue where he was in the wall runways of the vermn,
hunting and slaying to eat. Wy shoul d Toggor answer or
want to come out again?

"Find!" Farree's full attention was on building that thread,
on attenpting to rouse the smux out of his |ethargy. Then,
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suddenly, the thread was broken. There was only enptiness.
Farree's head touched the wall up which Toggor had gone,
failure nmaking himweak. The smux had chosen his own

way. He was gone!

Sonehow Farree got to his feet. That the | oss of the
creature was his fault he understood only too well. He had
been so intent on gaining his own ends that he had forgotten
he was dealing with an assistant who had really no comon
interest with him The srmux could live for days, he was sure,
scouting the runways, a killer such as no vyn coul d escape.

"Find!" He sent a |l ast desperate and despairing silent cry
into the nothingness where Toggor had been. Dared he wait
and hope? He could not nmake up his mind. The spacer and

the guard—there was manifestly a tie between them one into
whi ch Russtif was also drawn. Then, out of the nothi ngness,
there cane a weak signal

"Man!" That fuzzy picture was so bad it could have been
either the spacer or the guard. But Toggor had been set to
| ocate the spacer, so—

WIild with relief, Farree had to keep a tight grip on hinself
to allow his thoughts to simrer down to cal mess, then to
sharpen into the neet prod.
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"VWhat do—=2" That he had been wong about Toggor
made himfeel a little dizzy.

"Man. Man."

Twi ce? Maybe that signified another neeting—the guard

and the spacer. If he only had a hearing hole such as he had
found back at the shack. A few words m ght nmake all the

di fference!

Two fuzzy shapes were beanmed to himnow. They were
cl ose together, facing one another. Then they grew sharper as
if the smux were nmaking a suprenme effort.

Anger. Anger and threat. The snux could not report words,
but the enotions he picked up were warni ng enough. Wat -
ever those two planned neant trouble. Trouble for the off-
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wor | ders? Farree could not be sure, but he believed that it

poi nted to such.
There was an alteration in the scene the smux projected.

One of the fuzzy figures stood up, disappeared out of range.
The ot her remai ned where he was—that was the spacer
Farree was sure, since it was he Toggor had been sent to

track.
"Cone." There was nothing further to be | earned, Farree
was sure, as long as the smux could not provide himwth

ears.

"Anot her cones," the creature on spy aloft returned.

"Show ne. Show nme this other as well as you can!"

Woul d that plea bring himanything? Toggor's sight was not
his, and what was clear to the smux was badly blurred for
him Yet another figure did join the spacer now To Farree's
joy there was a distinguishing mark to this one. He wore the
uni form of a spacenman, yes, but across the breast was a
splash of vivid color. Snmux's sense of color was al so not
human. He registered in shades of red and yell ow seemni ngly,
havi ng no other shade or hue to project. This splash was

yel | ow.
"Cone!" He wanted to get Toggor away fromthe tenpting

runways hidden in the inn's walls. Now he wondered if he
could draw the snux away fromso rich a hunting ground.

There was soneone coning out of the front door of the
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inn, hunming as if he were free of a burden. Farree cowered
as the guide went by. It was sheer luck that the nman turned
north instead of south, heading toward the narrow way where

the Limts touched the upper town.

Toggor had broken off touch again. Parree could only hope
that that nmeant the snmux was returning to him not starting
anot her hunt. Twi ce nore he beaned, "Cone," w thout any
answer. It was dark enough now so that the wall above him
was shadowed. Those lanterns which lit the street did not
send any beamthis rar back. And there was a hum of noise

carrying up fromthe other side where lay the bulk of the
Linmts—that district was coming into its nightly life.

Then Farree saw nmovenment within the shadow which | apped
against the wall. Before he had nore tinme than to draw three
breaths the smux | eaped fromthe sill of the narrow w ndow
above to land on his hunched back, running lightly around to
burrow again into the neck opening of his robe.

Farree rai sed both hands and cl asped them gently around
Toggor, so relieved that the snmux had returned to himthat he
coul d have gone forth humr ng as had the guard. Into his

m nd shot an inpression of two wavering figures noving out
froma room above. He crouched low in the dusk, his eyes

upon the doorway of the inn. Then they cane: the spacenan

he had foll owed here, together with the other who wore the
badge, which was not as brilliant as Toggor had pictured it
for himbut certainly was vivid.

Anyone in the Limits knew the meaning of that. Unlike the
one who acconpanied him this second of f-worlder still be-
| onged to sone ship's conpany. Yet Farree was not know -
edgeabl e enough to know whi ch

Unli ke the guard, the two headed downsl ope toward the
distant landing field, and Farree again slipped through the
pool s of dusk between the | anterns, tracking them He caught
words now and then, but they were not in trader |ingo, and
he did not understand. Save that the spacers were talking
earnestly as they went.

They did not pause at the gam ng places nor the drinking

dens but threaded a way straight for the port where the
brilliant Iights about the ships provided a beacon agai nst the
mur ky ways of the surrounding territory.

There were three ships on the | anding apron, spaced well
apart. That which belonged to the off-worlders, Farree knew,
was the closest to the gates, and there was scaffol di ng about
its outer skin though no worknmen were visible at this hour
Beyond was a small Patrol skinmer, a nessenger vessel
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whi ch had | anded only two days earlier with information for
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the | ocal League council. Beyond that stood a merchant-cl ass
vessel, larger than that which the off-worlders had cl ai med,
with a battered, space-scoured insignia on one fin.

The two he foll owed passed the gate, and the guard there
asked no questions as they went on toward the ship under
reconstruction. Farree nust follow them But to get past the
light, which was full at the gates, and the guard there—ould

he?
Hunkering down in a noi some pocket between two of the

nearer Limts tents, Farree bent his head forward until his
forehead rested on his crossed arns. He strove with frantic

need for an answer.

It was as if he whirled out into a space that was filled with
al nost invisible ribbons floating and spinning, seeking the

right one to guide himto his needed goal. There were flashes
of thought, which he tried earnestly to shut out that he night

seek single-mndedly. Then—

"Little brother!"™ Not the nuddl ed response he got from
Toggor, but as clear as if the words had been spoken in one

of his prick-pointed ears.

"In." Certainly he had little to report—enly the two neet-
ings. Yet he also had a strong feeling that the news he carried
was needed, and there was little time. "Bring me in."

For a heart-shaki ng nonent he thought that he had | ost
contact—that it was as it was between hi mand Toggor—his
talent was too limted, too diffuse to hold. Then there came
strong and steady the answer: "Be ready—near the gate."

He went forward on all fours, feeling the prick of Toggor's
claws and bristle hair as the smux rode in the fore of his
robe. So he reached the edge of the shadows—beyond which
lay only the merciless light of the gate.

There was soneone approaching fromthe opposite side,
and he saw the hood of a cloak slip back fromthe head of
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that brilliant hair as deep as any Mlisand ruby in shade. The
Lady was coming for himherself.

She halted before the guard and spoke, the nurnur of her

voi ce carrying but not her words. Her right hand was up, and
she twirled sonething between her fingers with a rhythnic
novenent .

Farree had to trust. He ran forward on his spindly |egs,

bot h hands pressed over the snmux | est he | ose Toggor. Wen

he stunbl ed over a stone and it nmoved with a click, the guard
did not | ook around. Then Farree dared the gate itself, put-
ting all his strength into a dash which carried himby the
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Lady Maelen and the guard with a speed that near sent him
sprawing forward. But he kept to his feet and hurried toward
the hut where the bartle was housed.

Qutside of that was the Lord-One Krip, and with himthe
two men Farree had followed fromthe Linmits. The hunch-
back pushed hinself behind the hut, hoping that he had not
been sighted. Wiy the guard had not seen hi mwhen he was
in plain sight at the gate he could not guess.

He lay nearly flat now as Toggor clinbed up and back to

squat upon his hunp. The Lady was still at the gate, with the
guard listening to her as if his position depended upon her
words. But she had dropped her hand and the shining thing

had di sappeared. Finally the man saluted and she turned

away, com ng back toward the hut.

Farree drew a deep breath and huddl ed where he was. He

heard a little chirping call. The snux scranbled dowmn and
scuttled to the fore of the hut, leaving Farree for a nonent or
two a little angry that the creature would so readily obey that
summons from anot her.

"Wl | enough. If you bring a quittance fromyour captain
then we shall deal." That was the Lord-One Krip talking.

"We sign only until first planetfall, you understand."
"That is to nmy advantage also. Captain." It was a new
50
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voi ce—that of the spaceman who wore the insignia? "Al so
the Dragon already carries a senior astrogator. Wen do you

lift?"
"Soon enough. See nme tonmorrow with your papers. And
yours, Quanhi -have you full cl earance for hire?"

"I will bring a statenment fromthe councilor. I amfit again
and want nothing nore than to be free of Grant's Wrld. Few
enough shi ps touch here to give ne nmuch chance."

"W will consider."
"Ri ght enough!" Together, the two Farree had foll owed

turned and went back toward the field gate.

Farree crept around the side of the hut, putting it between
himand the gate. He nade a | ast dash and took hinself

i nsi de before Lord-One and the Lady Mael en entered. The
bartl e noved uneasily, and Farree heard a | ow growl out of
the dark. But another shape stood over him licking at his

face—Yazz giving her usual exuberant wel cone.

"VWhat have you | earned?" The Lady Mael en cane first,
and at a twist of her fingers there was a dimlight in the

hut .
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VWhat had he | earned? Bits and pi eces. Perhaps none really

were of inportance. Yet Russtif had a place and a part, and
the dealer in beasts was for Farree the synbol of evil, an evil
that could reach out and touch these two. He could not have
found words to explain what the Lady and the Lord-One

meant to him he could only offer all he could sunmon to

their service.

"Those who were there," he began in haste so his words

were al nost a gabble. Then he caught hold of hinself.
"One, he who wears no badge, met with Russtif and a guard.
They sai d— He sunmoned the few words he had caught:

"No pilot—stay that way-stellars |ike bits—and L' Kunb—he
pl ans sonet hing. The badgel ess one neets with a guard again
and then with he who wears a badge."

"Stellars like bits— Lord-One Krip repeated. "Were
woul d such a speech be the truth?"

"On Sehknet," the Lady Maelen returned pronptly. "That
tale is one of the | egends of the star |anes now. "

"But that world is fully guarded. No raider, or even a
Qui | d- owned vessel, could set down anywhere there."

"Yet those who found it first could carry away information
of perhaps other finds—a danger we considered fromthe
first. And the clutching fingers of this Guild extend far.
Perhaps they think to plant one—+two of their own anobng
us."

"W would read them™

"Wul d we?" the Lady Mael en asked then. "It is well

known that the Quild has access to many di scoveries that
even the Patrol does not know. Renenber, on Sehknet there
were mnd shields which we could not break."

"But those were—

"Of the dead ol d ones, you would say? W cannot be sure
they do not otherw se exist. Wat nmanki nd has once di scov-
ered can be found again." She turned to Farree.

"You heard no nore?"

He shook his head. "It is said that Russtif would link with
L' Kumb if he could. It was in a ganbling hut that he net
wi th the badgel ess one—=

"Pitor Dune of Chanblee, suffering with spotted fever,

was | eft here when his ship lifted four nonths ago. And this
ot her, Quanhi, who wi shes a full berth for hinself as
astrogator,” the Lord-One Krip said slowy. "W have a half
crew at least. And now the rigger has his nmen on the junp to
get finished, saying frankly he nust have the noney."

"I't links," the Lady Maelen said slowmy. "We have had
trouble in finding men. Yiktor is no najor base, even now
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when the League plays nore a role in her current history."

Lord-One Krip |laughed. "Ah, but they do not know what
powers the Tnassa have—the Thassa and She Who Slept."

52 Andre Norton

The Lady shook her head al nost violently. "Not so, Krip.
Nothing did | learn fromher. She was—the real part of

her +ong dead or gone el sewhere. | but banished the wll
whi ch kept her waiting. But we bew | der you, small one."

She sniled down at Farree. "Know that we are Thassa, a
peopl e so old we have forgotten our beginnings. It was given
tous to find a mghty treasure of the Forerunners on the

pl anet Sehknet and there was trouble there, for the Guild
woul d al so plunder it. The Guild |ost and the w nning was
ours. W seek a ship of our own and so here we found

the Far Seeker for sale, one which will serve us well.

But the tinme is short. The three rings will shine on Yiktor
our hone world, and to that world we nmust go. It is a tangled
tale in our past—you will have the hearing of it sonme

tine."

"I?" Parree strove to lift his head higher. As if she knew
what frustration moved him the Lady knelt and laid her
hands one on each shoul der.

"If you wish to cone, little one, then it shall be so," she
repeated the earlier promse

Farree drew a deep breath. To stride the stars as if he were
straight and strong and stood as tall as the Lord-One hinsel f—
that was sonething he had not dared trust.

"Yes—oh, yes!" H's own hands flew to his shoulders to
cover hers where they rested warm and wel conm ng. " Ch—
yes!" He coul d have shouted that al oud.

"So be it." She nodded. "Now |l et us think concerning
this man Quanhi who seens so willing to come—

"He thinks we |ift for Geater Marth," said Lord-One
Krip.

"Let himcontinue to think so. The voyage tape | hold

mysel f," she answered. "And we need no astrogator in truth
once the tape is locked in—enly the port authorities require
we have one aboard. As for those trying sone tricks with
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us-" Now it was her turn to laugh, raising her hand to

gesture to the rest of them Farree, Yazz, and Bojor the bartle
as well as the smux clinging nowto her own shoul der "I

think we may have some surprises for them"”

5
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He whom Farree had spied upon came again to the

bartle's hut. The hunchback shrank to the rear of the hut,
trusting the big animal. Toggor sat on his shoul der, eyestalks
al oft, and beaned what Farree already guessed—that this was
the one he had wat ched.

The man was young, though it was always difficult to tel

the true age of any spacer since ship time and planet tine

were different and those who spent nobst of their days within

the hulls of the sky ships did not age so swiftly. H's badgel ess
uni form was shabby, but he seened cl ear-eyed and quick to
answer, not as if he were soneone rightfully grounded.

"For the voyage only, Dune," Lord-One Krip repeated.
"And are there any nore willing to take service?"

"l can get you twenty," returned Pitor Dune. "That you
woul d want themis another question. They may have been
grounded for nore than illness or ill luck. Quanhi is, how
ever, a good man."

"l have said we would take him as you heard, but to
change ships in md voyage— Lord-One Krip began

"May be the sign of an unsteady crewran, yes. Wat
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excuse does he offer to you?" Lady Mael en asked of Dune.
She m ght be checking stories.

"None, except he can expect no further pronotion within
the Dragon, and that is an outland trader which does not set
down on many worlds with larger ports and nore traffic.”

"W shall take himwhen he brings quittance," Lord-One
Krip returned. "In the neantinme, you also bring your papers

as you prom sed.”

The crewman started out across the field. On Parree's shoul -
der the snmux noved, and the hunchback caught a fraction of
enotion once nore—dncertainty, shadowed by fear. Behind

hi m Boj or gave a deep grunt. Instantly Lady Mel en turned
her head to observe the tall beast. Farree caught her

guestioni ng concern
It cane as with the snux—o words, only the feeling of
wr ongness, of the need for being aware.

"W are warned," the Lady comented. "It seens that
there i s sonething about our new shi pmate which the small
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ones do not like." She was beam ng soothingly, pronising
that there would be no trouble with the strangers.

Once nore Lord-One Krip questioned Farree.

"Russtif, yes. Hs interest | can understand. He was over-
paid for one of his slave things," the Lady nmused. "Yet had
we bargai ned, that woul d have given himtine to wonder, to

think . . ."
For the first time Farree dared question the of f-worl der.

"Lady, he will think, does think. From himperhaps others
have | earned. "
She nmade a face and shrugged her shoulders. "I |ose ny

caution when | answer a help cry. Perhaps we were w ong.
But the man was ugly enough to have killed this little one."
She held out her hand, and the smux extended a | ong curl of

tongue to touch the tip of her finger
"You have fitted the tape?" Lord-One Krip changed the

subj ect .

"Last night when the worknen left," she answered. "I

have | earned nuch, and perhaps even this new body of m ne
retained sonme | evel of know edge. When we |ift we do so for
Yi ktor. "

New body? wondered Farree. What story lay behind that?
But he dared not question now.

"There has certainly been a change in the fitters," her
conpani on returned. "They have kept on the job steadily this
aft ernoon. Tonorrow we can nove Bojor aboard. By the

next sunrise we shall lift ship."

"Providing we get this astrogator Quanhi. But, Krip, of
this | amsure, we shall get him and for no reason which
means us well. Qur only protection is our seal ed tape that
cannot be wi thdrawn by any except ny own hand."

"And that tape was bought on Ballard. The Dragon | ast
raised fromthat world," the other answered her. "That is an
open port—=

She nodded. "If we go threatened fromthe left, we can

only hope for aid fromthe right. On no other world are such
tapes for sale, and we had to deal with those outside the | aw
of the League in order to get it. News travels near as fast as
t hought. Ah, here cones our new shiprmate and with him

Quanhi —you are sure that this is the one who net himin the
Limts, small one?"

The Lady noved aside a fraction fromthe doorway and
Farree could see out into the lighted field. He would be
certain of that enbl azoned badge anywhere, but as for the
man—he coul d not be sure. So he reported.

"Quanhi ," Lady Mael en repeated the nane. "And of no
wor | d—perhaps a Free Trader then."
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"Not so," Lord-One Krip snapped. He was frowning

now, his attention all for the man coming toward them "W
shal | see how nuch this one desires to becone one of the
crew," Lord-One Krip observed. "Stay in the shadows," he
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spoke now to the hunchback. "It is better that they do not see
you and perhaps speak of you."

Farree speedily hunkered back, Toggor riding on his shoul -

der. Bojor noved aside as if ordered, giving only a snuffing
sniff in the hunchback's direction. Yazz was |lying full Iength,
lost in the shadows at the back of the hut.

The man fromthe other ship | ooked even younger in this
stronger light than the other—aith an open expression which
Farree found hard to think of as belonging to a plotter. He
answered Lord-One Krip's questions freely and openly but—

In spite of the order given Farree and his own uneasi ness,
he sent a single tendril, thread fine, toward the other's nind.

And he nmet —
Not hi ngness!

Not a barrier, not the swirl of alienness which nmarked the
snmuK, the bartle, and Yazz. Sinply an enptiness, as if no

one stood there at all. That was so frightening that, for a ful
monent, he shivered and strove to the edge even farther

away. Yet when he opened the eyes he had squinted shut,

there was a man |i ke any other walking the Limts or the

upper town.
He had heard tal es—always told with gusto but never

bel i eved—ef how, on sonme distant world, there were beings
with the ook of nen but who were in truth machi nes. Those
woul d even think when properly supplied with the right
tapes, just as a ship could be guided, once in space, to a
chosen worl d. WAs he now fronting one of those fearsone

things neither living nor dead?

Li ke their bargain with Dune, this other one was quickly
struck, but, as the astrogator |eft, Melen spoke softly, using
a | anguage Farree did not know. He heard harshness in the

Lord-One Krip's quick answer.
The Lady | ooked over her shoul der to where Farree crouched.
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"M nd touch?"'

He knew what she nmeant and first shook his head and
then, fearing she could not see, answered in words.

"There was nothing. Nothing at all!"

"A shield," Lord-One Krip said then, "and that is surely
Quild. But if they knew us they also know that we woul d
detect such at once and be warned off."

"A machi ne one?" Farree ventured.

"What do you know of such?" Lady Mael en asked.

"Only stories," he answered. "No one believes them

true.”

"Yet once such things were," she answered slowy. "Once
the Thassas knew such. But also | do not understand why
they would send us a well-shiel ded one."

"They may think that it is only with each other and with

the aninmal ones we can communicate," Lord-One Krip said
slowy. "Yet the Guild have the reputation of taking nothing
and no one on trust. There are nmany races and species in
space. The Zacanthans in their rolls of history have only a
partial listing of such and their attributes both physical and
mental. They did not even know of the Thassa until we net

on Yiktor. There nay be many ot hers—even a race born with

a natural mind shield. Still, it argues planning on their part.
This is a warning, for it goes with all we know of the
GQuild."

The Thieves @uild had spread and entw ned world after

wor | d—where star rovers went, sooner or later the Guild

foll owed. They were reputed to be nasters of strange know -
edge and devi ces which they stole or bought before the Patrol
realized that such existed

Farree ran his tongue across his lips and then asked in a

small voice: ' '"Could it be known that time is of inportance to
your plans, Lord-One, and that you woul d chance taking

whoever of fered because of that?"

"Yes," Lord-One Krip replied, "that nmakes sense. How
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ever, these two may have defenses or weapons of which we
know not hing. And to blast off with such aboard—=

Toggor noved. Hi s eyestal ks were all extended to the
farthest Iimt and swung so that they pointed after the man
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who had just |eft.

A fuzzy picture in Farree's mnd. One which the Lady
Mael en nmust have picked up as quickly as the hunchback

"He is not a machi ne—that one," she said. "The snux
finds true life there and danger."

"Yazz, Bojor." The Lord-One | ooked to the two other
ani mal s.

"Live. Like Yazz. Live," answered that one at once. The
bartle grow ed, sitting up on his broad and wei ghty haunches,
maki ng gestures of holding sonething in his front paws.

"I think," Lady Maelen said slowy, "that we may have

our own warning alerts fromdirections which our new ship-

mates will not guess. They can accept aninals performnng

because of threats or prom ses, but not little ones who share
with us that true life of all that is equal in Mlester's scales
of being. W shall mount our safeguards. You have nade

your own | ock installnents on the cages?" She turned to

Lord- One Kri p.

"Yes; we shall test themthis night. It will serve that our
little ones are firmy housed and yet"-he smiled a little
grimy—that will be only a cover."

Farree had been in the ship before, but that had been a

hurried visit and only to that section neant to house those the
Lady Maelen called her "little ones." Though she used the

sane termfor Farree hinmself, there was a difference which

was subtle but which he had caught. He was perhaps as

i gnorant of worlds beyond this planet as the animals, or even
nmore so, for those had roved the wilds far beyond the Limts.
Yet to these two of f-worlders he was comon ki n.

Now he lay in the bunk which had been assigned to him
For the off-worldets and their |ive conpani ons had chosen to

go within the ship though it was still fin down. However,

what he was thinking had nothing to do with the events of the
past two days. Rather he was caught up in what he had never
experienced before: a waking dream of wonder. That was
centered upon sonething he had seen in the Lady Maelen's
quarters

A cube which seened transparent and clear of any content—
one which was only slightly larger than what he could hold
confortably in his two hands. Wen the Lady touched it,
there had cone a swirl of color within as he watched in
astoni shrent. He ni ght have been poised in the air above
anot her | and—ene so far different fromthe Limits that dream
was all he could find to call it.

There were wide plains—small within the limts of the

cube's space, yet the |longer one | ooked at the scene the w der
those spread, as if one becane snaller than a sand junper

and had been pulled into the picture. There was green—great
stretches of green growing things, starred here and there with
brilliant splashes of color, sonme w dely separated, sone massed
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together. Growing things also, but the |like of which Farree
had never seen before.

Far down in his cramped menory something stirred even

as it had when they had asked his true name. Col or, grow ng
thi ngs—There were none such in the Linmts, yet he recog-
nized themfor what they were instantly: a mantling of rich,
tall-growi ng grass and—flowers. Faltering nenory produced

a name for him

Hi s nostrils expanded. Yet there was nothing save the air
of the ship to fill them He had expected sonething el se:

clean, strong, unlike the sour stench of the Limts. Wy did
he think of that?

"Yi ktor." The Lady Maelen's word had cut through his
searching of menmory. "The Thassa wander wi de over these

pl ai ns, though their own private place is near desert." She
was, he saw by an upward gl ance, concentrating on the cube
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with an intent stare. "W shall be in Yiktor! In the circling
of the rings."

The scene within the cube swirled again fromclarity into a

fog of mingled color. Farree gave a snall exclamation of
protest. But the cube did not clear entirely. Now there hung a
ball of light within it, and around that three distinct rings of

radi ance grew and hel d.

He felt a greater wonder than even the fl ower-studded | and
had given him This was a thing out of the sky—a mracle of
I'ight unlike any he could have imagi ned. The sight brought no
faint recognition with it; it was totally alien to anything he

even had heard descri bed.
The Lady reached out long fingers and caressed the cube

as she had done at tinmes the bartle and Yazz, as if she needed
the reassurance that they did exist. Farree felt a strong wave
whi ch was both of sadness and of joy—though, before this
nmonent, he could not have believed two such diverse eno-

tions could be interwoven.

Then she lifted the cube and instantly the picture was
gone. She took a soft piece of spider silk and wapped what
was now only a clear and colorless artifact, then placed it in

one of the wall conpartnents.

Farree longed to see again that flowery land, to feel that he
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had been drawn into the dream and becone a part of the

whol e, accepted and at-—-at home—

"You saw," the Lady spoke slowy as she turned fromthe
conpartment she had | ocked with her thunb seal. "Yiktor
which | ..." Now her voice failed for an instant before she
added, "which I long for and to which we go."

She cl asped her hands together, rubbing one over the other
as if some substance had escaped the cube to noisten her
fingers. "Yiktor," she breathed for the third time. Then her
gl ance wavered fromthe conpartment door, and she | ooked
directly at Farree.

"You saw. But there was somnething el se—you renem
bered. "

ddly enough he felt suddenly threatened by her words. It

was as if her probe could pierce easily into an inner part of
hima far inner part which cowered away fromlight and

know edge. There was a growing pain within him which he
found hard to handl e.

"I did not remenber," he countered quickly. "There was
al ways the Limts—ust the Limts."

"Your ki n—your father—your nother?" She was not going

to |l et himescape. But she need only keep m nd touch with
himto know the answer to that. The Limits, always the

Li mi t s—but then the nman—

For the first time in years Farree was renenbering the

man. He was only a shape, faceless, to be feared, yet all-
powerful. He had died drunken and Farree had fled. He

hi nsel f had been even snmaller then, a m sshapen |unp of

fl esh which no one could | ook upon except with distaste or
fear. Like Toggor, he had been alone. His kin? Wo would
claimkin with such as he? He had never seen his |ike even
anong the beggars, sone self-nmutilated to arouse pity. From
them he had kept apart, noved by the queer feeling that were
he to seek a place in their stinking, shanbling guild he would
be, in a strange way, |ost.

He was stronger than he | ooked, and there was a core of
determination within himto keep himgoing on his own.

How | ong had it been? The refuse of the Linits did not

reckon years, only seasons—hot and cold. And he did not
add t hose up.

Before he realized what she was about to do, Farree felt
the Lady's hands at the neck fastening of his robe. She pulled
at the cloth, bringing it down to bare his hunp.

He flared with a thrust of sick anger. Then her mind
speech touched himquickly. At |east she had not put hand to
that nonstrous roll of flesh which he bore always with him
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"This is no hurt, yet it looks as if it were old scarring.”
She shook her head. "A healer | once was—a Mon Singer

who could bring good out of ill. And nuch have |I seen of
bad wounds and injuries. The Thassa have their own dangers,
whi ch do not equal those of other species. This | ooks nore

like a shell —=

Farree jerked the cloth of his robe, fastened it tightly once
again. "No Singer can nake ne straight," he answered
sul l enly.

But she did not |et himgo. Though she did not touch him
again, yet he realized that he nust answer her. For the first
time he resented with nmore and nore bitterness this mind tie
between them What had once seened to himto be an

openi ng gate to understandi ng now took on the bars of a

cage.

"No, | think not. But for everything there is a reason. Do
you suffer pain?"

He had to answer with the truth. "No—except the pain of

its weight. It grows heavier with the passing of tine."
Against his will truth came out of his mind. He had suffered
the pain of kicks and cuffs aplenty, but the weight on his
shoul ders which curved himforward had never hurt. There

was an itching which came at tinmes, nore often recently. He
had been driven once or twice by the force of that to rub his
back against the stone walls of the inn within the Linmts.

"If you suffer pain, Farree," she addressed hi m now as

she mght the Lord-One Krip, "cone to ne. Though | am an
exile fromthe Thassa, yet | still hold sonme power in these."
She held up her hands and fl exed her fingers.

Now, as Farree lay circled on his side in his own place (for

he had been given a small cabin of his own, to his unvoiced
wonder), every bit of that cane back to him She had neant

it, and he knew also that it was an offer he could not take. O
at |l east he thought at this nmonent that he could not. The
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burden was his own, and none but death mght lift it from
hi m

Yet he kept renenbering the pictures in the cube and his

i nner excitement grew. It was necessary for these two he held
i n unbreakabl e awe and reverence to go to that world of

fl owered plains and three-ringed noon, and they were taking
himwi th them

That they took off a day later with two on board who nust

be watched did not alarm Farree. He knew too well how to
keep wary eyes and those thoughts which tied the rest of that
company into a force none without mnd touch m ght even
deduce exi sted.

He who had the mind shield could be seen, and the other,
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t hough they were careful not to probe below his surface

t houghts, could well be open to search if it becane neces-
sary. There had been a flare of protests fromthe astrogator
when he discovered that they were traveling by a seal ed tape.
But on a privately owned ship that was not too uncomon,

and his argunments had been few enough

It was Toggor who provided their first sentry. Though they
were in free-fall for a goodly space of tine and Farree was
m serably sick and fought to conceal that fact, the smux

| oosed its legs and swamin the air, catching at fittings for
anchorage fromtine to tine.

The Lady Mael en stayed with Bojor, who suffered the
nost for lack of proper weight and had to be constantly
reassured that this was not sonething that would | ast forever.

Once in hyperspace the weak gravity of the ship gave them
at |l east a chance for footing. Farree, out of sone inner
uneasi ness, nade it a point to | eam how to get about without
hel p—i shing that he had the smux's confi dence.

There was no time except that rigidly marked by the ship's
instruments. They kept to a series of watches wherein either
Lord-One Krip or the Lady Mael en was on duty with one of
their hastily assenbled crew. For Farree there were no stated
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duties, but he would lie on his bunk for unknown peri ods of
time, linked with Toggor, |learning nore and nore how to
channel the smux's foggy sight so that he so went exploring
through the ship by that renote neans.

Separated by division into watches which the of f-worl ders
had devi sed, there seened to be no reason for the two

crewnen to get together. Nor did they.

It was during the tenth sleeping tinme that Farree awoke out

of a troubled doze. He did not know what had haunted him

so that he had not rested as deeply as he usually did. Then he
| ooked out into the middle of the small cabin and saw,
scuttling across the floor, Toggor, who had just pulled him
sel f through the crack of the door. The snmux's claws reached
up and Farree put his hand down for the creature to clinb.

Just as Toggor had once registered pain and cold, so now
he regi stered again fear. Wi pping up the hunchback's body,
he sought a hiding place at the neck of his robe.

Farree sat up and dangled his thin, stunted | egs over the
side of the bunk, both hands over the smux's lump on his

br east.
"What 2" He began and then realized again that the

direct mnd touch was not clear. Instead then he strove to
di sentangl e enotions. He got what startled himfirst and then
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led to a flare of anger.

Toggor's picture was very fuzzy and it had been at fl oor

| evel . There was sonething which was clearly part of a

pilot's seat and then—+then a boot, nmetal plated as were all in
space, swung out and over the questing eyestal ks, ainmed to
crush the smux. There was a quick flurry of movenent,

whi ch Farree could not untangle, but it was plain that one of
the crew had attenmpted, or had chanced, to nearly crush the
smux, who had fled in a burst of fear.

Wi ch of the crewren—and why?

Patiently Farree struggled to subdue that fear, to get through
the icy curtain of it for an answer.
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Crewman—he could get no clearer answer than that. To

Toggor perhaps both nmen | ooked alike. The fuzzy figure bent
over, trying to claw at the wall of the command cabin. At

| east Toggor saw it so.

Farree had no idea of the duties aboard ship. The man

m ght have been busied at sone regul ation task. But he was
shaken enough by Toggor's report to try to raise Lord-One
Kri p whose watch shoul d be endi ng about now.

What he found with the m nd touch—not hi ng!

That not hi ngness was as strong as it had been for Quanhi
It was as if the off-worlder had ceased to exist.

The answer brought a fear as deep as Toggor's had been.

Farree swung off the bunk, reached in to one of the conpart-
ments bel ow. He brought out sonething which he had dis-
covered in his earlier exploration of the ship: a stunner. The
weapon was not made for hands as snmall and weak as his.

But he could carry it. Though his inability to take hold with
bot h hands woul d sl ow himon his travel through the weak
gravity, weapon held butt to his chest near the |unmp that

was Toggor, he left the cabin. Mentally he sought Bojor and
Yazz as he went. Both of themreported no trouble.

Lady Mael en—dare he try to reach her or would that
betray himin turn to the one with the mnd | ock?

larree scented it first in the central core, which held the

| adder rising fromone level of the ship to the next. It cane as
only a trace of a cloying sweetish odor which rem nded him
instantly of the noisome stews of the Linits and had no pl ace
inthe sterile air of a space vessel. It wafted through the air
fromducts on the next level, and Farree felt dizzy as if he
floated out in some vast space with no ship to encl ose or
support him

The Lady Mael en! Her cabin was here. He reached the door
port and was stopped short. Across the surface, wedged well
into the frane, was a bar making a prison for one inside. He
put down the stunner. Then he swung his full weight on that
bar. It was immbile as if it had been wel ded into place.
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Panting, he huddled there, daring to use m nd touch. Though
he was sure that she whom he sought was inside, he touched—
not hi ng! Just as the sane answer cane to his search for
Lord-One Krip. Yet he could not believe that either of the
of f-worl ders was dead.

Not up to the pilot's central cabi n—ot yet. Taking up the
stunner, he pulled his distorted body down instead, seeking
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the special quarters which had been installed for Bojor and
Yazz on the lower level. His eyes snarted and he felt a
burdening need for rest that he was sure was a part of the
drugged vapor which had been fed through the air duct.

However, as he went lower, trying to breathe as shallowy as
possi ble, the traces of that sickly sweetness vani shed. By the
time he had reached the |ower |level all he could snell was

the odor of the bartle, the acrid scent of its shaggy fur

"What happens?" Yazz's qui ck demand caught Farree as

he swung fromthe final hold on the | adder and approached
the cage of the larger animal. Pressed tightly to the wall
bet ween them was Yazz, bright eyes ashine in the gl oom of
this level, lips drawmn back to show fangs near as fornidable

as those of Bojor.

Farree came quickly forward

"Trouble." He could only advance his own fears but that
was enough to alert both animals instantly.

There canme a single yap of reply from Yazz, a deep-

chested growl from Bojor. Both of them now planted them
selves, ready to issue forth were their doors opened. Qutside
the ship, planetside, both would have been forni dabl e oppo-
nents. Wthin the confines here, it was another matter. Farree
crouched down before the two animals and mnd cast as wel |

as he could what he had discovered, intensifying his fear of
the pollutant in the air supply. Both of these were quicker to
touch than the snmux, and the channel between them and the

hunchback was cl earer

"No food," came fromBojor. "Since |ast sleep no food."
Farree could guess the reason for that. To the crewren

there would be no reason to feed either the bartle or Yazz,
the two ani mal s havi ng no value. The hunchback dragged

hi msel f across to the far wall. There were the | evers he had
seen tested and retested by the Lord-One Krip before they
had lifted fromGant's Wrld. He swng his weight on the

nearest and it gave, allowing to fall into both cage-cabins the
flat cakes of nutrient which were the voyage supplies.

Both ani mal s wol fed down the food while Farree exam ned
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the fastenings of the cages. Those had al so been carefully
installed, and, though the builders had not realized it, pres-
sure on one side would allow those within to use a paw for
escape. Though Bojor had been cautioned against far roam

ing in the ship.

Farree applied that pressure. Now the cages m ght | ook

intact but their occupants were free as they w shed or needed
to be. There was a skittering sound and t he hunchback swung
around, groping for the heavy wei ght of the stunner.

It was Toggor who cane sliding down, one set of claws
hooked | oosel y about the woven netal rope which forned the
banni ster for the ladder. Al the smux's eyes were up and
open. Fromthe small creature flooded excitenent and fear,
but excitenment was the stronger of those two envotions.

"What happens— Farree beaned t he question which
Yazz had earlier used to greet him

Once nore he was greeted with a fuzzy picture of the
crewman in the control cabin. Now that hazy figure was
poundi ng on one section of the wall, and fromhim through
the smux, there flooded a raging anger and frustration.

What ever he had tried to do in that place, he had not been
able to accomplish it, and he was in a nmurderous nood. -«

"The Lord- One?" Farree asked then, picturing for himnself
the best replica of the off-worlder he could hold in nind.

VWhat returned to himwas a door with a bar as firmy

across it as the one he had found sealing in the Lady Mael en.
Per haps overcome by the narcotic in the airstream Krip had
been downed and then inprisoned.

There had been only one of the crewnen in the snux's
sight. Were then was the other?

The runble of the bartle's grow and a click-clack of fangs
from Yazz suggested they, too, had picked up Toggor's
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report. But if both the other-worlders had been sealed within
their cabins after being overcone, why and how had Farree
escaped?

Unl ess, Farree guessed, he seened so negligible an oppo-
nent to the crewren that they saw no reason to fear himand
he had been classed with the other of Maelen's little ones.
Well. He breathed deeply, inching forward to the | adder. No,
there was no taint of the gas here. He was free, as were
Toggor and the other two when they needed to nake a nove.
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He had gone through the ship with Toggor and he knew it.
Each cabin, storage place, wal kway, was inpressed firmy on
his mnd. Now, the stunner |ying across his knees, he turned
once nore to the snmux who was surely the one of them best
suited to noving about unseen

" "Other man—' He spoke that aloud in a | ow voice as well
as mnd beamed. "Q her one—=

A bit of the frustration of that one in the control cabin
remai ned with Farree now, even though his contact with the
smux was so limted. It would seemthat the creature gai ned
sonet hing fromhis demand, for he returned to the | adder
rope down which he had cone and began to clinb.

There was anot her point which Farree nmust keep in mnd:

undoubt edly both of the crewnen were arnmed, and probably
with far nore potent weapons than the one he handl ed so
awkwardly. A force blade or a | aser could end any confron-
tation before he began.

He—

Wth all the directness of a blow, touch came to his mnd
t hen—the Lord-One Krip!

"Mael en?" A questing call sounded through his head as
if it had cone to his ears as a great, rousing shout.

There was no answer. But Farree cut in: "Her cabin—t is
barred. |Is yours al so? Toggor reports it so."

"Farree!"
"Yes. | amfree and with Yazz and Bojor. Toggor goes

aloft. One of the nen has been trying to do sonething in the
control cabin but has failed. | do not know where the other
i s—

"Sl eep gas. And you?"

"Must be too far beneath their notice," the hunchback
answered wyly.

"A force bar," canme back quickly. "It nust be detached
Can you—*
Farree interrupted with what he saw as the truth. "I cannot

move while | do not know where they are—
"Wait!"

He felt that al so—the searching thought—though it was

not beaned at him Once nore Bojor growled and this tine
raked his claws down the inner side of the door. Farree held
up a hand in a signal which apparently the |arge ani nal
under st ood.

"They are both shielded now," the Lord-One Krip ained
at Farree again. "I cannot find them—

"There is Toggor. He has gone to search above—
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Instantly the prisoner seized upon that. "Seek him | will
feed you—seek him"

Parree's whol e tw sted body quivered at what happened.

There flowed into his m nd such power as he woul d not have
bel i eved he could hold—nor did he try to contain it. I|nstead
he thought of the snmux, picturing himtightly and all ow ng
that additional force to scrape along the path of his own

t hought .

For the first time the picture he received in return was far
| ess fuzzed. At an odd angle, for the smux nust be at fl oor
| evel and the others towered far over him Toggor was again
surveying the control cabin. One of the nen knelt on the
floor, and there were tools laid out. He was working on a
panel , which seened to resist any attenpt to | oosen it.

"That is persona |ocked!" There was relief in Lord-One

r
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Krip's thought. "They can never open it w thout w ecking
the tape there so that it cannot be used."

"What do they want?" Farree dared to ask. Hi s head hurt
so that he was rubbing his forehead with one hand. To
provide a nmind path for the Lord-One was like trying to
contain a burning river.

Abruptly, as if the other sensed his pain, that flood ceased
and he | ost contact with the snux as quickly as if soneone
had snapped a barrier between them

"The voyage tape," canme the answer. "They wish to
switch tapes. It can't be done. The |ock answers only to—to

Mael en! "

There was anxiety to be felt, as if the Lord-One Krip had
sei zed upon a perilous answer. The Lady was a prisoner: they
m ght be able to force her to do what they had not been able
to acconplish. Farree wondered briefly why they had not
already tried that nethod

"Perhaps they fear— Lord-One Krip beamed. "There

are nany tales of the powers of the Thassa, and she is a
Moon Singer. Since her duel with evil on Sehknet there are
even nore tales. Yet we cannot hope that runor alone will
keep them from her."

"Yazz has fangs, elder brother." For the first time one of
the others interrupted.

Echoi ng that was anot her hot, half-fornmed thought—the
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hazy rendering of an attack by the bartle on a barely realized
hurman figure

"Not yet," Lord-One Krip answered with a direct order
t hrough m nd probe.

Farree resuned touch with the snux, and now that creature
was turning about in the control cabin. Wat the hunchback
caught was not the man still laboring futilely with the panel ed
wal | but another dimy projected picture of the second settled
in what Farree had been earlier told was the astrogator's seat.

It was, he decided, as if that second one was only waiting the
result of the first's labors to go into action on his own.

So they were both in the control cabin! He kept only a thin
tendril of connection with Toggor and began to edge up the

| adder, the stunner against his chest, one hand on the guide
lines to draw him on.

He passed the | evel which held his own cabin, panting

with the effort he nust use to reach the next |evel, needing to
depend on his sole handhold to aid in negotiating the steps.
Unused to the weaker gravity and with no nmagnetic boots it

was a harder clinb for him

Once nore he fronted the Lady's cabin with that pressure

bar in place. He laid his weapon down within hand's reach

and strove to nove the barrier. It was beyond his strength, as
if it had been riveted in place. He tried mnd touch, and this
time he did not nmeet the blank nothi ngness—+ather a hazy,
fluctuating return which m ght have been that of soneone

com ng out of a deep sleep

"Wake!" He pressed his own thought to the utnmpst strength.
"Wake! "

The return was stronger, the alert and forceful pattern

whi ch he had cone to associate with the Lady Mael en. She

had fully roused. Now her demand for information was nearly
as sharp as that of the Lord-One. It was he who gave her first
answers. Then she turned her mind send back full on Farree.

"The bar—-how is it fixed?"

He squatted, stunner in hand, to study the |ocking barrier
and project the picture of it. So—and so—and so.

"Locked by persona!" flashed back an answer when he
had done. ' ' Now—~'

But what she nmight have added was interrupted by a flash
fromthe smnux.

Toggor had dropped away fromthe cabin, was coni ng
back down the handhold. The two in the control cabin were
on the nmove, apparently descending to the next level. Farree
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hi nsel f skittered down the | adder and took refuge tenporarily
by the door of his own cabin. If they cane that far, he m ght
duck inside

The odor of the sleep gas was gone fromthe | evel of Lady
Mael en' s prison. Perhaps they had sone way of filtering it
out of the air.

"W cone." The united m nd touch of Bojor and Yazz

reached the hunchback. Swiftly he countered their sugges-
tion. Neither animal could make a swift and easy ascent of
the | adder, and they both would be too easy for the crewren
to pick off with either stunners or the fatal |aser beaners.

Farree listened with his ears as well as his mnd. Toggor had
not withdrawn to this level. Instead, those eyes on stalks
were watching the | adder near a closed door, which m ght

mark the cabin of the Lord-One. Wuld the crew nenbers
believe that Krip was the one who held the information they
must have?

"Care— A single word fromthe inprisoned nan. Farree

had a fleeting inpression that the Lord-One suspected these
two had in their power sonme way of judging or listening to

m nd speech. Farree swiftly closed that channel but he kept
his thread of contact with Toggor. It might well be true that
the eneny could sense a hunman thought exchange but woul d

not suspect it between their prisoners and the aninals.

He heard above the vibration in the ship's walls, which
remai ned a steady hum a netallic clatter, and then voices
cane down the well of the | adder.

"Don't try anything, Thassa. W have a mind | ock. W

al so have these. Those hands of yours—-how would you like

a roasted finger? O a charred ear—that should be enough to
scranbl e your thoughts, wouldn't it. Cone out and get up to
the control cabin. W want that tape pocket opened-and
right now "

"Persona set." That was Quanhi. "Cl ever, aren't you?

But what has been set can be unset just as quickly. GCet
movi ng! "

They had the Lord-One with themthere followed the clip

of magnetic boots on the ladder. But it was the Lady Mael en
who had set that | ock! How soon would they | eamthat and
return for her—perhaps | eaving the Lord-One mained as the
spacer had suggest ed?

Farree's anger burnt as it had before during his short life.
Bef ore he had had to stifle it—had been hel pl ess agai nst
those who aroused it. Now-nRow there surely was sonething

he coul d do! He had the weapon to hand and Toggor to run
scout for him

"And us. And us—
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That qui ck assurance came from bel ow, surprising him

again with the eager anger which noved Bojor and Yazz.

The bartle—oul d the beast force the | ock across the Lady's
door, releasing her?

"I cone." Bojor's only half-sensed nessage, which Farree
had to strain his m nd bel ow the usual channel to intercept,
was al nbost as angry as a vocal grow .

"Not yet." The bulk of the animal and its difficulty with

the | adder night cause too nuch of a delay. Farree tapped his
stunner agai nst the step above where he crouched and tried to
t hi nk.

Once nore he made his way back to the |l evel where the

Lady Mael en's door was barred. Hol ding the stunner and
continually glancing fromladder to door, Farree ran his hand
across it at his chin level. It was easy to feel the thunb

i ndentati on of the persona |l ock was nade to answer to one of
the crew and himonly.

He had closed his m nd, nor would he try to open to the

Lady | est they be checked upon by those others. Farree
stationed hinself near the upper |adderway, his attention for
all that was above. Then he dared to give the signal to the

i mpatient two bel ow.

78 Andre Norton

The passage of the thick-bodied bartle was a tight one and
preceded by a nunber of grunts and hal f-voiced grow s. Then
the heavy shoul ders and the tufted head appeared, and a
monent | ater Farree retreated up a step, leaving full posses-
sion of that |level to Bojor.

Long tal ons were unsheat hed and wound about the bar

Farree watched the shoul ders tense until their thick covering
of bristly hair stood erect, and knew the ani mal was exerting
its full strength.

At that sane nonent from overhead cane an alert from
the smux: "One cones!"

Per haps the eneny had already | earned that only the Lady

had the true answer to their riddle and would bring her up to
taste their method of coaxing. Farree clung to the |adder,
wedgi ng hinmsel f as best he could to the centernmpst part of it
where the steps were the widest. He lifted the stunner with
both his hands on the firing pin and waited.

Legs in dull gray spacer uniform appeared—then the rest

of Pitor Dune. There was nothing of the disreputable Limts
crawl er about hi mnow. Rather he swung down as if he were
the master of the ship.

Farree fired. He had not ainmed at the head, but for the
center of the body, and a noment | ater the nan folded in
upon hinself and tunbl ed forward before the hunchback
could get out of the way. He heard the shout the half-
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paral yzed nan gave even as the body knocked himflat, both
of them | andi ng agai nst the shaggy flank of the bartle, who
grow ed and showed fangs.

The hunchback wriggled out fromunder the bruising weight
of the crewman and pushed hi m aside, farther along the
floor, toward Bojor. The bartle used teeth now as well as
talons to fight the stubborn hold of the bar.

A sudden thought caught Farree as he struggl ed away from
the man screaming oaths at him He fought to enter the
bartle's mind with the plea to stand clear for a nonent. Then

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 79

he pushed and shoved the inert but cursing man to the
position before the door and hooked up one of his hands to
press the thumb in the hollow. There was a fifty-fifty chance
of this one being the warden.

But the bar did not yield, and Bojor, irritated at being

di sturbed during his own efforts, swept both Farree and the
crewnan aside with a powerful blow The hel pl ess man

sl i pped through the opening at the center of the |adder well
and was gone before the hunchback could nove to stop him

There canme a shout fromaloft: "What's to do? Is the

witch bitch out? Answer ne. Dune." Wen there was no

answer, the ray of a laser clipped into nolten droplets part
of the hand rope, seaming a |line across the steps.

At the same time Farree tried to urge Bojor back out of the
line of fire. The creature gave a | ast deep grunt and the
stubborn bar | oosened a fraction. Prying at that end, the
bartle was able to pull it fully free and allow the door to
open.

The Lady Mael en stood just within. She had a second

stunner in one hand, and there was a | ook of grim purpose on
her face. But she did not speak nor mnd send an order—

rat her signed with one hand. The bartle runbled deep in his
throat once again and then noved cautiously back and onto

the | adder, pushing his bulk through the | evel opening to
descend. Farree, also obedient to that signal, set his crooked
back to the wall and waited for orders, his own stunner

r eady.

"One of themis gone?" Her question cane not mnd to
mnd but in a whisper so faint that it barely reached him He
nodded and poi nted down the | adder well.

"Listen, witch bitch," came a shout from above. "Do you
want your fancy nman here to fry?"

"Do you wish," she called back, "to planet where we
have friends and then strive to explain where we are? Cur
voyage is already past the turn point. \Wether you would or

80
Andre Norton

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.ixt (54 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:03 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

81

no, you are now bound by the ship's tape, and nothing save a
destruction of the whole guide systemw || prevent it carrying
out its instructions. Do you wish to die in a drifting derelict?"

"Friends waiting?" The unseen captor above appeared to
catch upon only one of her argunments. "You have no friends,
witch bitch. You were exiled by your own people and cannot
return wi thout breaking their |aws again. Yes, see, | know
you, wearer of other bodies! Now, do you yield or do | cook

this fake Thassa of yours?"

"I swear to you by Ml ester, there is no way you can
change the tape. W have gone too long and too far." She
was standing very close to the upper | adderway, but out of
sight of the one who nust be above, perhaps just above, as
the last call had sounded much cl oser

"So it is Yiktor whether or no, that is what you would tel
me? Well enough, there are those on Yiktor who can take
charge of you as easily as | can cook this friend of yours.

Wait and see—'

But the gloating voice stopped alnost in md word. |nstead
there followed a cry of disgust which becane one of pain.

Down the | adder thudded a squat-barrel ed, ugly-Iooking weapon
which Farree knew was a laser. It hit against the edge of the
lower well and flewinto the air, falling straight out of sight.

There was a second scream of pain fast beconing agony.

Then Farree saw Toggor swi ngi ng down the rope, his claws

gl eaning bright scarlet and dripping greenish droplets. It had
been many days since the smux had been out of the hands of
Russtif. His venom had not been forcibly drawn. It m ght not
be enough to actually kill a man, but the pain fromany snux
wound was, as Parree knew, intolerable.

"Al'l clear!" There had been sounds of a brief struggle,
and now the Lady Maelen | eapt for the | adder and started up

them Farree follow ng.

They found what they sought on the | evel bel ow the pil ot
cabin. On the Roor, one hand a brilliant scarlet as if it had

been scal ded, lay Quanhi. H's eyes were shut and the rest of
himlinmp. As first Maelen and then Farree cane through, it

was to see Lord-One Krip backed agai nst the wall, rubbing

one fist with the fingers of his other hand, and the knuckl es
of that hand were skinned. Maelen turned, and, w thout a

word, played the stunner she carried straight upon the head of
the al ready unconsci ous man.

"Let himsleep in peace," she said. "But first— She

knelt down and ran her fingers through the short dark hair of
their prisoner. "No webbing shield. There nust be"-she

shook her own head as if she wanted to deny just what she

sai d—an inplant of sone kind."
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"Maybe they were nind washed," Lord-One Krip sug-
gest ed.

"This one was protected fromthe begi nning. Pitor Dune
was not—at |east on the surface. On ship he was. 1 wonder
where they wanted us to planet.”

71
iiKI

I~"ot, |I think, on Yiktor," the Lord-One returned. "But
they woul d expect us to land at the port and—=

She smled alittle then. "W shall surprise them Into the
Dry Waste we shall go, if the tape proves true and he who set
it had no reason to lie. Also | scanned himas he took
paynent. \What he m ght have done is relay our navigation
points to another. That the arm-and ear—ef the Guild are
long is well known."

"Manus Hnol d gave his word," her conpani on returned.
"He is Free Trader—and they are used to keeping secret
| andfal | s which nmight have future use."

"W are close nowto turnover, little kin," she said to

Farree. "Seek you now your own place, for with turnover

comes ship shift. And these others— She | ooked down at

the man Lord-One Krip had silenced and beyond himto the
| adder well. From below still arose the dulled sound of

curses. "They nust be put into stass also.”

It was not easy, handling the linp bodies of the two
crewnen, though the bartle had strength enough—had there
been room+to toss themboth easily about. But at |ength
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each was bound down with safety straps on his own bunk and
Boj or and Yazz were back in their cages, taking their own

precautions against the spill of turnover

Toggor crept once nore into the fore of Farree's robe and

lay flat as the Lady and the Lord-One went into the contro
cabin and strapped down. The hunchback was in his own

cabin, the stunner nade fast to the straps which were his
protection. He forced hinself to relax and waited for the
queasi ness and gi ddi ness of the reentry into nornal space. As
he lay there his mind was as busy as his body was inert.

The Quild. Its tentacles of power ran fromstar to star, per-
haps nmagnified by rumor, or perhaps not even runor could
suggest the full tale of its controls. Were there was | aw,
there was also the Guild—+that was a matter of balance, and it
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had al ways been so as far as Farree knew. Each pl anet was
supposed to police itself, the Patrol only in comand where
there was off-world interference or agai nst independent worlds
where the Quild had carved out niches of "safe ports" for
itself. There were worlds where runor said ships planeted

and exchanged cargoes that were not of the usual kind and

paid for in unknown ways. \Werever there was an unusua

find al so—+there the Quild appeared sooner or |ater,

Hi s present conpani ons had spoken of Sehknet—ef a Free
Trader forced by power failure to |land on a supposedly dead
pl anet only to chance upon a vast treasure of Forerunner
artifacts and knowl edge that was al ready being harvested by
the Guild. That the Guild would not take kindly to having
that operation broken up he could well believe. And Lord-
One Krip and the Lady Mael en had had a hand in that
breaki ng. He gave the small nod which was the only nove-
ment his present bonds allowed him Yes, the Guild could

well be after them

He waited for the rise of fear within him There was that
and a shiver of excitenent, for he knew well that, had he
been given the sane chance again, he would nake the sane

choice. To Lord-One Krip and the Lady he was not the scum
of the Limts, but one, Farree, to be trusted.

Turnover! He was pushed agai nst the bunk, the padding

within it seem ng suddenly | eaden, far fromthe soft surface
on which he had rested a breath or two earlier. There was a
sharp pain in his head, and then the gi ddi ness and nausea hit
t oget her.

Later, the spasm past, he dared to | ocose the protecting

belts and ties and clinmb up to the pilot cabin, wedging his
smal | body into the seat of the corn officer they |acked. Both
the Lord-One Krip and the Lady Mael en were absorbed in

wat ching a screen, where pinpoints of |ight were grow ng

| arger and larger as their ship bored on through normal space.

The Lady Mael en broke silence first. "W shall earth at

night, | think. The code— She reached forward and the
fingers of her right hand sped across a board of buttons.
"That will see us past any orbital guard. W must hope that

that has not been changed.”

Ti me passed, and then they were centering in on one of

those balls of light. Farree wiggled forward in his seat to
wat ch their goal cone rushing toward them They woul d

orbit twice, he had understood fromthe plans earlier nade,
and then set down under nech-pilot on the, spot to which
their tape had pointed them across the star | anes.

It all seened like a dreamto him The outer star-spangled
space was cold and |onely, he thought. And how could a

twi st of ribbonlike nmetal bring themin without any action on
their part? To trust in such was a little nore than he could
accept as the tinme grew short before they nmust set down.

At last he deliberately closed his eyes and turned his head
into the bargain. He did not want to see a world cone
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rushing up toward him It seenmed that he woul d spatter
against it as a fos-beetle spatted agai nst a screen, unable to
waver in its flight to avoid the barrier.

A giant hand perhaps as large as the bartle's whol e body
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pressed hi mdown. There was a pain which shot through his
hunp as if he had been slashed by a knife, and he tasted the
salt-sweet of blood in his mouth. Then darkness and not hi ng-
ness fell like the space between the star worl ds.

"Farree," a voice called. Reluctantly he craw ed back up

out of the darkness in answer. He | ooked up into the face of
the Lady Mael en. She passed a danp cloth over his nose and
mouth, and it showed the dark red of blood. He felt an ache
through hi s whol e body, but he caught at the webbing of the
seat, which had been | oosened, and drew hinmsel f up.

"I amall right," he made qui ck answer, refusing to |let
them believe that he was nerely a charge upon them as if he
were indeed one of the "little ones"—those to whom cages

came as prisons

He felt her probe and nmet it quickly. No, he wanted no
care, only to be treated as she would treat one of her own

strai ght - backed ki nd.
She drew back. "You are of our kind, Farree." She did

not speak that mind to mnd but with her lips, as if she
acknow edged rel ati onship by word instead of thought.

He did not try to answer her. One needed only to | ook at
himto know that she spoke in pity only, and the notion of
her pity brought a fierce surge of anger which he coul d not

Voi ce.
Lord-One Krip was still seated in the captain's sw nging

chair, and now his fingers played across the board which the
Lady Mael en had earlier used. Farree becane aware of sone-
thing else: the vibration that had been a part of himwhile
they were en route was gone. The ship was notionl ess and
silent. On the | ooking screen there were tall rises of bare
rock. They had indeed | anded and, fromthe look of it, not at

any port.
There was a greenish |ight upon those rocks. Lady Mael en

took a step forward and touched the man's shoul der lightly.
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Though no word or mind speech Farree could catch passed
between them the scene outside the ship changed.

Gone were the light-touched rocks with their deep indenta-
tions of shadow. Instead they saw a noon in a sky which was
not dark. For around the gl obe of that gold-bright coin were
two rings of light, stark and clear. Beyond them a hazy
surround of a third was yet but a palid shadow of the others.

The Lady Maelen flung her arnms up as if she stood in the
open reaching to touch that wonder.

"Three rings—ot yet but soon!" Her voice held a trium
phant sound as if she had won through some hard battle to reach
this time and pl ace.

"And where"—Lord-One Krip | eaned back in his seat, his
still hands resting upon the edge of that board of nmany
buttons—are we?"

"Sotrath will lend us light. If | only had |Iong sight
woul d—"

But the three in the cabin of the ship were not to hear her
words, for ringing into the mnd of each of them canme a

chal  enge, so clear and sharp that Farree reel ed and saw t hat
even the Lord-One Krip had caught at the edge of the board,

hol ding so tensely that his grazed knuckl es stood out as white
knobs.

"Who comes thus into the Quiet Places?"

For a | ong nonent Farree thought that there would be no
answer. Then the reply canme fromthe Lady Mel en.

"I am she who was judged, she whose rod of power was
taken from her. She who wore fur and fangs and—'

"And conmes again in a new body! Wence got you that,
Si nger who was and now i s not?"

"Thus." There was a tingle in Farree's nmind; that was the

only way he coul d describe it. No passage of thought, rather

a high sweet sound as if someone sang wi thout words. How

long it continued he could not have afterwards said. It trailed
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up and up into notes he could not hear but which still fed that

tingle in his nind.
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Once nore that other voice spoke. It came from nowhere

but arrived with all the authority of a guard: "This is a thing
whi ch nust be thought upon. Not lightly are the People

answered by a flouting of their Law. "

Lady Mael en bowed her head as if she stood before a
speaker and surrendered her will to that other.

"Let it lie upon the Scale of Ml ester. For such a judg-
ment | amready. Those with ne are guilty of naught save

striving to hel p—=~

"Al'l those with you?" resounded the voice. "Wat of the
two who lie prisoner in body within that ship?"

"They shall be delivered to the judgnment of their own
kind. "

"They are trespassers by your aid into a place which is
forbidden to all save the People and those they summon."”

"Sotrath has summoned us. Three rings will shine and
then that which is crooked can be made straight—=

That which is crooked—straight!

Farree took a single step forward. Surely she did not nean
that! She and the Lord-One had picked himout of the Limts,
cast off his casing of Dung, but there was no magic in the
wor | d—this or any other—that could straighten him three

rings around an unknown noon or not!

There was a bitter taste in his nmouth as he swal | owed, not
bom of his blood this time but fromhis thoughts. Yet he was
given no tine to sift those, for again the voice rang clear.

"Unto Mol ester shall it be, even as you have said, you
who are not—
There was a kind of echo in his mnd, but the words were

sharply cut off and Farree knew that the speaker had with-
drawn. Once nore the picture screen in the control cabin
showed, not the sky, but towering cliffs about them The
bright |ight of the npbon brought those sharply into focus, and

the picture began slowy to nove fromright to left as if the
ship itself was turning on sone giant spindle. The cliffs
ended. Before them now stretched a w de plain unbroken by

any grow h higher than a few thick patches of dead-seeni ng

gr ass.

This was an enpty | and appearing only as a wast el and.
Then once nore cliffs arose to wall themin. Lord-One Krip
leaned a little closer to the screen

"This | have seen.”

"He did well, that Hnold. We are within short distance to
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the neeting place," Lady Mael en returned. There was warm
satisfaction in her voice. "Let nme but go and all shall be
readi ed. "

"Wait!" Hi s hand went up as if to back his command.
"Look to the—=

He pressed thunb hard upon a button and the screen

ceased its turn. Before themwere still tall cliffs under the
clear noonlight, but in the sky above the ragged edge of
those cliffs sonmething noved, striking fire now and then
fromthe sane noonlight.

"Aflitter!"

The Lady Maelen's lips flattened against her teeth in a

gri mace. She, too, |eaned closer to the screen. "But this is
the Land of Beyond where only the Thassa nove. And the

| ordlings of the inner |ands have no sky flight!"

"CGthers do," he returned grimy. "Such as those we have
on board."

"Wait and watch!" Her hand on his shoul der pushed him
fully down into his seat again.

The airborne transport canme on, fully into the noonlight,

where the rocks seened to reflect back the glory of the rings

to show the cl earer what passed either on earth or through the
air. The craft had no riding lights, and yet it appeared to hold
a course that would bring it to their own | andi ng pl ace.

90

Andre Norton

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR
91

Qui 1 d? But how could the two prisoners have sunmoned
such support?

"They were waiting," said Lord-One Krip in a | ow voi ce.

"That they could not have been!" she protested. "The
tape was unchanged and brought us—

"Perhaps they expected their nmen might fail," he re-
turned. "They had ready then a secondary plan."

"Which will not serve themeither." Her fingers dug into
hi s shoul der as she watched the oncomng flitter closely but
with no expression of alarm "See!"

The smal | craft boring through the noonlight had nearly
reached the lip of the cliffs. Then it seened to waver —
almost as if the sane wind which rippled the grass patches
was strong enough to seize the flitter fromthe control of
those on board. The craft sideslipped to the right, drew | evel
with what Farree could believe was an effort, slipped again.
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It near-skimed the top of the cliff, and then it nmade an
abrupt turn and half circled to put itself back on the sane
course it had followed toward them

Only no longer was its flight swift and sure; it slipped from
one side to the other in jerky notion. The craft could have
been a bird netted by a sure fling of a hunter, struggling for
its freedomto no purpose.

So jerking and fighting the craft passed out of sight behind
a taller pinnacle of the cliff rise and was gone.

"The Thassa have their own defenses," the Lady Mael en

sai d. "None approach here unless they are of the blood or are
sunmmoned. This is the A d Place and here lies the heart—=

She stopped suddenly and | ooked curiously abashed, as one

who tal ks of hidden things and then realizes her words can be
heard by those who have no right to listen

"WIIl they crash?" Lord-One Krip asked in a |level voice.

Now she frowned. "Not so. Qur defenses are not to
destroy—ot even any evil which may cone. They wll be
but diverted and also they will forget—

"Not if they, too, are mind shielded."

She frowned. "I do not know. A shield is nade to keep

out thought thrusts. It is not intended to stand up to the force
of the Elders acting together. W shall see how well any

man- made thing may | ast against the full force of the Thassa."

"Let us hope," he said in the sane |evel tone, "that the
force is fully effective then. Do we go?"

"Not yet. Wth the dawn perhaps. Maybe then the sum
mons will cone. W cannot enter without that."

Farree lay once nore curled on his own bunk wi th Toggor
squatting beside him This was a long way fromthe Limts
yet. He rubbed his forehead. There was sonet hi ng—a pal e
shadow of a shadow of a menory that once he had | ain

within a ship before. Still, how could that be? His only clear
menory canme fromthe noisome sink of the Limts and that

was all he thought he had ever known. He wonder ed—pushi ng
away that shadow whi ch made hi m uneasy and achi ng—what

the dawn would bring. That Lord-One Krip was al so uneasy

this night, he sensed. However, if there was any crack in the
confidence of the Lady Mael en he could not detect it. She

was restless, yes, but not as one who awaited trouble, rather
as one who woul d be out and doi ng—ene who stood before a
door, inpatient that it be opened to her.

He wondered about the Thassa and that voice out of no-

where. Had it perhaps rung out also in the mnds of those in
the flitter, warning themoff in a way they could not protest?
O had it taken charge of their bodies as he had heard tal es of
anong the spacers, forcing themagainst their wlls?

He thought and later he slept while, in his broken and
fleeting dreans, he | ooked upon a three-ringed noon and felt
power drawi ng himto—to—but to what he could not renem

ber when he awakened.
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It was Toggor tugging with a claw at one of the | ocks of
his unruly hair that brought himout of that drowse. The
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smux radi ated hunger, and Farree felt an answering enpti -
ness in his own bent body. He slipped into the narrow slit of
the fresher and allowed the mist there to wash him com ng
out to a fresh robe and sandals. Then he went to the gall ey,
snel ling, even before he opened the door, the fine odors of

f ood.

Lord-One Krip was at the table, an opened ration tin at
hand, but he was not eating. Wen Toggor gave a squeal and
| eaped onto the table, he shoved the tin at the snux, who
clacked claws over it and i mmedi ately began to eat.

Farree was a little daunted that the other had made no sign
of seeing himnor given any greeting. But he got his own tin
and craw ed up on the enpty seat opposite the nman, waiting
for himto break the silence between them

"She is waiting still." Lord-One Krip m ght have been

talking to hinself, for he did not ook in Farree's direction at
all. "But what if . . ." He did not finish the question, and
Farree dared nowto do it for him After all, he was a part of
this conpany, too, and if trouble lay before themit was his
right to know.

"What if the—the voice—says we nust |eave?"

For the first tine the man | ooked at him There was the
crease of a frown between those upward-slanting brows.

"Then we go."
Greatly daring, Farree asked, "Were are we?"

"At the neeting place of the Thassa. You do not under-

stand, little brother." He clasped his hands before himon the
table. "I amnot Thassa"—with the fingers on one hand he

pi nched the skin on the back of the other—though |I now

wear a Thassa body."

"One does not wear bodies," Parree cut in sharply. "One

is a body." For a wild nonent the thought of another body—

a straight, tall, hunmpless one—filled his mnd. Wat if what he
had just denied was the truth and he coul d change? There

were many wonders on other worlds, but never had he heard
such as that!

"The Thassa wear bodies." He could see that Lord-One

Krip meant in truth what he said. "To beconme a Mon

Si nger, a one of power anong them-they change bodies

with animals, running wild on the land and | earning fromthem
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other scents and desires. | was a crewnan on a free trader,
and here on Yiktor | was taken by a | ordling who would have
of me the secrets fromoff-world—er else use ne to wing
such fromny captain. He gave ny body to pain."

Farree hunched under the burden on his shoulders as if
rolling himself into a ball. He knew what Lord-One Krip
meant. Such had been his own portion

"l was—danaged. Mael en was a Mbon Singer and al so
the |l eader of a troop of little ones—ani mals who gave shows
she devi sed. She saved me by singing me into a barsk."

Farree swal |l owed. "An ani mal ?"

"An ani mal "—Aodded t he ot her—one whi ch was not a-

bly fierce and supposedly untaneable. It was not one of hers
but one which had been captured and badly treated, and

whi ch she was curing and trying to mnd free. So did I live
on Yiktor for a space. But then there was a Thassa body—a

Ki nsman to Mael en—a Thassa who had taken on ani nal

formbut been killed in that form H's body was enpty of

m nd, for the animal transformed with himhad gone nad.

So—+ becane Thassa—for ny own body was judged dead by

my shi pmates and spaced after they had taken off.

"For this act Mael en was condemmed by the Thassa and

her wand of power taken from her. Wen she left this world
she, too, was an ani mal —-and as such she traveled with ne.
Until Sehknet. There—well, there were bodies, very ancient
bodi es, who could change at will. And one of themwas a
woman. She woul d have rul ed, but Mel en invaded her,

freed her captives and the inner core of evil which dom nated
her, so her body becane Mael en as you see her now. W
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have returned to Yiktor with this ship—for it has | ong been
Mael en's dream as you know in a little—to become once

nmore a Moon Singer and then to go out anbng the stars with
her furred folk, proving to all that life is sacred and those
considered the | esser may, in their own way, surprise those
who see them as that.

"When Sotrath bears its three rings is a tine of great

power, and we have waited for that to return. But now, just as
that flitter was guided fromthe inner |land, so may we al so be
sent on our way."

"She does not believe that." Farree did not know how he
knew that truth, but he was certain he did.

"She i s—Mhel en. Once a Singer under the noon, one
cannot be stripped of such powers easily. And on Sehknet
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she found a battle such as few even of her people nust ever
have faced. Thus she believes what she w shes to believe—

"Belief is a confort and a weapon, a wand of power, and

a pointed laser.'' Maelen stood in the doorway of the cabin,

her eyes alight. The | ong cascade of hair, which she usually
kept tightly braided, flowed free around her shoul ders, though
|l ocks of it wavered a little, as if stirred to rise by sone
magnet. Her drab ship's uniformwas gone. |Instead, she wore
breeches and boots of a russet color close to that of her hair.
Her shirt had a wide stiffened collar formng a tall fan behind
her head, and she had a sl eevel ess jacket of sone yell ow

wool y stuff which was not unlike fur.

Farree heard Lord-One Krip's breath cone forth in a | ow
sound of wonder. The Lady Mael en turned slowy around as

if toallowthemto view her. In the drabness of the ship she
was alnost like a flanme glowing with warnth, for that eager-
ness Farree had earlier sensed in her was now a consum ng
fire.

"Cone!" She beckoned to both of them "The Thassa
gather. Soon we shall be summmned al so."

She swung up to the control cabin, Lord-One Krip on her

heel s, Farree noving nore slowy behind. The screen was on
and they | ooked out into or onto a sun-drenched world. There
was life—no flitter in the skies, but rather there cane at a
st eady pace wagons with covered tops and huge earth-crushing
wheel s pulled by teans of shaggy-coated four-I|egged ani mals
that plodded steadily onward at a ground-eating pace. Nor
could Farree see that any held the reins, any wal k besi de
themwith a goad in hand. Rather the aninmals had the air of
bei ng about a necessary busi ness of their own.

The wagons were brightly painted, colors vivid, against
the dull gray countryside over which they plowed. Now he
coul d see figures on the front seats of sone of the wagons,
though they were still too far away to be well viewed.

They were all headed for a break in the wall of the cliff,

one so regular in size Farree could al nost believe it had been
squared of f by sone ancient intelligence. For as he | ooked
upon that roadway he had a feeling of age—ef age and

forgotten story.

N Then, once nore, cane that clear voice in his head: "The
Thassa gat her. Cone you who woul d speak."

Mael en threw back her head. She did not reply in that
wor dl ess, voi cel ess sound but in a thought touch as firm and
clear: "We hear and we cone!"

8.

1 hey stood out under the open sky, a wind rippling

around them pushing at their bodies, making a flam ng

banner of the Lady Maelen's hair. Behind them Yazz and

Boj or snuffled and snorted, their pleasure at being free of the
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ship projecting a warmh reaching frommind to mnd. The
wagons went their way still, and it seened that not one
anong them was interested enough in the ship even to look in
their direction. Perhaps strict order drew them forward. But
there were fewer of themnow, a straggling end to the push of
t hat conpany.

The Lady Mael en | ed her conpanions toward that same

break in the cliff wall. And, as the sun slanted across the
rock, Farree, holding his head at the best angle his deformty
woul d al |l ow, saw strange markings on the stone. As if once
there had been carvings there, now so worn away by tine that
their ghosts alone still haunted the rock

Beyond a narrow passage through the cliff |ay another

open space, and there the wagons had been staked out, the
animals that had drawn them | oosed to graze at will. Here

were squared openings set in patterns as if the rock itself had
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been mned for a city of dwellings. Again the ghostly mark-
ings ran across the yell owed stone. There were the people of
this conpany al so, and after each wagon had taken its pl ace
they headed toward one of the openings—+arger, nore weathed

with the patterns.

Farree heard Lord-One Krip draw a deep breath.

"The gathering,"” he said as if he spoke his thought al oud.
"The gathering!" echoed the Lady Mael en but there was a
note of excitement in her voice, whereas Lord-One Krip
appeared to be | ess eager to take the way toward that open

doorway in the far wall of the cliff.

They wer e approached by sone | ateconers passing the

same way, but to Parree's bew | dernment and grow ng unease
these Thassa ignored the party fromthe ship as if they did not
exist. But neither did either of his conpanions try to ex-
change greetings or even glances with those whose pace now

mat ched theirs.
So, of that conpany and yet apart, they canme into a vast

assenbly place within the rock. The floor underfoot inclined
gently to a center where was a dais, and on that stood four of
the Thassa. Farree studied them eagerly, hoping to read
sonething in their attitude which nmight token that the ship's
party was not trespassing but was to be wel coned.

But, though the four stood watching, their eyes appeared
to go above, beyond, or to either side, not toward the three
fromthe ship. The last of the Thassa split into two smal
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groups and took their stations on either side of the broad open
aisle which led down to the dais itself.

Now t he Lady Mael en stopped short and stood, with Lord-
One Krip a little behind her and Farree still farther back,
al oof in that crowd of strangers where he felt nore than ever

hi s crookedness.
It was not dark within this hall cave for there were gl obes

of light suspended overhead to provide the sanme |ight as the
moon had flung the night before across the outer world. Now

around themthere raised song without words, entering into
one's very skin and bones, beconing a part of one.

It seenmed to Farree that that song could put wi ngs on the
listener, lift himup and away fromthe body, freeing the

i nnernost part of himto float and fly above all which tied
himto the earth. He forgot tinme, and space, and hinself, and
was only what the song bore with it.

At last that died away in a slow sobbing as if the fading of

a people or alife was now a part of it. Farree snmeared his
hand across his face and so wi ped away tears—-he who | ong

ago had | earned that weeping availed nothing. It was the
dyi ng of sonething great and wonderful, that |ast of the

singi ng, beyond his small power to describe, and it wung

him bringing with it all the feeling of alienness he had ever
known.

There was a tearing in his chest, and a fierce achi ng awoke
in his hunp. He put his hands over his ears, trying to shut
out that dying song. Then he saw that one of those on the
dais had shifted the silver wand she bore in her hands.

The end of that pointed nowin his direction just as he was
aware that she saw and knew him Strai ghtaway the sound
ended—for hi mthough he still half crouched, too aware of
the burden on his shoul ders and the pain which held through
that. But he was released fromthe sorrow borne in the song.

The wand swung, pointed now to Mael en.
"What now is your tale—n this time and pl ace—exil e?"

It was the sane voice which had questioned their |anding,
ringing again in their heads.

Mael en noved forward. Lord-One Krip stepped up beside

her. If she faced a foe, then he, too, would front that
hostility. Not to be left behind, Farree followed, his head at a
straining angle to watch that conpany of four

"Standi ng words cannot be altered. As was said here once
before to you who sang and then forfeited that right."
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Farree thought that that cane fromone of the two nen
flanking the woman with the wand.

"The third ring waxes, the power rises." Melen faced
them proudly with such a bearing as might a warrior waiting
for the first order to advance.

"It waxes— That was the other woman. "Vell, well—
the AOd Ways are not to be denied. Speech is yours, you who
were once a Singer."

"1 am Mael en. "

"That is the truth. Yet you cone wearing a new guise. Do
you agai n nmeddl e as you once did wth changi ng?"

Mael en threw open her arns as if she was so | oosing all
shi el ds she night hold agai nst any of these.

"Read, O der Sister."

There was silence, so deep that it nmight have been that this
hall was now deserted. Yet Farree felt a stirring in his mnd
at too high a level to follow. Thassa bespeaki ng Thassa, he
guessed—not for such as he to hear.

They stood notionless, all in that conpany, as if caught in
some twi st of time unending, unchangi ng. Then the woman

who had chal | enged Mael en broke her statuelike stance and
turned her head, first right and then left. She m ght have been
speaki ng soundl essly to those with her, sitting in judgnent.

But it was the other wonman anong the four who touched

nm nds now.

"You have been along a strange path, Singer-that-was.

There abides in you now that which we cannot assess—save
that you have used it as you could for the good of those who
trusted you. Singer, no. W cannot judge for you. You nust
nane yourself. Are you asking such a nam ng?"

"The third ring waxes," Maelen returned slowy. "No,

ask not any power which does not come to ne openly and is
earned. But | amstill Thassa, and this thing which started on
another world and with another race is not yet ended. It wll

again be ny debt on the Scal es, and Mol ester shall judge in
the end as all of us are judged."

"On the Scales then let it lie. You do not judge—-
"Am | still exile?"

"You are what you are, by your choice. Thassa is not
closed to you nor"—she now | evel ed the wand and poi nted
at Lord-One Krip—=to you, once stranger, who have worn
our seemng well. Nor—=

Once nore the wand centered on Parree. And he saw a
| ook of vast surprise cross her face, the rod quivering in her
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"Go with Mol ester's Hand above you, small one," she
said slowy. "H s Scales shall weigh you and in the end it
shall be the truth for you also.”

He wondered at the way she said those words, as if she
pronounced some judgnent. Yet one that was not a heavy

one for him Perhaps, he thought, with a stab of the bitter-
ness that was always with him her surprise was that such a
one as he had ventured into this conpany. Dung of the
Limts might have no place here. He dropped his head and

| ooked downward to his clawike hands with the greenish
skin, his feet which were no better, |ooking too small and
weak to support that burden on his back. Thus he saw
Toggor's eyestal ks | oomi ng out of the neck opening of his
robe, turning this way and that as if the snux nust acquai nt
hinself with all this conpany and the noon-glow hall in

whi ch they were gat hered.

"You have not yet conme into your inheritance." That
| oud, clear voice rang in his head. "W are what Ml ester
shapes, and for each shape there is a reason and a duty—

It was the bitterness which nade hi m brave enough to
answer with the mind touch, "And if the shape is spoiled
in the making. Lady?"

"There is nothing save that which is ordai ned. You will
conme into that which is yours at the proper tinme."
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He supposed she meant when he was dead, which was

hardl y an encouragi ng nessage. Then he renmenbered Lord-

One Krip's own tale of how he had been, at a tinme of great

need, transferred by Thassa power into the body of an ani mal
and then into a man's form again. Could such work for hinf

For the first time Parree thought seriously of that part of the
off-worider's story. Wuld it be better to run like Yazz on
four feet, or claw a way in Toggor's form than to shanble as
Dung? That was a thought to consider.

However, though the words of the Thassa El der m ght

prom se change—what change and how? He breathed a little
faster and then becane aware that around himthe people

were starting to |l eave the hall within the cliff. Only Mel en
and Lord-One Krip did not nove, and, seeing that, he al so
stayed where he was.

The Elders did not | eave the dais, but she of the wand
made a smal | beckoning gesture, and Mael en and Krip noved
toward her. Only Farree renai ned where he was, still be-
mused by that thought of another body, unburdened, four-
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f oot ed perhaps. Though where was even a beast that woul d
change places with such as he?

Those on the dais had cone forward to face the two from

the ship, and again there was a fl ow of thought too high and
fast for Farree to catch. He dropped cross-legged on the stone
where he was, and Toggor clinbed out to hold the fol ds of

his robe and project the feeling of hunger and inpatience to

be fed.

Then the snmux suddenly | oosed hold on Farree and with a

| eap reached the stone of the floor and caught a big-bodied
i nsect that had swung fromcircling about one of the noon
gl obes above, transferring the nmorsel to his nouth with a
message that such prey hardly nade up for the hunger in
hi m

"Conme, Farree." Lord-One Krip |ooked back to him "It
is back to the ship for us now. "

Yet the Lady Maelen renmained still with those | eaders of
the Thassa as he rose to shanble after the of f-worlder. No,
not an off-worlder here where he wore a Thassa body, what -
ever mght lie within that.

"What do we—you"-he caught hinself quickly not to
claimtoo such faniliarity with the Lord- One—do now?"

The man shrugged. "That remains with Mael en and the

tenper of the Thassa, This she had | onged to do—to return
here and be again a Singer, a companion to little ones with
fur and feathers."

"But— The question Farree m ght have asked was swal -

| owed up by sound fromthe sky above them the beat of a
flitter comng | ow above the valley which |ed to the hall,
swi nging on toward the ship. Lord-One Krip began to run

and Farree could not keep up, only trotted al ong as best he
m ght. He noticed as he passed that none of those gathered
by the wagons | ooked skywar d.

There was sonet hing here to which he could not put nane,
but it nade himfeel that he was forcing his m sshapen body
through a turgid flood whi ch sought to cover and stifle him

The flitter swept on, and he fought to follow Lord-One

Krip into the open where the ship stood. WAs that strange
wave of strength broadcast fromthe airborne craft, or was it
some side issue of a protection sumoned by the Thassa?

Farree stunbl ed around boul ders, having twice to stop and
draw enough panting breaths to send himon. He could see
Lord-One Krip ahead but he, too, noved as if caught in sone
flood that woul d wash hi m back instead of forward, a current
of power raised to keep himfromhis goal

They reached the end of the valley, and there Krip halted,
the whol e tense posture of his body showing that it was not
by his will. He was struggling still.

Farree felt a sudden push of new force against him and he
could not breast it for hinself. Rather he clung to another
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boul der and stood as straight as he coul d, wat chi ng—al nost
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certain now that this force cane fromthe flitter and was not a
protection raised by the Thassa.

The flitter set down not far fromtheir ship. Men issued

forth fromthe flitter. Two of themwent toward the inclined
way | eading fromthe smoking | and about the fins into the
center of their ship, and two others took their places between
that and the open mouth of the canyon, standing with feet
slightly apart and weapons ready in their hands—That pres-
sure kept Krip and Farree away fromthem hel pl ess agai nst

what they woul d do.

Once nore his own shoul ders' burden began to ache,

wei ghing himdown, as if the pressure against himhad

sought out his weakest portion of being and there centered
upon him Lord-One Krip no |onger struggled but stood

where he had been stopped, his arns fol ded across his chest.
Farree could feel the thrust of thought he hurled toward those
at the ship, though it was pure pressure in the mnd, not

coherent words and phrases.

They were not gone |ong, those two who had invaded the

shi p, and when they cane back they had the former prisoners
with them wal king easily, not hanpered any |onger by then-
bonds. Then, together, those fromthe flitter and the two
others lined up before the ship's fins. One of those who had
gone aboard had in his hand what | ooked |ike a square box
whi ch t he downi ng sun caught and awoke into an eye-hurting
burst of light. He placed this carefully on the ground and

knelt beside it—

The. current of power that had entrapped themw thin the
canyon was in a single nmonent reversed. Farree gave a shout
of sheer astonishnent and fear as he was swiftly drawn
forward in spite of his attenpts to anchor hinself to one or
anot her of the boulders his small body scraped by.

If that force reft himfromanchorage, it was not as success-
ful with Lord-One Krip. Just as he had earlier striven to pass
sonme unseen barrier into the open, now he fought fiercely, as

attested by all the novenents of his body, to remain now
where he was.

Farree had not the personal strength of the other. He
scraped stone painfully, |ooked vainly into the face of Krip as
he was drawn past the man. The Lord-One's features were
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stark with effort. He | ooked to Farree and a single thought
passed fromhimto the other.

"Hol d—here and how you can."

Only, if Krip was able to hold, there was no hope in any
such battle on Parree's part. He was aware only of a nove-
ment at his breast. Toggor had | eaped from his cl awhol d
there to seize upon the Lord-One's arm

Thi s desertion brought a new stab of fear. Parree never
knew how much the smux coul d guess or knew of the ways

of men. He had operated under Farree's urging in the ship
and back at the Limts. Now he might be acting on his own,
and his action brought hone to Farree his own conplete

hel pl essness.

In one last attenpt to withstand that force, the hunchback
flung hinself forward on his knees and caught with both
hands at a stunted scrub, striving to keep his hold, only to
have his fingers | oose of thenselves and make him scuttle

al ong on hands and feet |ike some unw el dy shell-encased
nonst er .

"One!" He heard that voice dimy and then a second.
"One, but the least of them"
"Put it on al pha then—=

He had crawl ed until he could see their boots clearly.

Havi ng once lost his feet, that treacherous wave of force kept
himlow, so he canme as a spirit-broken animal might slink to
Russtif at the crack of a whip.

"I't is on alpha. 1 tell you we deal with the unknown.
And—

There was a startled cry fromone of Farree's captors. The
hunchback now sat within touching distance of that shining
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box. He was soaked with sweat fromhis fight against the
power, tasting blood in his nouth where he had bitten down

on his lip in that agony of struggle. But Parree | ooked up to
see he who knelt by the box, swaying back and forth, a | ook
of tornment on his face. One hand was going forward to the
strange weapon, advancing plainly against his wll.

One of the other nen fromthe flitter gave a harsh excl a-
mation and joined his fellow by the box, slicing a hand down
wi th vicious suddenness so that it struck against the wist of
that groping one. There was a cry of pain and the first man
nursed his wist against his body.

"Take off! While we can!” It was Quanhi who yelled
that. "They have strengths we don't know—-*
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"Nobody can withstand this." The one who attacked his
fellow said that grimy.

"No? | see Krip Vorlund over there still. Did you think to
bring himcrawing to us like this?" The toe of a boot flashed
out to catch Farree in the ribs, and the pain drowned out the
pain he felt in his hunp.

"There are Thassa here, and it is the cycle of the third
ring. No one on Yiktor goes up agai nst them—

"So we just go?" demanded the other

"So we go, but not enmpty-handed. We have this one, and
perhaps he is less idiotic than he | ooks. Gompar knows what
questions to ask and how. He'll spill out his insides easily
enough. "

It woul d seemthat this speaker had command of the force,
because they did turn toward the flitter. Farree was picked up
and slung aboard, then a tangler was turned on him and

before he coul d hope to nove the sticky cords had netted him
in.

He had already striven to reach the m nds of those who had
taken hi mand cane up agai nst the bl ankness of shi el ds.
Now he was a snmall ball of mnisery and fear pushed to the
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back of the flitter where he lay, his hunp rubbing painfully
against the wall, as the small craft arose with an upward | eap

None of those aboard paid himany nore attention. He

made hi nsel f push aside panic and take stock of that com
pany. Their forner captives sat well to the back, crowded in
not too far fromhim and the four who had cone to their
rescue occupied the fore seats.

They were dressed uniformy, in space suits, and had their
hair bristle short as did nost crewren. The | eader seened to
be the man now at the controls of this small ship. It was
never easy to guess ages, but Farree thought that he was
younger than Quanhi. He had a seam of scar from one corner
of his mouth to his jawline. O herw se there was not hi ng
about himto suggest that he was any different from any
crewman Farree had seen off duty in the Limts.

The man by himwas, in spite of his spacer clothing, a
different type. Had Farree not seen himhere, he would have
thought hima wealthy tourist, the kind who sonetines ven-
tured into the Limts for a thrill and then often conpl ai ned

of thievery or ill-usage. He was stout—al nbost enough

so to appear bl oated—and his features were of an unusua
smal | ness, squeezed together at the forefront of his head,

with a high, bul bous forehead and a neck which in the nape

was nmarked by two rolls of fat. It was on his knees that the
box of power rested, now fitted into a case. He kept running
hi s pudgy hand about its surface as if he felt chilled and this
kept warnth for him H's |ips were pushed out in a petulant
pout, and it was plain that he was far fromsatisfied with their
just-past action, yet he made no protest in words.
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There was no way that Farree could either see out of the
flitter or even mark the time they spent in the air. H s bonds
al | oned hi mno movenent, and he coul d guess that what |ay
ahead was nothing to try to anticipate.

They came in at last for a |landing, which jarred Farree
agai n against the wall and woul d have brought a whi nper of

r
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pain from himhad he not once nore bitten down upon his

lip. To let any of these see that he was frightened woul d be
the last thing he would do. He clung fiercely to that, and for
a monent thought of how Lord-One Krip had told him of

running in the body of sonething called a barsk—so fierce an
animal that all feared it. Wat would happen if he could
claimnow the claws, the strength, the bul k of Bojor?

However, there was no chance of that. He would remain

what he had al ways been: too weak and hel pless a creature to
stand agai nst anything thrust upon him Even now, one picked
himup and slung himeasily to another man waiting at the
hatch. And as that one carried himhe got his first |ook at

what |ay about him
He was upon an open plain with no sign of the cliff which

had broken the other one. Instead a nound arose, plainly not

a natural one. On that was a broken, ragged heap of tunbl ed-
down stone walls while a tower in its nmddle pointed a finger
to sunset clouds. As nuch of a ruin as the place | ooked, there
were dwellers within. He saw novenent al ong the near-

broken walls as he was carried up the incline to where the

t ower stood.

A courtyard with walls and hal f-destroyed buil di ngs verg-

ing on all four sides surrounded the tower, but it was to the
latter that he was carried. Then, being carel essly knocked
against the wall, he was transported upward to be tossed |ike
a bit of unwanted refuse into a narrow roomw th a w der arc
of wall narrowing to nearly a point where the door now

slamed into place, |eaving him al one.

A wi ndow broke the arc of the far wall, but there was no

fam shing here, only the bare stone that already had given
hi m brui ses. He had | anded on his back and the pain in his
hunp awoke from an ache to a burning stab, until he nman-
aged to roll over on one side, facing that hi gh wi ndow where
all he could see was a narrow slit of sky.

For the first time since he had been taken, Parree had tine

to think. It was plain that the Thassa part of Lord-One Krip
had managed to keep him from being swall owed up in the
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sane trap. But what could these who held him Dung from
the Linmts, hope to learn fromhimalone? He knew so little:

only that sonme tine ago the Lord-One and the Lady Mael en

had hel ped to break up an operation of the Guild and coul d
still be in danger because the @uild could not allowits m ght
to be flouted easily, or because they had certain know edge
whi ch went beyond that particul ar action and which m ght

| ead to anot her discovery.

Good enough reason for their capture and the attenpts to

take over the ship. But Farree had not been with them during
that earlier exploit and certainly had no know edge that could
be sifted out for the Guild's profit. Maybe they intended to
use himfor a bargaining piece ..

Farree's nmouth twisted wyly. Wiat was he to the two of

the Thassa that they should risk anything in his behal f? True,
they had taken himout of the norass of the Limits. How

ever, they had a feeling for helpless aninmals as he had

| earned fromtheir talk. But one did not risk all for an ani nal
and certainly he, Farree, could not rate any higher than that.
It would seemthat he was now as much on his own as he had

al ways been in the Limits and with far Iess to help himhere.

91

It woul d seemthat none were in a hurry to nake what use

they could of him for he continued to lie al one, wapped by
the near-strangling cords of the tangler, in the tower room
Hunger awoke in himand thirst, both of which he had known
too many tines before to yield to now He |ay and watched

the scrap of sky, which was edged by the high w ndow, and

he slept for a while or at |east had no nenory of the passing
time. It was dusk beyond the wi ndow when the door was at

| ast opened. Quanhi canme in to stir himw th one boot toe.

The spacenan pointed a | aser on | owest beam at one

stretch of the tangler cords, and those straightaway began to
shrivel up until the ashy remmants fell away and Farree was
free of bonds. Hi s whole body ached dully as the boot

reached out once nore to prod at him

"On your feet, Dung. You are needed."

H's arns and | egs were so nunb fromhis bonds that he

found it alnbst nore than he could do to get to his feet. But a
st ubbornness in himwould not et himcraw, and he nmade it,

t hough he wavered toward the wall of the roomand had to

steady hinself there.
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"Move—or do you want a touch of this?" The spacer

twirled his |laser, and Farree lurched forward. Though there
was the pain of returning full circulation and the ever-present
aching in his hunp, he managed to keep his feet and go on

Though the curve of a stair which hugged the wall, cracked
and worn as to steps, nearly defeated him Farree at | ast
reached the ground |level of the tower and was herded on into
anot her section of the ruin. His glinpse of the open before
entering the other building gave hima chance only to see that
there was indeed a force here—aen com ng and going, all of
them weari ng space cl ot hing.

However, the room he was now herded into night have

been lifted out of some Lord's holding back on Grant's
Wor | d. Hangi ngs of a bl ue-copper cross-spinning covered the
ancient walls, and there was actually a matchi ng carpet under
his feet. He was brought to a halt before a table of silvery
wood. Behind it were two folding chairs of tapestry and
preci ous gonder wood. The table itself had been recently
used for what Farree woul d have thought a feast, but the
soil ed plates and cups had been pushed to the far end, and
now there were several boxes set out before the two men
seated there

One was the overfleshed man fromthe flitter, and his

hands still caressed that box he had brought fromthe scene of
Farree's undoing, stroking it as if he so pleasured a pet
animal. Hi s conpanion at the table was of a different pattern
There was in his ook, his every novenent, an air of com
mand that led Farree to believe he was fronting the | eader of
this outlaw conpany. Though the face before himbore no

di sfiguring scar nor was he high-nosed in manner |ike one of
the upper city Lords, Farree, after one neeting with those
eyes, shivered and |longed to draw hinmself into a ball as
Toggor di d when threat ened.

It was the fat man who spoke first: "This is the one which
was drawn . "

Had there or had there not been a thread of uneasiness in
that ? Farree thought he distinguished a suggestion that the fat
one was not as pleased with his capture as he m ght have

been.

"And the others?" the | eader asked quietly, even mldly,
as if he lacked much interest in the proceedi ngs.

For a nmonent the fat nan was silent, and even his pudgy

hands ceased their gentling of the box. He pursed his lips as
if he searched for a proper word or would get one out of his
captive if he dared.

"The others?" the | eader repeated in the sane quiet tone.

"They withstood ..." The adm ssion was dragged from
hi s compani on, and Farree saw those hands tense on the box.

"Yes. The Thassa ..." The | eader could have been
mer el y begi nning an observation, but Farree was aware, by
his own feelings of tension and fear, that the fat man changed
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position a fraction, nearly as if he w nced.

"They are reputed to have nore than one skill," the |eader
continued after a pause. "How do you think they have

continued to exist for centuries of planet tine with the Lords
of Yiktor both jeal ous and afrai d?"

"W had none to test,"” the fat man said with a note of
defense in his voice. "Qur materi al —=

"Was such as this?" the | eader gestured toward Farree.

"He was with themthe whole tine." It was Quanhi who
vol unteered that.

"They gather strange life forms for the showi ng, do they
not? What could they find nore strange than this |unp of
of fal ? You"-his hard eyes caught Farree's and held them

capti ve—what were you to these Thassa?"

Farree had to noisten his lips with tongue tip twi ce before
he could find answer. "I helped with the aninmals, Lord-
One," he said in a hoarse whisper.

"Hel ped with? O were one? Do you not know by now
that these Thassa consi der thensel ves above the rest of us?"
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"Commander." Again it was Quanhi who dared to inter-
rupt. "This one hel ped in taking back the ship—=

The | eader gave a single bark of laughter that was nore
like a burst of oath. "A m ghty opponent indeed. | wonder
that you acknow edge his part in that."

"Commander." The nman refused to be silenced. "He
speaks with thoughts |ike those others."

"Yes, as you have said before several tinmes. Wll, Dung,
can you read ny thoughts now in your tw sted head?"

"You are protected, Lord-One," Farree answered with the
truth.

"Just so—protected. But so were the two aboard that ship

and yet they fell into a Thassa trap. However, as you are not
Thassa, we need not take the precaution of silencing you. In
fact it is better not. Seek your friends—your nasters—whatever
those witch people are to you, and beg for their help. | wll
wager that such a call wll bring nothing, but one can al ways
hope, and these Thassa are ridiculously mndful of their
own—even their aninmals. Now'—he leaned a little farther

across the table—let us get to the matter of what Dung
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knows about his betters. Wiy did Vorlund and the wonan

come here?"

"l do not know." Farree barely got the words out of his
mout h when a heavy-handed bl ow from Quanhi sent him
forward to cone up against the table edge with bruising

force.
"Let me fry a finger fromhim Comrander. Such a
rem nder —=

The man at the table held up a hand which instantly

silenced the other. Farree m ght not now be able to read

m nds but he could feel the enotions heating in this room and
that from Quanhi was a tinge of fear

"Dung, do you know what these Thassa do with those
they take?" inquired the same | ow and | evel voice. "They
change peopl e—aen—nto aninmals and aninmals into nen.

Do you wish to find all that is you behind the hide and fleas
of , say, a zinder?"

He spoke of a nmound of foul oozelike flesh which fed and
crawl ed and was an abomi nation in the eyes of all unfortu-
nate enough to neet it. Parree shivered. Not that he believed
that he—that anyone—woul d be so treated by those he had

met wearing the name of Thassa, but the picture of the
creature in his mnd made himill.

Apparently his shiver informed themthat such a fear did

lie deep in him But how wong they were. To be an ani nal —a
swi ft, beautiful runner such as Yazz, a nound of strength and
courage like Bojor—+o himwho was Dung—what could be a

mor e wel come change?

"l see you understand ne. Did you not know that they

woul d not keep such an abom nation as you with then? You
woul d find yourself furred or feathered or caged soon enough.
Now, |et us ask again: Wy did Vorlund and the wonman

cone here? The Thassa have no ships, and that one which
brought you is too small to carry many. But only a few
recruits and they coul d cause us a problema small probl em
Did they ever nention the planet Sehknet to you, hunpback?"

Farree considered quickly. He could well pretend that the
fear of the aninmal transformati on governed any answer. And
what did he have, in truth, to say? He was not sure why they
had conme to Yi ktor—save that the Lady Mael en was noved

by a pressing desire to set down here when the three-ringed
moon swung in the sky and that that had sonething to do

with her powers. He was having to think faster than he had
ever been pressed to do before, weighing one fact against a
supposition and a guess against a fact.

"They said only that there had been a great find there and
that they had sonething to do with it. It was a matter in the
past which they spoke little of."

"A matter of the past reaching well into the future-which
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is now. Yes, sonething was found on Sehknet, and they had
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a hand in it—those two." Though there was no change in the
Commander's set expression of half boredom and fl aggi ng
interest, still there was a note in his voice which suggested
that he m ght not be broadcasting fear now but rather anger

"You read minds, | amtold." He |leaned forward a frac-
tion to |l ook down into Parree's face only inches above the
top of the table. "Therefore you could know what they did
not say as well as what they said. Now what of that?"

The hunchback shook his head. "Lord-One, those can cut
off their thought by will even as you are shielded. | could
read only what they willed nme to—the snmall things that they

thought it needful for nme to know "

For a very | ong nonent the other sinply observed him
The dark eyes were expressionless and there seenmed to be no
surface life in them It was as if the @Quild | eader could

shutter themat wll.

"That could al nost be the truth. Dung. Only | cannot be
sure, can |? W shall do sone probing when |sfahan gets

here with the reader. There is nothing human which can hide
a thought fromthat. So you will share our hospitality for a
time. If you wish to bespeak your friends—

Farree had al ready made a decision, the best he could
summon in the here and now.

"Lord- One, when that summoned"—-he pointed at the

box the fat man still so jeal ousy guarded—did | not conme?
They did not, but saved thensel ves by their own ways.
Therefore why should | believe that they care now what

happens to such as me?"

"The truth again. The Thassa do not fight, nor war even

when they are attacked, but always withdraw. They will be in
no haste to rescue one who i s as you—a mi sshapen thing out
fromthe sline, which they m ght have taken nerely for an

experinent."

Perhaps that was the truth. Now that he was not near the
Lady Maelen or the Lord-One Krip, how could he be sure
FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 117

that it was not? He need only | ook down at what he could see
of hinself and think a bitter truth or two. On Gant's Wrld
he had had sone val ue. What was he here but sone refuse
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swept up during their escape—ef |ess worth than Yazz or
Boj or ?

"l see that | have given you sonmething to think about.
Consider it carefully. Return himinto keeping."

Return himto the tower roomthey did, though they shoved
into his hands a roll of nearly stone-hard ration crisp and a
canteen of water. He ate slowy, chewing at the hard stuff
with caution lest he break a tooth. It woul d have been easier
to put some drug in that scant ration of water than in the rol
of hardened nutrient. There could be no sleep gas here, but
neither had they rebound him It m ght be well that they

t hought himso safely caged that they need take no such
precautions anynore.

He coul d not put his back against the wall; his hunp was
still tender. Now he sat cross-legged in a conmer of the room
farthest fromthe door and tried to think

VWhat he had gai ned when Lord-One Krip had told him of

the past and other hints garnered al ong the way—even what
his present captors had said-all |inked together. There had
been a find—doubtl ess a big Forerunner one (such could

make the finder wealthy beyond dreanms) on a world named
Sehknet. The @uild had been busied with looting it when in
some way Krip Vorlund and the Lady Mael en had spoiled

their action. Now the @Guild (and he did not doubt that the
Conmander here was truly a GQuild Veep of some stand-

ing) had a double reason for wanting to |lay hands on the two
Thassa again: once for retribution and once to leamif there
were nore such finds to be uncovered.

Nor did he doubt that the GQuild controlled that which

would win their desires—first fromhimand then fromthe
Thassa. It was a well-known fact that the Guild was ever on
the search for new weapons—er old ones of |ost and forgot-
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ten races—which could be used with effect. This one which
had brought himinto their hands was surely such. Yet Lord-
One Krip had been able to withstand its demandi ng call.

Thankfully there was little they could get out of him He

was very glad that he had not been deep in any plans the
Thassa m ght have made. Certainly he could fight and he
woul d, testing his will to the utternost. But in the end they
would wring himdry as one wings a washing rag. That they
could and would use himas trap bait—that he al so supposed

to be the truth. But he had no idea that any Thassa woul d
venture into the heart of eneny territory to have himout.
They had treated himwell, near as if he were standing tal
and fully human. But

He slowy turned his large head fromside to side. Put that
shadow of hope out of mnd. He had no chance of being
pl ucked out of the hands of the Guild. It was all he could do
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to fight down the waves of dark fear that rolled over him
until he was breathing in small throat-hurting gasps and the
sweat rolled down his cheeks |ike tears.

There was no weapon. He had no Toggor this tine to even

give hima hazy picture of what |lay outside. Hi s hands, thin
and long as they were, were only collections of brittle bones
that could be easily snapped by a single kick or blow And
they had mentioned | aser buns .

Farree's head fell forward until it rested on his drawn-up
knees. He wound his arns about his legs until he was near a
ball of distorted flesh and bone open to any attack which

m ght conme. But his mind . . . ? Feeling very open to evil he
sent forth a questioning tendril of thought.

Tinme and time again that came agai nst the bl ankness which

he knew marked a shiel ded man. There was no chance at all

of contacting any of them Then he found a spark of thought—
not coherent but rather all enotion, and that enotion was

mai nly hunger underlaid with wary fear.

An ani mal of some sort, perhaps the same type of vermn

as mght be drawn to an inhabited building in the Limts. It
was a very limted mnd, but it was not shielded. He saw so
little by its aid—enly a dark run which he guessed was w thin
the walls. But he rode with it, beginning by very slow
sendings to build up the sensation of hunger which should
bring the creature he had netted out into the open

Hunger —the ki nd of hunger he hinmself had known only

too often in the past. It was easy to think hunger—npress it
on the hurrying creature in the wall. There was thin light in
the haze of the run; the hunter nust be approaching sonme exit
to the outside. Hunger! Wth the same pressure he had used
with Toggor he fed that need-hunger!

The creature was out of the wall into full light. But the
pi cture was so hazy he could not be sure just where it
was—w t hin one of the buildings or clear in the open
Hunger —food—feed! He bore down upon that order which

the minute brain of the hunter coul d hold.

There was a sudden | eap whi ch caught Farree by surprise.
And now—food—he could pick up every nuance of that
feeding, the tearing, the gul pi ng—then—

There was a sudden sense of spinning, of falling, and at the
end—Farree withdrew touch in a hurry. That creature he had
"ridden" was nearly dead. He filled his |ungs deeply, clasped
hi s hands upon his arns with a nail-cutting grip. Al nost he
had gone into death! He could only believe that the forager
had been caught and killed. Yet—insofar as he was success-
ful there was or had been one mnd within these walls

whi ch had not been shielded. He had not only found it but
made use of it after a fashion. Wiere there was one there

m ght be nore

Al so—and this was sonet hing new he had gai ned—he had
not had to focus on a clear nental picture in order to make
contact, as he always had or thought he had had to do with
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Toggor. Now, his eyes closed, his body still in that tense
ball, he began anot her search
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Fromthe single window in the wall so far above his head
there was franmed the sky. What life, other than Guild men in
flitters, rode that sky? Awkwardly at first and with little
success he thought of sky, and vaguely of a w nged creature
whi ch rode the winds there. He knew little or nothing of
birds. Their like did not abound in the Linits, save a few
lice-covered eaters of carrion haunting some of the darker
ways.

There was sonet hi ng about the—

A trace of thought! Farree poured all his strength into
touching that, wapping about it, finding its source. This was
an air dweller, a flyer—and again it was hunger and the | ust
for a hunt that noved the unknown. He strove to see, but the
difference in their sight organs was too much or—

It was as if soneone had pressed a button. He coul d see:

the earth spread below himlike a great floor. The buil dings
on the knoll were a gray-black stain with flickers of |ight here
and there. He coul d—

"Who?"

The hunger and the desire to hunt had been cut off as
sharply as the change in vision had cone to him There
was—anot her !

"Thassa?" He thought that.

"Thassa." There was no mistaking the sharp assent which
cane to his single-wrd question. "Wo?"

Farree strove to mind picture hinmself in all his m sshapen-
ness. He could not be sure if the other were to follow him as
he had followed the trace of the flying thing.

"Here!" That was no bird thought; rather it spoke in his
own m nd even as he strove to contact it a second tine.

"No!" He had respect for the Guild. M nd shiel ded they

m ght be, but in dealing with the Thassa they m ght al so have
alarns that could betray such an entrance as nuch as if an
eneny of his captors rode into the gate.

"Not so." The answer cane so firmand | oud that Farree

uncoi |l ed and | ooked sharply at the door, alnobst sure that had
been uttered al oud rather than by m nd speech. "You are—

There came no other word for a long breath or two. Then
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with the sane clear sharpness that mind voice said: "W are
on a level not well known—ot known." There seened to be

al rost an aura of surprise in that. "They have their safe-
guards, but those are for mnds such as theirs. They will not
know. What has happened?"

"Thassa you are," Parree thought back slowy. There was
no m staking the kinship of this voice to the one which had
come to themearlier in the ship. "Wy?"

"Why? Because you are open to us and all else is closed
save vermin of the walls and that which flies. Wo are these
and what is their purpose?”

He was sure now that this was one of the four who had

stood in judgnment over Maelen at the gathering. Perhaps the
one who had sealed his ears to that intolerable dirge that the
peopl e had sung back in the audi ence chanber.

Though he woul d have wi shed the Lady Mael en that was

his own wi sh—though the Thassa neant hardly nore to him
than a name, yet what was threatened touched those he knew.
He ordered his thoughts quickly and strove to relive in his
m nd that neeting with the Commander.

"So." The mind voice had but that comrent. "And they
think to perhaps use you as bait in sone trap?"

"Which will not work," he answered quickly. "What am
I that any should venture for nme here? But they bring other
machi nes—'

"Machi nes!" The ot her voice nmade that sound |ike an

oath. "Already they have profaned the Od Place with their
flyers, and now they would seek to use other things. But
have hope yourself, little one. | say this and it is never a
thing lightly prom sed, though you do not know us well
enough to understand that. The Song has been sung in your
hearing. Now you are under the wands of the Singers and
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what conmes to you also touches us. You are not forgotten
Thi nk you on that and be steady as you have been!"

Abruptly, as with the flying thing, the voice was gone, and
he had a strange sensation as if in some manner it had drawn
that which was the inner part of hima short way after it. But
no, that was no escape. He was still crouched here—-bung of

the Limts. He could not see that there was any hope of
escape. Were he on his home world, a nunber of things

woul d cone to mind; here was not hing.

He wondered over that promise, if promse it had been
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From Mael en, he mi ght have believed in it and taken heart
again. But fromone he did not knowthe many sorrows of

the past made hi m doubt. They might wish to help him he
allowed that. But that they could do anything he did not

bel i eve.
Thus it was his own fight. He thought of that creature that

had run in the walls—f there were many of themand if they
could all be aroused to attack sone food supply. Wat n ght
he gain fromsuch a skirm sh? He had no idea but he filed
that possibility away. There was at |east one flying thing he
had touched—though it m ght be wholly under the control of
the Thassa and m ght not be within reach again. If only he

had Boj or!

Though even if he could sumon that giant to him he

doubted that he would. A laser would bring the bartle quick

and pai nful death and avail himnothing. Once nore he rolled
hinself into a ball and tried to shut out the thoughts fromhis

mnd to sleep.

At first he thought that sleep was inpossible. H s mind
kept repeating that interview with the Commander and his
hel pl essness as a prisoner. But many tines before he had
carried fears and tornments into sleep, and this tine it was al so

in the past. This was as clear as a nmind picture and very
vivid, so that he saw it all sharply and knew al so that this
was no dream but a fragment of sleep-unlocked menory of a
time which seemed to himutterly far in the past.

He was crouched upon a bundle of dirty carpets watching
two nmen. One of them wearing a crunpled and nuch stained
spacer's coverall, was—

"Lanti." The other man spoke the nane even as it had

conme to the dreaming Farree's nind and reached across the
stained table to catch a fistful of Lanti's shirt at the neck to
jerk up the head which rolled | oosely on the man's shoul ders.

Lanti's nmouth was slack with a drool of spittle from one
comer, and his eyes turned up in his head. He breathed
noi sily. The one who held himstruck a sharp slap on each
side of the face.

"You bl asted fool —-answer ne! Were did you pl anet
t hen?"

But the man who was Lanti only puffed his |lips and then
snored. Wth a grunt of obscenities, the other let go of him
and allowed Lanti's head to fall forward onto the table. He
pounded a fist on that dirty board before himand then
reached within his own jerkin and pulled out a piece of cloth.
Fromits wappi ng he shook out a scrap of sonething which
glittered and wel coned the light in the place.

Seeing that, the dream Farree made a small novenent

forward and the nman was instantly alert, turning to | ook at
him Such was the expression of demand upon his hairy face
that the very small Farree gave a tiny whinpering cry and
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wai ted hel plessly for a blowto foll ow
SO.

However, he dreamed—not one of those broken and dis-
torted series of pictures that had been his uneasy nightnmares

10.

1 he man in one | unbering novenment came to stand over

him scowing down at the small figure. He still held that
glittering scrap between two fingers but Farree did not | ook at
it.

"Dung." The big man sl apped his face, even as he had

done to Lanti, rocking himover so he lay nearly facedown on
the filthy carpets. "Wat do you know about this? He has
dragged you about with himso you nust have sone value. Is
it that you know?"

He coul d sense the cruelty rising in the other. In one of
t hose huge hands his brittle bones woul d snap easily; he
could be turned into dead rubbish to be flung into the street.

"Far— Al npost he said the nanme which he nust not.

Lanti would beat himagain if he did. If this bravo did not
slay himfirst. "I—+ know nothing, Lord-One." Hi s voice
was a harsh croak hardly above a whisper.

The second blow fell, only this bully mistook his strength
and sent Farree speedily into unconsciousness. Wen he
awoke once nore he was sore, so stiff and sore that the
slightest novenent was a tornent.
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There was the gray light of norning around, but Lanti stil
sprawl ed across the table, his face turned away. O the other
man there was no sign. For several |ong nonents, while
feeling came back to his legs and arns, Farree waited.

Qutside this hut he could hear the nornal sounds of mom
ing: the groans and oaths of nmen on their way back to ships,
and the rattle of pots and pans in those eating places which
sold first meals. But the hut inside was utterly silent.

At | ast Farree noved, hunping hinself off the carpets,
daring to approach the table. That his first known enemy was
unaware was a gift of fortune he would not throw away. He
stood as tall as he mght to survey Lanti. The bl oated face
was a grayish color, the pouting lips blue.

Greatly daring, ready to dodge if the nman awoke, Farree
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put forth one hand to touch the other's dangling hand.

Slept? Hs flesh was cold. Wth even greater daring Farree
tried to sense the other. There was nothi ng there—none of
the faint traces of identity which one carried even into the
deepest of sleeps. Lanti was—dead!

If he were now found here! Farree scuttled to his noisone
carpet nest and brought out a square of cloth he had earlier
garnered. He noved around the table, his small hunched
formnot unlike that of one of the sus-spiders, gathering up a
hal f-gnawed sl ab of bread, the tail end of a flat eel, not
pausing to eat, though his enpty stomach yearned to be
filled, but ready to take the food with him A weapon?
No—the two sheaths at Lanti's belt were enpty. He had

al ready been plundered of both his force knife and his stun-
ner. Farree's only chance would lie in flight and hiding. He
did not know why the other man had abandoned hi m-but

per haps he had di scovered Lanti's death and had prudently
put a distance between them Al this end of the Limts knew
that Farree was Lanti's captive and the hunt night be up for
hi m now.

Clutching to himwi th one hand the bundl e he had nade of

the food, he slipped in the dawn |ight out of the hut and
sought the shadows, speeding at his best hobbling pace away
fromthe only place he had known on this world.

Before this world, before Lanti, what had there been? He
turned to that over and over again. Always to neet with dark
as if a part of his mnd slept endl essly—er was reft fromhim
by some formof small death. Al npbst, once, he had remem

ber ed—when he had seen that scrap of glittering stuff in the
bully's hand. But even then there had been a barrier

He had al ways guessed that he nust have cone from

of f-world, and he could not understand why Lanti had thought
to bring such a mserable creature with him Farree nust
have had some val ue beyond his own ni sshapen body. Sone

val ue beyond—

Farree awoke. For a nonment or two he was disoriented.
These chill stone walls about hi mthey were not of the
Li m ts—+then, even as he blinked his eyes, all which had
happened came fl oodi ng back. The prom se whi ch had been
made that the Thassa woul d hel p. How rmuch dared he count
on that?

He tried to school hinself to forget it. Those to whom he
was now captive could bring to their aid things he was sure
the Thassa, with all their mght of mnds, had never thought
of . No, he dared not depend on promi ses.

By the wi ndow so far above him he thought the sky was
that of norning. And he was very hungry and athirst. To
ask—to beat on that door hopi ng someone woul d hear

hi m—No, better to go wi thout than perhaps nmake them
renenber that they had himto hand.

He had just made this woeful decision when the door did
open and a man in a spacer's clothing, but one he had not
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seen before, came in. In his left hand he carried one of those
cans of rations made for energencies and in his right was a
stunner. He said nothing but gestured with the weapon.

Farree withdrew to the far wall and watched the other set
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down his burden and go out again. There was an audi bl e thud
whi ch he believed signalled a bar on the other side of the
door.

The ration was nmeant to be both food and drink. It was a
tastel ess semliquid, but he knew that it would strengthen

and revive him and he devoured it to the last drop. That

done, he turned the container over and over in his hands.

Now, were this only sonme wild tale such as nmen told in their
cups he could put the can to good use as a weapon of sorts

and break out of his prison. Only this was no tale, it was the
truth, and he thought the only tine he would see beyond that
door was when the Commander had sone use for him At

| east they intended to keep himalive; the food proved that.

Bait for a trap?

Slowmy, as carefully as if life itself depended upon it
(which m ght indeed be so), Farree sent out a m nd touch,

not aimng it at anything human but keeping to the | owest

| evel he could reach. Wthin nonents he found anot her of

the wall-living vernmin. The creature was sleeping, and it was
easy enough to take over.

He slipped in and, the thing awoke, felt the hunger Farree
careful ly suggested, and whi pped into one of the runs in the
thick wall. What he received was hazy, very linmted inpres-
sions of, first, those tunnels famliar to his guide, and then a
sudden open space in which he could distinguish little, just
enough for himto identify furniture, sone part of a room

The craving for food was tenpered by the aninmal's native
caution. As it made short rushes from one cover to the next,
Farree fought the other's alien field of vision for somnething
he could identify. There canme a sensation of heat and he
believed that his scout was close to a fire, undoubtedly one
i ntended for cooking. Then the hazy glinpses which he could
not identify fully steadi ed and renmi ned the sane and he
believed that the creature crouched in sonme sheltered hiding
pl ace.

Fear—a vigorous stab of it, filling all that small alien

m nd—a smaller mnd than Toggor's and of a different pat-
tern. Toggor! If he had only been able to bring the snux with
himinto this captivity! Al the mnd touch which they had
used in the past would have given hima better chance to

work with this other-world creature whose very form was
unknown to himso that he could not build up a mnd picture
that mght clarify his probing. He wondered where the snux

file:/lIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (87 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:04 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

was now. And sonehow that | oosed his hold on the vermn
fromthe walls and before he knew it he had sent out a
t hought tendril which he knew woul d not be taken. Only—

It was!

Farree was not able to snother the sudden ejacul ation of
astoni shment as the fanmliar pattern of the snux was there. It
was very tenuous, to be sure, yet once touched it could not

be m st aken

The Thassa—er the Lady Maelen or the Lord-One Krip—

nmust be very close for himto have picked up Toggor's send,
cl oser than was safe. As he had done with the bird, he
reached forth and strove to use Toggor for a connecting |ink.

If the Thassa or his | ate conpani ons were there he could

not make the connection—there was only the smux. Still,
Toggor was growing clearer all the tine as if he were ap-
proaching the ruins where the eneny had set up headquarters.

That the snmux had nade such a journey on his own Farree

could not believe. How ever long that trip in the flitter had
been, surely the Thassa had no conparable form of transpor-
tation which would bring Toggor. Still, there was no nistak-
ing the smux's mnd and—

It was backed—strengt hened—arri ed—ot by any one

mental thrust but by a uniting. Farree had not the training nor
perhaps even the gift to sort out the will and the power that
projected the snux's own small range of thought. Nor could he
reach behi nd Toggor as he had with the skydweller. Yet there
was a new warnth rising in him It was plain that Toggor
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was approaching, and that he would have a better ally here
than the native things which he could not picture and so
could not actually possess.

Farree closed down his nental |ink. He could not help but
believe it might just be possible that those who held him
coul d sonehow sense such conmuni cation. Let Toggor get
within the right distance, and he could trace Farree by his
own gift without revealing his presence to those who held
this ruin as their own.

Now it was a matter of waiting. Farree found that inpa-
tience was a hard goad to elude. He wanted so rmuch to use
Toggor for eyes, to see what the srmux woul d see, to feel —

He sat as upright as he could, his back awakening into the
sanme ache as had kept himconpany for the past few days, as
he strove to get to his feet under that w ndow which was too
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high for himto see from Toggor—Foggor was suddenly
af rai d.

He was—he was above ground, with no strong hold on
anyt hi ng—bei ng whirled through the air in a manner over

whi ch he had no control —and he was crying out to Farree for
hel p and confort—+o be rel eased.

Had he been picked up by soneone of the Guild guard?

No, this severe fear cane not from bei ng handl ed but rather
from bei ng not handl ed, swung along in an open space where
there were no good cl awhol ds for safety's sake.

In the air? Had he been tossed? No, Farree could not fee

that he was so hel pl ess as he woul d have been had he been
flung, say, over one of the ruinous walls. In the air, yet not
t hr own.

There was a whirling of hazy sight and then—

Above in that single window there was a shadowi ng. A

bird—er at least a flying thing with feathers—had |ighted

on the stone sill. It carried a squirm ng object fastened to a
cord about its neck and now it dipped its head and that cord
slipped off. Farree was beneath the w ndow, his hands up-

rai sed, and with a desperate snhatch he caught the snux as it
fell toward him

There was a net about Toggor which Farree swiftly peel ed

away. Once free, the snmux caught his shirt front and swiftly
made his way to his favorite perch, inside the collar, his stalk
eyes extended to their farthest |evel for sight.

Farree tried to reach the snmux with thought send but all he
recei ved was a breathl ess, sickening sensation of being swung
through the air. Toggor had not yet recovered fromhis
journey. But there nust have been sone overwhel mi ng rea-

son for the smux to have been sent to this prison, and Farree
knew that it m ght hinge upon a space of tinme, sonething to
be done as soon as possi bl e.

There was no way out of here except the wi ndow, and the
flying creature, having delivered its burden, was gone.

The hunchback squatted down again in the coner of the

room from whi ch he had best seen the door, and carefully

det ached Toggor's hold, lifting the smux on his two palnms so
that the eyes swung and arose on level with his own. Once
more he attenpted to establish nind contact.

And this tine he achi eved a hazy inpression of the Lady

Mael en. Al so sonething el se—that Toggor was rebelling

agai nst sone task which had been laid upon him Exploration
of this place? Perhaps the rough stone outside the w ndow
woul d provide clawholds either up or down. Farree thought
carefully and then pictured the vermn of the walls which he
had contacted earlier.

I medi ately Toggor's attention was caught and riveted
upon that suggestion. As he had routed out his prey back at
the innin the Limts, so was he ready to try the sanme here.
But Farree was loath to let the smux go. Though he had
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touched mi nds—er rather scratched mnds—with that runner
in the wal l ways, he had no idea of its size or natural arma-
ment. It might prove too nuch for the snux.

It was plain at once that the snux did not agree with him
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A hunter's lust for the gane welled up to possess nobst of
Toggor's mi nd.

Once nore Farree crawl ed over to stand beneath the wi n-

dow, but the snmux did, not |oose his hold on the shirt. It was
pl ain that he had no thought of taking that way again. Then
how? There were no cracks in the walls of this tower wide 1
enough to take the smux, and the door fitted tightly to the
floor so that every time it was opened it rasped harshly in

pr ot est .

Just as Farree thought of that, the portal to his cell did
open and once nore the guard appeared, but did not venture
any farther than the threshold. Toggor noved with the flash-
i ng speed he could show upon occasion and was into the
shirt, well hidden, before the door was w de open

Though the man held a stunner he had brought no food,

only beckoned to Farree to conme to him and the hunchback
obeyed. He foresaw another interview with the Commander

and perhaps worse to cone. Sonewhere along their path to
that questioning he nust |oose the smux. Thus he shanbl ed
slowy, his head bent forward as one who had been broken in
spirit and pl anned not hi ng.

The guard waved himon to descend the crunbling stair,

and down this he went. He was only too aware of the
scranbl i ng Toggor was doing in the shirt and hoped with al
his mght that his guard would not see the novenent. (

Luckily the inside of this place was dusky enough to be
full of shadows, which just now were conforting and prom s-
ing. He felt the smux thrusting its way into his sleeve and
all owed his armto dangle, refusing to wince as the cl awed
feet dug into his flesh for the other's descent.

They had reached the ground floor, and the guard said in
trader tongue, "Wait, you!"

As if he were weak and tired, Farree | eaned back agai nst
the wall, holding the smux-supporting arm strai ght down. The
cl aws noved fromone hold to another. Farree could only

hope that there was no trace of venom | eakage from any of
those sharp tips. Then he felt Toggor |oose all contact and
felt a soft plop against his leg in the shadows—the snux was
on the nove.

Farree dare not watch that quick scuttle into the greater
dark. His guard was raising his free wist to his lips and
reporting in code into a disc banded there. A nonent |ater
he waved the hunchback on again and Farree had to go,
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| eavi ng Toggor to follow his own desires, not even having
any chance to inpress on the snux what was necessary. But
per haps those who had sent him had al ready done that.

Qut of the door they went. The sunlight was so great a
burst of glare in this parched | and that Farree had to shade his
eyes after the murk of the tower room

"On with you. Dung." The barrel of the stunner struck the
hunp hard and Farree had to bite his lips to keep from
scream ng. The tenderness of the | unp which burdened him

had been growing nore with each day. He wondered if that
meant sone ill he did not understand. Now he staggered a

step or two before he could control the wave of pain and wal k
as best he might in the direction the guard pointed him

The tower stood al one, not connected with the other ruins
about it. Most of the buildings were roofl ess, had even | ost
half a story to tinme and wind and storm Only the one he had
visited before was intact. There were sone men | oungi ng by
its door. Five he counted. But there was no way for himto
assess the full nunber of the eneny sheltering here.

"Here comes the luck piece, Jat!" Two of the |ounging

men were playing pitch and toss with black and white count-
ers. He who spoke | eaned forward as Farree approached,
hol di ng out a stiff finger.

The hunchback | onged to dodge that touch now but knew
deep within himthat it would be best to keep hidden the fact
that his back burden was so tender. They might well make a

[
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torturous use of such know edge. So he suffered the slap of
those fingers stoically and tried not to show any pain.

"Luck for all of us if we need it," one of the onl ookers
comented. "And need it we mght." ]

"Your lips are too |oose, Deit," comrented Farree's guard.
"Better not let the Veep hear you."

"l signed on for service, not sitting around in rock piles—we
all did."

"W all did," agreed the guard, "and you don't go back
on a sign-up. Not with himin there— He gestured with an
outstretched thumb at the door just behind him

"Get on with you!" Once nore that punishing jab, but this
time high on his arm and that was as nothing. Farree went
inside the building. Again he was surprised at the carpeting,

the hangings on the wall, the various bits of a | ess austere life
whi ch the Veep of this company had carried for his own
confort.

For the second tinme there were the two at the table: the
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man in uni formand he who was so fat he bulged in sections

out of his chair. He was intent upon a small picture corn; the
Conmander was nore at ease, snoking a spice stick, the

scented air of which fought with the nustiness of the ancient
room

Neit her of the nmen paid any attention to the entrance of
Farree. He and his guard stood together back by the wall

until the fat man gave an inpatient push to the viewer before
hi m

"There is no silencer according to the reading, but this
will not reach into that valley."

"Nor will it ever," conmented his conpanion. "These
Thassa have their own protections—'

The fat man pouted petulantly. "What kind of |earning can
defeat a far viewer?" He put thunb and forefinger together
and clicked them agai nst the silent screen

"An efficient one it would seem "™ The Commander drew

deeply on the spice stick and then expelled a puff of bluish
snoke. "lIs that not so, DUNG" H's voice lost all its calm

| azi ness and snapped as a | eader m ght snap an order and
expect to be instantly obeyed.

Farree fought to remain steady. He had feared and hated
Russtif but that was nothing to the enmotion this man raised in
him He could feel the threat behind those words as if a whip
had been snapped in his direction and flaked a scrap of skin
from hi s cheek.

"l do not know what the Thassa can do." He offered the
truth but was afraid that it would not be accepted

"Yet you have traveled with them you have gone into

their forbidden valley. And they do not allow that to any they
do not believe is one with them O are you so weak and

poor a specinen of living thing that they treat you as they
woul d one of their '"little ones' —those beasts they gather
about them changing places with then? Wich are you,

Dung, man or beast? Perhaps they have al ready worked their
wi Il upon you and in truth you m ght have claws and fangs.

Yet | do not believe that—not yet."

The fat man pushed aside the viewer with one hand and
| ooked al so at Farree.

"Get to the truth," he said sulkily. "Verify him"

Farree knew what he neant, and he had the greatest need

of holding on to hinself, not to shiver and cry out. They
meant to use upon him one of the enforcing nachines which
spacers told so many tales about. Wthin the influence of that
he coul d hol d back nothing that these two wanted. They need
only ask their questions, and the nachine would at once
betray and subvert any desire of his to keep information

hi dden.

"Very well. It will be illumnnating at |east. Wiy do the
Thassa want you, Dung? You are a sorry specimen. But
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perhaps for those who deal intimately with aninals your
ugl i ness does not matter. W shall see."

136 Andr6 Norton FLIGHT I N Yl KTOR 137

The Veep nade a gesture with one hand, and before Farree
coul d nove the guard beside himgrabbed a handhold on his
shirt where it hunched across his tender hunp, bringing, in
spite of all effort, a murnur at the pain. He was so swung to
the right and pushed down on the seat of a chair which

anot her of the spacer guards had jerked forward.

One of themheld his head cruelly at a backward angl e

whi | e another one forced a silvery band well down on his
forehead and into his tangle of black hair. Wres ran from
this up into the space overhead. He could not tilt his head far
enough back to see where they ended. But now he was a

prisoner to a power he feared nore and nore as his hel pl ess-
ness becane so clear

"VWhat is your name?"
The fat man was the questioner
"Farree."

"Farree?" There was a slight frown on the Commander's
face as if he were trying to capture a small thread of nenory.

"What are you?"

"A hunchback." He nade a true answer, trying to see if
he could so linit their know edge gained from him

"And what el se?" The Conmander leaned a little forward

on the table. He pointed his snpoke stick straight at Farree as
if he could use it at his wish as a laser to send the other into
snoki ng refuse

"Farree." That was also true. He held to the thought that
if he limted any answer to the exact question he m ght not be
so great a traitor after all.

"You were born in the Limts?"

"l do not know." Again the truth, and they could nor
reach behind that for something he did not know hinsel f.

"A man knows where he is born, unless he is an idiot,"
puffed the fat nan. "We do not believe you are an idiot."

"Wy do you say you do not know?" The Commander
showed none of the irritation of the other, but he was the

nmor e dangerous of the two and Farree had known that from
t he begi nni ng.

"1 cannot renenber."”

"You were w ped?" The Commander no | onger stared at
himso intently, but was |ooking over his head at whatever
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there betrayed his speech as true or fal se.

W ped—a nenory erased for some reason. WAs that the
truth which he had not faced during all the seasons in the
Limts?

"l do not know.

"What do you first renmenber?" The Commander had
back his gentle, ruthless voice.

Because he dared not try any tricks with the truth this tinme,
Farree spoke of that which had been in his dreamthe death
of Lanti and his own escape into the jungle of the Limts.

11.

i(f

L/anti." Again the questioner repeated the nanme. He

| ooked to the fat man who was still running his fingers

around the edge of the visa-screen. That other shrugged.
"Who knows of the actions of one man anong millions?"
"He had a purpose—=

"Do not we all unless we are being w ped into nothings?
A ki dnappi ng?"

"How coul d this"—+the Comrander indicated Farree—be
supposed to be anything worth the worry or a copper nick in
any market, Sulve? Unless he knows sonething. This bit of
sonet hi ng whi ch was taken from Lanti —er which at |east he
knew about —what was it?"

"1 do not know. "

"You do not know! " parroted Sulve in his high voice
"There seenms to be very little that you do know, doesn't
there? Way did Vorlund and the worman take you with

t henP"

Why had they? Because he had touched ninds with the
smux? But he nust keep Toggor out of this if it were
possi bl e.

139
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"Russtif dealt in wild creatures, they were hunting such,
and t hey discovered | could mnd touch with some of them?"

"Thassa reason right enough—perhaps." The Commander
scratched a thunbnail across his chin. "It is known that the
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worman once showed trai ned beasts—and doubtl ess changed
bodies with themfromtime to time as she did on Sehknet."

Sul ve's fat hands were suddenly still. "This one?" he
jerked his fat-rolled chin toward Farree.

"No, the inquirer would have recorded that. Did they
promi se you a new body, a furred one. Dung?"

"But you dealt with the animals, that is so? And still you
are human to the eighth— The Conmander's eyes had
traveled from Farree's face to a point hangi ng above hi m—
perhaps the indicator of this truth nachine.

Human to the eighth point, Farree heard that clearly enough.
Not human to the tenth and full! He | ooked down at his
clawthin hands and the greeni sh skin which covered them
Was he then no freak of human ki nd, but sonething el se—
somet hi ng whi ch was perhaps to all of these as Yazz and
Toggor were to hin? He considered that and shivered. Per-
haps he was not so different from Yazz and Bojor as far as
the Thassa were concerned after all.

He tried to straighten a little and the burden on his shoul -
ders flashed a thrill of pain through him Now the very
question they had asked himbecane all inportant: Wo WAS

he?
"Why did they return to Yiktor? Was not the woman in
exil e?" Sulve took up the questioning.

"l do not know." The truth, always the truth. The Lord-
One Krip had told him but he had not yet heard it fromthe

Lady hersel f.

Both of the men were staring at the point above his head
now and a slight frown had returned to the Commander's
face.

"What said they of Sehkmet then?" he asked abruptly.

"That they had helped to find a place of the Forerunners—a
great treasure—and there were Guild nmen there who were
def eated. "

"Not hi ng nore?"
"Not hi ng." Farree nmade quick reply.

"Ah." The Commander picked up a tube lying on the

tabl e before him setting aside the snoke stick. He pointed it
at Farree and the hunchback gave a cry he could not snother

as a pain like a flow of skin-burning acid struck himfull on

"What said they of Sehknmet and this tine the truth—

"Only that the Lady Maelen is now wearing a body found
there—that she defeated sonething strange and not of flesh
and blood to claimit." Farree could not see that that was of
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any inportance, but it was the rest of the truth about the
past —son®et hi ng which these two m ght well know and so be
able to check his word

"You see, you can renenber when you are prodded," the
Conmander commented. "Play no nore ganes with ne. Did
this Mael en and Vorlund return here to gather a force to
search el sewhere, hoping or know ng that such |uck woul d
conti nue?'

"l do not know. There were three rings and power—=

"W all know of the blathering about the three rings,
Dung. And the Thassa have their own power. But this Mel en
possesses sonet hing el se, does she not?"

He was turning that rod of tornment around in his fingers,
playing with it as he divided his gl ances between Farree and
what was over head.

"l do not know." Farree tried to brace hinself for another
bl ast of that body-shaking pain. The frown was pl ai ner on the
Commander' s face.

"What you know, it seens, is very little if at all what is
needed. Let us take up the matter of Lanti."

For a nmonent it |ooked as if Sulve was going to protest,

142 Andre Norton

but if he was not in accord with his partner he did not voice
any obj ection.

"Who was Lanti ?"

Once nore Farree told the story of his first menory—ef
the spacer who had died over a spilled drink and given him
freedom of a sort.

The Commander stubbed out his snmoke stick. "lIn other
words. Dung, you know little or nothing which is of service
to us. Wiy should we keep you alive?"

Farree made no attenpt to answer that. He had in himstil

that core of belief which had not et himwhine in the Linmts
and which, even in spite of the pain, kept himfromcrying
out here. Human to the eight point only was he? Then he

woul d prove that his stock, whatever it night be, had sone
rags of courage.

Sul ve tapped those rolls of fat which were his fingers on
the edge of the viewer. "He is not worth two copper units—
not even one of inguaw wood."

"Perhaps not in hinself. But as bait—yes, as bait. They
have been sendi ng over those flying eyes of theirs. There
may be sone nerit in keeping hima while |onger."

He clicked his fingers, and the sanme guard who had forced
the head circlet on Farree cane to yank it off, his hair pulled
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pai nfully in the process.

"The tower again," the Comrander ordered. "And the

viewer for you, Sulve. |If they conme ahunting this m sshapen
bl otch, we can at |east know it once when they are beyond
that inpenetrable wall of theirs. They will not remain there
forever,"

"Ti me— began the fat nan

"Time governs itself. W cannot thrust it forward nor

draw it back. They depend upon the third ring of that noon
of theirs. It may be only superstition, but | aminclined to
believe that it is nore than that as far as the Thassa are
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concerned. Renenber, they were an old stock before the first
lordling arose here to take land for hinself."

"Worn out —=

"No!" The Conmmander shook his head firmy. "Do not

make the ni stake of the untraveled, Sulve; you should know
better. Because a people does not huddle in cities, is not
tenpted by trade goods, it need not be primtive. | have
heard nuch of the Thassa—and | do not believe that they are
in decline, but rather have passed into a new way of life by
their own virile choice."

A hard grip on Farree's armdragged himnear off his feet

so he had to scurry to keep up as he was led fromthe room
and across the broken pavenment in the courtyard. They had

| earned not hing from hi mabout the Thassa, and what good

his memory of Lanti might serve he did not know. He dared

not try a cast for Toggor—Sulve m ght be able to pick that

up. Farree had heard many tales of the superior equipnment the
Quild was supposed to use. And what good woul d the smnux

do free in this place when the hunchback coul d not communi -
cate with hin®

He was soon back in that roomat the top of the tower,

flung into a corner and the door slammed against him trying
still to keep his mind clear of any thought of Toggor. That
the small creature could unbar the door was inpossible and
there was no willing bartle to be sumoned this tine.

Once nore he hunkered down, his arns around his knees,
and allowed hinself to think—ot of the Thassa or the
Lord-One Krip or the Lady Mael en—but rather of his vivid
dream the ni ght before and of Lanti and of who or what he
hi nsel f m ght be.

Poi nts on the human-man-alien scal e had been deci ded

| ong ago. There were creatures near the alien end of that
scal e who possessed attributes that even a hi gher "nan"
coul d not understand. Thus—

Ei ght poi nts—and what did those points consist of? Some-
144 Andre Norton

what for his body form he had two | egs, two arns, a head,
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and a hurmanoi d body. He could be a crippled "man" as well

as an alien. Hs skin was greenish in tint, but that was

not hi ng, for the Thassa were white of skin and hair, and

these two who had just questioned himwere space-browned

and had dark hair. He had seen "men" with two pairs of

arms, wWith the scaled skin of the Zacanthans and their lizardlike
neck frills, with the soft fur pelts of the Salarki and their
feline features. Al canme and went through space and no one
remarked at their differences.

But in all his seasons in the Linmits he had never seen one
so bowed of body as hinself. Wiy had Lanti had hinf? He

was sure he had come fromoff-world with that one and that
he had had sone inportance in Lanti's plans before the
spacer becane so soaked in var juice that his nmind was not
far froma nush. Therefore, if Farree had had inportance
once—

And he had revealed that to the Guil d!

Farree sat up, nurnured at the pain of his back. But that
was not harsh enough to drive out of himthe thought that he
had i ndeed reveal ed nmuch to his interrogators. Not perhaps
the informati on which they had sought, but concerning him
self. The @uild was noted for the thoroughness of any hunt
which might claima profit. What had Lanti stumbled on

whi ch had produced that incandescent rag of stuff which his
questioner had al so shown to Farree?

That a report of all he had said would be referenced to the
Veep in charge of this sector he was sure. Then maybe they
woul d cone for him again. They m ght have a way of

breaki ng a m nd seal +hough that could al so nmean his death.
What had he done, save make the truth perhaps nore danger-
ous than he imagi ned?

Never had he felt, even in the worst tines in the Limts, so
hel pl ess. Then he had had sone chance at nobility, been
able to run, to hide. Now he was trapped, and even though
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Toggor had come to himthrough the aid of the Thassa, that
meant little or nothing. Dared he try to touch mnds now with
the snux, or did the Commander and Sul ve have a bl anket

over this place which would pick up any telepathic activity?
Since they were all shielded against that thenselves, it would
seemthat they were prepared to face such

They coul d be readi ng hi m now as one woul d read sone
message in a viewer, using a nmachine which he hinself could
not detect. If so, they would expect—what?

Thassa first surely. Since they had reft himaway from
those mind controllers, they would believe that he would try
to reach his |l ate conmpanions for aid. So—not Toggor! Rather
the Thassa in particular—build up a series of thoughts about
some i magi nary feat being planned by those under their

t hree-ringed noon!

He had never tried such a thing before—that of false
t hi nki ng, of imagining that which was not so in such a way

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (98 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:04 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

that it could be taken for the truth. If it were possible about
the Thassa, why, so it could be with Lanti.

First, the Thassa. Yes. Sone order to his thinking. Slowy
and tentatively he began to build up a mind picture of Lady
Mael en—of her commandi ng a body of beasts—and into that

he pushed all he knew of beasts, not only of Bojor who had
served them so well on board the ship but al so others—sone
such as he had seen in Russtif's cages and sone which were
entirely imagi nary but as nonstrous as he coul d nake them
He thought of the Lady taking council with both Thassa and
t he beasts.

So—Mael en was taking council with her furred and

f eat hered—and scal ed—troops. They would cone with the

ni ght surely with the night. He had been squatting with

eyes closed and putting all his effort into that nental picture
of what he was supposed to expect. But a sound cut through

hi s absorption, and he | ooked up to see a waving claw reach
within the wi ndow above and hook onto the inner stone.
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Fiercely he strove to keep all thought of Toggor away—ef
the Toggor that was—but suppose that Toggor was twenty, a
hundred tines his present size; such with huge envisioned
cl aws woul d make an opponent worth reckoning with. Thus
Toggor m ght be used to nmenace this whole CGuild operati on—
as long as the subterfuge remai ned unbroken

Now he opened his m nd to Toggor and the usual hazy

i n-and- out nessages passed between them The snux had

expl ored the | ower reaches of the tower as well as what |ay
above: a flat roof surrounded by a parapet, which had seened
gigantic to Toggor but which Farree thought m ght be per-
haps only as high as a man's waist. If he had sone way of
reaching the window, of clinmbing aloft, he might find him
self a hiding place which would defeat themall—f he could
sink his thoughts into nothingness. But there was the distance
bet ween hi mand that wi ndow. Could he only defeat that, he
was certain he could squeeze his body, in spite of the hunp,
t hr ough.

Thinking carefully of a smux as |arge as Bojor on the

march to rescue him Farree arose to run his thin fingers
across the surface of the wall. There were no hol ds between

the old stones. In this part of the ruins there was nothing that
he might clinb to raise himto that door on the outer world.

He flexed his hands vainly and stared upward, defeated.

The door, barred and probably guarded, was the only way

out of here. He wheeled to face that and projected a picture
of the giant snmux without, ready to break himfree even as
the bartle had dealt with such a problem on the ship.

Toggor | eaped fromthe wall to Farree's shoul der, bringing
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an answering pain fromhis tender hunp. The eyestal ks of the
smux were all extended and he was staring at the door as if
expecting sonething fromthat direction

There was! Farree heard the grate of the bar being drawn.
Then he noved. Gathering Toggor in both hands, he tossed
the smux through the air, and he | anded, even as Farree had

pl anned, on the niched stone which forned the top of the
door openi ng.

The snmux reversed hinsel f quickly and hung by two claws

at the very edge of that shallow shelf, eyestal ks retracted,
ready to drop. Farree hunkered down again |ike one without
hope, but he twi sted his head around so he could see the
smux in action. There was al ready a greeni sh bead form ng
on the forenmost claw, the venom was com ng.

A man slamred into the room weapon in hand, and

swung that toward Farree just as Toggor |oosed his hold on
the stone above and | eaped for the back of the guard. There
was a flash of claws at the man's throat, alnost too fast for
Farree to catch.

Wth a sharp cry only half uttered, the nan staggered,

dropped his stunner to reach for his neck with both hands as

he wove back and forth on his feet, his face a grimace of pain
and fear. It was Farree's turn to junp, and he caught up the
stunner as the guard staggered on past, to bring up against the
far wall and fall to his knees, his hand still clutching at the
back of his neck. Toggor was already off that struggling

body. Farree swung the stunner around and pressed the but-

ton. The withing man strai ghtened with another nuffled cry

and lay still, while Farree stunbled out of the door, the snux
clinging to him and slammed that shut, thick and heavy

though it was.

He thrust the stunner through his belt and reached down
for the bar which was alnmost too nuch for himto nanage
However, at this time he could have acconplished mracles
he was sure, as he thrust it hone in the slots awaiting it.

Now—

He crouched at the head of the stair |ooking down. Wth-
out knowi ng how many Quild nen were here and where they
were stationed, to descend that stair, even arned, was nore
than he dare try. Down? If there only was a way up!
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A dimpicture cut into his nmnd: a section of vaguely
outlined wall and on it—
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Farree swung around. The snux had left him was at the

foot of that stretch of wall, reaching with its claws for
sonet hi ng. Spi kes—there were spikes in the wall itself. Not
stairs but surely a way to nount the wall. As shadowed as

that was Farree thought he could sight the outline of an
openi ng, closed by a trapdoor, perhaps, but if barred it could
only be fromthis side

The smux was al ready hal fway up the wall, swi nging from

one clawhold to the next. Farree set about follow ng. He
tested each of the rust-covered hol ds before he put his weight
upon it, and, though the rust flaked off on his hands, there
was enough solid metal within to support his weight.

Then he was clinging with one hand and both feet as he set

hi s pal magai nst the closed trapdoor in a push. The ol d wood
resisted. Farree, gritting his teeth, tried a second tine and
felt a fraction of give. That was enough to encourage him

Now he held on with his hands, arching his body so that it
pressed against the door. H's hunp was instantly aflanme with
pain, but he refused to slack his attack, and at last the barrier
lifted enough for himto get one arm and shoul der through the
slit. It took but a nonent or two then for himto craw

forward and lie in the open air, the srtux pulling gently at the
| ong | ocks of his hair and uttering cheeping noises. H s back
was bound by a band of agony so that he had to use every
fraction of determination to nove again and allow t he door

to fall into place behind him The top of the tower was

covered by a mass of brush and dried grass, and he saw huge

bird droppings. It was a nest which m ght have been well

used for nore than one season. There were bones too, cracked

and splintered, sone quite |arge, which nmade hi m wonder

about the size of the nest builders if they used such aninals

as their prey.

A skull rolled under his hand as he got unsteadily to his

feet and hoisted hinself a little against the parapet to peer
down at the main body of the ruins. Below the outer wall

were two flitters, doubtless the air transport for those in
resi dence here. He saw two nmen making their way toward the
still-roofed building where he had been taken for interviews.
But, for the rest, there was nothing to show that the ruins
were at all occupi ed.

It was a dull day with no direct sunlight, yet he coul d sight
a shadow to the east which suggested that there lay the hills
and cliffs the Thassa clainmed as their ancient territory. Dry
clunps of grass, with here and there a w nd-tw sted bush,

were gray instead of green, and there were a nunber of
outcrops of rock, some large and standing as if to suggest the
ruin he was in had had nuch ol der nei ghbors of which only a
few wi nd-chi sel ed remmants renai ned

Tenmporarily he was safe, but |acking food and water he

could not remain where he was indefinitely. Nor could he
expect any hel p—+n spite of all his brave inagining of an
hour earlier. Toggor scuttled back and forth through the

noi some renmai ns of the big nest, the | ong-dead fronds and
branches cracki ng under his weight, small as that was. Farree
caught a flash anong the fronds which gl eaned even under

the dead gray of the sky and pulled out a knife with a
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stone-set hilt. Hs find was still in a scabbard—+usted there,
per haps, through |ong exposure to the weat her. He worked at

it determinedly until he could drawit, and to his great
surprise found the blade dull but still only speckled here and
there by corrosion.

This lucky find sent himkicking aside the rest of the mess
and searchi ng through what had sunk to the bottom of the

nest. There were nore bones: three skulls which suggested

they had once served ani nal s perhaps the size of Yazz. But
there were other things, too: a time-tattered strip of skin on
whi ch were set nedallions centered with bl acked nmetal and
dust -1 ayered stones—perhaps once a belt. There was a gobl et
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of tarnished netal which he thought m ght be silver. A part

of a sword, only the hilt intact, the blade a | ace of erosion
He had heard of birds who sought bright things and laid them
in their nests, and this seened to be such a hoard. Anpbng the
obj ects also was a box wedged shut past his opening until he
hamrered at it with the sword hilt and pried with the point of
the knife.

It came open at |ast, but what Farree found hinself |ooking
at was a heaping of thick black powder. If that were the
remai ns of some treasure he could give no nane to what it
had once been, and threw the box aside in disgust. Some of
the powder curled up in a puff to sprinkle over the matted
stuff of the nest which he had clawed away in his hunt.

There was an odd scent in the air, and then a tendril of

snoke arose from one of the besprinkled branches. A touch

of flanme foll owed. Farree jumped back, realizing that the fire
woul d include all of the nest stuff unless he moved quickly.
He pushed the branches away as fast as he could fromthe

door which | ed downwards, knowi ng that if the worst fol -

| owed he could retreat. Probably right into the hands of his
captors, since surely this nounting fire on the roof of the
tower woul d be sighted by someone

The stuff was tinder dry and crackled frombranch to

branch with the running of flane. Were the powder had

fallen fromthe box there were |larger bursts of glare—not red
or yellow, but violently green—and fromthis thick coils of
greeni sh snoke began to ari se.

Farree squatted by the trapdoor. If he could stand the re-
flected heat fromthe burning nest he would be safer there

than down in the tower itself. He had pulled aside a nunber

of dried bones while rooting in the mass and these he piled

now beside him breaking theminto brittle slivers and short,
poi nted pieces. If he did not have to withdraw he had anmmu-
nition of sorts to pin the hands of those reaching for him just
as he had still the stunner he had taken fromthe guard.

Thi nki ng of that brief encounter he sunmoned Toggor to
hi m and i nduced the snux to run envenonmed cl aws al ong the
poi nts of his |onger weapons, poisoning themas an added
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weapon agai nst any stormng his place of refuge.

The heat of the fire was hard to face. Toggor craw ed

within the breast of Farree's shirt and clung as if this youth's
body, hunched together as it now was, plus the distance of

the fire, would keep himfromthe shriveling scorch of the

fl anes.

That green snoke still shot skyward, though a breeze at a

hi gher | evel caught it and fashioned it into what | ooked |ike a
giant finger pointing toward the distant cliff land. If the
Thassa did have any sentries or scouts, they nust be wonder-
ing at what activity now topped the ruins.

There was shouting frombelow. Farree fingered the stun-

ner and pulled closer to hand his collection of poisoned darts.
He now heard the pounding of feet on the stair within. The
magneti c-sol ed shoes of a spacer were not easy to m stake.

He coul d not count how many were in that stornming party.

Coul d they even know that he was responsible? He had felt

no mnd touch since he had been here aloft and now, in

another vain attenpt to make a stand, he pictured Thassa—
Thassa and gi ant beasts on the march—even w nged nonsters

here al oft.

12.

1 he green snoke did not dissipate as a breeze swept over

his tower perch. Instead it appeared to grow thicker, though
it still slanted toward the distant cliffs. There were | ouder
sounds from bel ow. Those who garrisoned this outpost were
gathering. He could see nen running across the courtyard
toward the tower. Even Sulve appeared in the doorway of

the headquarters, his head turned up fromhis beefy shoul ders
to watch the phenonenon above.

Farree waited beside the trapdoor. He even dared for a
monent to | oose mind control, but all he encountered was a
| ow em ssion from Toggor and those holes in space which
mar ked the brain-shielded Guild nen.

Now there was a puff like a small explosion, and Farree

saw that the fire had reached the box and was feedi ng greed-

ily on what was therein. Surely if any of the Thassa were on
sentry duty they could sight this pillar of rolling puffs. Though
what good that would do him Farree had no notion

Besi de himthe trapdoor heaved. He caught up one of the
envenoned splinters of bone and readi ed hinsel f. The door
swung up and back froma nmighty shove, and the barrel of a
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| aser appeared in a hand. The one who held it remained as far
out of sight as he could, only, in order to keep his perch on
that | adder of spikes, he had to bal ance hinmself with one

out stretched hand against the frame of the door.

Farree struck and his blow went straight. There was a yel

of surprise and pain from bel ow and both | aser and hand

di sappeared, the latter with the splinter still standing up in
fl esh aquiver fromthe strength the hunchback had sumobned

to plant it hone.

The brilliant white of a | aser beam|lanced up into the air
but Farree had already taken refuge behind the upthrust door,
his only shelter. He thrust once nore from behind that,
aimng blindly downward. Once nore a | onger bone spear he
had chosen went hone.

Fire fromthe laser ignited nore of the debris of the nest.
But though it glowed it seemed to be quickly extinguished by
the flames of green which were al ready consum ng what was
left of the dried stuff.

Farree put his shoulder to the door and slamed it down.

They could easily bumtheir way through that, he knew. He

had no way of latching it fromthis side. So he squatted on its
surface, naking hinself the only possible |ock. The poi soned
bone splinters had hit twice and the one or ones who had

been struck by them woul d have sonething to think about.

The fire in the nest was near burnt out, so strong had been
the gust fromits first lighting. How | ong woul d he have
before they could force the door that even now trenbl ed
under hin®? He knew that someone was pushing at it. Only

the awkward stance that nust be held by anyone clinbing up
those spikes of the |ladder was in his favor

Toggor crept out of his shirt and crouched on his shoul der.
"Farree?"

Hi s name, not called aloud, but as clearly uttered in his
mnd as if it had been shouted. Thassa—not only Thassa but
Lady Mael en herself! He took a deep breath. It sounded as

loud as if she stood before him but he was sure that she
could not be out on the open | and between this perch and the
cliffs—+the Guild woul d keep too close a guard for that.

"Here." He made answer, suddenly reckl ess enough to do
that clearly, not caring at this nonment whether any equip-

ment of the Guild was able to pick up his call. Then he
added, since his place of refuge was already known: "On the
tower."

"Who hol ds?"

She was keeping her questions to a mnimum of revelation
and he would do the sane: "@uild."

Though the fire was fast dying, the snoke showed no sign
of abating. Its green finger reached farther out and out over
the level |land beyond the outer wall of the ruin. It was
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curiously thick, not diffusing in the air even though he felt a
breeze agai nst his cheek, an upspringing of wind which
shoul d have torn it asunder.

"Where?" That denmand was ever clearer.
"On the tower," he answered, once again.
"Stand ready."

Ready for what? he wondered. Surely the Thassa, weapon-

| ess as he had seen them could not hope to overrun the ruin
and pluck himforth. But it was the behavior of the snoke
whi ch astounded hi m

The reaching finger suddenly curled back upon itself. As it
did, so it thickened, took on an alnbst solid quality. He felt
as if he could reach out and grasp a tangi ble handful of it.

Back it cane toward the tower. He swall owed. There was

sonet hing om nous as well as unnatural about that return. He
had no desire to be caught by the rolling folds of the stuff.
But he could not retreat down the |adder. He still heard a
muf fl ed cl anor from bel ow, and he might well neet a | aser
head-on if he were to try even opening the door a crack. The
grayi sh sky overhead had darkened, but the snoke was very
plain against it. Wen it reached back as far as the outer
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walls of the ruin, the questing tip of that finger—er tongue—
began to settle, seeking the | ower stories of the battered
buildings. At least it was not headed toward his own perch;

none of it had sprayed out in his direction

He dared to get to his knees, still holding in both hands his
bone weapons, not crawing off the door, yet allowing him
self a wider view of the snoke as it di pped down near to
ground | evel. The nest had been consuned, and the end of

the snmoke before himhad becone only ragged tails which

arose to follow the body of it, as if they had been sunmoned
by order.

From bel ow cane shouts, and the pressure on the door
beneath hi mwas gone. He got to his feet, ready to drop his
full weight upon it if the need again arose, and | ooked down.

The snoke did not touch the ground, but hung above it at
about the height of a nan's knees. And it was not dissipat-
ing. Rather it was |like some shapel ess aninmal hunting, ready
to engulf anything that noved. He saw Sul ve draw back and
slamthe door in the faces of two of the guards who cursed
and then ran for the dubious shelter of one of the roofless
bui I di ngs. No one ventured forth fromthe tower.
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Now t here was a heaving nmass covering all the open space
of what had once been the courtyard. A sound brought
Farree's head up—+ade hi ml ook beyond the ruins to the
reaches of the | and outside.

There was novenent about the flitters which had been
parked there; he thought he saw a body being tossed to one
side, and strained to watch nore carefully, though he was
hel d by the need for staying where he was, making a barrier
of the trapdoor.

Suddenly there was a sound which no one fromthe Limts

could ever mistake. The flitter was preparing to take to the
air. Farree squatted down once nore. He had no idea what

that off-world ship might carry which could scoop himup
prisoner. Transferring his bone splinters to one hand he took

out the knife he had found in the debris, determ ned to do
what he could to defend hinsel f.

The small craft spiraled upward into the eveni ng sky.

Al ready the outer of the three nmoon rings was partly visible.
Farree wi shed that he had faith in it enough to believe that he
was going to come out of this unscathed. He waited, cold

with nore than the rising winds of dusk, w nds which made

no i npression as yet on the snmoke bel ow but which grew

more and nmore chill and | ashing here above.

Fromthe sky the flitter was descending, and then fromit
came the unm stakable m nd send of the Lord-One Krip.

"Stand ready!"

Farree was sure that this was no trick of the Guild. A
man' s voi ce mght easily be imtated but he had never heard
that a thought pattern could be conceal ed. That was Krip
Vor | und overhead and he—he was to stand ready!

It was not too dark to see now that a rope |adder had fallen
fromthe belly of the flitter. Farree thrust his bone splinters
and the knife into his belt, settled Toggor wth al nost rough
haste within his shirt, and waited.

To clinb a swinging |ladder in the air—-his mnd flinched
fromeven inmagi ning such a feat. But this was the way out he
had | onged to find that until now there had been no hope of

di scovering. The flitter hovered overhead, and he was able to
grasp the ropes in his hands. There was a third, he suddenly
di scovered, one equipped with a hook, and he clasped that
into his belt before he started the dizzy ascent into the
eveni ng sky.

"Hold tight!" As he clung desperately to the | adder the
flitter lifted and swung himon, through the air, toward the
outer wall and away fromthe trapdoor and whoever mght try
to reach himnow. The ropes cut his hands, so tight was his
grasp, and he dared not | ook down. Then he heard anot her
order: "dinb!"

At first Farree thought that he could never |oosen his grip,
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never reach for the next hold bobbi ng above him Sonehow
hi s body obeyed, while his nmind renained frozen by such
fear as he had never known before. Only clinb he did.

There was a surge of power fromthe flitter, and now the
wind tore at him A brilliant white beam cut through the air
where he had dangled only nonments earlier. Soneone was
alert, free of the ruins, and aimng a | aser.

A hand reached down to himfromthe opening in the belly

of me flitter, promsing safety. He was not even aware he

had clinbed far enough for the hand to reach him But

fingers gripped tightly at the cloth across his hunp. The flesh
beneath answered with white-hot flashes of pain, but he was
dragged on up and into the flitter. He | ooked up into the face
of the Lady Mael en. She reached over his prone body and

pressed a | ever which closed the opening as he renai ned

where he was, too weak with relief to nove

The snmal |l craft was shaking, and Farree guessed that it

was being driven to the full extent of its power away fromthe
rui ned keep. Wether they were bound back into the Thassa
country of the high cliffs he could not tell

For the nonent he was content to |lie where he was,

breat hi ng heavily. Toggor craw ed out of his shirt and squat -
ted on the deck beside his head, all eyestal ks erect and turned
toward himas if the smux knew concern

"W are descending now," the Lady Maelen said in trade
tongue. "We cannot enter the inner places in this off-world

craft."”

The inner places? Had it taken so short a time to reach the
heart of the Thassa country? Apparently the swift flight of the
flitter had been even nmore speedy than he had inagi ned. For
they were setting down. As they bunped to a halt, which

jarred Parree's body and brought an answering thrill of pain
fromhis hunp, the Lady Mael en noved to open the cockpit

door. But the Lord-One Krip did not rise fromthe pilot's

seat .

I nstead he was | eaning over the panel before him draw ng

his stunner. Reversing the weapon and nmaeking of it a club,
Lord-One Krip calmy hamrered at the dials on the panel of
controls, splintering their protective covering, and then the
dials thenselves, until he had bared a network of wiring

whi ch he proceeded to tear | oose and tw st out of shape.

"I't will be a long day—several of them-before this ever
flies again," he commented when he was done. "It is better
that we be on our way."
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Once outside, they | ooked up. Evening was fast becom ng

ni ght but the sky was alive with the glory of the third ring,

and Farree saw the Lady Mael en gazing up at it, her hand

raising to gesture in the air as if she truly gathered that |ight
and brought inward a portion of it clasped between her palm

and fingers.

Before themwas the entrance to the place of the hall

There were heavy ruts in the soil, fromthe reginent of carts
that had passed that way before them Lord-One Krip's touch
on his shoul der headed Farree in that direction

Once nore he cane into that place where the cliffs them

sel ves were honeyconbed with the very anci ent doorways

and the hand of tinme lay heavy on the half-arid | and. But they
did not go to the hall again, rather nade their way to a | esser
openi ng that was hardly higher than the heads of the two who
escorted Farree. Wthin the entrance to which there was no

bar or door shone a pale light which night be a portion of the
third ring blazoned proudly across the eveni ng sky.

They were waiting there, the four who had stood on the

dais of the hall, though they were not standing in judgnent
now. There was a subtle difference that Farree could sense
wi t hout being able to set name to it, but he thought that
what ever difference the Lady Mael en had had with these, the
| eaders of her people, had either been resolved or postponed
to handl e a nore i medi ate probl em

"Wel cone, little one." The voice he knew. It had cut into
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his thoughts too many tinmes since this venture on Yiktor had
begun for himto mstake it, or the speaker: the wonman who
stood a step before the other three.

"What have you | earned that you coul d awake the Eor-fog?"

"The Eor-fog?" he repeated aloud in the trade tongue. Al

at once fatigue hit himhard. He wanted nothing so nuch

as to curl up in sleep, a sleep without dreans, and remain
unwaki ng for a long, long tine.

The nental picture which flashed into his mnd in answer

to that question was of the thick green snoke which had

i ssued fromthe powder in the box. He replied speedily with
the truth, that he had found the box and that its contents had
had no neaning for him

"A nesting place of the grok. But those have been gone
fromhere for many seasons. Fortune stands at your shoul der,
little one, that such a thing could have happened."”

He thought that he could well echo her statenent. Looking
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back now, he could see that |uck which had abided with him
in the tine he had been captive to the @uild. Perhaps the old
superstition was the truth and his hunp was a mark of

| uck—+hough one he would do without if he could.

"They thought to use me for bait." He brought out his
only explanation for his remaining alive and in good condition

"Yet the trap sprang on them" the Thassa | eader said.

"They have | asers." He would not have her believe that
perhaps they had seen the | ast of that conpany in the ruins.
What ever el se the Thassa could nount in the way of offen-

si ve weapons, he could not tell

"They could well have great weapons,"” Lord-One Krip
spoke across his head in warning. "If they believe that we
control some major find—=

"They may have what they please," the wonman returned
shortly. "Thassa control is now sealed to them"

Farree dared then to raise his voice in his own warning.
"They may have patience, too. And can your |and"—he

t hought of the arid country about-—give sustenance to al
your people indefinitely?"

"Perhaps not. But there are other places to hunt for ol den
weapons besides a grok nest, little one."

He thought she was entirely too confident. As if she were

t he Commander and her forces set to harry a people who

seened, as far as he could determ ne, ready to depend upon

i ntangi bl es for defense. Though he renmenbered how t he

flitter had been forced into another flight pattern the first tine
it had flown a scouting nission near the Thassa vall ey.

"You are tired, little one. Rest safe and know that you
sleep within such a setting of sentries as those w thout have
never nmet before."

It was a dismissal, and he went willingly enough but
certainly not with a quiet mnd. After his venture with the
snoke he could believe that there were unusual weapons

possi ble but that they mght in the end triunph. He had |ived
too many years in the Limts under the ever-abidi ng shadow

of the @uild where the indwellers spoke with awe and dread

of what that organization could do and had done in the past.
He still believed that the Thassa | eaders were too confident.

But he went willingly with the Lord-One Krip to another
of the cave roonms and there ate of dried fruit and strips of
somnet hi ng whi ch m ght be neat but which he believed was

not, drank his fill of a sparkling fluid which was nore than
wat er but not a wine. Then he curled on a pile of mats with
Toggor still beside himand waited for the sleep he craved. It

was |ate in com ng.

The @uild had wanted himfor bait, yes. Alnost the trap

m ght have sprung. He realized suddenly that he had never
really believed that the Lady Mael en and the Lord-One Krip
woul d cone searching for him Perhaps it was a matter of
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duty for them the sanme feeling of responsibility as he had for
Toggor—that they could not |eave himin eneny hands. That
was the only reason he could accept.
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Had he been anything else to the Guild? Though he had

closed his eyes for sleep, what he saw again was out of his
vivid dream Lanti sprawl ed across the table and that other
shaki ng him by the shoul der, drawi ng back in frustration and
di sgust when he realized the forner spacer was dead. That
scrap of stuff which the other had hel d—Farree tried to fasten
his menory on that, sift it for its val ue.

Only what he saw now in the wi nk of an eye, the draught
of a breath, was not the filthy hut of the Limts but sone-
where el se—

It was as if he were al oft again, sw nging on the | adder,

only there was no fear in this essay into open space, flight

was sonet hing right and brought no fear. He | ooked down as

if he rode on the back of a bird, not in any flitter, for the free
air was all about himand he knew that he was here by his

wi Il and not because he had no choi ce.

He was | ooki ng down upon a rippling land of brilliant

green: groves of trees whose | eaves were clasped lightly

about genms of eye-pl easing col or which he knew were fl ow

ers or fruit. For the first tine Farree could renmenber, he was
truly alive, feeling no telling weight upon his shoul ders, able
to nove his head freely. He was straight of body; w thout
touching his shoul ders he knew this. This again nust be a
dream but one he clung to fiercely. If he never awakened
fromit, then he was repaid for all the ills of the past.

He descended through the air, lightly, easily, depending
now he knew upon nothing but his own will and body. G ass
rose shoul der high about himand there was the sweet snell

- of —
It was the scent which broke the dream pulled hi mback

into the grimreality of his own world. Yet it was a pl easant
scent, one which he knew. He opened his eyes and the Lady
Mael en was kneel i ng beside him

There was a small furred creature on her shoul der, bobbing

its small head agai nst her throat. Behind her Yazz stood,
tassel ed tail asw ng.

"Farree . . . who is Lanti?"

Before he had time to truly align his thoughts, he an-
swered. "I was with him | think he brought me from anot her
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world to the Limts—ne and sonething el se that was worth
nore."

"Tell nme," she urged.

He felt hinself scowing. To have been awakened out of
that dreamin order to recall bitter nmenpries was—hurtful

"How did you know of Lanti?" he demanded.
"I saw him"

Farree hunched his body together as he felt a flow of anger
beginning far inside him "You were in ny dream" he
accused her. He had nmet themmind to mnd, yes, but he had
never given themthe right to nonitor himw thout his know -
edge. What nore had she read from himthat he knew

nothing of? He felt as defensel ess as he had in the hands of
the Conmander. At |east then they had used a machi ne and
had gi ven himreason to know that he was about to be

i nvaded.
"You cried out,"” the Lady Maelen said slowy. "It was a
cry of hurt. | would have given you peace—that is all."

Per haps she was right and had nmeant himonly good, that
he woul d again feel at ease.

"No!" There was deep concern in her voice, and she put
out her hand as if she would gentle himas she mght an
ani mal that had been ruthlessly abused.

Only he was no animal! He was as nmuch a man as a

Thassa, even if he only held relationship by human standards
to the eighth point! Perhaps the Thassa thensel ves, for al
their humanoi d appearance, were farther apart fromthe off-
wor | ders who used that scal e than he knew.

"Pl ease." He was not aware that he had shrunk from her
touch but maybe he had, for her band fell to her knee.

164 Andre Norton

"Pl ease." She spoke the trade speech al oud; perhaps she
knew that to mind touch now was nore than he woul d al |l ow.
"Bad nenories can lighten if they are shared.”

"l have nothing to share." He pulled up and faced her

al mrost as if she had been sent by the Commander to wi n out

of himsonme last scrap of truth. "You know it all. | was with
Lanti in the Limts—beyond that there is no nenory."

"You were erased?" She was studying himso intently that
he I onged to be able to enter the wall of the stone chanber to
hi de. There was a new al ertness in her eyes.

"l do not know. | do not care." He said that with all the
fierce firmess he could sunmon. He saw that she woul d
accept it.

"I't can be reversed, you know. |If you should want—=
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"l do not!"

She raised both hands so her fingertips touched her fore-
head in the way of an oddly formal sal ute.

"Your pardon, Farree. Know that all wll respect your
barriers until you give them perm ssion to do otherw se."

"I't—s—well . . ." He stunbled a little over that. And

remai ned sitting until she was gone out of the chanber.
There was a small cluttering noi se and he saw t hat Toggor
was clinmbi ng upon his knee. He drew one finger down the

back of the bristly shell which was the outer plating of the
smux. Did Toggor also know resentnent at tines when

Farree strove to catch his thoughts? What did the aninals
whi ch the Lady Mael en | oved and conpani oned wi t h—wahat

did they think of that conpani onshi p? He knew t hat Yazz and
Boj or wel comed her effusively after they had been separated
for a space—that they perhaps conpani oned with her by

choi ce. Perhaps they wel coned the fact that another life form
could comuni cate with them and that they were not frus-
trated by a lack of touch. He was no trainer nor owner of
animals. Only Toggor.

Now he put out his cupped hands and the snux clinbed
PLI GHT I N YI KTOR
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into the hollow He raised themso that he could neet him
stal ked eye to skull-encl osed one on a |evel

"How is it, Toggor?" Tentatively Farree tried the m nd
touch. "How is this for you? Do you feel that | amforcing
that on you which you would find freedomfronf? |I am not
Russtif to hold you captive, either body or mnd."

He received no thought no nmatter how hazy, only a feeling
of peace and contentnment as the smux rocked a little from
one set of claws to another in his hands.

13.

rarree ate, he drank, he slept deeply and dream essly. If
those of the Quild nade any foray into the country of the
Thassa, he knew nothing of it. Wen he at |ast awke it was

to see a band of clear and cl ean noonlight across his short

| egs, feel about himan ingathering of spirit. Had it been the
|atter which had drawn himout of that deep sleep?

No thoughts touched himdirectly. Perhaps the Lady Mael en

had set a barrier to stop those, as she had pronised that he
woul d not be asked nore than he wished to give. But, even

t hough none had been sent to arouse him he was as one

hearing di stant and summoni ng nusic. For just a nonent

there was a troubling deep in his mnd as if sonething stirred
there which might flower if he let it. But instantly that sane
barrier which he had striven to rai se against the Thassa fel
into place and he was free.

There was a basin of water in a small side crevice of the
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cave room and handsful of noss for towels. He shed his
sweat - dank cl ot hi ng and washed the whol e of his crooked

body. His hunp was still unduly tender to the touch, it

also itched, as if his pain had abraded the thick, corrugated
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skin, and he was careful in his drying as far as he could
reach.

H's shirt was so grinmed he hated to re-cover his now cl ean
body with it. But he did not have to. Near the crevice he
found a small pair of breeches in the sanme pattern as those
the Thassa wore and a shirt, wi de across the shoul ders, which
gave room for his deformty. A chirping sound broke the
silence of the cave and he saw the smux, throwi ng a gro-
tesque shadow across the beam of noonlight as he came

toward him eyestal ks erect.

Once nore Farree sensed the aura of well-being and con-

tent ment which Toggor broadcast as he canme. It would seem

that the smux was well pleased with these |odgings, bare as
they were. Farree reached for his belt to draw in the generous
folds of that shirt when sound rang about him

It was |like the deep note of a huge gong, and his body

vibrated with it. The boomdid not seemto cone from any

one place, rather as if it were truly born of the very air about
him Three tines it sounded, and he found hinsel f noving

out of the cave room as one who had been summned and

had no will except to obey.

He crossed the end of the valley, avoiding the sleeping
beasts. Above him stretched a sky, which he twi sted his

smal | neck to see the nore. There was the full circle of the
third ring, and when one | ooked at it fromhere it was no true
moonl i ght cast apart by some natural process of Sotrath
itself, but rather a rainbow touched encasenent of the |ower-
ing noon. His flesh tingled, he felt alive to the last hair on
his overlarge head, to the smallest tip of nail on his claw
hands. It was as if the body he wore drank the radi ance of
that light as he would drink, after a long thirst, water froma
clear fresh-flow ng well.

The |ight appeared to draw the remai nder of the ache from
hi s hunp, though the itching of his skin under the shirt grew
worse until he longed to draw off the garnent and use his

nails on his own skin. In spite of that disconfort, his sense of
wel | - bei ng was acute.

There were none of the Thassa in sight. But he could hear

again their song, issuing fromthe hall ahead. Only this tine
it was not a tale of loss and of |ong ages, but rather a cry of
wel come to sonething which gave |ife anew

Al nost he expected to be turned back as he drew into the
shadow of the | ong-eroded doorway. But there were no gate-
keepers nor sentries here. The way was open and he passed
on, drawn by the cadence of that song for which there were
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no words he could understand, only the rising nel ody.

Then he saw t hat through sone ingenious neans the |ight

of the third ring was here al so, bandi ng across both the four
Thassa who stood on the dais and the others who had cone to
gather below. In the glow their white hair held rai nbow
sheen; they were each enshrined in an envel ope of |ight

whi ch made their bodies | ook al nost tenuous, as if they were
now only shadows. No, shadows were of the dark—rather

wi sps of iridescence.

He saw a Lady Mael en who was different. Her bright hair
stirred about her as if each lock had a vibrant spirit of its
own. The gl ow wrapped her round as it did all the others.

Farree halted inside the door and stood watchi ng. Perhaps,

in spite of the drawing he had felt within him he was not one
of these—perhaps it was better to keep his distance as a
stranger.

The itching on his back grew stronger. He found hinsel f

rising on his toes, which were bare agai nst the anci ent stone,
al most as if he were reaching again for some skybone aid

whi ch woul d swi ng himout across that conmpany, lift him

even farther into the banded light. He flung his arns w de
and lifted his head as far as he could fromhis crooked

shoul ders so that the noongl ow touched his face. It was nore
than light now—+t was wel conming warnth, |ike the soft
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pressure of a friend s hand sweeping aside the tangled hair on
hi s forehead.

H s feet noved—ocki ng back and forth. He began to fee

the inprisonment in his m sshapen body as a puni shnent,
somet hi ng that kept him chained to crookedness and sorrow
when just ahead of him inches beyond his reach, was all he
had | onged for and never thought to have.

The song was dyi ng away—the desire in himdied with it.

He stood qui et now, and he could have wept that what had
been prom sed or offered he had not been able to take. He
was only Dung after all. There was bitterness in that which
came welling up inside himas part of that sensation of

i rreparabl e | oss.

There was silence now, and he stepped back under the

very arch of the doorway. What if he had bl undered on a
secret thing and they were to find himhere? He wanted to
gi ve no of fense.

"Wl cone. "
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Clear in his head, as clear as that voice had ever been,

canme the single word that Farree knew was to nake himfree

of that conpany. He did not know why, but again he was

drawn forward and now he wal ked sl owy down toward the

dais. That which had emtted the glow of the ring was fading;

al so, shadows gat hered and | engt hened. The Thassa no | onger
stood each and every one robed in glory.

However, it had not been his presence whi ch had broken

the spell. He knew that as he cane hobbling forward. She

who stood behi nd and above the Lady Mael en was hol di ng

out her wand. As if that had been one of the | aser weapons of
the Guild there was a glow at its tip, and he truly thought that
he could trace a dimline of light straight fromit centering
upon him

Wel cone he was. There was no chance to m sunderstand
the wave of good wi shing which arose fromall that com

pany. Then it broke as individuals and coupl es passed him
heading for the door. Yet he was still held and summoned.

The Lady Mael en and the Lord-One Krip had nade no

nmove to | eave. As Farree cane level with themthey fell in,
one to right, one to left of him all three facing the four

El ders on the dais. She who had drawn himlifted her wand,
and he felt that draw ng vanish. Yet he al so knew that he was
not so excused from her presence.

"There is much in you, little one." Her thought speech
was pure and sonmehow nusical as if sone |ost tone of the
ni ght song still held init. "Son-amdraws you even as it

draws those who are sons and daughters of this earth. Yet
you are of different stock and have yet to cone into your
heritage."

Qut of all his bew | dernment and unhappi ness he dared to
ask her then: "Who am|-—what am |, Geat Lady?"

She shook her head a fraction and there was a tw nkling of
the small crystalline gems which headed the pins hol ding her
mass of hair.

"Who are you? Ask that of yourself, little one—for your
Ii ke we have not seen before. \What are you? That you nust
al so learn for yourself."

"I am-Bung!" Again somrething had seenmed just within
his grasp and had el uded him

"You are what you wish to be. Are you truly what you
have named yoursel f?" Her nmind touch was quiet, like a
soot hing hand |l aid across a child unhappy from a nightnare.

"I amFarree!" He defied that other part of himwhich
was sourly bitter.

He saw the jewels glitter again as she gave the snmall est of
nods.

"You are even nore, as you shall know when the tine
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conmes, little one. W have sone of the farseeing, but we are
pl edged not to use it for ourselves. W nust not be led into
maki ng choi ces, only face those clearly and al one of m nd.
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But this | tell you, Farree—the tine will cone when you
shall truly know what you are and who. And it. will not be an
ill time—but a good!"

Sone of the warnth whi ch had been anong the song's

notes and had flowed fromthe great third ring caressed him
softly again. He tried to bow, though with his tw sted body it
was an awkward sal ute.

"For such farseeing as you gi ve me—thanks. Lady."

"One does not give thanks for the truth. But there is
anot her matter for us now. Cone!"

The other three who shared the dais turned as one and

started away, and he fell in behind while Melen and Lord-

One Krip followed, Farree still between them So they came
into a side passage of the hall and at last into a room which
was not all austere and confortless stone but had around two
sides a bench padded with woven | engths. Mre such hung

across the bare stone of the walls. Again by some trick of the
| ong-ago builders there was an opening in the roof through
which fed the light of the third ring to give radiance to the
room for there were crystals or gens set in patterns on the
flooring now flashing rays fromone to another. Parree watched
themin wonder, hardly daring to step out upon such a
carpeting, as they winked in subtle patterns alnost |ike the
lights upon the control board of a ship. Yet these were rocks
and gens, and they were far from any of f-worlder thing.

The four Elders settled thenmsel ves on one bench and no-

tioned the other three to take that nearer the door. He settled
down there between the Lady Mael en and Lord-One Krip.

Then one of the male Elders pointed with his rod to a portion
of the wall and it opened, coming forth fromit, on a tray
transported as if by wings, a tall goblet which glistened with
life in the noonlight.

That was borne to Mael en. She accepted it and drank a
single nmouthful; then she passed the cup to Farree and nod-
ded encouragingly. He drank and passed it on to Lord-One

Krip. Once he, too, had accepted and drank, the goblet
turned and was away again.

"It seenms that these off-woriders who follow the | ower

path are here well housed and intend to stay until they have
acconpl i shed their purpose.” He who | ooked to be the el dest
of the Elders broke the silence first.

"Perhaps it is we who have drawn this trouble upon our
peopl e— The Lady Mael en spoke in answer. "That we did
on another world in fear for our lives, and nore than just our

lives, has sent ripples to Yiktor."
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"They were here before,"” the woman who had spoken to
Farree said. "I know not what they seek, but we have our
own barriers and guards and they have not penetrated those—=

"Save when they sought to draw us forth." Lord-One Krip
spoke sharply. "Those nmachi nes were tuned to one persona
pattern, thus only Farree was forced to answer. Sonewhere
they had prepared to so cage us."

Al four of the Elders inclined their heads in agreenent.

"Therefore the quicker we go, the less the threat— he
continued. But the worman held up a hand in a gesture that
silenced him

"W are the Thassa and the years |ie many and heavy
behind us. Nor are we the | ess now because we have dis-
carded much which the off-world holds in high regard. W
cannot be hunted by their hounds—

"Per haps not, but you can be destroyed. And do not think
that such a thing is beyond the ninds of those who try to hold
the gateway of your |and. What they cannot take, they renove."

The faces of all four of the Elders were set sternly, and she
who seened their first speaker slowy shook her head from
side to side.

"Let themtry." There was such confidence in her words
that Farree did not know whether to accept them and be
content or whether to wonder at the disbelief of those who

174

Andre Norton

FLI GHT I N YI KTCOR
175-

had never been off-world and did not understand the spread-
ing and iron-handed power of the Guild.

"Their presence here can be reported.” It was Lord-One
Krip who offered that. "The Patrol —=

Agai n her head noved right and then left. "They nove

agai nst the Thassa in their own | ands. These come brazenly

to do what they will. W are not so far from our sources even
in these days that we cannot defend our own. Do you think
that these would retreat even if the three of you were taken
and laid at their feet?"

Lord-One Krip's mouth set and his shoul ders squared as if
he were about to reach for a weapon.

"The tal es concerning the Guild are many and bl ack.

cannot believe that any bargain they made woul d be honor ed.
But there is this—tinme my be against them This is not yet a
world they control. Their nest in that ruin is the |argest
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consolidati on now of their power here—else we would have
heard. Therefore a pact with them woul d buy—=

"Not hing!" Her word had the force of an aroused one's

oath. "We do not treat with such as these. However, they
may force us back into a path we forswore | ong ago—that

we woul d nmeet open force with open force. Wen we chose

what |ies here"—she touched her forehead with the tip of

her finger and then spread out her hand | evel and enpty

bet ween t hem—agai nst what we m ght carry thus, the

bal ance shifted and the Scal es of Ml ester were set anew. It

is our thought that these invaders, will not be easily turned
asi de, benused by illusion. You say they are m nd guarded—
thus our first defense is negated. Very well, if illusion cannot

grip them then we shall sunmon the power. These are the
hours of the third ring when the power ascends, and during
the height of it we nust make our nove. No—

She | ooked straight at Farree and under that regard he felt
like a small crouched animal w thout any burrow in which to

hide, as if all he was was spread out before the four for their
readi ng.

"Picture," she ordered, "what you know of these nen."

He began with that force which had drawn himforth from
shelter, conpelling himto deliver hinself to the eneny. He
continued with his trip in the flitter, his comng to the ruins,
and his inprisonment in the tower—then his neeting with the
Commander and Sul ve. Then, for the first tine he was
interrupted by a rai sed hand of one of the nen.

"This Sulve has been heard of. He is outwardly a ner-
chant whose ship is in port for repairs.”

"I believe him@uild," Farree answered. "They are sup-
posed to have their nen in many places—npstly unknown. "

"True enough," Lord-One Krip agreed.

"It matters not what he seens to be." The wonman sounded
i npatient now. "Let us know the rest."

So he told the story of his two interrogations, one under a
machi ne whi ch would prove the truth or falsity of his an-
swers. There was a shade of another expression on the face
of the Elder, one Farree could not read.

"So t hey depend al ways on machi nes. They have no trained
Deliverer with them" she comented. "This machi ne"—she
spoke now to the Lord-One Krip—such are in use off-world?"

"The Patrol are said to have them and they are used by
the |l aw on several worlds. But what is known to the | aw
sooner or |later cones into Quild hands."

"l do not think," the Lady Maelen said, "that they could
read Thassa."

"They will not get a chance!"” Again the nale El der
flashed with sonme heat.
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"Can you," Farree began slowy, one part of himstrug-
gling against the other which was all sober reason, "equip
one who is not Thassa with false information and plant him
to be retaken?"

For a |l ong nmonent that seened to stretch and stretch there
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was quiet in the room He wanted to cry out he did not nean
what he had said, that there was no way he was going to be
trapped into returning into the hands of the Commander. For
there woul d be no ganes played then—his very nind night

be peel ed and segnented so that the fal se woul d be nade

pl ai n enough to those whose powers he had feared and held
inawe all his life.

"I think . . . not!" That was Maelen. "There is Yiktor
itself to work for us.'

"Perhaps." The wonan rmade a di smissing gesture with
her hand. "But the full story is not yet told. Wat happened
then, little one?"

He told of the coming of the bird with Toggor, of how by

the smux's help he had set up the trap for the guard. Toggor,

as if he knew well he was bei ng di scussed, cane out of

Farree's shirt to sit upon one of those knobby knees, his
eyestal ks well up and all turned in the direction of the El ders.

For the rest Farree hurried over his clinb to the tower top
and the nest there. Wen he spoke of finding the small box,
the man anmong the El ders who had not yet spoken | eaned
forward and demanded: "There were synbols on this box—

you could read thenP"

Farree shook his head. "It was very ol d—=

"That it was!" the man agreed. "W knew not that such
still existed. But if it was there, what else may still be ready
to hand?"

"How did you know how to use it?" again he asked
Farree.

"I did not. It was very old and worn. | forced it open, and
the powder in it touched the dried nest stuff and afl aned."

"So. The Scal es dipped in your favor then. This is sone-
thing to be thought on. Only yet your story has no end—give
us that, little one."

Farree spoke of his inprovised weapons of bone and the
assault on his perch, of the strange cloud of snoke which,
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i nstead of being wafted away by the wi nd, had sunk into the

courtyard. Then he ended with the nmessage of hope and the
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comng of the flitter to bear himaway.

"Wl | enough,"” the El der who had questi oned hi m about

the box said when he finished. "You gave themthe truth and
it did not serve them you have escaped them therefore their
wath, or that of their |eader, will be great. | know that we
may | ook forward to sonme new attack on their part. And

since you are not Thassa and so vul nerable to what they nmay
launch in the formof controls . . ."He hesitated.

Farree noved a little on his seat. Uneasiness and wari ness
arose within him He had half offered, in spite of all good
reason, to be bait, even as the Quild had thought to use him
But they had not accepted that fromhim Now-now he nust

make them under st and.

"What if they set some control on nme and | prove a key to
open your fortress?"

"Forewarned is forearnmed," Lord-One Krip nmade answer.

Hi s hand cl osed about Farree's upper arm and he kept a grip
there as if he feared that the hunchback was about to take off
forthwith to tenpt the Commander and his nmen into the open

"There are none that can touch you here now. " The

Thassa El der spoke with such conviction that Farree was
conpelled to believe her. "W have a defense which has not
grown any the | esser through the years but stronger, as we
have | earned nore and nore concerning our own powers of
self."

"They will not give up," Lord-One Krip said slowy.
"Even if we see them evacuate the ruins and seeningly
depart, we may be sure they have not given up."

"Nor shall we. There will be eyes aloft and eyes afi el d.
Those who go on two wi ngs and those who trot on all fours
will keep them ever under eye."

Farree drew a deep breath. The bird which had brought
Toggor, Yazz, other animals either |inked by mnd to—er
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even exchanged with—a Thassa. What if all the Thassa

became one with the birds and the animals of this world?

How coul d those still in human gui se know or prepare to
defend thensel ves agai nst such an overthrow of all which

was natural by their own thinking? Hand cl utched on hand
before him Wat would it be like to have a fine, well-shaped
body |i ke Yazz—+to be free of the m serable itching burden

al ways on his back? Could this be done for hin? Hs life as a
humanoi d had not been such that he would not willingly
relinquish it for this other and freer guise.

"Not so!" She had read him this Thassa Elder. "It is not
given for all to make great change. Even the Thassa cannot
do that as they please. Wuld you condemrm Yazz to your

body t hen?"
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Farree set teeth on his lip and bit hard. Al his thoughts
had been for hinself, that was the truth. No, he could not ask
that any—ani mal or nman—take on the burden that he wore.

"You nmust be a Singer." The Lady Mael en nust al so

have caught those thoughts. "And there nust al so be to hand

one furred or feathered who needs the strength of man—ene

hurt in mind or greatly beloved to the Singer. It is not an easy
thing Iike putting off one kind of clothing and assum ng

anot her." She was kind, but he did not need her kindness, he

t hought sourly for that nonent.

"l have been thinking upon this matter of the Eor-fog,"

the other Thassa man spoke. "That such a weapon was left in

a grok nest is a nystery beyond all nysteries. It has been so
many tens of tens of tens of seasons since the |ast of the
weapons was destroyed. Certainly these ruins were built even
| ater as an outpost for the Lord Janger's land. Were did the
grok find that? There was nothing el se?" He | ooked to

Farree.

"Thi s"—+the hunchback drew the knife fromhis belt
—and a sword—, think it was a sword—whi ch was rusted
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past use. Sone scraps of |eather which nmight once have been
a belt. And bones—nmny bones."

"If Janger had cone across any such arns," the woman

El der commented, "he would not have been overrun during

the march of the clans. But there remains no record of usage.
VWho knows where the grok canme upon it? They are easily
attracted to all bright and shiny things. The cock brings them
to the nest to attract a hen to what he has built for her."

"The grok do not range too widely," answered her com

panion. "This was a better hunting |and then. And the nest
was old. It might well have been built in the first year Lord
Janger set his own nmasons to work. These lordlings |ook for
onens and fortune favors. The Lord Janger's war sign was a
scream ng grok—he woul d have never had such driven from

his own inner keep. No, the box cane from sonewhere

near."

"You are saying?"

"Sayi ng that perhaps there are other supplies here in the
heart of Thassa hol di ngs—enly waiting to be found!"

"There was the surrender of all!" the woman El der
pr ot est ed.
"Sonet hi ng m ght have been overl ooked. | woul d advi se

that, instead of setting all the seers upon actions of the
eneny, we put some to hunt those places where we have not

wal ked hereabouts—to see what tinme itself may have hi dden

for future finding."

14.

Pl oongl ow was gone with the deepening of the dawn.
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Farree stood in the valley of the Thassa watching a nustering
of the clans and then an outspreadi ng of nmen, wonen, and

even children—each small group headi ng toward one of the
carven doorways in the cliffs. But he renmained with Lord-

One Krip and the Lady Mael en and their place was apart: up
the throat of that canyon which led to the valley and to the
edge of the plain on which still stood the ship that had
brought them By them danced Yazz on inpatient feet, ready

to be gone; while Bojor hunched fromside to side, sw nging
his heavy head aloft as far as nature would allow it to reach,
the nostrils wi de above the tooth-fringed nuzzle as the crea-
ture tested the air.

That the Guild would have reason to explore their ship was
somet hing they all agreed upon. Though there was not hi ng
within it that could possibly give any service to the Com
mander's force—not now. Star maps, yes, but Yiktor had

been their true goal and on Yiktor they had | anded. \Whatever
ot her voyage tapes were in stock within would lead only to
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false trails, and so perhaps would serve better now than
weapons to confuse the eneny.

They did not enter the ship itself as that could prove a trap,
but took places behind the fallen rocks which | apped about

the foundations of the cliffs and so set thenselves to wait and
wat ch. This waiting and watching left the m nd open to

t hought, and thought now pl agued Farree. He kept returning

to that dreamrel eased nmenory-the one of Lanti. Wio was

he, and how had he come into the hands of that discredited
and di sgraced spacer? For, thinking back, it was plain that
Lanti had had some reason to keep apart fromthe others of

his kind who cane to enjoy the tawdry pl easures of the

Limts. The hunchback fought hard to fix on sonme point

further back in tinme than the spacer's confrontation with the
big man, striving to picture better that glittering scrap of
sonet hi ng whi ch had brought that one to hunt out Lanti and
his captive. For he was certain that he, Farree, had not been
with the spacer of his own wll.

Only, when he struggled so to renenber, he cane al ways

to a dark wall. What was seal ed thereby he had no way of
telling. Perhaps it was best that he did not know. Yet, no
matter how many times he told hinself that, the same num
ber of reasons for renmenbering followed. Until he becane
awar e of something el se

From behi nd the rock which he had chosen for his vantage
poi nt he could see the Lady Mael en and crouched behi nd her,
his jaws noving rhythnmically as if he chewed upon cud, was
Bojor. There was a stir—not fromthem rather in the warnth
of the desert air itself.

Down fromthe sky wheeled a flying thing which was

wi de- pi ni oned and descended in a spiral, with only a few

flaps of wings to keep it on course. It was black, yet the light
struck rai nbow points of color fromthe sleek fur on its body
and along its wi ngs, which appeared clad in skin and hair
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i nstead of feather weathed.
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It Ianded on the very rock behind which the Lady had

taken refuge, and he could see that its head had no bill, rather
a sharp nmuzzle with a show of teeth to suggest that it was a
hunter and a form dable one. It was very large, perhaps its

head woul d near top Farree's were they to stand side by side.
It's second pair of linbs, which had been folded tightly

across the upper section of its body, unfolded and reached

out, naked claws showing, as if to nenace the wonan it now
faced.

There was a shrill cluttering sound and the w ngs fl apped
noisily as if the creature wished to take off and was com
pel l ed against its will to remain. Melen's hands noved as
had the claws. Not reaching for the wi nged one but in a kind
of pounce and retreat pattern as if she played with sonme prey
in a cruel fashion.

There was mi nd send—but of such a pattern as Parree

could not follow. The thing took tiny steps that with the beat
of the wings raised it a fraction fromthe rock only to let it
drop again to its perch. Large eyes gleaned a brilliant gem
flash green and the overlarge ears tw tched back and forth.

At length one of those uneasy junps did take it into the

air, and it beat its way up, to hang overhead, a wild flutter of
wi ngs keeping it steady above the rock on which it had

perched. The Lady Maelen's right hand noved in a half

circle and the thing wheeled out, circling about the silent
tower of the star ship, once, twice, thrice before it was gone,
soaring up until it was only a speck in the sky, a speck which
headed toward the distant ruins if Farree could judge aright.

He believed that so another pair of eyes had been added to

their own scouting nmission

It was hot and grew hotter as the sun arose. This was a
barren | and, where even the patches of bleached grass | ooked
dead on the root and fought a retreat agai nst sand, gravel,
and rock. Toggor had early nade plain his opinion of their
station by retreating into Parree's shirt, drawing in his eye-
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stal ks and apparently going to sleep. The hunchback al so

di scovered that watchi ng nonot onously whil e nothing hap-
pened was a base for drowsiness. Since the departure of the
wi nged one there had been no novenent beyond the cliffs of

t he Thassa.

Thus it was alnost with relief that he did see a dot in the
sky—the creature the Lady Mael en had di spat ched? No—
there was no m staking the sound. There was a flitter on the
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Surely the spaceship and flitter would draw any attention,
whether it was the Guild who came now or sone other

crui ser—perhaps even a |l ocal planet guard. He knew very
little of Yiktor save what he had | earned fromthe Thassa, but
they were only a small handful now and kept to their own

barren | and.

The flitter did not approach the downed ship straight, but
circled. Though, Parree noted, it kept its circle frominvadi ng
the air over the cliffs.

"C-2 double 3: Reply. Are you in trouble?"

It was not the clear mental call of the Thassa, but rather an
actual voice out of the air overhead. Surely a @uild detach-
ment woul d not use that approach! This flitter must serve
sone | ocal formof the |aw

Parree | ooked questioningly to the Lady Mael en. She had

not noved. Wien he turned his head cautiously, he could see
no trace of notion in the Lord-One Krip. Woever these
newconers were, the Thassa wanted no contact with them
"C-2 double 3: This is port conmand. Are you in trouble?"
The newconers, |ower now, could certainly see that the
downed ship's | anding ranps were out.

"This is a type four planet. C 2 double 3—4anding is

allowed at the control port only. Wat is your difficulty?"
That encircling approach the flitter had made was very

much closer to the ship now The snaller craft was preparing
to set down. Farree saw novenent ahead, a small body

flitting fromone tangled growth of grass or standing stone to
the next, working its way purposefully toward the silent ship
and the newconer. Too small for Yazz—and besides, that
pranci ng chanpi on coul d not have nade such a stealthy

advance. It nust be sone other one of the animals the Lady
Mael en could and did command. It squatted finally not far
fromthe ranp of the spaceship, and when it was still it
melted so into the background that Farree could not distin-
guish it at all.

The flitter set down and a figure got out, a stunner, plain
by the length of its barrel, in hand.

"We are conming in. This is control fromCentral Port."

The voice rang loudly. Farree thought that it cane from
the flitter rather than the man who had | anded, and was
magni fied to a shout by some instrument on board.

There were two aground now. They did not advance toward

the ranp together but separated, weapons in full sight. One
remai ned at the foot of the entrance ranp while the other
clinmbed inside. There was a wait—the intruder nust be
investigating the ship with caution. In tinme he returned and
gestured with an outflung armso that his conpanion started
back to the flitter.

He did not make a straight track but swung in and out
across his first path, apparently in search of sonme track that
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m ght have been left on the ground. Though it would take an
expert tracker, Farree was sure, to find any such

The searcher halted and beckoned. His fellow ran down

the ranp to join him Farree felt that as long as the contro
men were present there was to be no attenpt to attack the
Thassa. The Guild would lie low Oddly enough, he felt no
confidence fromthis belief. Part of himwanted to front the
Quild again, to have done with the suspense.

The strangers inspected the ground thoroughly, one of
them even getting down on hands and knees as if he pos-
sessed Yazz's sense of snell and would hunt along their |ast
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trail—day old as it was. Finally the two gave up and returned
to the flitter, which took of f—-but not soon enough to niss
the return of the flying creature Mael en had sent out earlier
The thing saw them and shied to the north, sailing to a
greater height, apparently naking for cover

It need not have feared. The flitter arose easily and turned

to go back the way it had come. Farree realized the gravity of
the craft's visit. Any ship that did not planet at the port
probably was, in their eyes, outside the |aw. They m ght
continue to fly patrols in this direction, waiting for the crew
of the deserted spaceship to return. Thus the Guild woul d

not nove, nor could the Thassa show outside their valley for
fear of questioning. And all knew that the Thassa had not hi ng
to do with off-world ships. Not all the Thassa—

Farree wondered. Who knew about Lord-One Krip, who

had been a Free Trader? And what of the Lady Mael en?

Surely their story had caused talk on this portion of Yiktor
But just as surely they had nothing to fear fromthe | aws of
this or any other world. It was the Guild who nust go
under gr ound.

"Perhaps— Lord-One Krip's mnd touch cane al nbst as

clearly as had the voice fromthe flitter. "Yes, ny story is
known—probably to far too many here. Al so what happened

on Sehkmet. The Quild have their own ties with the [aw. W
are better without allies.”

As the flitter disappeared in the distance the Lady Mel en
straightened in her hiding place and Bojor noved back to

gi ve her room She | eaned against the rock that sheltered her,
bot h pal ms against its rough surface, her head turned to the
north where the creature of the skies had di sappear ed.

Scranbling over the smaller rock came the furred one

Farree had only glinpsed when it had gone forward to scout

the landed flitter. It |leaped for the Lady Mael en and she
caught it in her arns, cradling it against her breast as if it
were the child whose size it matched. Again Farree caught

only broken words of whatever nessage it delivered, as its
sendi ng range was far above his own thread of m nd exchange.
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"It is true— Now canme her own send verifying. "lIsta
‘"read’ them Those were not Quild, nor do they even know
that this is the heart of Thassa territory."

"VWhat do they know?" Lord-One Krip broke out sharply.

"What they shall leamby their path of return flight." She
was snmoothing the dark fur gently. "lIsta put it in their mnds
to swing northwest a little."

"The ruins—the @uild." Farree voi ced what Lord-One
Krip must also be thinking. "They will see—~

"Al'l which is open," Lady Mael en agreed.

"Which may be nothing," he returned. "The Quild wll
have their own precautions and hi dey-hol es."

"Perhaps. | would like to know how swiftly they can take

to cover and whether they now have their flitters in hiding.
There is little place there to conceal those. This may well
bring anot her player into the gane."

It would seem however, that the visit and retreat of the
guard flitter was not to end their own attending to the enpty
ship, for neither the Lady nor Lord-One Krip noved to

wi thdraw. And waiting wthout any prospect of sonmeone

com ng was a tedious thing, Farree discovered.

Toggor crawl ed out of his shirt and nmade raids where he
could crook a claw under a stone and turn it over, scooping
up grubs and insects so exposed. Farree ate his own rations
and drank sparingly fromhis water flask

It was the conming of the winged one for the second tine

that broke the dullness of the afternoon. Circling down, it
perched on a rock which brought it eye-to-eye in height with
the woman. This tinme Farree was not even able to catch the
faintest wave of whatever nessage passed between them The
creature bobbed its head twice and a nonment later took to the
ai r again.

Then came the Lady Mael en's send: "There has not been
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grok here for as long as the nenories of the jam exist—;

whi ch means during at | east one of our generations. But there
is a height in the north where they had a second nesting

pl ace. Near that are caves. Al so"—now she spoke slowy,

alnost as if she were thinking her way through a probl em—i
"those in the ruins have been seen tw ce scouting in that ;

direction, and what they nust so seek is—=

"A storage place!" Lord-One Krip was quick to answer.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.ixt (126 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:05 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

"There are none—er so | woul d have sworn. The Thassa
destroyed all that existed when they turned their backs on the
ol d know edge and took to the roads and open places." ]

"A man woul d have said that Sehknet was an enpty
worl d al so—dntil raiders and the Guild proved that untrue,"
Lord-One Krip replied. "They have access to nachi nes which
can give themreadi ngs. They may even have a sensitive
anong them"

"A sensitive?" Farree broke in.

"One who can rel ease energy in such a way as to spot,
either on a map or on the ground itself, objects which are
foreign to the | and—thi ngs that have been handl ed and used
by some intelligent creature."”

"Woul d not such a one have found the box?" Farree
vent ur ed.

"Of a certainty he or she woul d-had they been searching.

But the ruins were of the plains people, and they depended
only on steel in their own two hands. Thus one of their old
hol ds woul d not have been expl ored. These—+to themthe

Thassa are a puzzle, a puzzle and a threat because they have
never been able to understand us. Thus they would go nosing
as closely as they could about the edges of our hone pl ace,
breaki ng the peace as they will discover."

The furred one the Lady Mael en had been nursing in her

arms suddenly came to |ife again, and she sat it down on the
rock where recently the jam had perched. It |eaped once

more into the nearest clunp of spike-arnmed bush and began

working its way back to the ship. Bojor sniffed and noved a
fraction from where he had been crouched upon his haunches.

Once nore there was a distant dot in the sky, and the

far-of f troubling of the air. Aflitter—as it the sane one?
—was returning. Parree caught Toggor and stuffed himagain
inside his shirt so he would not |ose track of the smux during
any qui ck nmove

That craft made a wide circle about the sky-pointing ship,

but this time there canme no shouted nessage fromthe sky. It
circled twice, and Farree could see that it bore no insignia.
This flitter nmust be fromthe Guild, though the bol dness of
such an enterprise in the open light of day bothered him It
argued confidence on the part of those inside, and confidence
on the part of the Guild neant arns and nen ready to

wi t hstand any attack.

The third circling was nmuch closer in, and finally the flitter
set down at al nbst the sanme place that the guard ship had
earlier chosen. Three nen descended fromthe cabin. A

were arned and noved cautiously, retreating toward the

ranp of the ship backwards, facing the cliffs as intently

as if they already knew that there were three sentries on duty
there. Three? No, nore if one counted Yazz, who still crouched
in shelter with Lord-One Krip, and Bojor—-as well as the

furred one in hiding now.
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Once reaching the ranp one of the men darted up it, his

two fellows keeping guard. Then the second, and finally the
third. Were they there to search the ship as the guards had
done, or were they ready to raise?

Nei t her of the Thassa had noved. Parree, feeling nore and
more like a child or one of the aninmals who could be roused
by command but did not have a voice in any plan, tw sted
fromone side to the other trying to keep those two in sight.

Farree could not tell the tinme as it passed. He expected
every nonment to see the ranp rise, the ship take off. Surely
that was what had brought this party here. But there was no

Andre Norton

change. At |ast novenent showed at the side | ock and down
ran the three nmen, sprinting for the flitter as if pursued
by the bartle or sone even nore threatening beast.

"They have discovered the persona." Lord-One Krip's
message cane with a faint suggestion of laughter. "It would
require a full production yard to breach that control |ock."

"I't would seemthat they have al so seen nore than they

like," Lady Mael en answered. "Sadi projected well even

when there were m nd | ocks agai nst her. She showed them

one five tinmes her own size and all teeth and tal ons at ready!
She makes an excellent guard. And if they used those weap-

ons of theirs, it was to no account."

I'llusion? Farree wondered and was instantly answered.

"Il lusion and not fromone of us. Sadi projected what
woul d frighten her, and she did it on a nental |ength which
apparently their shields are not set to handle. See!"

The last of the men had barely reached the ground with a
flying leap fromthe ranp when there appeared behind them
filling the full of the hatch door, a beast such as Farree had
never seen before. It was |larger, |leaner in bulk than the
bartle. Its head was split halfway along with a nouth which
sprouted two rows of fangs, spittle dripping fromthemas if
in anticipation of sinking home in frail flesh. The forefeet
whi ch projected now onto the ranp were taloned with great
claws that |ooked as if they mght rend apart the very enve-

| ope of the ship's hull.

Al three of the men were firing lasers, but the shaggy coat

of the apparition absorbed the worst of that attack easily and
took no hurt fromone of the nost form dabl e weapons

known to the space ways. One of the nmen broke and ran

faster, quickly foll owed by he who had stood beside him

Only the third retreated in good order, still firing uselessly as
he went.

The huge nmenacing format the head of the ranp pulled
back so that only the head with that nurderous threat of fangs
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still protruded. There was a wait which Farree ticked off to

hi nsel f +wenty-five in whispered counting. Then the flitter
arose and began circling the pillar of the ship once again as if
Seeki ng another way in. Parree al nost believed that they

m ght, should there be sone opening, drop a man even as he

had been hoisted up fromthe top of the tower in the ruins.

But it would seemthat there was no other way of penetrat-
ing the ship, and the flitter was not armed w th anything
ot her than the weapons that had al ready been used to no
pur pose.

Finally it winged away eastward. The massive head w nked
out of being. Then the small furred creature Mel en had
earlier held and caressed cane racing down the ranp and
across the land toward the Lady's rock.

"Wl | done!" Lord-One Krip called that aloud as if the
smal | beast coul d hear and understand. The Lady Mael en
st ooped and caught the guard up in her arms for a second
hol di ng and car essi ng.

She set the aninal down on the rock before her, stroking
its uprai sed head.

"Sadi will watch with Yazz," she said, "and with the old

one here." She reached over to scratch behind Bojor's ears.
The big animal stretched his neck to the farthest so that she
could reach behind his jaw also. "I think that we had better
take thought to what |ies northward—+to that which has drawn
the interest of those others so nuch that they have al ready
made three trips in search of it." Her hand swung to point in
the direction where the jamhad first appeared. "Nor do we
know what brought the Guild here in the first place. That we
oursel ves have returned to Yiktor could not have been fore-
seen when they settled in. For that was done at a ruch earlier
time than our coming. Thassa nenory is long—but is it |ong
enough when there was also a will to do away with some-

thing that was future danger? The El ders of another day may
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have even nenory-w ped our stock | est sone be tenpted to
return and use sonething which was not right for us."

That they considered the ani mal s guard enough for the ship
seened strange to Farree, but nothing or very little which the
Thassa did could he conpare with the actions of those he

knew fromthe Linmits days. He trudged back through the

canyon to where the tenporary settlenment of the rest of these
aliens was—Aliens? He was the alien here, even nore di-

vided fromthe rest than he had been fromnost of the Linits

dwel | ers.
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Yet he di scovered, though he could not see that he contrib-
uted anything to their aid or defense, both the Lord-One Krip
and the Lady Maelen took it as a matter of course that he was
to be one of the party pointed north. They began the journey
at moonrise, with the glow of the third ring making the plain
al nost day bright.

Wth themwent a third Thassa, one Maskay, who, Farree

gathered, had roaned rmuch in that direction and had cont act

with the wildlife (hereabouts. It was difficult to tell age with
these people, but Farree thought him perhaps a generation

ol der than his other two conpanions. And the Lady Mael en
appeared to look to himto set the direction and the pace.

They halted before the rings were quite faded by the

com ng of the grayish predawn |ight to encanp on the top of

a small rise where a trio of wind-twi sted trees gave shelter.
There was a seep of water at the bottom of that knoll, though
it quickly funneled away in this arid |and. This seened to be
one of the | andmarks Maskay knew wel | .

He stood under the downswi ng of one of the wi de branches
and poi nted on northward.

"It is another night's journey if we take to plains pace, and
then conme the hills. That is a dry land and the spring at Two
Prong is of bitter water. Only the jamcan live in those

hei ghts. "

"Yet you have been there. Kinsnan," the Lady Mael en

sai d.

"When | was young and foolish, | went nany places that
were strange. And little or nothing did | | eamfrom such

wayfaring," he returned with a snile.

"Yet the jamlive there and like all living things they nust
have food and wat er —and—

"Hush! And under cover. Down with you!" Lord-One
Krip swng out his arm and caught Melen's waist, pulling
her down, while Maskay jerked back under the tree.

It was very plain to hear now+the thrumof the flitter

Through the I ast haze of the third ring it bore across the sky.
Farree waited for it to hover above them to sense by sone

of f-wor| der equi pnent that they were here. But it passed
overhead well up in the sky and kept on to the north, exactly
as if the pilot had a definite goal in view

"Quildt

"Are you sure?" denmanded Lady Mael en of Lord-One
Krip.

"There is a difference in the beat. That craft is not nade
for short patrols but is a long-range flitter—for exploration."

"I't flies"—Maskay put into words Farree's thought—*as
if those aboard it know where they would | and and also as if
they nmust be there in a hurry."

"True. | wonder if they have found what they seek. If so it
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i s best we nake the sane discovery and as soon as possible."

Farree tried to stretch his head a little and then stopped,
warned by the pain in his back. Hi s whol e body ached from
the pace they had kept and he was not sure he could go
on—Aot without nmore rest. Yet he was al so sure he was not
going to be left behind.
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did not reach clear to the full heights on this side but ended
abruptly in a straight cliff wall that had no sign of any
openi ng. And Maskay had set out a half day ago to hunt

farther to the westward, setting the length of a night for his

expl orations.

Farree found hinself drowsing in spite of the need for
sentry go. They had hurried after the sky craft when it had
been sighted yesterday, but he had found it hard going with
his shorter legs and the wei ght of his hunp. Though he

woul d not have voi ced any conplaint even if they tried to
wing it out of him now his body was one ache, and he felt
as if he could not force hinself to any further effort at all

The barren | ands which surrounded the heart of the Thassa
country had given way to coarse grass and woods scattered
here and .there. Here in the nountains was growth al so,

wi nd-gnarled trees for the nbst part, growing in pockets. Par
above there was the bl ui sh-white shadow of snow early fallen
or late thawed—t could be either

One of the jams drifted across the gap between them and

the flitter to hunker down on the rocks that conceal ed the
Lady Mael en. That the creature was reporting, perhaps from
Maskay, Farree was sure, and a nonent later the mnd touch

aroused him

"There is nothing above save a road which is now encased
inice. It seems that those look in the wong direction for
their treasure. It may well lie on this side." She passed al ong
the report and her own interpretation

"But the way here | eads nowhere—only to barren rock,"
he dared to protest wearily.

"What seens ban-en rock," she corrected.

I'l'lusions agai n? He would not deny that the ancients of her
race m ght have set such to cover their trail. But how to nake
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sure of that?
"l go, before those others and Maskay return.” It was
Lord-One Krip who, answered.

"You coul d be seen—

"If I walk, yes. But if | creep ..

Farree had hunched around to face that trail. Perhaps it had
originally been cut into the stone on purpose to give fair
footing, perhaps it had been so worn bel ow the surface about

it by countless feet over a period of uncountable years, but it
was plain that it was now a trough. The hunchback | ooked to
Lord-One Krip. H s body was slender, but even if he noved

on hands and knees he certainly would show up to any

watching this side of the cliff. Though he shrank from what

he was inpul sively agreeing to do, Farree cut in: "To creep

is what | have done nost of ny life. Dust me well with the
soil." He was already scraping up his own handfuls and
snmearing it across the backs of his | egs and across his hips,

| eaving the tenderness of his hunp to the last. ' 'I can nake it
best."

The Lady Mael en turned her head and | ooked at him as
one who i s wei ghing one thought against the other. Then
sl ow y she nodded.

"There is sonething in what you say, Farree."

He had so wanted her to refuse instead of accept that once
nore that old cord of bitterness awoke in him They were
willing to use himeven as they used the jam the bartle, any
and all of the life on this world. The rai nbow of the rising
third ring swept over himand it seenmed to bring with it a
soot hing. Even his painful hunmp felt a touch of cool ness—
whi ch could not be the truth, as since when had a radi ance of
I'i ght had substance?

Farree shucked off his belt bag and tossed sonme nore of

the gravelly soil on his back, biting his |ip against the tender-
ness of the hunp, the small flashes of pain he felt when

anyt hing touched it now.

He craw ed on his belly until the upward sl ope of that path
faced him Then he asked the question that he should have
voi ced earlier.

198

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 199

Andre Norton

"If there is illusion, howmay it be broken?"

"Try to pierce it," she answered him "Illlusion can distort
sight but not touch—unless the one who tries to break it is
totally under control."
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Fair enough, he thought. Hi s deluded eyes would at |east
serve himuntil he reached the solid wall at the top—er the
wal | that only appeared solid. He began to craw, the rock
harsh agai nst his hands, panting a little with the effort of
keeping as flat as he could in the depression of the way.

He went slowy, with many pauses, hoping that if the one

with the flitter had any | ong-seeing glass trained on this side
it would show only a portion of his hunp—a rock bedded

agai nst rocks.

Sotrath clinbed above the horizon and the three rings

were clearly defined, the elusive third spreading glory over
all the land. Flecks of glitter answered fromthe stone under
him the wall ahead.

On and on he went and then froze and flattened hinself to
the stone as a warning reached himfrom bel ow.

"The others are returning."

He was tenpted to | ook for hinself, but there remmined the
matter of tinme. The Guild nmen could well try this side of the
cliff now, having been baffled on the other. So he strove to
speed up his crawl and yet not reveal that anything noved
there. He lay during one of his periods of stillness, his
poi nted chin resting on his crooked arm as he | ooked ahead.
To his relief it seenmed that the wall was not too far above.
Now he felt the pinch of claw on his shoul der and renmem
bered that Toggor had not been |l eft behind. Could the snux
be sent ahead to prospect for an opening? Did an illusion
fashi oned to deceive the eyes of his species al so confuse
ani mal s? He did not know, but the know edge that the snux
was still with himwas a warm ng one.

The path up which he hunched his way was | eveling out.
Yes, he could see the wall before him The path, if path it

really was, ended abruptly at its foot. He was out on a | eve
space. Putting up a hand he chirped to Toggor, and the snux
obediently clinbed into his pal mand turned toward the stone.
He lowered it.

On Farree inched until he was within touching distance of
the wall. For a nonent he hesitated. To his eyes it was so
firma barrier that he could not believe it was illusion only.

He put out his hand and his palmnet solid substance. But
it would be necessary for himto test it fully fromone border
of the sunken roadway to the other

Edgi ng al ong, he began at the outer side, Toggor claw ng

al ong beside his hand. Not here—nor here-nor—He stopped
with a gasp of astonishment and fear. Before he touched the
fourth time, Toggor was gone. One nonment he had been

there brushing the side of Farree's hand and the next he had
di sappear ed!

Frantically the hunchback struck the wall at the sanme point
where he was sure the snux had vani shed. There was a solid
surface right enough, but there was al so a crack through

which he could feel a slight stir of cold air. Quickly he traced
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that crack. It ran only for a short distance, but where it ended
there was a second crack, this ascending vertically. He re-
turned and felt his way back, found another vertical crack

There was certainly a seal ed openi ng, perhaps a door. He

thunped it, hoping for sonme give init. There was none.

Per haps he was too near the ground to nove it, or perhaps it

was seal ed past any of their forcing!

He lay with his head close to the crack and tried to search
out Toggor with the m nd touch. The return was very faint,
as if the snmux answered from sonme great distance, but at

| east he was alive and within, though Farree woul d not have
believed that crack wi de enough to admit him

Still lying with his head against the wall, he mnd sent his
di scovery to the Lady Mael en. The rai nbow of the third ring
washed over him brightening those flecks of glitter in the

200

Andre Norton

FLI GHT I N YI KTCOR
201

rock. In fact, as he glanced up the wall against which he now I
| ay, he could see that the speckles were drawi ng together to
forma dimpattern, or perhaps awaki ng one which had been |.
deliberately set there generations ago. *

"I cone." That was the Lady Mael en

Farree turned his head a little and saw her, lying belly fast
to the stone, as he had, and pulling herself forward a few
inches at a time. Even so, it was not long until she took his
pl ace by the unseen door as he edged back to give her room

Her hands went out in a w der sweep than his coul d equa
and then she nodded.

"It is true. There is a door here and— She |ay now on

her back and | ooked up at the surface of the wall where those
particles appeared to nove together and outline to form
shapes of their own. "There is here an illusion set. But, by
the Third Ring, O Sotrath, to Thee thanks of heart and m nd!
By this Third Ring of Thine we can see!"

She began to hum so faint a sound that it was hardly as
Il oud as the clatter of Toggor's claws on the rock. Farree once
more felt the power of that singing.

The glittering bits waxed brighter—taking on the rai nbow
hues of the ring itself, now red, now blue, now green, now
yellow-er a swirling mxture of themall together. But as
they gathered to nmake Iines and curves on the surface of the
wal |, Lord-One Krip sent a thrusting thought.

"They are aboard the flitter—and it is rising in this
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direction!"

That warning from bel ow was as sharply clear as if it had

been shouted al oud. Yet the Lady Maelen did not nove, nor

was there a falter in the | ow sound which issued from her

lips. Mre and nore did the pattern clear on the door in the

rai nbow sparks of light. And that |ight now outlined the

portal itself. It prom sed an opening of a size to let the three

of them enter abreast.
Now t he p,oise of the flitter was | oud enough to drown out

the sound of her song even though he | ay beside her as flat as
he coul d push his body. He did not turn his head to watch the
eneny—not yet—for the wonder of that design of lights held

hi m entranced.

"They cone."

The second qui ck warning was not needed, for the drone

of the flitter rolled above the cliff and echoed and reechoed
fromthe rocks thereabout. Now Farree did | ever hinself up
and face about in time to see the forward, upward sweep of

the craft. It might well be that the two of them had al ready
been sighted and were easy gane for those on board. He

wai ted, shrinking inside, for the flash of a | aser beamto cut
out at them

The light of the third ring was a m st grow ng ever stronger.
Perhaps in that they were not as good targets as Farree

feared. He was aware of novenent beside him of the Lady

Mael en getting to her knees and then her feet, still facing the
closed door in the cliff as if she had all the tine in the world
to deduce its secret and need fear no interruption in that task

He scranbled up in turn, his back now to her and the door,
facing outward. Small as he was, he could not protect her
whol e body with his, but he would do the best he coul d.

The flitter was heading straight for them as if it nmeant to
crash against the cliff and crush the both of them But at the
| ast possible moment it swerved in an al nost perpendicul ar
clinmb that carried it up to the nountaintop beyond.

Surely they had been sighted! Farree could not understand
why they had not been cut down, at |east with a stunner.
Per haps t hose thought to | et Mael en open the way for them
and then take them

He gl anced back at the worman: Her arns spread wi de, she

was touching with the tips of her fingers this and then that of
the circling patterns of color her singing had brought forth.
But there was no answer. At last her mnd send, as strong as
Lord-One Krip's warning, rang out.
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"Conme! This is Thassa sealed and in this body it will not
answer to nme. Cone!"

He sprinted up the road which had been such a | aborious
climb for the other two and faced the doorway between

Mael en and the stones. She set her own hands upon the backs
of his and noved them from place to place in a sw nging
pattern. At that nonment Farree had little hope that Maelen's
suggesti on woul d bring any success. He turned his head
upward as far as he mght to see where the flitter had

vani shed in that |ast upward swoop.

The sound of the craft still echoed loudly in his ears, and
he could only hear at intervals the hum of song that Mael en
still wought to open the door

Back and forth Lord-One Krip's hands noved under her

control. Then—at |ast—there was a grating. The sound of

stone scrapi ng stone—ef sonething |ong held noving agai n.

A crack appeared, not as the thin line the ring outlined but as
a dar ker space. Forward nmoved that |ayer of wall and Mael en
pul l ed Lord-One Krip to the right side, Farree taking three
steps to their one to join them Qutward it noved but not far,
as if the disuse of centuries had so frozen it that there could
be no real release. But there was an area of dark. The Lady
Mael en, dropping her hold on her conpanion, squeezed

through it, Krip following closely on her heels, and after

t hem Farr ee.

Hi s hunp scraped the stone in spite of his turning sidew se
and the pain of it nade himgasp and stunble. Then he was

in the dark where only a pale radiance of the ring reached in
fromthe outer world.

Mael en had swung about, and Lord-One Krip reached out

a long armand jerked Farree to stand beside himas the hum
broke into words—a chant which sealed the entrance to this

pl ace of darkness, leaving themin a lightless place of age-old
st one.

Then there was the gl eam of |ight again. Par softer, and
more limted as to reach, then the radi ance w thout. How
ever, they could soon see after a fashion by the small gl obe
bal anced on the Lady Maelen's palm Farree felt a clutch on
his breeches and reached down to scoop up Toggor.

The Lady Mael en tossed the gl obe of |ight and Lord-One

Krip caught it deftly. She was breathing in small, fast gasps
as if she had been running, and there were beads of sweat
trickling dowmn her face |like tears.

Lord-One Krip held out the globe and swept it fromside to
side, but all they could see were rock walls shading off into
cl oudi ng shadow and a dark openi ng before them where

perhaps the road they foll owed continued on into the heart of
t he mount ai n.

"They may have a distort with them" Lord-One Krip
said. "If so, it will not take themlong to—=
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"Ah, but we shall not wait!" There was purpose and

power in her answer, even though she stunbl ed when she

took a step forward. Farree caught one of her dangling hands,
set it upon his shoulder in spite of the ache of his hunp, and
stood ready to be her support. To his satisfaction she ac-
cepted his aid, and he felt her |ean against himas they noved
on, Lord-One Krip with the globe of |ight going ahead.

Perhaps it was because the third ring's beamdid not reach
here, or because that which had been awakened by its gl eam
had been only on the outer door, but here there were no
glittering bits on the walls to add to that limted light. The
stone, though it showed the marks of tools here and there,

was ot herw se bare

Their road ran straight for a space and then began an

upward sl ope. At first the incline was not enough to cause
themany difficulty as to footing. Even as he clinbed, taking
what he could of Maelen's weight, Farree was |istening.

If those hunting themdid have a distort, they could open
this way as easily as an i nnkeeper could slash open a nel on.

204 Andre Norton

Then a sweep ahead with stunner or |aser would bring the
three all into Quild hands. He was gl ad of that upward sl ope
for that very reason.

As they went that became nore pronounced. Until Lord-

One Krip, crowding against the right-hand wall, lit pockets
chiseled there, nmeant surely for fingergrips. Farree steered
the Lady Maelen until she laced fingers in the nearest. He
could no | onger support her and clinb, as he had to stretch
nearly tiptoe to set his hand in any of the holds, for these
wer e hacked nearly shoul der-hei ght for Thassa.

Their retreat slowed nearly to the sane crawl which had

sent himup the outer road. The Lady Mael en, nearly drained
of strength by her singing, shifted fromone hold to the next
wi th obvious difficulty, though she made no conplaint. Fi-
nally Lord-One Krip stopped short and said: "Take this and
the lead, Farree. | will see to Maelen."

He obedi ently crowded past the other two, obliged to hold

to them before he could accept the gl obe and use his other

hand for the wall. Steeper still grew the road. So far they
nmoved in a silence broken only by the sound of heavy

breathing or the faint swish of some article of clothing against
the wall.

Toggor clinbed to Farree's shoul der and extended all eye-

stal ks, staring ahead as if he could either pierce the dark so or
was trying to. It was a chiller fromhimthat brought Farree to
a stop. The snmux saw or scented sonet hing ahead.

"Stay!" For the first time he took it upon hinself to order
those two who had commanded his life since they had net in
the Limts. "There is sonething ahead."” It was Lord-One
Krip's strength the Lady Mael en needed now, and not his

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (137 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:05 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt
| esser aid.

Farree pulled hinself forward at the sane sl ow speed with
whi ch he had clinbed the road w thout, expecting any no-
ment to see the way before himonce nore walled, and he
wondered if the Lady Mael en coul d sing again an open door.

FLIGHT I N YI KTOR 205

What the linited Ilight of the gl obe showed hi m nonents

|later was a stair leading up. Only down the side of this
trickled noisture which had stained the stone with encrusta-
tions and given life to sone strange and om nous-1| ooki ng
growths pallidly yellow and dankly gray in the gl obe |ight.
There was novenent in one such growh as the |ight fel
across it. Athing of thin spotted wings flew up nearly in
Farree's face.

"There is a stair," he called behind. "But it is wet here,
and the footing my be even worse—there is water. "

"W cone," was the only answer Lord-One Krip nade
Farree realized that, in truth, they had no choice but to go
forward

He waited by the foot of that stair and only when the other
two reached himdid he take the first step, grimacing with

di sgust as his fingers found the next handgrip half full of a
growt h which gave forth a putrid snell as he could not help
but crush it.

So they went, slow step by step. Luckily the treads were

wi de and gave themroomto stop now and again for a
breather. There seemed to be no end to that upward clinb.
However, after a space the seepage ceased and they were free
of the fetid growths and those slinmy things which |ived
anong them eyel ess hunters of the dark

Again it was Toggor who gave warning of a change in

their road, chittering in Farree's ear. He passed a warning to
the other two. It had seened to himthat the Lady Mael en,

i nstead of gaining strength as she was ai ded al ong, was

slowy failing even nore. Now here was a major test for
them al l.

A crevice rent the road before them Ileaving only a snall
space where the three huddl ed together as they | ooked

ahead. There provision had been made for travelers but it was
not one which Farree wanted to try.

Reaching out into the dark, in the center of the way, was a
206
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span just w de enough for one person at a tinme to wal k. That
stretched into a dark where the gl obe, no matter how far
Parree tried to reach with it, did not show thema far side.
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He had taken command of their going since the clinb

began, but dare he |l ead them over that narrow strip of rock
above a chasn? He was not sure. Yet neither could he give
the Lady Mael en any hel p—+t nmust be he to go first.

Al ready he felt top-heavy and weak of |leg. Could he better

crawl than try to shanble at his usual pace across? He

funmbl ed with the gl obe and then plucked Toggor from his

position on the hunched shoul der. Tucking the gl obe into ne
front of his shirt, Farree placed the snux beside it, giving one
clear order. He felt the novenent of the foreclaws against his
skin and knew that the snux had grasped the ball of light,

would hold it with all the safety Parree was able to devi se.

Dropping to all fours, the hunchback ventured out on that
bridge. He arose again to a sitting position, his feet stuck far
out on either side, his fingers gripping the stone with a grasp
whi ch scraped his skin painfully. So he pulled hinself along
with nothing but the very nmuffled Iight to show nere inches

before him

As it had in his trip up the sunken road, tinme seened to
reach forever. There was no end to his scraping advance. Hi s
hands were cut and sore, his body ached fromthe stretching
he must do. Yet there was sonething stirring far back in his
m nd. Not a feeling that he had done such a journey before—
not a distinct nenory—but rather that there was a far better
way of acconplishing such a journey if he could only renenber
how. That bl ocked recall was sonethi ng which wei ghed him
down now when it was npbst necessary that he keep a clear

m nd.
There was an end to the bridge at |ast. He edged forward,

wi pi ng hi s bl eeding hands against his shirt, to nmake a scram
bling half-fall onto a wi de space which was indeed the lip of
the rift and seened, solid before him

He ripped the globe out of his shirt with a speed that

brought Toggor with it. The snux dropped to the stone while
Farree used the globe, getting to his feet and wal king a bit
forward, hardly daring to believe there was this solid flooring
beneath his feet.

He did not go far, but swung around and did which it took

all his strength of will to acconplish, squatted once nore to
make a return journey, with the light again at the fore of his
shirt—Foggor ordered to keep it so as he hinself |urched,
handhol d by handhol d, out into the open on the narrow span

He met them near hal fway across. Lady Mael en seated and
hitching herself along in the same position he had chosen,
Lord-One Krip behind to steady her. Now Farree was forced

to go backwards, so offering themwhat |ight he could and

hol ding fast only to his contact with Toggor, urging the smux
to give all possible assistance with the Iight.

16.
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ILven the third ring's spectacul ar radi ance did not reach
this far down into the gloom They had gone through the
mount ai n upwar d, across that dangerous open of bridge, to
come out upon, another |edge perch. The bul k of a second
peak overtopped them so they were deep in the shadows

here. They made the full round of the | edge and found only
one place where there seened to be a prom se for descent,
though that way was by a narrowed thread of footpath nearly
as daunting as the bridge they had nastered in the caverns
behi nd.

What lay in the dark depths of the rift into which they

m ght descend they had no idea. Had they indeed cone to the

end of any road of escape? Lord-One Krip took up the fading

gl obe of |ight and nade for that dubi ous path to explore the
possibility of their getting into the depths.

Lady Mael en sat with her back against the wall, her eyes
closed as if she had not yet recovered the strength she had
expended in the opening of the door. Farree prow ed up and
down the perch they shared in a vain attenpt to forget his
back. Sonething, perhaps it was his journey across the bridge,
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had started in his hunp, not only the fierce ache which he
felt all through his body, but also an intolerable itching, so
that he wi shed to shuck off his shirt and score his own flesh
with his broken nails. He could not sit still and endure this.

Toggor cl acked cl aws across the stone and bent all eye-

stal ks to survey the path ahead. Wen Farree passed near him
he gave one of his flying | eaps and caught hold of the
hunchback's arm clinmbing quickly to his shoul der

Farree could no | onger see even the faint gleamof the

gl obe on the path. Either that roadway had taken a turn—er
perhaps the light had at | ast failed and Lord-One Krip was
feeling his way step by step down the slope. To remain
where they were if the pursuit was up behind them was
folly. To be caught on that perilous way was perhaps even
more, yet the uneasiness which filled Farree nmade hi m con-
sider that the | ess of dangers.

"Lady"—-he approached Mael en—can you wal k or

descend?"
She turned her head slowy and eyed himas if he had

recal l ed her from sone | ong journey.
"They conme?"

He attenpted to send a probe back through the roadway of
the mountain but picked up nothi ng—Aot even the deadeni ng
def ense which nmarked those wearing their protection agai nst
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m nd send.

"I read nothing. But the |longer we stay here—
"Yes." Even her voice sounded as if it cane out of the

dregs of fatigue. "I will try."
He |ingered beside her as she crept to the head of that

narrow downward path. She did not attenpt to get to her
feet. Farree |leaned forward to catch, as tightly as he could, a
hol d upon her belt.

So linked, they made their way after the vanished Krip at a
sl ow pace, with frequent halts. Farree kept one hand | ocked
upon her belt and the other feeling for handhol ds al ong the

wal | s. To his great thankful ness he discovered that there were
such, perhaps chiseled by the sane nakers who had |l eft the
simlar aids within the inner passages.

The strain on his shoul ders brought the fiery pain back
again but it was better than just to sit or stand waiting—for
what he had no idea.

They came to a place where the trail they crept al ong
doubl ed back upon itself in a risky curve around which they
crept or scraped a painful way. It was there that disaster
struck.

The Lady Mael en nust have trusted a | oose stone for
anchorage. She cried out and slid toward the edge. Farree
braced hinsel f, not know ng whet her he could hold or not.
She was ki cking her legs, striving to find sonme purchase as
he anchored hinsel f desperately. His left fingers were deep
in one of the handhol ds—those of his right hand | aced to her
belt. However, he had to stand and take the strain of the

i ncreasi ng wei ght of her body, nade worse by her frenzied
attenpts to find a hold for herself.

The pain across his twi sted shoul ders was so intense he
m ght have been caught in the full beamof a flanmer, unable
to help hinmself, unable to hold her |ong.

There was a sensation of being torn in tw—ef agony. He
felt as if the skin over his hunp had parted. Still he held.
And, through what seened to be his blood druming in his
ears, he heard a cry.

"A'l right—+ have her."

He was clanped into the |inkage he had set hinself. To

free his fingers fromthe hold on her belt was nore than he
could do at that nmoment. There was liquid running down his

back, spattering into a pool between his legs. He could not
let go even if he woul d.

Then the wei ght which was the Lady Mael en no | onger
pul l ed hi msidewi se. her fingers plucked at his fingers on
her belt, prying them|oose one by one. He had fallen to al
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fours when that strain had gone. Now he toppled forward, to
lie face down, his shirt wet through, though there was no
| onger pain in his back

He was hardly aware when there was a grip on his hand

whi ch now dangl ed over the edge of the path. The night air

bit with a chill tooth at his back through what seened to be
rents in his shirt. But before he | apsed into sem consci ous-

ness he felt a hold on first his wist and then the upper part of
his arm drawing himaway fromthe rimof the depths. For a
monent he fought that, but the strength had gone out of him

and he had to | oose his hold to that grip and the sideward

pul | .

Then he was down fromthe path, on a surface which

nm ght be another |edge or at |east was nuch wi der than the

way he had taken with the Lady Mael en. That pai n which

had centered so in his hunp was gone—nstead there was a
furious itching. He twi sted out of the hold upon himand got

to his knees, stretching backward with both arns to claw at

the burden on his shoulder. At first he thought it was the shirt
whi ch tore beneath his raking nails and then he knew it was
skin, thin tatters of skin!

There was pain, but it was nothing conpared to what he

had felt earlier. Mre and nore he raked at that | oosened
skin, felt it rip and fall away from his body. There was under
it something which noved, arose—as if for all these years he
had carried some other living entity on his back

The thin light of the gl obe was before him He did not | ook

up, only pulled and tore until that which he had carried for so
Il ong was released. It noved seenmingly of its own accord. He

rai sed his head now, could raise it higher than he ever
renenber ed doi ng. Muscl es he had no know edge of noved,
seemingly by insinct. That on his back was unfol di ng—
stretching—o longer in nore than a few quirks of cranped

pai n—reachi ng outward

"Wnged!" He heard Lord-One Krip's voice with a strong
note of awe init. "He is w nged!"

Muscl es noved again, stretching in a new way. He felt a
sweep of air about his small body and he dared to reach back
again with one hand. What he touched was |ike the softest of
down | aid over taut skin.

W nged? Was he? How could such a thing be? Sonehow

he stunbled up to his feet. That which had wei ghed upon him
all his renmenbered |ife was gone. He cautiously thought of
wings and tried to nove such if it were true that he had them
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There was a wi de sweep through the air behind him A
smal |l smart of pain as if something had scraped on an edge of
rock. Now he | onged to see!

Before himlay the globe of light. Across it he could see
the faces of those he had foll owed—and there was awe on
bot h. Again he rai sed one hand—then the ot her—and ex-

pl ored by touch. There were extensions fromhis body right
enough. They felt slightly danmp, and he had the sensation
that they must be fanned in the air to take noisture from
them How did wi ngs feel +f they sprouted fromone's own
body?

Who—WWHAT was he now? Ch, what was he?

He edged hal fway around so that those others might see
the better.

"Is it true?" he demanded, wondering rather if he were
unconscious fromsonme fall back on the trail and this was al
the result of feverish inagination

"It is true!" the Lady Mael en assured him "Your hunp
hel d wi ngs—they are grow ng | arger—

"But—+ amnot a bird!" There were also flying reptiles

and perhaps even weirder things on the many worlds from

star to star. But his was a man's body—er at | east hunanoid.
And in all his years of listening to travelers' tales in the
Limts (and very strange sone of those had been) he had
never heard of a wi nged man.
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Once nore he fanned those strai ghtening w ngs (they

nmust, he deci ded, have been closely cranped w thin that

hunp) and felt his whole body lift a little. Frightened, he

cl apped them together. He had no idea of flight, and he

thought that that nust be |earned. Yet in himnow noved the

wish to take to the air—to spiral out into the dusk, up into the
circle of the third ring which was a glory now far overhead.

Even his neck felt odd, and he had to rub at it. He was
able to lift it high, to hold it straight as he never had before.
No nore peering out on the world froma painful angle.

Then, as if a hand had reached forth and touched hi mon
the shoul der in warning, he remenbered what they fled and
where t hey were.

"Down" —-he | ooked to Lord-One Krip—we nust get
down. "

"We are down," the other answered. "This is the bottom
of the gulf. And—but come and see for yourself."

A few steps on and Farree discovered he nust keep the
wings furled if he woul d wal k, and he dared not try to fly,
not yet. They were once nore on a road or else a snooth
stretch which was flanked here and there by stones fallen
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fromthe heights around. There were in walls about themthe
same ki nd of doorways chiseled into the stuff of the cliffs on
either side as he had seen in the Valley of the Thassa, though
this did not widen but was a narrow way between two

chi seled walls.

Their small light could show them no nore than those

openi ngs were too regular to be natural and they seened to

go on and on. In the darkness ahead, where the light fromthe
gl obe could not penetrate, anything mght be waiting, and
Farree forced his nmind to turn fromwhat now was on his

shoul ders to search out any hint of a living thing before them

He picked up snmall anonynpus stirrings that were certainly
animal or bird and were too far fromthe general thought
pattern for himto follow But of anything stronger, nore
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threatening, there was not a hint now Lord-One Krip, the
globe half-muffled in his hand, |ed again, but Lady Mael en
clung to his belt rather than accept Farree's assistance and
the wi nged man was al one. Cautiously as he went he fanned

the wings slightly, not daring to trust to them but sure that
they needed that stretching and drying. He had peel ed the rest
of the rags of the shirt fromhis body and used those to sop
up the runnel s of moisture which dripped down his shoul ders
across his chest, which was no | onger squeezed forward but

was slowmy coming into line with his shoul der points.

W nged! What was he then: sone species so far renoved
fromthose with whom he now travel ed that they would find
himutterly unnatural ? He watched the two novi ng through

the dark, outlined only by the feeble glow of the |ight, and
wonder ed what woul d happen to himnow. In some ways he

| onged once nore for the famliar weight on his back, the old
know edge that he was handi capped by sonmething that could

be under st ood.

Now he needs nust keep those new appendages cli pped

close | est they scrape agai nst the stones between whi ch nmany
times they had to squeeze a narrow passage. Yet they went so
sl ow y, perhaps because of the Lady Maelen's deep fatigue,
that his awkwardness had tinme to di sappear. Wth each step
he took there was a new confidence rising in him

The fact that this rift among the heights nmust once have
had meani ng grew nore and nore evident the farther they
went. The dark openings on either side were so cleanly cut
that he knew themto be of the same fashioning as those in
the valley where the Thassa had their meeting place. Wat
lay within those portals the two he foll owed apparently had
no desire to see, for their path was ever on

They canme at last to a place where the narrow slit w dened
out into sonething which was a sky-roofed valley. Yet not

one like unto that of the Thassa neeting ground, for here the
desert aridity was | acking.

216
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Above the radiance of Sotrath and the third ring was once
nmore open, and the land before themwas brightly illumni-
nated. There was the glisten of moon rings on water, for

the whole center of this basin appeared to be a | ake. That
body of liquid was buttressed about by a thick cloak of
vegetation such as Farree had seen nowhere el se on this world.

Large growm hs of trees which supported | oopi ng and tight
vines made a wall about the | ake. Farree, w thout ever think-
ing of what he did, eager only to see ahead, used his w ngs
for the first tine—fanning the air and | eaving the ground.

He i medi ately discovered that flying was an art that nust
be practiced, as any other exercise. His initial soaring was
too abrupt and carried himup too far, the rhythm c beat of
hi s newbom wi ngs was sonet hi ng he had not nastered, and

he made leaps in the air rather than sustained flight.

Still, those | eaps had been enough to show himthat the

| ake encircled an island that was so centrally placed that it
nm ght have been the pupil in a great unblinking eye. On that
island there were walls and a tower not too unlike that from
which the flitter had Iifted himdays earlier.

Hi s two conpani ons made no attenpt to force a path into

the thickly cloaking growth but had coll apsed rather than
seated thensel ves on the | ast space of open ground before

that dense stem and branch began. The Lady Mael en sat with

her head turned up to the sky, her eyes fixed upon the glory
of the third ring, her mouth a little open as if she now drank
sip by sip fromthe brilliance. As Farree watched, perching a
little above the two on a | ast outcropping of fallen rock, she
stretched wi de her arnms as one waiting to enbrace somet hing

or someone before her.

Lord-One Krip sat with upturned face also, but his eyes

were not on the glory in the sky but on Farree, as the wi nged
one realized. And there was wonder in his face which was
slow y overcone by an expression of purpose.

"What |ies beyond?" he spoke rather than thought. Per-

haps he feared that thought send mght interrupt what the
Lady Mael en was doi ng.

"A lake and on an isle, in aruin, a tower." Farree

answered pronptly.

"Can you reach it over that?" Lord-One Krip motioned

toward the thick intertwining of the growth. It was only too
pl ain that w thout some formof cutting tool they could not
hope to blast a path farther on

"I can try." But still Farree was distrustful of those wi ngs.
They were too new, too far renoved fromall he had ever

know edge of, for himto truly believe that they could be
successfully used to clinb into the sky nore than on the short
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soarings he had already attenpted with nore than a little
benusenment and uneasi ness.

Pur poseful |y now he fanned themslowy, turned his head

as far as he could to sight their sweep. They were not

f eat her ed—he had al ready determined that with his hands
reachi ng behind hi m+ather they seemed to be covered with

a skin which had a soft, velvety texture alnost |ike close-
shorn fine hair. Now he stood and dared to take a small |eap
into the sky using the wings to support and sustain him He
had di scovered a bit of the beat which would Iift him and
applied that rhythm

Up he went into the splendor of the ring-bright night.

When he was sure, having rounded in a circle over the other
two, he ventured out above the growth, fearing to have his
wings fail and let himfall down into the matted vegetation
But awkward as he was, he was learning with every nove-
ment he tried, nore and nore of what it took to steady
hinself in the air, to do what humanoi ds had al ways want ed

reach the clouds.

Only there were no cl ouds here—ust the darkness of that
tangl ed wood which ringed the | ake, the sparkle of the water
which reflected the third ring, and the island beyond.

Qut over the | ake he beat his way, not trying any high
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soaring as yet. Then he was above the island. There was
growt h here, too, but not a matted wall of it such as grew on
the shore. Here were tall plants scattered in clunps, heavy
with flowers wide open as if the noon instead of the sun
brought themtheir nourishment. Fromthem canme a heavy
perfume so that Farree, as he flew over them felt as though
he bathed in the scent. And his mental search brought no hint
of life here.

He cane in, to settle on the wall which ringed the tower.

Now t hat he was cl ose he could see that tinme had not struck

so heavily here as it had on that castle where the Guild had
taken up their den. Rather this surface was snoot her than any
stone he knew of and it was near white in color, veined

darkly with straggling rivers of lines and splotches. There was
glitter, too, frompoints along those paths of darker shades,
and when he touched a near one he felt a roughness as if

there were sone other thing, perhaps a gem inset in the
vei ni ng.

Al ong that wall he wal ked, using the wings to steady and

bal ance hinsel f, | ooking down into the interior of the place
whi ch was wi de open to the glory of Sotrath. There were no
other buildings within. Only that tower, and it was thickly
agleamwith the sparks of fire such as passed beneath his
feet.

He had kicked off his boots before he had taken off, and
under the | ong-hardened soles of his feet he felt small sparks
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of heat, as if every one of those snall stones was a flare of a
tiny fire. Having made a conplete round of the outer wall, he
dared to glide down to the pavenent bel ow. As he had noted
fromaloft, here the small bright stones were set in patterns,
not followi ng any twi st of veining. And each was different.

As he landed in one such design, which was a concentric

series of circles, there cane that which al nbst sent him
soaring again. A flap of wings did carry himupward so that

his feet no longer touched the stone, for out of sonmewhere—

PLI GHT I N YI KTOR
219

the tower, the very sky above hi mthere had sounded a
sharp note of sound as if he had struck two knife bl ades
t oget her.

He waited, his head turned fromside to side, watching,

m nd seeki ng. The sound echoed and died. There was no

answer that he could detect. But he was suspicious of those
patterns now-sone kind of alarn? O was it a greeting

meant to assure some people | ong dead? There had been
Thassa-1i ke caves along the road to the valley, but the tower
seenmed unlike their form of building.

The side of the tower which faced hi mhad the dark

openi ng of a door, though there was no sign of any w ndows
on any level. To enter so might nean that he was an unwary
smux venturing into a trap.

Smux! He had all but forgotten Toggor during the wonder

of his transformation. But the snux was still w th himnow,
claws tightly clipping his belt. Having received no intina-
tions of life fromthe tower he applied touch to Toggor to see
if the smux could pick up sonething too subtle, too far from
his own species's nmental processes to record. But the result
was that Toggor knew not hi ng.

A wi ng-assisted | eap took Farree fromthe circle which had
brought forth that answer to the very edge about the foot of
the tower where he noted the patterns did not reach. There he
settled once again. There was a faint reflection of the noon
and ring light. Enough to show himthat there was no door
here to bar passage. But the dusk which lay within was
daunting. He had been foolish not to bring with himthe

gl obe. Even if he could see only a few steps ahead, he woul d
not shrink so frominvestigating it.

Smux—send Toggor in again? But the creature's night

sight was little better than his own. Wen he hunted within
the walls for prey he used scent organs. And here the con-
stant small breezes brought the overpowering odor of the
flowers to kill any such cl ue.

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR
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There was no use lingering here—Farree would either
completely explore this structure or he would have to return
with the adnission that he had been routed by fear. But he
did not even have the slight advantage his w ngs gave himin

t he open!

Cl appi ng those together and furling themas far as he

could, Farree took a deep breath and started into the tower.
He hal f expected a second warni ng of sound, perhaps even
the snap of a trap. But what he did neet was a firmbarrier
of —not hi ngness.

He coul d not see-he could only feel as he passed his

hands up and down that barrier as stout as any doubl e-1 ocked
door. Yet he saw through and beyond it as far as the |ight
penetrated and t here was not hi ng—though his hands told him
there was. At |ast he | oosed Toggor but the snmux was al so
baffl ed by a barrier he could not penetrate. So—the builders
here had their guards after all. Perhaps this one had been
alerted by his own touching of the pattern in the pavenent

wi t hout .
However, as he had learned in the Guild fort, there was

al ways the roof. Urging Toggor to fasten hinself once nore

to his belt, Farree stepped back far enough to get w ngspread
and then | eaped upwards, with the beat of the w ngs indeed
carrying himto where he could grasp the parapet of the

tower.

Here, too, there were patterns on the surface. Farree could

see no hint anong them of any trapdoor such as had been his

sal vation before. He did not propose to get down and go

expl oring, not wthout know ng nmore of what he faced. Thus

he set hinmself to studying the patterns, setting themfirmy in

m nd.

That done, he sought out with m nd reach, and the Lady

Mael en, strong and clear as she had ever been, caught his
cast and answered. He told her of the courtyard bel ow, of the
i nvisi bl e door bar, and now of these patterns al oft.

"Show nme, " came her cal m answer.

Trying to picture each in turn, he began with the one

i medi ately below his perch on the parapet. It went so and

so and so. Wile the one beyond that was thus, and this, and
that. Thus he strove to set up the clearest nmental pictures he
coul d.

He felt her grow ng astoni shnment, her excitenent. "Thus
and thus?" came her demand with a newWy nmentalized design.

Farree | ooked, but that design was |acking. He returned
that message and coul d sense her di sappoi ntnent.

"Then this or this?"

Part of that surely—yes! But not as entire as she pictured it
for him
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"Bel ow. Look to the court below " canme her order then

As he had crouched on the wall and surveyed the patterns
froma |l ower point, now did he again, moving with care

al ong the parapet so that he might view all bel ow for' her.
Some were so intricate in their convolutions that it was
difficult for himto sort out their begi nnings and endi ngs.

"It is a naze," she returned. "But | nust see for nyself. |
have to see."

"l cannot carry you," Farree pointed out. That his strength
had not been great enough to hold her from slipping on

the trail was a fact. Also, he did not believe that she and
Lord-One Krip could fight their way through that wood and
across the water.

"You can carry that which | may use." Back cane her
answer in a rush. "Cone for it, Farree, cone for that!"

17.

I* arree w nged back across the band of tangled vegetation
and set foot on the ground not far fromthe two who waited.
Lord-One Krip was busy with that bag which had been
clipped to his belt through all their journeying. Wat he
brought out now was not food as Farree had expected but

rat her a shining square of what seened to be bright netal
wel | polished and no bigger than Farree's own hand.

He rubbed his fingers across the upper surface as if to
renove sone unseen covering and passed it to the Lady
Mael en, who held it firmy and | ooked to Farree.

"Those patterns,” she said, "are protective devices of a
sort, yet they do not follow those which | have | earned. |
must see them"

Farree shifted on his perch. The nore he | ooked at the
entangl ed maze of dark greenery before them the |less he
coui d conceive of cutting any path through that w thout any
tools. Perhaps a | aser mght clear the way but otherw se—

"Look." She was holding up that square of nmetal. "Have
you seen one of these before? The tourists use themfor
recording sights they wish to remenber clearly. It works
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thus—er better have Krip show you, since this is not a thing
of Thassa worl d. "

He had taken the square back fromher and now flipped it

over to show two inpressions on the back into which a man's
forefingers mght fit. "Let the reflection of what you would
preserve so showin the mrror and then press here. Wit for

the count of five and press again at this other spot and then it
will clear and you can nove to the next. It is sinple and
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there is roomfor twenty shots before the power is exhausted
and it must be recharged.”

Lord-One Krip held it out and Farree accepted it gingerly.
Yes, it sounded sinpl e enough but he was unused to such

of f-worl d wonders and he only hoped that he could foll ow
those directions without failure. Al so there was something
else to mind. He stood up, the picture square in his hands.
He did not | ook to the tower in the | ake, the very top of
whi ch was visible fromwhere he stood, but rather back al ong
the way they had cone. Those who foll owed—surely they

must be nearing now the end of that road through the noun-
tain and mght arrive at any nonent. \Wat then? Did they
have time for such a task as they had set himnow? What if
those others could crouch in the rubble of the way and take
both of the Thassa with their |ong-range weapons?

"Not so0," Lord-One Krip answered his unasked question
"We keep guard and they, as always, will betray thensel ves
by the nothingness their mnd shields project.”

"Still they will cone— Farree was as certain of that as
he was now aware that he wore wings. Nor did he believe
that even those could carry their prey away fromthose who
fol | owed.

"And we shall go," Lord-One Krip returned, "into that—=
he gestured to the thick growth ahead.

"There is no way!"

The Lady Maelen sniled. "As long as the third ring holds,
| have power, though ny people would not have it so.
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However, since | have returned | have discovered it is not
only the wand which controls, but rather the will and energy
of the one who uses such. Yes, we can go but not from here.
W shall nove on to the north so that we give themno hint
of what we have done. But you, w nged brother, have that
which will serve us best." She nodded toward the thing he
now hel d.

Si nce he had no argunent which woul d stand agai nst her

determ nati on and sel f-confidence, Farree took off once nore,
ri sing above the screen of the thick brush and trees, heading
for the island in the | ake.

Only, as he winged so he felt naked and open to attack by

the @uild hounds sniffing on their trail who could easily

pl uck himdown with one |laser blast. And he was gl ad when

he settled again on the tower, a point fromwhich he was sure
he coul d record the best.

Slowy and with all the care he could sumon he held the
square of netal out over the first selection of the patterns
bel ow and pressed the depressions, counting al oud. He noved
around the parapet of the tower, making sure that his record—f
he was truly recordi ng sonmething—took in all those whirls,
spirals, triangles, and arcs bel ow. Having nade the ful
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circuit which would set those in order, he turned to the ones
on the roofs and added themto his store.

They did not have nmuch | onger before Sotrath was gone

and the third ring with it. Already that was fading into the
grayi sh murk whi ch preceded the sunrise. Cutching the pic-

ture taker to him he arose aloft far enough above the | ake as
to hope to catch sight of the other two. But there was nothing
in the place where he had |l eft themnor anything to be seen

al ong the northern edge of the forest ring. He dropped, to
skimjust alittle above the tallest of the trees in that jungle,
| ooki ng and then daring to send a mind call

"The | ake," cane his answer. "Wait by the |ake."

There was a ring of |ight gravel or sand between the edge
226
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of that jungle and the water. To that he dropped, folding his
wi ngs, still being surprised at how completely those crinped
into place. There was yet sone aching through his shoul ders,
but he judged that was fromthe use of muscles which had not
been called into duty before and that it would vani sh the

| onger he made use of his new appendages. The silent,

undi sturbed surface of the | ake drew hi m now and he | ooked
down into its surface as he might into a mrror.

He was—Farree could hardly believe what he saw t here.

For all his days he had gone m sshapen and nmi med anong

other life. Now he was conplete. The tips of the wi ngs arose

a good five hands above that head which he was able to hold
conpletely aloft. And the wi ngs thensel ves were not dull but
were covered with a satin-shining surface on which were dots
and designs of a light green, the color of his skin. They were
nmore magni ficent, he thought, with the first swelling pride in
hi nsel f that he had ever known, than any Lord's cloak of

war or office.

He swung out farther over the water to see the better, and
knew wi th every nminute, every novenment he was nore and

nmore what nature had al ways intended himto be. But what
was he? Surely he had never been bomon Gant's Wrld, or
soneone in the Limits would have recogni zed himfor what |
he was. Lanti—-had he taken himthere? For what reasons? |
Unl ess he had been neant to be sold to such as Russtif as a
curiosity for showing after brutal training. There was sone-
thing about his wi ngs which brought a flash of nenory. That
brilliant scrap which the other Limts rogue had brought to
Lanti too late to get an explanation. A piece of - ng!.
Surely that had been a piece of w ng!

He felt cold. Perhaps it was fromthe predawn w nd which

had come to ruffle the mrror surface of the lake. But it night
have been inside his small, spare body. Wnged peopl e hunted

for their wings! It would not be the first tinme according to the

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (151 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:05 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt
| egends often repeated in the Limts that a sentient race—and

pl enty of animals, too-had been w ped out for sone specia
gain on the part of an off-worlder band. Maybe even Lanti

had taken himto raise his own pair of w ngs so when the
time came they could be harvested. Perhaps the spacer had

wi shed to inpress the Guild with treasure which was a part of
Farree. Now that cold filled him and he dropped back upon

the apron of gravel between water and wood. To be hunted
for his w ngs!

"Farree." The sharp mind call alerted himout of that
nmoment ary ni ghtmare but he did not take to the sky. Stay on
the ground, caution warned him not |let himself be seen by
any hunter who had broken out of the mountain ways and

now cast about for a fresh trail

He saw, to his amazenent, a quiver in that green wall, a
lifting of branch, an uncoiling of vine, and then the Lord-(One
Krip came out into the open, |eading Lady Mael en by one

hand. She wal ked with her eyes open and staring ahead as

one might wal k m ndl essly after some great shock. But she

was al so singi ng—a nmurmur of sound which had in its tenpo

somet hing of the rustle of |eaves, the scrape of branch agai nst
branch under a light wind. Ft would seemthat even as her
singi ng had wought mracles in other places, even anong

the rocks, here it had taned the ring jungle enough to |et
t hem t hr ough.

She pulled free of her conpanion's grasp and turned to

face the woods from which they had just enmerged. Now she

hel d both hands out, pal mup and enpty, and her singing

arose through a flight of notes such as m ght be caroled by a
bird, then came to an end.

Lord-One Krip had already reached Farree and was hol d-

ing out his hand for the mrror picture maker which the other
surrendered to himwi th the hope that his use had been good
enough to answer their questions.

The Lady Mael en, once nore | ooki ng aware of what |ay
about her, cane quickly over the pebbly beach to them
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Lord-One Krip had touched a place on the rimof the nmirror,

and now there appeared fromthe side of that square a strip of

col ored designs which certainly resenbl ed those Farree had

ainmed to take with his mrror device. As this unrolled, the

Lady Maelen laid it out on the gravel, pulling it straight

bef ore crouching down to inspect it closely. Sometines she

lifted a fingertip to trace one of those patterns as if to inpress
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it the stronger on her nenory.

"It is truly a locking," she observed. "As strong inits
way, Krip, as those persona | ocks off-worlders use for their
nost preci ous possessions. Here and here"—she nmade quick
stabs with her finger—are markings | have know edge of —
these are close to what is so used today. But others." She
shook her head. "I can only guess that if one passes over
them wi t hout proper preparation the result may be peril ous

i ndeed. "
"VWhat does all this protect?" Lord-One Krip put into
words the first question in Farree's own mind.

"Sonet hi ng of the Thassa—but not of our tinme," she
replied. "Here nay be what those others have been seeking."

And these traps"—tord-One Krip swept a hand above
the roll of pictures now lying flat upon the ground—w ||
keep them fromentering and finding what they seek?"

She shook her head slowly. "How can we be sure? This

was made to warn off those of Yiktor. WII it also work
agai nst of f-worl ders of whom perhaps those who set it never
guessed mght try their success against the barriers?”

"So what defense have we |eft against then?" he proceeded.

Her hands arose and sketched a gesture which m ght have
expressed hel pl essness. "W can only wait and see.”

But Farree was not ready to accept that answer—the first
he had ever had from her which carried no certainty, only

confusion init.

"How woul d one unlock this"—t was his turn to ges-
ture—=if it was known?"

"It is a code of sorts,"” she explained. "One nust nove
frompattern to pattern in a certain sequence and then it wll
open."

"And that invisible door will be gone?"

She nodded. "But the code was devised by those | ong

gone, and there could be a hundred, even a thousand differ-
ent sequences—the trying nmight go on for years, nany
seasons—and those who searched could come no nearer to
success. There is nothing even in the far | egends of the
Thassa—those whi ch are known to every Singer—which nen-
tions such a find as this."

It was Farree's turn to study the strip of pictures. Those he
sought were at the very end. "These four are patterns on the
roof —-are they any closer to the ones you know?''

She | eaned forward. The gray of early norning |ight since
the fading of the rings had deepened, and she squinted and
then shook her head. "I cannot tell as yet. There is not
enough light."
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Lord-One Krip had arisen. "Let us get under cover," he
sai d. "They could not have brought a flitter through the
mountain way but they may have a course-setting device with
them and that would give themair support once they set it
within this valley."

Wthdraw they did under the fringe of trees beyond that

ri bbon of beach. There they huddl ed, not too far from each
other, easing their tired bodies fromthe night's |abor and
travel . They drew lots for first sentry go and Farree had the
shortest. He found his wings nost difficult to manage, even
when furled to the smallest and tightest extent it was possible
to set upon them and he had to push clear to the edge of

their cover in order to have room

The sun arose, alnost reluctantly, and the glitter of the
water as it had lain under the third ring was now a gl are
agai nst which he had to shade his eyes. He chewed on one of
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the strips of journey food, finding it dry and tastel ess, and
listened intently for any sound of approach by air.

Even though he tried to keep his attention for what |ay

about and above him he could not help now and then

| ooking to the tower on the island, wondering if, under the
sun, those conplex patterns set in the stone were any clearer
Certainly they dared not attenpt to solve the code now—t he
Lady Mael en had pointed out—as that mght be a task which
woul d take themlong to solve, if ever. He found hinself
wonderi ng what traps awaited those who did not know the
secret at all. He was about to | eam

There were a continued rustling fromthe |ayer of jungle as
if the plants therein were restless and were changing their
positions. But there were no bird calls, no cry of beast, nor
chirp of insect. The sullen green growth m ght have been
bare of any |life except that of its own.

At times that continued rustling took on the sound of a
nmuttered conversation, one which he could al nost follow
Then he shook his head vigorously and noved about a little,
thinking that it was lulling himinto sleep

The interruption cane froma distance and he had plenty of
time to reach out and touch Lord-One Krip's shoul der, the
Thassa coming into instant awareness at that warning as if he
had been only lying conscious with his eyes cl osed.

"Flitter!" Farree mind sent as if he could be overheard by
the eneny even at this great distance. He jerked a thrust
toward the south—that narrow rift through which they had
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come into this valley.

In turn Lord-One Krip aroused the Lady Mael en, and the

three of themdrewa little nore together, listening. There
seened to be no search pattern on the part of the air craft. By
a continued and ever |ouder sound it was headed straight for
the |l ake, no pattern of circling to pick up a trail

"Back!" Lord-One Krip urged. The Lady Mael en was
al ready burrowing into the bushes, and under the sound of

the flitter Farree thought he could still hear the hum of her
voice as if she once nore used a Singer skill to help penetrate
the jungle growth. That seened usel ess—perhaps it would only
wor k under the radiance of the ring—for he saw a branch

spring back at her face, and, only because she threw up an

arm were those thorn marks on her forearminstead of across
her very eyes.

At | east they were under the edging of the wood and the
gravel behind showed no discernible track. Though the off-
wor | ders had their own ways of trailing, runored machines
and devi ces that picked up fugitives by their body heat when
they were cl ose enough.

The flitter was out cruising above the lake. Now it circled
inatight orbit around the tower. If they did know where

the three lay in scant cover, they seened to wish to learn
nmore of the building they had chanced upon, for the craft

made a third circle. Then it held steady about the tower and a
| adder, such as Farree hinself had once used to escape,
tunmbl ed out of a hatch in its belly.

Down that swung a nman whil e another crouched at the

exit, a laser across his armat the ready, waiting to cover the
journey of his conrade. The invader nust have made some
suggestions, for the flitter swng forward a fraction, and now
he was descendi ng past the roof of the tower into the pat-
terned courtyard. He di sappeared behind the wall, and a

second expl orer took his place on the | adder.

Sound—sudden, both sharp and deaf eni ng—l oaked even

the clatter of the off-world engine. Then a rai nbow of |ight
fanned upward. Al that glory of the third ring m ght have
been condensed in that.

"No! Do not |ook!" The Lady Mael en's thought reached
Farree and only hal f-consciously he obeyed, bending his arm
across his eyes.

He felt a warnth which was not that of sunlight but rather
arose to near the tornent of a fire as if he had set his hand to
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pick up a coal froma brazier, and his w ngs quivered under
that fiery assault. The heat which reached themin such a
flash must have been a hundredfold worse within that walled

courtyard

Farree heard a screamthat |lasted only for a second and
then was bl asted away by the deafening sound rising to a
crescendo. What luck had attended himlast night when he
m ght have encountered that sane trap

The heat seened to hold for a long tine, but he heard the
sound die away and with it the noise of the flitter, in ful
retreat after losing two of its crew to whatever disaster was

the guardi an of the tower.

A scent reached the three under the edge of the wood-not
of the nmoon flowers which had perfuned the night, but a

horri bl e stench of meat burnt to a crisp

"They are gone," Lord-One Krip said. Farree wondered
why he had not tried to track themhinself by mnd touch,
catching that enptiness which was a shrouded m nd.

"They will be back," the Lord-One Krip added a nonent
later. "They will not let this puzzle be."

"Have they anything which can unl ock the code?" asked
the Lady Mael en. "Have you ever heard of such?"

"No. But that does not nean that they do not possess one.
The Guild have know edge beyond that of any Free Trader
such as | was. There are stories enough of, what they have

achi eved. "
"Then we nust do our best. If this thing which is guarded
here is by the will of ancient Thassa, they nust not have it!"

She crept on her hands and knees out of the shadow of the
bush which had left the scarlet wounds down her arm and
reached again for the pictures that had issued fromthe mr-
ror. Now she turned her attention fromthose of the courtyard
to the patterns Farree had found on the roof of the tower.
Wth her forefinger she traced one design after another

"They woul d put their nost fornidable weapon in the

courtyard,"” she said slowy. "I do not think that they would
much expect any to enter fromthe air. Thus these are the

i mportant ones for us." And her finger went once nore over
the designs, and she was hunming again but not the |azy

hal f - sl eepy sound which she had uttered in defense agai nst
the jungle belt.

"W cannot dare to try until the noon rises—
"By then," Farree interrupted, "those may be back with

somet hing to open that tower as one opens a bra-crab shell."
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She nodded. "That is so. Time lies on their side of the

bal ance. But | cannot believe that the Scal es of Ml ester are
so wei ghed agai nst us who woul d save patterns of tine and
space and not bl ast theminto nonexistence. W nust wait

t hrough the day, save our strength—=

"l cannot carry you to the tower and there is the lake to
cross," Farree pointed out. He wondered if they would dare
to swi m<ould they swin? The arid country which seened
hone to the Thassa m ght not have given them any reason for
the sport. And though Lord-One Krip had been first a Free
Trader Spacer, certainly he would have had little enough
reason to perfect such a skill either.

"l know," she returned and there was a troubled note in
her voice

"A rope"—tord-One Krip was | ooking back into the
gl oom of the jungl e—one of those lianas, were it tough
enough, or a weaving of vines—'

"They live," Lady Maelen told himaquickly, "with nore
of areal life than any rooted thing | have seen bhefore."

"But they also die." He pointed in two places where the
full roundness of life had shrunken away and there were
browni sh | oops which were plainly dead or near that state.
"Can the dead protest?"

"l do not know," she answered frankly. "It is of inpor-
tance, this rope of yours?"

"It is the only way, | think, of reaching the island," he
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returned firmy. Though Farree could not see any reason for
such confi dence

"Ah, well—= She arose and went to where one of those

dead coils spanned a tree from branch to branch. Slowy she
rai sed her hand and set it on the brown surface, tugging at it
a fraction. Nothing around her noved or strove to make her
pay for her audacity. She pulled harder and began her hum

m ng song. Wthin a few noments the arc of the dead vine

was free of the branches, |ooping to the ground and beyond
out on the gravel of the beach. Lord-One Krip was on it
instantly. So she wrought with two other vines, and they
were in time laid along the surface of the beach in |engths
beyond the height of the tower itself, or so Farree believed.

"Leaves." Lord-One Krip stood up fromstretching the

| ast of those vines in place. "Such a |eaf as that." Again he
pointed to a bush standing taller than his own head. The
bottom | eaves of that plant—the ones reaching out over the
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beach—were al so spotted with brown and pl ainly dying.

Their hard, thick sides were rolled up so that they forned a
hal f tube and were | arge enough for the Thassa to |ie upon
"Can these be detached al so?"

The Lady Maelen went to the plant and knelt as it towered

over her. Her singing becanme another series of notes, and
Farree thought he could alnost read a petition into that. Then
she | eaned forward and set a hand to either side of the |eaf
and strove to draw it to her. There was no novenent save the
constant tensing of her body. At least, as it had been with the
dead vines, the growth itself nmade no attack. Then the rotted
core of the | eaf gave away suddenly so that she spraw ed
backward, the broken stemdripping with a black liquid

whi ch gave off the foul odor of decay.

Wien a second | eaf had been so released froma sinlar

pl ant Lord-One Krip set themall to work, braiding the tough
vine lengths into one knobby rope. Wen he had done, he

took one of the long | eaves down to the water and floated it,

throwi ng hinself facedown upon it and pushing out a little
fromthe shore. Though it bobbed downward under his weight,
yet it supported his head and shoul ders above water

"Thi s"—-he indicated the rope—well fastened to a rock
over there"-his wi de gesture indicated the island—can
be used to draw us through the water."

He woul d be trusting a great deal to dead vegetation,

Farree thought, but there was a small chance that such ni ght
work. His own part of the task was sinple conpared to

theirs. Wat if they reached the water and the flitter returned?

He had great respect for the Lady Maelen's third ring
powers, but this they nust do now and the sun gave them
not hi ng but Iight. However, the trial nust be made.

Wth the end of the coil fastened to his belt he soared up

and out across the | ake, heading directly for a fringe of rocks
before the wall of the courtyard. Once there he hastened to
make fast the rope's end to the nost slender of those rocks.
Lord-One Krip had to wade into the water a little, holding the
other end, but it did reach, and he was tugging hard on it,
testing its stability.

The Lady Maelen cane first, lying in her curled |leaf with
bot h hands overhead on the rope, pulling herself along.

Agai nst a troubled and current-riven water she woul d not

have succeeded, but the pull across the cal msurface, though
it seemed to take endless tine, was at | ast acconplished, and
Farree flew back with the rope's end to the waiting Krip.

For the second time a | eaf made that hardly believable

voyage and then, the rope coiled about Farree's arm the
three of them stood before the wall surrounding the courtyard.

18.

a arree crouched on the top of the wall and determ nedly
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did not look to the two twisted burnt things that |ay before
the invisible door. A laser had fallen fromthe charred cl awns

of one to skid across the courtyard against the wall not too far
away. Could he manage to reach the small strip of pavenent
there which was free of pattern and retrieve it? The thought

of such a weapon for their defense was irresistible. He laid

asi de the rope which he had carried up and gestured toward

the two below, off before they m ght object.

Down he fluttered, not sure yet of his wi ng power but
impatient to get his hands on the weapon. He nmade a swoop,
gasped suddenly as he | engthened out with his body parall el
to the ground, and managed to claw up the butt end of the

| aser, clinbing up into the air and then bouncing over the
wall top to the two Thassa bel ow. He offered the weapon to
Lord-One Krip, who reached for it quickly.

Now, whet her his weight on the end of the rope would be

anchorage enough he did not know. In the end he picked that

up and did not try to fasten it on the wall but spiralled over to
the tower where he could anchor it on one of the jutting bits

237

238

Andre Norton

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR

239

of the parapet. Then he returned to the wall top where they

speedily joined him
The Lady Mael en | ay down and edged al ong that |ength of

banter top until she could see the pattern which had been the
fatal trap for the Guild men. Farree could sense her aversion
to what she saw there, but he also knew that she was driven
by duty to consider what nmanner of trap that was—f she

could equate it with something her people still had know -
edge of.

"Force released," she said slowy. "After all these tens of

tens of tens of seasons that which was set answered."
"But | landed there earlier and nothing happened,” Farree

comrent ed.
"By luck you nmust have touched a pattern which was not

one set for defense."
He studi ed the designs carefully. Yes, he had stood at the

edge of a crinmson circle a foot or so away fromthe square of
wavy bl ue lines which had been the downfall of the dead nen

bel ow.
"Dare we cross?" Lord-One Krip wanted to know.

Wth a pointing finger the Lady Mael en was tracing in the
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air the patterns between them and the narrow edgi ng of plain
stone about the foundation of the tower.

"I do not know. There is a maze there, a curve here, a
suggestion of a code. But without full know edge ..." She
shifted her sight toward the two bodi es and shivered. "They
wi Il be back," she said then as if speaking thoughts al oud

"Wth enough power to blast the place open," Lord-One
Krip returned. "Perhaps they will so trigger that as to destroy

all of this wholly."
She shook her head. "They want this too nmuch. O what

they think it holds. Renmenber Sehkmet. They have traced
us—sone of them-believing we can uncover such anot her
cache for their taking. Now on Thassa world they have found

this. Their first defeat was a small one in their eyes. They
will be ready to follow through."

"Look you"—+Farree gave a tug to the rope agai nst which
he had been pitting his full strength—can you use this to
swi ng across and | and by the tower, then clinb?"

Lord-One Krip stood up and eyed the rope and its tower
anchor with narrowed eyes. "One can try."

Hi s hand twi tched the rope out of Farree's hold and bent

its own strength in a grip which kept it taut, then jerked at it.
The rope held. He clasped it tightly and swung down and out
across the treacherous pavenent, descending so far that Farree
was afraid his feet would scrape across the inlaid stones.
Then he was at the foot of the tower and was clinbing. H's
feet set to the wall itself, his arnms extending one above the
other, he used the rope to raise him They watched him

tense and frozen, until he was at the parapet and over. Then
Farree leapt into the air and spanned the di stance between
themwith the aid of his w ngs, caught the end of the rope,
and bore it back to the Lady Mael en.

For the second tinme he witnessed the dangerous sw ng
past the dead and saw her being drawn up by the man on the
tower. He whirred across and was there to nmeet her

For a | ong nonent she | eaned agai nst the parapet until her
breath steadi ed, but she was staring down at the patterns now
reveal ed bel ow her.

"The third ring," she said slowy. "These are marki ngs
very old—f | had time | could perhaps trace a key to this
| ocki ng. But we nust have Sotrath above us when we try."

Lord-One Krip | ooked to the sky. "There are hours before
we shall have that. They may well be back | ong before the
third ring shines."

She shrugged. "In that we must take our chance. |f they

cong—
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"He will conme." Farree knew that as well as if it had been

FLI GHT I N YI KTOR 241

Andre Norton

240

announced out of the air above his head. "Their |eader wll
make this his own venture."

Lord-One Krip nodded. "That it seens we must chance. |f
he is the regular Guild Veep he will make sure of his
armanent, of no nore | osses such as he has suffered here.

And—
Toggor suddenly turned fromthe place he had clinbed to

on the parapet, his eyestalks out to their full limt, his gaze
on the shore from whence they had conme. If Farree had

caught that nessage, so had the Thassa. Beyond the naze

ring of vegetation the eneny noved. Those who had fol -

| owned them through the nountain were now prepared to

batter a way through the tangled grow h.

"Yes." The Lady Mael en nodded. "However— She,

too, had wheel ed about to face the growi ng barrier and now
she planted both hands pal m down on a curling line of vivid
green set with yellow stars of gens which crawl ed toward

them as part of the tower pattern. She knelt so, unable to see
now above the parapet, though she faced in the sane direc-
tion as Toggor.

"Feed ne!" she conmanded fiercely. "Feed!"

The Lord-One Krip went down on one knee, his hand

cuppi ng the point of her shoulder, his other hand reachi ng out
toward Farree. Not know ng just what was to be done, the

wi nged nman settled down, awkwardly now because of his

Wi ngs, but placing one hand within those groping fingers

whi ch caught on his with a painful grasp

Farree gasped. Sonething was being drawn from his body,
flowing on to Lord-One Krip, then presunedly to the Lady

Mael en. Her face was so tense and set the flesh seemed but a
shal | ow covering to her bones. She began to sing, first in the
| ow hum he had heard her use to force a path fromthe

growt h—then the notes scal ed up, grew | ouder, sone ringing

out as if she had beaten a gong rather than used her voice to

shape them 1In the day she sang—oul d t he power wi thout
t he nmoon answer ?

Though Farree had knelt to take Lord-One Krip's hand, he
coul d see above the parapet agai nst which his shoul der rubbed.
Suddenly it was as if a stormcloud had rel eased a wave of

wi nd instead of water. The growh tossed. He could see
branches nove, vines withe, some even appearing to unknot
thensel ves and toss | oose ends in the air, darting about |ike
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the heads of scaled things. This wild rippling ran in both
directions. He believed he could even sight bits of |eaf and
vi ne whi ch broke | oose and wafted al ong on the surface of
that wi nd out of nowhere.

Farree felt the energy drain fromhim Something he had
never known exi sted was bei ng tapped and going through his
hol d upon the Thassa to sustain that desperate song. He put
his other hand to the parapet where Toggor crouched. Now
he saw that the srmux was rocking back and forth, clacking
his larger claws together in part rhythmw th the song.

For a while it held loud and steady, and then it began to
slow. He could see the drops of sweat running down the

Lady Mael en's cheeks, felt her fight to keep on. However,
there cane an end at |ast. She swayed and woul d have fallen
had not Lord-One Krip seized her, snatching his hand from
Parree and pulling her back against himfor her support. A

| ast bit of song, hardly above a whisper, came fromher |ips
and then, eyes closed, nouth gaping, she lay linp in his

hol d.

The wind or stirring out of nowhere died. Farree tried hard
to pick up that nothingness which was the mark of the
shi el ded eneny. There! He had touched one—qui ckly he
searched but there seened to be no others. Toggor had sunk
down, drawn in his eyestal ks as he did when he mnmust rest.

Rest! Parree | eaned sidew se agai nst the stone, his w ngs
toget her and fol ded, an ache in his head and a feeling of
enptiness inside him He was as hollow now as if he had
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been squeezed by sone great hand and flung aside to lie

wi t hout substance.
For how long that | asted he could not tell. There was a

feeble stirring in his mnd that they nust be again on guard
ready for death comng fromthe skies. Yet he nust have
slept, for he awoke fromthat place of nothingness with a
hand shaking him and then Lord-One Krip forced into his
hol d sone of the rations which they had relied upon so

|l ong—dry and tastel ess, yet he choked nout hful s down.

The sun no | onger burned down upon them but sped across

the sky into red sunset clouds, and the Lady Mel en was
sitting up, turning her head slowy fromone side to the other
as if she had awakened out of a dream and coul d not recog-

ni ze where she was. Then recognition came back to her eyes

and she snmiled wearily.

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.ixt (162 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:05 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

"Let Sotrath rise," she said slowy, "then we shall see

whet her, though | amwandless, | amstill too lacking in the
Gft to do what must be done. At |least this day past | have
wrought nore than 1 would have believed possible. This is

truly a place of power."

"Lacking!" Lord-One Krip burst out. "When you awoke

the woods rang ...
Her smle grewa little stronger. "Yes, that 1 did. | amstil

a Singer.''
"One of the mghty ones!" Lord-One Krip said forcibly.
"Let themtry to deny you your due now "

"Hush." She put her hand to his lips. "I do what | can,

but to claimfull mastery is false.” She reached out to touch

that line set in the stones, to fit fingertip to each of the stones
init. "That this answered the three of us after all the |ost
time—that is not my mastery but that of those great ones who

set it here.”
"And those who hunt us?" Farree sputtered through dry
crunbs.

"Ask that of them" She pointed toward the wood. "They
are a greater barrier than even | could guess. Look!"

She pointed now to the eastern sky where the dusk crept

down like a curtain. Showing just a tip about it was a thing of
glitter which he had come to cherish. The third ring was
beginning to rise—the tinme of the Thassa power at its height
was comi ng!

It seemed to Farree that the dusk canme nore swiftly than
usual . As if the very longing of the Lady Mael en had the
power to summon up Sotrath and the nmoon rings. Yet she did
not | ook to the sky but ran her hands up the curving side of
one pattern and down the arabesque of another as if her touch
could find what she sought quicker than her sight. Perhaps
that was so far; just as she had chosen certain stones to rub
when she sang their partnership to the woods, now did she
settle at last at the farther side of the roof, waving the other
two to the bl ank border beside the parapet while she settled
hersel f on her knees, leaning well forward so that the pal ns
of her hand each cupped a series of three greenish stones

whi ch gl eamed the brighter as the third ring crept up the sky
behi nd her head.

Once nore she began to sing—this tine no hum wi t hout

words, but rather a chant that accented sone syllables with
the beat of a drum That sound gripped Farree and perhaps

al so the Lord-One Krip, for Farree noted that the spaceman's
hands were openi ng and cl osi ng, where they hung by his
sides, intinme to that beat in words.

Farree had begun to believe that indeed she could accom
plish great things by her words al one. He had seen sound

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (163 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:05 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

shatter crystals once or twice in the Limts, when sone

sl ei ght - of - hand deal er was showi ng off skills. Wy then could
such not pick up the resonance of a voice at proper pitch and
be noved by it as was a lock with a key laid into its proper
sl ot ?

By the time Sotrath itself was showi ng on the horizon and
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the arc of the third ring well advanced, bringing rai nbows of
light fromthe pavenent, she did indeed achieve what she had
set to do. There was another sound across the beat of her

voi ce and before her a dark outline framed a good section of

the roof.
Her voice arose in a triunphant crescendo and the bl ock so
outlined was sucked downward out of their sight.

Farree gave a cry, clapping his hands to his head. Into his

m nd there burst such a flash or |ash of sights and sounds, of
pl aces and people, he felt that his very head would split
open, not being able to hold or control this wave of other-
ness. Lord-One Krip |ikew se doubl ed near over as if some

m ghty bl ow had sent himreeling, and his hands al so cl awed
over his ears; while the Lady Mel en crouched | ow, her face
drawn and contorted into grimaces, her whol e body tensed

and resi sting.

It was, Farree decided, as if a whole world of different
t hought had been | aunched at them He fought, trying to set
in his mnd a wall behind which that that was he hi nmsel f

coul d crouch protected.

Hal f expecting a conpany of Thassa or their |like to cone
boiling up through the door, a conpany the Lady Mael en had
sung into their defenses, Farree could see only the dark
oblong at their feet, and in that nothing noved nor clinbed to

meet them

Wwall! Think a wall! Farree's wi ngs noved w thout con-

sci ous thought and he was up—nto the night, soaring above

the top of the tower. Yet those hundreds, thousands of thoughts
(though they were a little nmuffled) beat at him He thought a
wal |, barrier so tight set that nothing could breach it. As he
circled on wings about the tower, unwilling to desert those

two who did not have his advantage for a quick escape, he

was aware that the thought stream was thinning, that now

only a trickle of such cane through.
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The Lady Mael en was on her feet, though Lord-One Krip

still crouched low, his head swinging fromside to side as if
the very weight of that storm of thought was | aunched agai nst
himin one wave after another. The Lady Maelen held forth

the light gl obe which had guided themthrough the nountain
passage, and that gathered to it the ring's glory until she had
cupped a great ball of fire. Wth that hand stretched before
her, she approached the opening, |ooking down into the

dept hs beneat h.

What she saw there Farree could not inagine. Wen he

wat ched her prepare to descend through that opening he
swooped, determ ned to catch her before she was swal | owed

up by that nmel strom of mind speech. But he was too |ate,

and, in spite of all his efforts, the clanor caught him again,
driving himin self-protection to the edge of the parapet
where he strove to shake the Lord-One Krip into action.

Only, it would appear that the man was al so still caught in
the invisible stormthey had | oosed. He npaned a little, and
his eyes had turned upward in his head so that the whites
wer e visible.

Had he been able to manage the other's wei ght Farree

woul d have hoi sted hi mup, gotten himaway fromthat

peril ous open door. Now he could only stay beside him

strive to nmove in his own nmental picture of a wall set against
the fl ood.

The |ight beaned upward fromthe opening. He did not

think he could have entered, even with his mnd at rest. It
was not big enough to take his spread of wings no matter

how much he could try to conpress those. But for the Lady
Mael en to go alone into that place! Urgently he shook Lord-
One Krip until the other's head fl opped forward and back-
ward on his shoul ders. Then he felt the other begin to gain
control, and a nonent |ater the man's eyes were turned up to
meet his.

"The . . . mmnminds," he stamered, "they are—
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"Can such a place hold an arny?" demanded Farree
"Whence cones all this?"

"Menories, all the thoughts—ef a race!" Lord-One Krip
straightened in his hold, and Farree rel eased him

"She's gone—down there! | cannot reach her. Can you?"

Farree denmanded
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"Not now. If |I |oose+ amlost."

Yet they both crept on hands and knees, one on either side

of the trapdoor, striving to see what did |lie bel ow Whether
that wave of mnd touch that had been building for genera-
tions could be | oosed suddenly without disaster Farree did not
know, but he felt that the pressure against his nmental wall
was | ess than it had been. And now he coul d see.

The Lady Mael en stood bel ow a short |adder, and around
her body there was an aura of the |ight fromthe gl obe—perhaps

that served as her defense

About her also were racks towering side to side, |eaving

only the small space where the | adder had given her entrance.
And the racks were filled with a series of blocks which pul -
sated with rainbow colors in a mxture that hurt the eyes

al most as much as the wave of nmind touch had near toppled

their other senses. Scarlet, vivid orange, green in five or six
vi ol ent shades, blue the same—violet to purple. It was

unbel i evabl e.
She was just standing there, her head sl owy sw nging

fromside to side, her face a mask in which not even her eyes
moved—i ke one asl eep who yet wal ked.

Bef ore either of them could nove, she shifted the ball into
her left hand and with the right she reached out toward one of

t he racks.
"No!" Lord-One Krip cried out, and Farree coul d have

echoed him But if she heard, that protest had no meani ng for
her. Her fingers closed about a cube which was gembright in
green, and she plucked it out of the serried ranks of its |ike
and held it to the level of her eyes. It was as if she both saw

and heard sonething in its heart which kept her nmazed. Then
swiftly she stored it back with its fellows and turned to the
| adder, comng up to themin haste.

Under the light of the third ring her own gleam ng hair, her
i vory-pal e skin, took on ripples of the lights, but she stil
wal ked as one in a trance. Lord-One Krip reached for her as
she cane within grasping distance, pulled her up toward him
as if he needs must draw her out of sone great trap.

She did not try to throw off his hold, but she turned with

it, holding her globe up to the glory of the third ring and then
lowering it to focus its beans on the very stones she had used
to open the door. And her chant sounded clear in the night

air, the drunbeat of the unknown words harsher and faster as

if now she worked against tine itself.

Even as that aperture had opened so now it closed. Only
when that was done did she ook to the two of themas if she
knew t hem agai n.

"Down. We nust get down. To the courtyard!" She
pushed away from Lord-One Krip and indicated that treacher-
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ous pavenent bel ow.

"It is"—+arree swi nging upward dared to | ook again at
the two huddl ed bodi es bel ow—a trap."

"Yes," she agreed. "And it nust be reset—reset for
greater prey! | nmust do that, by the third ring!"

Wth the aid of the vine rope they nmade it. She waved
Lord-One Krip away and pointed to certain |ines of the patterns.

"Wal k so and so." She notioned. "CGet to the other wall
and up! W may have very little time. Those others will
come." It was as if she had know edge they did not share.

Lord-One Krip stared at her for a | ong nonent and then

did as she had told him Farree flew to give them an escape
route, knotting the vine this tinme to a hard rock near the
shore and feeding the free end into the courtyard. But Lord-
One Krip would retreat no farther than the wall itself.

The Lady Mael en was singing again. She did not approach
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the part of the designs where |ay the dead of f-woriders, but
she paced ot her sections, showi ng great care where she trod,
and sang the same harsh song she had used to close the door
above. Three times she rounded the tower and each tine the
uneasiness in Farree rose. He felt Toggor crowd tightly against
him and the fear in the snux fed his own.

Then, having trod on the pattern before all the four walls,
the Lady Maelen ran toward them Lord-One Krip caught her
and tossed her body a little upward so that she clutched the
vine rope at a higher level. Then he was hard behind her as
she clinbed and slid down to the other side.

"It is done." She was panting, her body sleekly wet with
sweat, her face drawn and haggard. "And none too soon—
The rocks—those—take shelter—

She did not have to utter any warning. They had al ready
heard the beat of the flitter in the sky, sawriding lights Iike
the eyes of a vast insect conming down the valley even as it

had earlier fl own.

They lay belly down behind the screen of rocks, Farree
crinping his wings into the small est possible space. On the
flitter came, and he heard the Lady Mael en: "They know
sonet hing. Surely they would not cone under the ring. But
no Thassa woul d deal with them What secret has been
betrayed that they hunt so?" It was as if she asked that
question of the world at |arge.

Over swung the air craft. It hung at hover, and this tine
dropped two fromits belly onto the top of the tower. At |east
they had | earned that much fromtheir abortive earlier attenpt.
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"Yes." The Lady Mael en's voice was only a breath of
whi sper, and then she added, "Now, let it be now"

As to what followed Farree could never afterwards settle in
his own nmind. It was as if the rays of the third ring awke to
life every gemike stone so that beans of raw and eye-

burning color flashed out. Not only at the nen who had

| anded on the roof but upwards far enough to transfix the
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flitter in turn. Farree thought he heard screans—he was
never sure because it all happened so suddenly.

But the beans of gemlight becane flanelike and they

licked about the flitter, draning it down into their heart fire.
Then the tower itself quivered and blazed until he dared not
|l ook at it any longer. It—t nelted! There was no other way
he coul d descri be what happened, for its sides grew soft as
thray wax under the sun and spun oddly outward in droplets—
t hough none of those sped beyond the courtyard wal|l. But

the tower sank and was gone, and the lights failed so only
that of the third ring held. There cane sobbing from where
the Lady Maelen |ay, and Lord-One Krip edged cl oser to take
her into his arns.

"They are ... dead," she stammered, "they are dead and
with themall their know edge. It is a second death and
one—ene which | delivered to them™"

Farree answered, "But they were Quild and—=

"Not the Guild, those are dead of their own greed. It
was—the anci ent nmenories—those stored | est Thassa need

the wei ght of them again. But they had their own defense,
and that | set. You do not understand. W& were once so great
a people that the auild, all off-world could not have troubl ed
us. Then it was chosen that we should take another path. But
there were those who argued that all know edge shoul d not be
wi ped fromthe face of Yiktor. So they set the nenory tower
and each nenory was stored there—all the know edge of

untol d time which we cannot count in seasons or Sotrath
rings anynore. All of it gone—and by ny doing!" She was
weepi ng now, and her head fell forward onto Lord-One

Krip's shoul der.

They stood again in the great hall that Farree had first seen
after the landing on Yiktor. The Lady Maelen was a little
before them facing those | eaders of her people, her head
proudly high. There had been a reading of minds, and she it
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was who insisted upon judgnent. Now it was the el der of the
wonmen who spoke

"Al ways you have gone your own way, Maelen. And
al ways trouble and sorrow comes fromit. So the great mem

file:/l/F|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20Andre%20-%20Flight%20in%20Yiktor%20UC.txt (168 of 170) [2/2/03 11:42:06 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/Andre%20Norton/Norton,%20A ndre%20-%20Fi ght%20in%20Y iktor%20UC.txt

ories are gone. Well, none can bring them back. Nor"-she

spoke nore slowy now—since there are those who woul d

take themfor a bitter use, can we w sh them so. But we say

to you a second tinme, Kinsworman, there is no place for you,

by three rings or two. You are no | onger Thassa but sone-

thing el se—we know not what. Nor can you slip within the

shel |l of the people. Conme to us when you desire but do not

hope to stay—for there is that within you which cannot be
fitted into our life again any nore than a flower can be fitted
back into the tight curl of a bud. W do not exile you—=

"No," the Lady Maelen said slowy. "That | have done
for myself. | amgrateful that you do not turn fromnme."

"There is this— The wonman held forth a wand which
one of the nen had handed to her

"No, that | leave also. | amno | onger a Mon Singer,
El der. | sang death to the past—=

"You did as it seemed fit. But, yes, the wand is not a part
of the future for you. And you are wi se in your own way.
Where do you go now?"

"Qut to the stars!"

"And the eneny who would trace you?"

"Per haps dead, perhaps alive. But that is a matter for the
future—=

"And you, Krip Vorlund?"

He took a step forward until he stood equal with Maelen to
confront themall.

"Where she goes thus do | also."

The El der nodded and then | ooked to Farree, whose wi ngs
moved wi de to show the gl eam ng patches on them

"And you, little brother?"

He drew a deep breath and voiced it now, just as it had
FLI GHT I N YI KTOR
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come to himfromthe nmonent that those spans of glory had
broken from his ugliness.

"I would find ny world-=

"So be it. And we wi sh you three well. You have done
what was to be done—hold it not in your nenories as any
evil. Time turns awmy and straight in many ways. W grant

you tinme as a conpanion, and nmay it serve you well."

Farree opened and cl osed his wings, his head held high
now. Tine—there was tine always ahead, even though a

man coul d hold nothing but nowin his two hands. He woul d
have his chosen nowhe vowed that. Suddenly he felt his
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hand taken by the Lady Mael en and he realized that his time

woul d be their tine also. For the first tine in his |life he was
warmy content.
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