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PART ONE

Echoes

To survive is not enough. - Bujun saying

Roni n was dying and he did not knowit.

He lay quite still and conpletely naked on the centre of an elliptical stone
sl ab whi ch

occupi ed roughly the centre of a square, cold chanber. Despite this, tiny
beads of sweat glinted

in the bristles of his short, black hair. H's fine features hel d no expression
what soever.

Standi ng over him bent, eyes intent, was Stahlig, the Medicine Man. Ronin
tried to rel ax,

thinking, This is all a waste of time, as Stahlig's fingers probed and pushed
at his chest, noving

slowy down towards his ribs on the left side. He tried not to think of it but
his nuscles had a



will of their own and they betrayed him junping in pain under the thick
fingers.

"Uhm' Stahlig grunted. 'Very recent'.

Ronin stared at the ceiling; at nothing. What was bothering hin? It was nmerely
a fight.

Merely? Hs lips curled in distaste. A braw; rolling in the Corridor like a
conmon - abruptly

remenbrance bl ossoned

H's bare arns slick with sweat, his thick sword just sheathed, heavy at his
si de, his hands

light after alnmost a full Spell of Conbat practice. Wl king al one and

di stracted out of the Hall of

Conbat into a knot of people, all at once surrounded by | oud voices

di sclaimng hotly, stupidly,

and he paid no attention. Sonething pushed agai nst himand a voice cut through
the din.

" And where are you going? It was cold and affected and belonged to a tall
thin, blond man

who wore the obliquely striped chest bands of the Chondrin. Black and gol d:
Roni n di d not

recogni ze the colours. Behind the blond nman on either side stood five or six
Bl adesnen wearing

the sane col ours. Apparently they had stopped a cluster of Students on their
way from practice.

He coul d not think why.

"Answer, Student!' the Chondrin conmanded. His thin face was very white,

donmi nated by a

waxy nose. Hi s high cheeks were pocked and a scar ran down |like a tear from
the corner of one

eye so that it appeared | ower than the other one.

Ronin was nmomentarily anmused. He was a Bl adesman and therefore practised with
ot her

Bl adesnen. But these days he did not have nmuch to do and boredom had | ed him
to practice

with the Students al so. Wien he did that, as now, he wore plain clothes and
those who did not

know hi mtook himfor a Student.

"Where | go and what | do is ny own affair' Ronin said blandly.' What is your
busi ness with

t hese Students?

The Chondrin goggled at him stretching his neck forward like a reptile about
to strike, and

two spots of col our appeared high on his cheeks, accentuating the whiteness of
t he pockmarks.

"\Where are your manners, Student?' he said nenacingly. 'Speak with deference
to your betters.

Now answer the question.'

Ronin's hand strayed to the hilt of his sword but he said nothing.

"Well,' sneered the Chondrin, 'it appears this Student is in need of a
lesson.’ As if the words

were a signal, the Bladesnmen rushed at Ronin. Too late he realized that he
could not draw his

sword rapidly within the confines of the crowd. Then they were piling into
him the sheer force

of their conbi ned wei ght bearing himto the ground, and he thought, | do not
believe this is

happeni ng. Instinctively he kicked out as he was borne under, and had the
satisfacti on of

feeling his boot smash into flesh that gave way. Al nost at the sane nonent, a
bl ow al ong t he



side of his head disrupted his enjoynent. Adrenalin spurted and he punched up
and out, and

even though he was on his back and the | everage was not there, he felt his
fist connect as it split

open skin, cracked into bone. He heard a brief wail

Then the boot caught himin the side and a thick gauze cane down over his
brain. He tried to

hit again, could not, struggled with an enornous wei ght on his chest. Hs

l ungs were on fire

and he felt ashamed. Wen the boot hit himagain, he passed out

The wave of pain canme again but this time he had it under control and there
was only the

slightest nmovenent. He | ooked at the wi de head bent over himwth its shaggy
br ows, rheuny

eyes, and creased forehead.

"Ach!' exclainmed the Medicine Man, as nuch to hinself as to Ronin. 'Wat have
you been

up to, ah?" He shook his head and, wi thout |ooking at

Ronin, turned and put a dark, furry cloth against the nouth of an opaque

whi te-gl ass bottle, and

turned it upside down. He applied the cloth to Ronin's side. It was cold and
t he pai n subsi ded.

'"So. Dress and cone inside.' He threw the cloth over the back of a hard chair
and di sappear ed

t hrough a doorway. Ronin sat up, his side stiff but now w thout pain, pulled
on his | eggings and

shirt, then his low | eather boots. He stood to strap on his sword, then
followed in the wake of

Stahlig's body into a warmy lighted cubicle in sharp contrast to the starkly
geonetrical surgery

out si de.

Here all was a junble. Shelves of bound papers and tablets rose like wild ivy
fromfloor to

ceiling along three walls. Cccasionally gaps appeared in the contents of the
shel ves, or markers

stuck out at odd angles. Stahlig's desk was set close to the far wall, and it
was covered

conpl etely by nmounds of papers and tablets, as were the two small chairs set
bef ore the desk.

Behi nd the Medicine Man | ay gl ass cases filled with phials and boxes.

Stahlig did not | ook up fromhis work as Ronin entered but he reached out
behi nd hi m and

got a clear bottle of anber wi ne, and from sonmewhere produced two netal cups,
whi ch he bl ew

into perfunctorily before filling them hal fway. He | ooked up then as he held
one out. Ronin took

it, and Stahlig sat back and waved an arm expansively.

"Sit,'he said.

Ronin had to set his cup down in order to clear away the nasses of tablets
fromthe chair. He

hesitated with themin his armns.

"Ch, drop them anywhere,' said Stahlig with a flick of his thick hand.

Roni n sat and sipped, felt the sweet wine unroll its carpet of warnth al ong
his throat and

into his stomach. He took a | ong swall ow.

Stahlig | eaned forward, el bows on the masses of tablets, fingers steepled, his
t hunbs t appi ng

absently at his upper lip. He said: 'Tell ne what happened.’

Ronin, swirling the wine slowy in his cup, said nothing. He sat very straight
because of his



si de.

The Medi ci ne Man dropped his eyes, crunpled a sheet of paper, and threw it
into a corner

apparently w thout caring where it landed. 'So.' He sighed audi bly, and when
he spoke again

his voi ce had softened perceptibly. 'You do not wish to speak of it, yet |
know sorret hi ng

troubles you.' Ronin |ooked up. 'Ch, yes, the old man still sees and feels.'
He hunched forward

over the desk again.

He stared at Ronin. 'Tell me, how |long do we know each other?' H's fingers
noved al ong the

desktop. 'Since you were very young, since before your sister dis - ' He

st opped abruptly and

col our canme to his worn cheeks. "I - '

Roni n shook his head. 'You will not hurt me if you say it,' he said softly. 'l
am beyond that.'

Stahlig said quickly, 'Since before her disappearance,' as if, even in speech
it was a terrible

thing to linger over. "Along time we know each other. Yet you will not speak
to me of what
troubles you.' H s hands canme together again. 'You will |eave here and go and

talk to Nirren' -

his voice had acquired a hard edge - 'your friend. Hal He is a Chondrin,
Estrille's Chondrin, and

what is his first concern? You are without affiliation - you have no Saardin
to order you or protect

you. He is without feelings, that one. He pretends friendship, for
information. That is after all one of his

functions.'

Roni n put down his cup. Another time he m ght have been angry with Stahlig.
But, he thought, he

truly likes nme, watches out for me, he does not realize - yet | nust renenber
that he fears many

t hi ngs, some justly, others not. He is wong about N rren

"No one knows better than | the deviousness of Chondrin,' he said. 'You know
this. If Nirren seeks

information fromne, he is welcone to it.'

"Ach!" Stahlig's fingers flailed the air. 'You are not a political aninmal.'
Roni n | aughed. 'True,' he said. 'GCh, how very true.'

The Medicine Man frowned. 'I do not believe you realize the precariousness of
the situation.

Politics is what rules the Freehold. There has been much friction anong the
Saardin recently, and it

becomes worse daily. There are elenents within the Freehold - very powerful
el enents - who, |

believe, want a war.'

Roni n shrugged. 'I could think of worse things happening.' He sipped his w ne.
"At least the

boredomwi || be relieved.'

Stahlig was shocked. 'You do not nmean that, | know you better. Perhaps you

think you will be

unaf fected."'

"Perhaps | will be.'

Stahlig shook his head slowy, sadly. 'You tal k w thout thinking because there
islittle for

you to do. But you know as well as |I that none shall remain unscathed by an

i nternal war.

Wthin this confined space such a fool hardy action can only have di sastrous
consequences. "'



"Yet | am uninvol ved."'

"You are without a Saardin, yes. But you are a Bl adesnan, and when the tine
comes you

cannot be uninvol ved."'

There was a small silence. Wthin it, Ronin took another swallow of wi ne. He
said, finally: "I

shall tell you what occurred today.'

Stahlig listened to Ronin through hal f-cl osed eyes, his blunt thunbs again
idly tapping his

upper lip. He could have been falling asleep

"I find it incredible that | should be attacked in such a manner - and by

Bl adesnen. If | were

Downshaft in the Mddle Levels - you know the Code as well as |I. Fistfights
are not for

Bl adesnen. Any grievances are settled by Conbat; it cannot be otherw se. For
centuries it has

been so. And today | am attacked by Bl adesnen led by a Chondrin - as if they
wer e urchins who

did not know any better.'’

Stahlig sat back now. 'It is as | have said. Tension, and sonething nore, is
inthe air. Awar is

certainly comng, and with it a breakdown of all the traditions that have
all owed this Freehold,

anong all other Freeholds, to survive.' He shuddered, just once, a pathetic
gesture. 'The victors,

whoever they may be, will change the Freehol d.

Nothing will remain the same.' He gul ped his wi ne, poured nore. 'Black and
gol d, you said. That

woul d be - Dharsit's people. He is one of the relatively new Saardin. A new
Order they want; new

i deas, new Traditions, so they say. Their ideas, / say.' He was suddenly
vehement, slanmmi ng his cup

down so hard that the contents flew across his desk, staining the tablets. "It
is power they want!' He

junped up in exasperation, flinging the wet tablets away from him heedl ess of
where they fell.

"Ch, Chill take it! Ask your friend Nirren,' he said darkly. "He will know.'
"W do not normally talk of politics.'

"No, of course not,' Stahlig said contenptuously. 'He would not divulge the
strategies Estrille

t hi nks upon. But | will wager he gathers Corridor gossip fromyou.'

' Per haps."'

"Ah!' Stahlig paused, sitting down once again, and then rushed on as if
surprised at having elicited

this fromRonin. 'As for this incident today, | trust you are not
contenpl ati ng a precipitous action.'
"If by that you mean that you are worried | will use this' - he partially

withdrew his blade fromits

scabbard and slammed it hone with a whack -'rest assured | amnot interested
in being drawn into

the world of the Saardin.'

The Medi ci ne Man sighed. ' Good, because | doubt if Security would believe
you.'

"What about the Students who wi tnessed the attack?

"And j eopardi ze their chances to be Bl adesnen?

Roni n nodded. 'Yes, of course. Well, it is no matter to ne. And who knows,
sometime | may
run into Dharsit's Chondrin at practice.' He grinned. 'He will have cause to

remenber ne then.'’
Stahlig | aughed then. '|I daresay he will.'



Boots sounded in the surgery and two figures filled the doorway of the inner
cubicl e as

Ronin and Stahlig turned to | ook. They did not enter the room They wore

i dentical grey

uniforms with three daggers held in scabbards attached to bl ack | eather straps
buckl ed obliquely

across their chests: Security daggam Both had short, dark hair and even
features; faces one would

never | ook at twi ce, faces one would have to study closely to renenber.
"Stahlig? said one. He had a crisp, clear voice.

' Yes?'

" Your presence is required. Please pack your healing bag and cone with us.' He
handed

Stahlig a fol ded sheet. The other one did absolutely nothing except watch
them Both his hands

were free. Stahlig read the sheet.

"Freidal hinself,' he murmured. 'Mst inpressive.' He |ooked up. 'O course
shal | come, but

you rmust tell me sonething of the nature of the sumons. | nust know what to
bring."'

"Bring everything.' The daggam eyed Roni n suspi ci ously.

"That is quite inmpossible,' said Stahlig inpatiently.

"I am his assistant. You rmay speak freely in front

of me,' said Ronin. The daggam s eyes swung darkly upon him then back to
Stahlig.

The Medi ci ne Man nodded. 'Yes, he is helping ne.’

"A Magic Man,' the daggamsaid slowy, reluctantly, 'has gone mad. We have
been forced to

restrain him- for his own safety as well as the safety of others. He had

al ready wantonly attacked

his Teck. But his health seens to be failing, and -'

Stahlig was al ready busy cranm ng phials and paraphernalia into a worn | eat her
bag. Seeing

this, the daggam stopped, and instead of finishing his thought he stared
stonily at Ronin.

"You are no assistant,' he said icily. 'You carry a sword. You are a

Bl adesnman. Explain.'

Stahlig ceased to fill his bag but remained with his back to them That does
not help, Ronin
t hought .

'Yes, of course | am a Bl adesman, but as you can see | amunaffiliated and so
have nuch free

time. So | help the Medicine Man fromtime to tine.'

Stahlig finished filling his bag. He turned. 'All set,' he said. 'Lead the
way.' He | ooked at

Ronin. ' You had better acconpany ne.'

Ronin stared at the daggam 'It would certainly relieve the boredom'

The Corridor swept away fromthemin a snmooth, gently curving arc. The walls
were painted a

grey that at one tinme had been uniform now, through years of wear and

negl ect, there were

patches made oily and dark by dirt, areas crusty with grime, sections bl eached
al nost white.

Here and there spiderweb cracks extended their fingers |ike tenacious plants
seeki ng sunlight.

Doorways marched by themon either side at regular intervals. Those with doors
were invaria-

bly shut. Cccasionally an open doorway reveal ed cubicl es dark and nusty,
debris piled in

corners, refuse strewn about the floor. But, beyond the evidence of human



detritus, they were

enpty save for the brief flash of small scurrying bodies: click-click of claw,
whip of tail.

Gradually the grey of the walls gave way to a tired lustrel ess blue. The
daggam turned left into

a dark passageway in the interior wall of the Corridor and the pair behind
them fol | oned. None

of them gave a second look at the stalled Lift across the Corridor

They were on a landing of the Stairwell that ran vertically along the rim of
the core of the

Freehol d. One of the daggam the one who tal ked, reached up into a niche in
the wall and

renoved a torch of tarred reeds bound tightly with cord. He held it in front
of himwhile the other

daggam produced flint and a tinder box, got a flane going, and touched it to
the torch. It flared

and crackled as it caught. Sparks junped in the air and fell blackly at their
feet.

Wthout a backward gl ance, the daggam proceeded down the concrete steps. Ronin
was sur-

prised to find that they were descending rather than ascending. The little he
knew of the nysteri-

ous Magic Men indicated that they held a lofty position in the hierarchy of
the Freehold. Their

talents and wi sdom were constantly courted by the

Saardin despite their traditional vow for ever to work towards the good of the
entire Freehold. But it

was possible that they were not imrune to politicization. By all rights the
Magi ¢ Man shoul d be

qguartered on one of the Freehold' s Upper Levels, yet they were descendi ng.
Roni n shrugged

mental ly. No one knew much about them except that they were runoured to be
strange i ndividual s.

If one chose to reside on the fringes of the Mddle Levels with the Neers it
was no concern of his.

Bet ween each Level the Stairwell doubled back on itself at a landing. They
traversed the Levels

silently, the shivering torchlight distorting their shadows into grotesque
par odi es of human shapes,

shanbl ing things that danced along the walls and | ow ceilings, expressionless,
unt hi nki ng, desire-

| ess, receding fromand approaching their human counterparts di sconcertingly.
At length they reached the proper Level and energed into a Corridor identica
to the one they had

quit above, save that here the walls were painted a drab green. They waited
whi |l e the daggam

snuffed the torch and placed it in the niche in this Ianding.

There was nore activity on this Level. Men and wonen passed them going in

ei ther direction and

the | ow hum of distant conversations filled the air like a tidal wash. Perhaps
two hundred netres

fromwhere they energed, they came upon a door painted dark green. Al the

ot hers they had seen

on this Level were the same colour as the walls. Before the door stood two
daggam

A brief, muffled exchange passed between the four daggam The shorter of the
pai r guardi ng

t he door nodded curtly, turned, and rapped a peculiar pattern on the door. It
was opened by

anot her daggam and the nmessengers and Stahlig stepped through. Ronin noved to



join them

but was stopped short by the pal mof one of the guards pressed against his
chest. The

daggam's jaw jutted. 'Where you goin'?" H's voice nmanaged to sound bored and
cont enpt uous

at the sanme tine.

"I amwith the Medicine Man.' Ronin net his eyes with a steady gaze. He saw a

round, jowy

face too large for the small, fat nose and cl ose-set eyes the col our of nud.
But, thought Ronin,

an efficient machine that will respond instantly and unfailingly to orders.

have seen so many.

The square mouth with its thick red Iips opened like a reluctant gate. 'Don't
know anyt hi ng

"bout it. Move along 'fore you get into trouble.'

Ronin felt the pressure fromthe other's hand and stood his ground. Surprise
showed briefly

in the daggam s eyes: he was used to a certain response to the application of
his power. He

recogni zed fear in others easily, loved creating it, seeing it burn before him
as if it were a

sacrifice. He saw no fear now, and this disturbed him Anger flared within

him and his fingers

pl ucked at the top dagger strapped across his chest.

Ronin's hand was on the hilt of his sword when a face appeared from around the
still partially

open door. 'Stahlig, you absentm nded -
The Medicine Man's eyes wi dened. 'Ronin. Wndered where you were. Cone al ong
in.'

Roni n stepped forward but the daggamstill barred his way. The daggam anger
still beating

within him shook his head, and the bl ade of the dagger gleaned in the
Corridor's light.

At that noment Robin saw another face appear. Long and lean with a cleft jaw
filled with

determ nation, a very high, narrow forehead topped by coal -black hair so slick
and shiny it had

bl ue highlights, it was dom nated by w de-apart eyes of a clear piercing blue,
whose

penetrating gaze appeared to take in everything while giving away not hi ng.
'"Qeto, Marcsh. Let the fellow through.' The voice was deep and conmandi ng
Marcsh heard the words and automatically noved aside, but the anger refused to
di e, beating

ineffectually at the cage of his burly chest. He glared in silent resentnent
as the figure noved

past him careful that his Saardin should not see, and thus punish him

Ronin found hinmself in an antechanber off which he saw two roons set at

angl es. The one on

his left was furnished starkly and functionally with a | arge work table and
smal lish witing desk

al ong one wall, and a narrow bed al ong the opposite wall. The room was dark
but he could

make out a figure sprawl ed on the bed. Battered and scarred cabinets lined the
upper areas of

three walls. A lone chair squatted enpty in the mddle of the cubicle.

The roomto the right was less utilitarian. Two walls were lined with | ow
couches and

cushi oned chairs. The daggam including the two who had been sent for Stahlig,
sat on the

couch farthest fromthe door, amd a neal. In the anteroomtwo nore daggam



stood fl anki ng

Stahlig and the man who conmanded t he daggam Ronin thought they rnust have
torn down

some walls in order to make these quarters. Two-cubicle quarters were rare
enough Upshaft,

but Down here -

"Ah, Ronin,' said the Medicine Man. 'This is Freidal, Saardin of Security for
the Freehol d.'

Freidal inclined his long body fromthe waist in a gesture that was sonehow
theatrical. He did

not smle, and his eyes were bl ank beacons that studied Ronin for another
brief nmonent before he

returned his gaze to Stahlig. They resuned their discussion

Freidal was dressed all in deep grey save for the knee-high boots of the
Saardin and the

obl i que chest stripes of the Chondrin, both of which were silver. Ronin
wondered at this:

overlord and tactician, eyes and ears, all rolled into one.

"Neverthel ess,' he was saying now, 'do you take responsibility for this man
bei ng here?

"Ach!" Stahlig rubbed his forehead. 'Do you think he will walk out with
Borros? Nonsense.'

Freidal eyed the Medicine Man coldly. 'Sir, there is much here that is of the
gravest inport to

the Freehold.' The brass hilts of his daggers winked in the Iight as he
shifted easily. 'l cannot

t ake unnecessary risks.' He spoke in a curiously formal, alnost anachronistic
manner. He stood

very straight and he was very tall.

"I assure you there is nothing to fear from Ronin's presence,' Stahlig said.
"He is nmerely

observing ny techniques, and is here only because | invited him'

"I trust you are not so foolish as to lie to ne. That would lead to dire
consequences both for

you and your friend.' He glanced briefly at Ronin and the light turned his
left eye into a silver

dazzle. Ronin started slightly as the Saardin turned back to Stahlig. A
reflection, he thought.

But it cannot be, not a flash as bright as that. Then he had it, and now,
because he was | ooki ng

for it, he sawthat Freidal's left eye did not nove in its socket.

Stahlig put up his hands. 'Please, Saardin, you have ni sunderstood ne. |
nmerely thought to

reassure -'

" Medicine Man, pernit me to nake clear ny position. | did not wish to sumon
you. Your

presence here disturbs me. Your friend s presence here disturbs ne. | am

thrust deeply into the

m dst of a highly volatile Security matter with grave ranmfications. Had | ny
way, no one but

nmy hand- pi cked daggam woul d have access to these quarters. However, | am now

resigned to

the fact that such a course is no | onger possible. Borros, the Magic Man, is

seriously ill, so ny

Med advisers tell me. They can no longer help him They say it is beyond them
Hence, a

Medi ci ne Man nust be summoned if Borros is to live. | wish himto live. Yet |

have little

pati ence with your kind. Please attend to himas quickly as possible and

| eave.'



Stahlig inclined his head slightly, an acknow edgenent of Freidal's authority.

"As you wi sh,
he said softly. 'However, may | ask you to recount
the events imrediately prior to Borros's illness?" Ronin bristled inwardly at

t he Medicine

Man' s obsequi ous tone.

"May | ask what for, sir?

Stahlig sighed and Ronin observed the lines of tiredness in his face.
"Saardin, | would not ask

you to defend the Freehold with one arm bound to your side. | ask only that
you give ne the

same courtesy.'

"It is essential, then?

'"The nmore information | have, the greater the chance of hel ping the patient.’
"Al'l right.' The Saardi n beckoned and a daggam appeared. He had been standing
just inside

the threshold to the roomon the right and they had not noticed himbefore. A
witing tablet |ay

along the inside of his forearm In his other hand was a quill with which he
drew synmbol s on

the tablet. "My scribe is never far fromne,' said the Saardin. 'He takes down
all that I say, and all

that is said to me. In this way there can be no - msunderstanding at a |l ater
tine.' He | ooked

fromthe Medicine Man to Ronin and back again with a neutral gaze. It was

i mpossi bl e to guess

what he was thinking. 'He shall read fromthe report made to ne earlier

t oday.'

"That will be fine,' said Stahlig. 'But let us go in first, so that | may see
Borros's condition,'

Freidal bowed stiffly and they noved silently into the shadow cubicle and
over to the cot on

which the figure lay. 'l apologize for the lack of light,' Freidal said

wi thout a trace of regret.

' The Overheads have recently fail ed, hence the |anps."'

Two of the familiar clay pots sat on the work table across fromthe bed, their
fl anes

illuminating the roomw th an uncertain smoky gl ow.

The figure lay |l ashed to the bed - an otherw se unremarkabl e affair consisting
of a wooden

frame and large, soft pillows - with | eather straps around chest and ankl es.
Bot h Ronin and

Stahlig |l eaned closer to get a better look in the low light.

In all ways he appeared singular. He was | ong-waisted with a thick barre
chest and

peculiarly narrow hips. H's hands had | ong delicate fingers tipped with
protracted, translucent

nails. However, nost unusual of all was his face. The head, an el ongated oval,
was entirely

wi t hout hair, and the skin, drawn tightly over the scal p and hi gh cheekbones,
was of a nost

peculiarly sonbre hue with a yellow tinge. H's eyes were closed and his

br eat hi ng was

shal l ow. Stahlig bent at once to exam ne him

At that noment the scribe began to recite: '"Recorded on the twenty-seventh
Cycle of Sajjit-"'

Freidal raised a hand. 'Just the text, if you please.’

The scribe inclined his head. '"Statement of Mastaad, Teck to Borros, Magic
Man. We had been

wor ki ng for many Cycles on the final phases of a Project, the goal of which



Borros steadfastly

refused to confide in nme. | did the mxing and controlling of elements, that
is all. For several Cycles

Borros had been working nonstop. | would | eave himat the end of the sixth
Spell and when | returned

at second Spell, he would be as | had left him hunching over his table. Three

Cycles ago | arrived

to find himimensely agitated. But he would tell ne nothing, though |I begged
himfor the

sake of his health to -
"What are these, Saardin?' Stahlig interrupted. Throughout the scribe's
recitation, he had been

hard at work probing and listening, trying to ascertain the seriousness of the
Magi ¢ Man's con-

dition. So he had missed themat first. But he had seen themat |ast and now
he poi nted. Ronin

bent and saw three small spots, |ike dark smudges of charcoal, formng a
triangle, inprinted on

each tenple of the hairless head.

Freidal too was |ooking at the spots, and for the first time Ronin felt a
heavy tension fill the

room The Saardin continued to stare at the recunbent body. 'You are the
Medi ci ne Man, sir,’

he said carefully. 'You tell ne.
Stahlig seemed about to answer, then apparently thought better of it. In the
silence, Freidal

| ooking satisfied, lifted his hand agai n.

The scribe's voice once nore took over: '" - let ne let himnore fully. He
refused, becom ng

abusive. | withdrew. The next Cycle his agitation had increased. H s hands

trenmbl ed, his voice

cracked, and on nore than one occasion he found cause to insult ne. Second
Spell this Cycle,

when | arrived, he screaned at me to |l eave. He said he no longer required a
Teck. He began to

rant incoherently. | feared for his health. | tried to calmhim He flewinto
a rage and assaul ted
me, throwing ne into the Corridor. | cane directly here to - "'

The Saardin nmade a brief sign and the scribe was silent. Stahlig stood up and
turned to Freidal

"Why has this man been restrai ned?

The Saardin's good eye blazed. "Sir, | wish to knowif Borros will live and,
if so, whether his

faculties have been inpaired. Wen | have the answers to these questions I
shal |l entertain your

queries.'

Stahlig wi ped the back of a hand across his perspiring brow 'He will live,
Saardin. That is, |

believe he will. As to his faculties, | cannot tell you until he has regai ned

consci ousness and

have had a chance to test his reflexes.'

The Saardin thought about this for a noment. 'Sir, this man was quite viol ent
when ny

daggam arrived. He fought them although they wi shed himno harm They were
forced to

subdue himand to make certain he would stay that way. It was as nuch for his
protection as

for others'.'" For the first tine Freidal smled, giving his face the | ook of a
predatory animal. It

fl ashed and was gone, |leaving no trace that it had ever been there at all



Stahlig said: "It is an inhuman way to treat anyone.'

Freidal shrugged. 'It is necessary.'

He left them abruptly, posting two daggam at the threshold to the room and
adnoni shi ng

themto | eave as soon as the Medicine Man had satisfied hinself as to Borros's
condition. 'If he

dies, | hold you personally accountable,' he told Stahlig, and this served as
his farewell.

Stahlig hissed softly when they were alone in the roomw th Borros, the
nervous sound of

rel eased tension. He sank into the cubicle's |one chair and his shoul ders

sl unped. He cl asped

his hands in front of him They trenbled slightly. Ronin thought that he

| ooked very frail and

very old and he felt pity stir inside him

‘"I ama fool.' Fatigue. 'l should never have asked you to cone here. | thought
for a noment as |

t hought many years ago, when | was young and fool hardy. | aman old nan and
shoul d know

better.'

Roni n put a hand on his shoul der. He wanted to say something but no words cane
to him

Stahlig | ooked up into his face. 'He has marked you now, do not forget that.'
Ronin tried to smle,

found he could not. Stahlig rose then, and returned to his mnistration of the
Magi ¢ Man,

turni ng his back on Ronin, who stood, immobile and silent, regarding the dark
count enance of

the singular man with yell ow skin, strapped to the bed, snoky orange I|ight
flickering now and

again along the considerable | engths of his translucent fingernails, like the
traces of sone

uni magi nably nysterious ani nal.

So it was that when Borros opened his eyes Ronin saw it first, and he called
softly to Stahlig,

who was at that nonment searching his bag.

The eyes were long, that was all he could tell, for they were in deep shadow
and Stahlig was

bent over him 'Ah,' the nouth said. 'Ah.' He blinked slowWy several tines.

H s eyelids drooped.

Hs Iips were dry.

Stahlig lifted a lid, peered at the eye. 'Drugged,' he said very softly.

"Ah,' the Magic Man said.

Roni n | eaned over so that they could talk w thout fear of being overheard.
"Way drug him

i ke that?

'The Saardin would tell us it was to calmhim But | do not believe that was
the reason.’

"Way not ?'

"Wong drug, first of all. Borros is seniconscious, but he is still affected
by whatever it was

they gave him Had he been sedated, he would either be out conpletely or awake
and

wonderi ng what had happened to him

" Ah. Ah.'

Stahlig said quite clearly: 'Borros, can you hear ne?

The Iips ceased their noises and a tension cane over the figure. 'No,' the
lips said weakly.

"No, no, no no - ' A bubble of spittle had collected at one corner of the
nmout h, and now it



inflated and deflated with the piteous cry. 'No, no.
"By the Frost,' breathed Ronin.

The head noved fromside to side as the nouth worked. Tendons stood out al ong
hi s neck

and he strained agai nst his bonds. Stahlig reached into his bag and
adm ni stered sonething to

Borros. Al nost at once he quieted. H's eyes closed and his breathing becane

| ess | abour ed.

Stahlig wi ped his sweating brow Ronin began to say something but the old nman

st opped hi m
with a hand on his arm
"Well, | have done all | can now,' he said in a normal tone. He picked up his

bag and they left

the room At the door, he left a nessage for Freidal with one of the daggam
"Tell your Saardin

that | shall return during the seventh Spell to check the condition of the
patient.'

"What did you find out?

The honey clutter was sonmehow conforting. The di m Overheads threw a di snal
[ight. The

clay lanps were in a corner, resting precariously on a pile of tablets,
waiting to be used. The

crunpl ed paper lay where it had been tossed. Across the room the darkness of
t he surgery

filled the open doorway.

Stahlig shook his head. 'l do not wish to involve you further. It is enough

t hat you have encoun-

tered the Saardin of Security.'

"But | was the one - '

'l gave the assent.' He was angry at hinself. 'Believe ne when |I tell you that
| amgoing to

forget what | have seen. Borros is just another patient in need of treatnent.'
"But he is not just another patient,' said Ronin. 'Wiwy will you not tell ne
what you have

| ear ned about hi n®’

"It is far too dangerous -
"Chill take that!' Ronin exclained. 'I amnot a child who needs protection.'

"I did not nean - '

'"Did you not, then?

In the small silence that built itself around the two, Ronin recognized a
potential danger. If

one of themdid not speak soon, they would be irrevocably separated. He did
not under stand why

this was and it bothered him

Stahlig |l owered his eyes and said softly: 'l - have always thought of you in a
certain way. As

Medi ci ne Man, many things in life - things that at one tine | perhaps wanted
for nyself - were

not allowed me. Both you and - your sister - were very close to ne when you
wer e young. And

then - there was only you.' He said it in a halting, protracted manner, and it
was obvious that it

was difficult for him Yet Ronin could not find it in hinself to make it any
easier. O perhaps this

was not possible. 'But | understand that you are a Bl adesman now. | know what
t hat means. But

every once in a while | renenber - that child.' He turned and poured hinself a
drink, swallowed it

at once, poured another and one for Ronin, handing himthe cup. 'And now,' he
said, as if nothing



had happened, 'if you insist, | shall tell you what | have |earned."'

Stahlig told himthat fromwhat he had observed he was sure that Security had
had Borros for nore

than a Cycle. 'Possibly as long as seven Cycles, it is hard to say with that
particul ar drug.' Further, it

seened fairly clear that in defining the drugs used and Borros's reaction to
Stahlig's voice, Security

had been interrogating him

""Interviewing" they call it," he said. 'One of the effects of this drug is to
subrmerge the will. In

ot her words -

' They were picking his brain.'

"Attenpting to, yes.'

'What do you nean?'

"Well, these things are very tricky and they are certainly not fool proof.’
"But why not just confiscate his notes? Surely that woul d have been easier.'
The Medi ci ne Man shrugged. 'Perhaps they could not deci pher them who knows?
In any

event, nost of what Freidal told us and allowed us to hear was false.'

"But why go to all that trouble? And if what you say is true, that neans
Security has deli ber-

ately interfered in the work of a Magic Man.'

'"Quite so.' Stahlig nodded. 'And then there is the matter of the Dehn spots -
' He stopped

abruptly. They both heard soft footfalls in the darkness outside. He said in a
| ouder voice: 'Tine

is passing. It is near to Sehna.' In an undertone, he added: 'You nust be at
board. You understand?

Roni n nodded.

"And tonorrow and tonorrow.' Then |ouder: 'Good, | shall see you later. | will

need to take

anot her | ook at that bruise.' He flicked his eyes and, with the bri ef est
novenent of his head,

Roni n agai n nodded. He rose and left. In the surgery he passed two daggam
gropi ng through

the dark on their way to see Stahlig.

He passed up the only working Lift in this Sector because the queue was far
too | ong and he I acked

the patience to wait. He was hailed several tinmes and he sniled distractedly
and rai sed a hand per-

functorily but he did not stop to greet anyone formally or to talKk.

H s body went on automatic, as it often did, so that he was only just aware of
hi s surroundi ngs.

He was deep in thought but his body knew where to walk to get to the proper
Stairwel |l | eading

Upshaft to his own Level

Consequently, he went right by Nirren without seeing him He was a talk,

dar k- conpl exi oned

man with an aquiline nose and deep-set eyes. He turned, not in the | east
surprised and, grabbing an

arm i nmpul sively, spun Ronin around. Ronin felt the shadow of the approach
before the Chondrin

had touched him and there was no resistance in him He spun with the
nomentum and as he did

so, he drew his sword with such lightning swiftness that his armwas no nore
than a blur. The bl ade

was up and ready, light spilling along its width, before he had even seen who
had grasped him

Nirren's blade was barely out of its scabbard.

Ni rren | aughed, showing white, even teeth. 'One day | swear | shall best you.'



Ronin smiled bl eakly and sheathed his sword.

"Not a day for one of your tricks.' The smile faded and di ed.

But the Chondrin was in good hurmour. Hi s eyes wi dened and he said in a parody
of a whi sper:

" Ah, secrets to share with your wise and witty friend.' He put his arm around
Ronin. 'Tell all and

unendi ng happi ness shall be yours.'

Roni n thought fleetingly of Stahlig' s adnonition and was instantly annoyed

wi th hinsel f.

There were questions that puzzled himand Nirren m ght have the answers to
sone of them In

any case, he was a friend. My only friend, he thought with a start.

He smiled. "Al right. My quarters?

They entered the Stairwell and Nirren lit a torch. 'Double practice again

t oday, eh?'" He shook

his head as they nmade their way Upshaft. 'Wen are you going to be sensible
and turn your

mnd to useful activity?

Ronin grunted. 'Such as?'

The Chondrin grinned. '"Well, it just so happens there is a fine position under
Jargiss - '

"I knewit - '

"Now wait, he is really all right, for a Saardin -quick, and a brilliant
strategist. | know you

woul d get along. And he knows the meaning of defence, too.' This was a
favourite topic of his.

He never tired of sketching hypothetical battle plans, outlining tactics for
attacker and def ender.

G ven the choice of ground, he would say, the defender will triunph nine out
of ten times, even

with | ess nen.

"l have never nmet a Saardin | liked,' Ronin said.

"Tell me, have you ever net Jargi ss?'

Roni n shook his head. 'This is like a gane with you. No, not to talk to. How
many times do you

have to hear it?

Ni rren shrugged and grinned. 'I keep believing that one of these tines you
will ask to neet him'

Roni n reached out and touched the orange and brown chest bands strapped over
the Chondrin's

brown shirt. 'l think not,' he said very softly.

"Listen, if it's about the Sal amander, you have to expect -
"That is not it at all.’

"If you do not mind ny saying so, | believe it is.’

They were both very still then, regarding each other unwaveringly in the
uncertain, sparking

light. The reeds of the torch crackled softly and the minute clash of tiny
paws on concrete sounded

intermttently. The noises were renote, from another world. Somewhere, very
far off, boots sounded

and then faded. Darkness |apped at their feet.

At | ast Ronin heard hinself say: 'Perhaps you are right.' And the surprise
stayed with himlong

after they energed on to his Level

H s quarters were actually two cubicles, considerably nore space than that of
any ot her Bl ades-

men. Chondrin were allotted this much room Saardin had of course quite a bit
nor e.

K reen was there when they arrived. Her thick, dark hair was up and coiffed
for Sehna but she still



wore her work clothes: close-fitting | eggings, and shirt |oose through the
torso to de-enphasize the

body underneath, with Iight sleeves. She was tall,

fully Ronin's height, with a |ong, graceful neck, generous nouth, and

wi de-set, dark eyes.

When they cane in, she sniled and touched Ronin's hand.

He was nmomentarily surprised because she shoul d have been either finishing up
her work on

the Med Training Level or in her own quarters dressing for Sehna.

She breezed past them on her way out. 'I spent too rmuch time searching for
these in ny

quarters' - she waved silver bracelets at them- 'until | realized | had |eft
them here.' She stuck her

tongue out at Nirren and he grinned. '"Unless | run | will never make Sehna on

tine.' She closed

t he door behind her.

Ronin crossed to a cabinet, reached out a flagon of w ne and gobl ets, poured
t hem bot h dri nk.

Al ready K reen was gone fromhis mnd

They sat facing each other on | ow stools covered with fur. The harsh, white
[ight of the

Over heads washed over them draining the colour fromtheir faces. Nirren

si pped at his w ne.

Ronin's lay untouched at his feet. He told the Chondrin about his neeting with
Freidal. The

other's eyes flashed briefly.

'What do you think?

Nirren stood and paced the small room 'I think I rmust find out why Freidal is
so interested in

that Magi c Man.'

They claimhe is mad."'

"If that is so, perhaps they nade him mad.'

"But the spots.'

Nirren turned. 'Wat?

' The marks on Borros's head.'

" Ah, yes. The Dehn spots. That could have been it, you see. And all the nore
reason for me to

find out what Freidal is planning as quickly as possible. Few people know of
the Dehn. It is a

machi ne of the Ancients. Like so many of the nysterious artifacts that keep us
alive here -

provide us with air and heat and light, nore than three kil ometres bel ow t he
surface of the

pl anet - we know only what it does; the howis beyond us.' H's voice took on a
bitter edge. 'Yet

we have know edge enough to use it. Wres are attached to the head - at the
pl aces where you

saw t he spots - and shocks are delivered to the brain by the sane nethod by
whi ch our

Over heads function. Do you remenber the Neer who opened one up sone time ago
and

touched the wong wire? He was bl ack when they found him and he stank. They
had a | ot of

trouble identifying himbecane his plate had nelted.' He sipped his w ne and
sat down agai n.

"In any event, the Dehn is very painful, so | amtold. Consequently it can be
quite reliable in

obtaining information fromrecalcitrants. But there is trouble in controlling
it; what can you

expect when you are in the dark.' He paused for a noment, |ost in thought.



"What is Freidal up

to?'

Ronin felt sonmething stir within him He rose. 'Let me understand this. Are
you sayi ng t hat

the Saardin of Security has interfered in the work of a Magic Man, has - what,
tortured him to

gain information that he will use for hinself?

Nirren stabbed a finger in the air and his eyes sparkled. 'Precisely, ny
friend. | see there is

hope for you yet. The tine of battle draws nigh, and when it comes Freidal and
Jar gi ss shall be

on opposing sides. W are enemes, he and |.' He grasped Ronin by the

shoul ders. 'Listen, ny

friend, the tine for neutrality has passed. All shall be affected by the
struggle. You rnust help

us. Ask Stahlig to talk to Borros while there is still time. It is the only
way, | cannot get at

Freidal quickly. And if we gain know edge of his secret, it will give us nuch
strength.'

' Perhaps Freidal has | earned nothing.'
"I cannot afford to think that way.'

Ronin | ooked at him 'You do not care what they have done to him | do not
even know

whet her he will be able to talk coherently after what they have subjected him
to.'

There was a warnth in Nirren's eyes. 'Be realistic, ny friend. 1 amtalking

about sonet hi ng

that is larger than any one individual. W are all nerely pieces. The Freehold
is disintegrating

bef ore our eyes because of dissension anong the Saardin. You are unaffiliated,
so perhaps you

are not so aware of it, but believe ne when |I tell you that nuch work rnust be
done if we are to

survive. But right now, no decisions are being made on behal f of the Freehol d.
You see? They

are all too busy schem ng to consolidate their power. This will cause our
destruction.'’

"Perhaps it will be your battle which causes our destruction,' said Ronin.
Nirren dropped his arms and made a face. 'I will not argue with you. | debate
wi th our people

at every Spell. | do not come to you for this.'

He grinned suddenly and gul ped down the remai nder of his wi ne. 'Think on what
| have said.

I will say nothing further on the subject. |I have sufficient trust in you.
Agr eed?

Ronin smiled and shook his head. He thought: When he grins, his enthusiasmis
hard to

i gnore. He made a nmock bow. 'As you wish.'

Nirren |laughed and rose. 'CGood. Then | will be off. | barely have enough tine
t o change.

Until Sehna, then.'

Alone in his quarters, Ronin picked up his untouched wine and sipped it. It
was cool and

deliciously tart. It could have been brackish water for all he tasted it.
Sehna. The evening neal. A sacred tine. So many traditions, Ronin thought as
he entered the

Great Hall. And how many generations preceded us, |lying now in dust,
remenbered by the

traditi ons they handed down and not hing el se.

The heat and noise hit himsinmltaneously, a vast kinetic wave, startling and



bright.

Conti nuous random noti on. The Great Hall stretched away, its farthest reaches
obscured by a haze

of fragrant steam and snoke and heat. Long tables with | ow backed benches
filled with nen and

worren proliferated in precise rows into the distance. Mnentarily his hand
strayed to his hip. It

felt light and strange w thout the weight of his sword, but weapons of any
ki nd were forbidden at

boar d.

He noved to the right, then turned and strode down one of the narrow aisles.
He wore soft

cream col oured | eggings and shirt; no Saardin used that colour. Servers made
roomfor himto

pass, lifting huge trays |laden with steaning food or tankards of thick ale,
fl agons of sweet,
anber wine. He snelled the mingled aromas of foodstuffs, |ight perfunes, and

t hi ck sweat.

He cane at length to his table and took his accustoned place between Nirren
and K reen. She

was deep in conversation with a Bl adesman next to her, so that he saw only the
dark and

shining helnet of her hair. He snelled her perfume. Across the table, Telms
lifted a goblet in

silent greeting, and next to himG fand, a very young, blond man, was busy
directing a Server.

"Wll, howis our Scholar this Spell? Ronin asked him

G fand turned and his blue eyes dropped under Ronin's gaze. 'The same, |
expect,' he said softly.

Ni rren |l aughed. ' Now what could be the trouble this Cycle - |ost one of your
anci ent manuscri pts?'

He | aughed agai n and col our rushed into Gfand's face. By this tine K reen had
turned towards

them and, seeing the young man's di sconfort, she reached out and covered his
hand with hers. ' Pay

them no heed, they enjoy teasing you. They think swordsmanship is the nost

i mportant skill in the

Freehol d."'

' You have evidence to the contrary, ny lady?" N rren said formally, and
grinned. 'If so, | should

like to hear it.'

"Quiet, you,' she adnoni shed.

G fand said rather stiffly, as if no one would hear him "It is all right.
expect it fromhim'

"And not fromme?' Ronin | eaned back as a Server filled his plate. He

i ndi cated that he wanted

wi ne, not ale.

G fand said nothing, his eyes still averted.

Roni n began to eat, his mnd far away. '|I shall endeavour, in the future, not
to tease you.'

At that noment Tomand and Bessat arrived. They were seated am d a great uproar
fromthe

table, partly because it amused themto make a fuss over Tomand's cor pul ence,
partly because

they felt they must ease the tension. Sehna was a tine for relaxation, no
matter what el se was

happeni ng t hroughout the Freehol d.

SlowWy the table settled down and the food was served. Noi se increased and the
heat becane

oppressive. 'Chill take me,'" Nirren said, 'why is it so hot in here?



Tomand stopped eating nonmentarily and, w ping his heavy, sweating jow s,
gestured for him

to lean forward. 'Just between us,' he glanced fromNrren to Ronin, 'we are
havi ng probl ens

with the ventilation system' He took another forkful of food. 'In fact, that
is why we were |late

to Sehna. W were working until the last noment, trying to figure out the
cursed thing.'

"Wth very little success, | notice,' said Nirren

Tomand grimaced. 'It is sinply inmpossible. W have |ost too nuch know edge.’

He chewed,

then continued. 'The nost we can do is to try to clean up the nmess. | mean how
are we

supposed to fix sonmething if we don't know how it works? So little of what the
Ancients wote

has survived. Only their Machines -
"No,' interrupted G fand, 'we could not destroy their Mchines wi thout
destroyi ng oursel ves.'

Tomand paused with a forkful of food halfway to his greasy lips. 'Wat are you
sayi ng?

"That the writings of the Ancients were deliberately destroyed in the early
days of the

Freehol d."'

Tomand shoved the fork into his mouth, and said around the food: 'Wat
nonsense. \Wo

would wil fully destroy know edge? Certainly not civilized fol k.'

G fand said carefully: 'The Ancients invented many things. A nunber of them
were quite

lethal. And they were inveterate graphol ogers. It appears that our forefathers
had little faith in

t hose who woul d come after them In any event, they took no chances. They
destroyed the

witten wi sdomof the Ancients. Destroyed it indiscrimnately, so that I, a
Schol ar, cannot | earn

their history, and you, a Neer, cannot understand the workings of the Air

Machi nes, and the

Saardi n cannot |earn how to destroy each other and the Freehol d."'

Tomand wi ped hi s nout h.

Nirren said: 'How came you by this?

"A fanciful story, that is all it is," sniffed Tomand. 'A speech to inpress
us. Everyone knows -'

"What the Frost do you know anyway?' G fand flared. 'You cannot even perform
your job!'

Tomand choked and began to cough. Bessat | ooked over in alarmas Tel m ss

t huped hi m

on the back until the coughi ng subsi ded sonewhat. His face was red and his
eyes were tearing.

'How -dare you!' was all he could nanage to get out.

G fand was rigid. 'You fat slug! Al you do is eat. You serve no useful
function. Al you

Neers are alike, ineffectual and -
" Enough!' Ronin said sharply. 'I think you owe Tomand an apol ogy.' He knew it
was the

wrong approach as soon as he said it.

G fand turned on him eyes blazing. 'Wo are you to tell me anything!' H's

voi ce had risen,

overtones of rage and hysteria conbining. Cords stood out along his neck. He
rose, his arns

tense colums, fists tight clunps pressed whitely against the tabletop. "It is
you who owe us an



apol ogy. You don't care a bit about us' - his armswng in a tight arc -
of us. Your training

keeps you above all that.' He was spitting the words out, and Ronin could tel
wi t hout | ooki ng

that heads at adjoining tables were beginning to turn in their direction. But
the nyriad mnute

nmotions of the Great Hall had faded |like a painting exposed to the rays of the
sun. The hundreds

of conversations and separate |lives had ceased to exist.

"Gfand - ' K reen began, but he swept on w thout even noticing.

"You' re special because the Sal amander took you and trained you. For what? To
sit here with

the Iikes of us, without the affiliation of a Saardin? He must be sorely

di sappointed in you!'

Roni n sat inpassively, and allowed it to flow past him Even so, he was
abruptly thinking of

K reen, her white skin. And then he saw quite clearly the face of a nman
strapped to a bed, two

snmudgy triangles high on his tenples. He could hear screamng, a terrible
pain-filled noise.

Consequently he did not nove fast enough to conpletely avoid G fand's mad

| unge across

the table. Plates and goblets burst apart, sending their contents showering in
all directions as

t hey tumbl ed over backward into the narrow aisle. Servers scattered and peopl e
al ong the

adj acent row were sent reeling into their own tables.

Gfand tried to yell but all that cane out were grunts as he pummell ed the
body beneath him

For his part, Ronin was of two minds, as he defended hinself. He did not want
to hurt the Schol ar

but neither did he wish to prolong the scuffle and thus risk the intervention
of Security daggam

Then, as G fand shifted, a knee caught himin the side and he felt the lattice
of pain lance up into his

shoul der. The breath went out of him and he thought, Should have had Stahlig
bandage the thing.

And the instinct of his training took over. He lashed out with his free hand,
slamming his fist into

G fand just below his ear. The Scholar's eyes bul ged and his head danced |i ke
that of a puppet.

Ronin took a. breath and, in that instant, felt a searing pain. He twisted his
head, saw the hilt of a

smal | dagger protruding fromhis shoulder, tore it out, cursing, heard dimy
the clatter as he

dropped it, balled his hand, and swng into Gfand's nmidriff at the | ow point
of the sternum He had

a nonentary glinpse of the other's eyes, open wide, terror burning in them

i ke an uncontroll able

fire, before he doubled over. Ronin felt the spurt of adrenalin and he becane
aware that his fist was

rai sed again. Then he was in control, panting, sweat stinging his eyes,
hearing the strange sound of

G fand vonmiting on to the floor. He touched himon his bowed back. Wth that
came an

under st andi ng of what he had done, and what he had al nbst done. Then he swung
about, searching

for the dagger.

Nirren was beside him 'I had better see about poor G fand,' he said softly.
Roni n nodded. He put

any



his pal mup to his shoul der because it was still nunb and he would not fee
the pain for a while, but

he wanted to stop the bl ood.

Then he felt K reen behind him and she knelt and he saw her face. Wsps of
hair had come

undone so that she | ooked as if she had been standing in a high w nd. Her
cheeks were slightly

flushed, her lips parted. Down deep in the awful stillness at the core of his
being, he felt an

i nexplicable novenent, as if he were a stringed instrument and sonet hing he
could not see had

pl ucked a thawed chord. He shivered involuntarily and K reen

m sunder st andi ng, put an arm

across his shoul ders. He shrugged it off, and she crouched |like that, very
qui ckly, so that only

he coul d see, bent her head, flash of pink tongue, and licked at the crack
between two of his

fingers at the oozing stripe of blood. He stood up then, but not before he had
seen her eyes

shi ni ng.

"C ear away! Cear away!' called a commandi ng voi ce. The gaping crowd parted
reluctantly

and Ronin saw two daggam push their way towards him Soneone at the fringe of
t he crowd

must have sumoned them He cursed silently and wi shed he knew where G fand's
dagger was.

They came up to him If they found it -

"What caused the disruption? The one who was not tal king stood with his hands
free. There

was sone space around him Neither of them bothered to | ook at G fand as
Nirren helped himto

his feet.

Ronin took a deep breath, let it go slowmy. '"Nothing at all,' he said calnly.
"Just a slight

m sunder st andi ng. '

The daggam grunted. 'Huh! Awful lotta people staring at a "slight

m sunder st andi ng"."'

" You know how people are.'

"Yeh, sure. Listen, you Bl adesmen know better than to disrupt the Sehna. You
got a problem

go work it out at the Hall of Conmbat, not here. Get nme?

Roni n nodded. 'Sure.'

The ot her one had not noved at all. He stood watching Ronin. H s eyes | ooked
opaque, as if

t hey had been painted on. 'Nanes,' said the one who tal ked, and Roni n gave
them whil e he

wrote. Then he took down Ronin's account of the argunent.

'What happened to your shoul der?' asked the other one, and the first one

| ooked up.

"I was getting to that,' he said with sone annoyance.

"Wanted to nake sure, is all,' said the other

"Wl | ?' The stylus was poised.

"I must have cut it on the edge of a plate when | fell. Quite a lot of them
br oke."

"Yeh, so | see.' He turned. 'All right, nothing going on here,' he called to

the crowd, and they

began to disperse. 'Go on,' he told the other one, and as he turned to | eave,

he said to Ronin:

"Clean up this mess.'

K reen stood silently beside Ronin, her hand on his back. He | ooked at N rren,



who shook his

head. '|I can nanage.' He still had to support G fand alnost totally. 'Look
after yourself.'

Roni n nodded. He turned and saw Tomand, face white and sweaty. Bessat was
conforting

himas if he were a snmall child. They canme up to himand Tomand said, 'l do
not know what to

- ' He eyed the blood. 'But he had it comng to him'

"It was about time soneone stopped that kind of talk,' said Bessat. 'W are
grateful .’

Ronin felt annoyed. 'That is sinply what it was. Tal k. He meant none of it.'
"He insulted me all right," whined Tomand. 'But he feels differently about it
now, I'll warrant.'

Very softly Kreen said: 'l had better clean you up. Now.'
Roni n | ooked at her. She had recognized the drift of the conversation
"Yes.' He sighed. 'I suppose you had better.'

"And no one saw you pick it up?
"I rather think not. They were all too busy.'

"Yes. | can see that.'
"How far did it go in?
To the hilt.'

He sat on the bed, with his shirt off, turning G fand's dagger over and over
in his open palm

staring at the blade with its dark snmear. K reen bent over him working on the
wound. Qccasionally

she rummaged in an open bag besi de her

They had gone at first to Stahlig's, even though he knew it could have been
awkwar d. But the

surgery was dark and the cubicle behind it, and there was no telling where the
Medi ci ne Man had

gone or when he would return. So they had cone to K reen's quarters because of
her bag.

She began to stitch the wound cl osed, having already cleaned it thoroughly.
"What is wong with

that boy? A weapon at Sehna! Wat was he thinking of?

He kept his body very still. '"He is not a boy, firstly,' he said. 'And he
takes his work seriously -

per haps too seriously. They do not exactly make it easy for the Scholars, and
it affects him Per-

haps.' He forgot and shrugged.

'"Keep still." Her hands were suddenly notionl ess, then began again.

"l do know that what | said to Tomand is true: he meant none of it.' She
finished the stitching

and laid a dressing over it.

'But he attacked you.'

"Yes,' said Ronin, 'and that is what bothers ne.’

She took cream fromthe bag and began to massage it on to the bruise over his
ri bs, which

was slightly swollen, with the skin turned dark col ours.

" \Why 2

He shrugged.

'"Do you really care?

He said nothing. Her fingers felt good against his skin. Along the ridge of
swol I en flesh she

tenderly stroked the inflamed nuscles. She wondered what he was thinking
about, fancied it

was her. She wi ped her hands, and unbound her hair so that it fell thick as a
forest, |ong,

swirling about her pale face. Traces of the creamglistened in her hair,
iridescent and unreal. Her



fingers scooped into the bag, canme out, set to work again.

"I had never seen you fight before,' she said softly. And sonething in her
voi ce recall ed the

i mge: swift pink tongue on bright scarlet. He flung the dagger from himso
that it cartwheel ed

in a bright arc and stuck in the floor, quivering. He turned his hands over,
staring at the backs,

fingers clenched, knuckles white. He sl amed them t oget her

"It's all right," she whispered.

The adrenalin was not quite gone. 'l amtrained,' he said slowy and softly,
"to kill and to stay

alive. Al Bladesnmen learn this, sonme better than others.

But those years with the Sal amander were different, and now there are tinmes
when instinct

t akes over - very pure and very lethal - because there is no tinme to think
Hesitate and you are

dead.' He paused and spread his hands, and, perhaps, at that nonent he was not
aware of her at

all. "I alnost killed him- it was so close. He was defenceless and terrified
at what he had done.’

"I know,' she said.

H s back arched slightly as he felt her breasts press into himas she | eaned
over. Her fingers

wor ked. ' To see you in Conbat,' she whispered at his ear. 'I want that.' She
nmoved her hands up

to the nape of his neck and began a circular notion that drew the tension from
his tired nuscles.

"I think about that.'

' Sorehow | cannot i nmagi ne you spending your free time that way.' H s body
rel axed.

She noved her breasts fromside to side against his back. 'l amfull of
surprises,' she said

with a light laugh. Then her fingers noved down along his spine, slowy
circling. The stroking

became rhythmic. 'Do you wi n?'

"Yes. Al the time.' He was aware that she very much wanted to hear him say
it. It was

somet hi ng she al ready knew.

Her fingers nmoved | ower and again he felt her presence nmore closely. He

br eat hed her

perfune. Strands of her unbound hair brushed lightly against himin concert
with her hands. He

heard breathing in the silence of their attenuated conversation; becane aware
that it was his

own as well as hers.

Her fingers were at the base of his spine; she touched the tops of his
buttocks. Her lips were

so near his ear that he could feel her warm breath. 'You fought magnificently.
You fought and

you bled and through it all | was thinking of only one thing.' Her fingers
made wi der circles on

hi s body; the pressure nore insistent.

He felt his blood pounding. He said nothing.

Her |ips touched his ear. They were npist, and she made a sound.

He twi sted then, oblivious of his pains, and pulled her into his lap. H's
hands were lost in the

ni ght forest of her hair, clung there. He pressed his |ips savagely agai nst
hers. Her nouth

opened. H s hands noved slowy, sinuously down her body, and she nopaned into
hi s nout h.



And he reached for the fastening of her robe.

They were thin and tall and quite young. The hilts of the triple daggers
across their grey shirts shone

dully in the cold Iights of the Overheads, still in reasonably good condition
this far Upshaft. One

said: 'Freidal wishes to see you.' He seened very sure of the identification
al t hough Roni n had seen

nei t her of them before.

He felt a brief worry as he thought of Borros. It was very early, first Spel
not hal f gone, and he

was back on his own Level. They had got himas he had wal ked to his quarters,
appearing abruptly

fromaround the far turning, stepping in front of himbefore he reached his
door. Inportant to

renmenber, he thought, in this Stahlig was right: Freidal is very dangerous.
'"At once,' the daggam sai d.

Security had an entire Sector Upshaft. He had never been there, but for as

| ong as he could

renmenber there had been stories told and retold along the Corridors Up- and
Downshaft of the

strange and secretive doings there. He had automatically di scounted nost of
that tal k; now he was not

SO sure.

He was surprised, however, to find that the forbidding dull grey exterior
with its nassive doors

and gates nmanned by faultlessly garbed

daggam gave way to quarters renmarkably bland in appearance. Cubicles that
were |it contained

daggam pur sui ng i nnocuous functions: stacking tablets, desk work, and such
They passed many

roonms dark and enpty. Sone were clearly storage areas, others obviously not,
and this was puzzling.

A door opened on his right and a daggam energed. Behind hima glinpse in pale,
flickering light of a

central table with sonething pinned on top: scored |lines. The door closed
swiftly and they noved

on. | mage renai ning: heavy shadows, many daggam And what was on the table?
"In here.' They went through a doorway into a small cubicle lit by Overheads.
"Wait here.' The

daggam | eft himthrough a | arge door. Blank grey walls stared back at him

di spassi onately. Two

chairs, bare floor. Dark shapes moving over the table, pointing. He waited,
consci ous of fatigue and

the dull throbbing in his shoulder. He badly wanted to wash, and he was
hungry.

The door opened and a daggam energed. Eyes the colour of nud regarded himwth
dull anti pa-

thy: Marcsh. Deliberate, Ronin wondered, or is he part of the Saardin's
personal staff? Marcsh cocked

his thunb at the door. 'In,' he said |laconically.

Roni n said, 'What el se do you do besides stand at doors?' because he was tired
and annoyed.

Marcsh's ani mal eyes squinted as he made a face. 'Least | got a Saardin.'
Roni n advanced. 'To give you orders.'

"Course. What else? His jaw clenched. 'Orders is what counts, good orders.
An' we got 'em
Roni n was very close now. 'That's why we -Marcsh's eyes got cunning.
' You what ?'

"Nuthin'.' He went sullen. 'Just got ny orders. Make sure you behave.'



Is that so. Ronin stepped around himand into the room The door closed behind
him as Marcsh

pulled it shut. It was deep grey with very nmurky Overheads. No carpet, but two
unusual wall hang-

ings in dark, muted colours. An ornate desk cut the cubicle off obliquely.
Behind it, in a high-

backed chair, sat Freidal. He was dressed as before, in dark grey. Silver
chest bands glittered. A large

lighted | anp squatted on a | ow cabinet behind him so it was difficult to see
the features of his

face. The Overheads illuminated only the top of his head. He did not | ook up
Across from hi m sat

the scribe, tablet crooked on arm quill poised. He seemed oblivious to
anyt hi ng except the spoken

word. There was one chair before the desk. Ronin ignored it.

After a time, Freidal shuffled some sheets, put aside a scroll, and raised his
head.

"Sir?

The scribe's left hand noved, a tiny scratching.

"You sent for nme," Ronin said in an even tone.

"Ah yes, so | did.'" He did not ask Ronin to sit down. The fal se eye was white
and terrible in the

reflected bright light. 'You had better tell nme all about it.'

"l do not-'

"You nmost certainly do,' snapped the Saardin, 'know very well.' The scribe's
hand nmade patterns

on the tablet. 'Begin, sir.' Freidal's hands were perfectly still, clasped

t oget her on the desktop,

white bl obs of col our. Except for the unblinking eye, his face was a shadow,
unr eadabl e. Ronin

t hought furiously.

"An argument -'

'l do not believe you, sir.'

But at least he had got it right. "All right,' he said resignedly. 'l had
hoped this woul d be passed
over, but - well, remarks were nade about the Sal amander, about -'

"One finds it difficult to believe you are so thin-skinned.' A white hand
flicked and |ight caught

t he polished nails.

What does he want to hear? A bit of the truth, perhaps. 'W - did not part on
the best of

terms, as you no doubt know.' Sweat had begun to break out on his forehead,
and that was good.

"Many think, therefore, that they may insult him believing that it wll

pl ease me. But he was ny

Sensii and | owe hima great deal.’

There was a pause and Ronin knew that the Saardin was referring to the report.
' He nade

nunerous - unhealthy remarks,' Ereidal said.

"Who di d?'

The Schol ar .

"l do not - '

't her people have given wtness.'

This is such a minor matter. What is he interested in? 'Under the
circunstances, | should think

the Saardin woul d understand."'

"You are defending hinP'

Careful. '"He is quite harmess, Saardin. He is, after all, a Scholar."'

The papers rustled. 'One cannot be too careful,' the Saardin said
pedantically, '"when it cones



to Tradition. Such a disturbance at Sehna is cause for an investigation, | am
sure you under st and

that. Order nust be maintained at all costs - at any cost. Sehna is the tine
of obei sance to the

Saardin and thus to the Freehold itself. Wthout the Freehold' s structure, we
are not hing. Wthout

Tradition, discipline, order, we becone barbarians. You understand this
clearly, sir? The hands

separ ated, spread thensel ves upon the desktop, an inplicit threat. 'I am aware
that you are

wi thout affiliation. Is that one of the principles you were taught Upshaft?
The eye w nked out

for a noment, shone again. 'One wonders, sir, what the Sal amander woul d t hi nk
of one of his pupils

- pardon ne -ex-pupils who was involved in a disturbance at Sehna.' Hi s tongue
clicked agai nst

the roof of his nouth.

H s head turned then, just enough so that Ronin could see that he was smling.
"I am nost

apol ogetic at having to disturb you so early, but' - he shrugged - 'the

routi nes of Security nust

be maintained.' The white eye wi nked out as he | ooked down again. He nmoved
papers off to the

side, seened to be studying somet hing.

"You forgot your sword,' he said.

Roni n al nost said somet hing then, but understanding cane just in tine. He
stood very still and

stared at the shiny cap of the Saardin's hair. Far off

a door slammred, and nearer, booted feet tranped down a hallway, setting a
cadence.

'There's a good boy,' said the Saardin. And Ronin knew he was angry, felt sone
smal | sati sfac-

tion. The sounds of the boots faded, and the silence cane again. H s shoul der
ached.

"That is your own business.' The Saardin's head cane up, flash of white light.
'O her things

are ny business.' His voice took on a pedantic tone again. 'Do you know why
Security was

created, sir? For two reasons. One: to protect the Freehold frominvasion from
t he Qutsi de.

Two: to protect the Freehold fromthose within who would seek to destroy it.'
Hi s hands

steepl ed before him fingers interlaced like white blades. 'Now we are the

| ast. The earth above

us is frozen solid and no one can survive there. Al other Freeholds perished
| ong ago. Perished

because they forsook the Traditions. Perished because they |acked our

di scipline, sir.

"And so we are the last. And by the Chill, | shall ensure that we remain and
flourish.' The

hands cane apart. 'Wiile there is no one from Above who can harmus, there are
still menbers

of the Freehol d, hiding anong us, who wish us ill." The hands came down hard
on the deskt op.

"That | will not tolerate! Do you understand ne, sir? Ronin nodded. ' Good.
Very good.'

He turned suddenly in his chair and pointed behind himat a wall hanging. 'You
see this? A

fine piece of work. Excellent. Better than anything we can do. How old do you
estimate it is?



Hm? Two hundred years, three? A mllennium At |east. Wiat do you think of
that? And we do

not have the faintest idea who made it. Wat kind of people, even. Could have
been our forefathers.

Per haps not. No records. Very nysterious, yes?' He turned back. 'There are
many nysteries within

t he Freehol d. Mst people do not know about them No tinme. Wuld not care
about them if they

did. Then there are those few peopl e who cannot resist poking around things
t hey have no busi ness

bei ng near. They get hurt that way.'

A small silence built itself in the roomand the air seened to get thick and
difficult to breathe. 'l

trust you have good sense.'

The white eye went out once nore as Freidal returned to his papers. The
scratching of the quill

had ceased. After a time, the Saardin said, wthout |ooking up, 'Sir,
bel i eve you are late for

Conbat practice.’

Extend the leg twi st block thrust forward and down. All in one nmotion. Return
to position. This one
will never nake it, he thought, as his opponent bent to retrieve the sword he

had just flicked out of

his hand. No nore than a blur.

Not far away Nirren posted, a deceptively slow novenent, which his opponent
reacted to,

maki ng himvulnerable to the difficult sol enge, which Nirren executed wth
terrifying speed. The

poi nt of his blade hooked, bit and thrust, and it was over. Ronin w ped his
forehead with the side of

his wist as he watched Nirren step back and bow to his opponent.

Bl ack shadows noving slowy around a table, orange flane flickering, sending
shards of |ight

glinting fromdeadly dagger hilts.

The din of two hundred nmen booned off the walls of the Hall of Combat. The

pl ace reeked of

sweat, hangi ng heavily on the hazy air. Ronin could not allow hinself to m ss
practice, although he

wanted to see Stahlig. He felt instinctively that he rmust maintain his routine
as much as possible.

He did not take Freidal's warning lightly.

Al'l eyes on the table in the centre of the room lines drawn in a famliar
pattern. But there had

been no tine. He had just a split second and he had not been | ooking directly
at the tabletop. The

pattern had regi stered on the periphery of his vision, so that now he coul d
not force it, it would

have to surface on its own.

Nirren wal king over, very little sweat on him He grinned. 'How about a rea
wor kout ?

Ronin smiled, bowed to his opponent, turned to face Nirren. They took up
position, searching

for an opening.

On the other hand, he had no nore doubts as to his course of action. In fact
it was the

Saardin's warning that had decided him Not that he had ignored his friend s
plea. But in the

end it was because this very powerful and dangerous man with the fal se eye and
the smile of a



cold ani mal had warned hi maway, that he was going to find out all he could
about Borros, the

mad Magi ¢ Man. The authority principle: it rankled.

Nirren found it first, and Ronin, his reaction time down because his mind had
been

el sewhere, was hard pressed to turn the attack aside: thefaeas, |ow thrust,
bl ade extended far

forward, flicking up at the last instant, ready to disenbowel, and if it was
successful, that was

the end. Ronin did the only thing he could, turning sideways and plunging his
bl ade strai ght

down just in front of his forward thigh. It was instinct and speed. The

i nexperi enced Bl adesman

woul d retreat and that would be it. Attack thefaeas. Their bl ades cl anged
sharply and Ronin

swung i mredi ately out and up, attenpting to take advantage of Nirren's
extension - the

drawback of the faeas if it does not work -but the Chondrin countered.

By the end of practice, Ronin had di sadvant aged

Nirren twi ce, but, as usual, neither had gained a decisive victory. But then
nei t her was | ooking

for victory. They had been trained differently and thus had vastly individua
styles. In practice they

| earned from each other, keeping their reflexes sharp and their ninds ready
for the unexpected.

Roni n knew nmany tricks that he sinmply would not use during a practice; he
supposed Nirren had

sone too.

Into the Corridor and on the way Upshaft, the tarred reeds fitfully
illumnating the scarred

and cracked concrete walls of the Stairwell. Patterns of lines rippling past
him and he had it, the

| atent inmage inpressed through the retina on to the brain suddenly giving
nmeani ng.

When Nirren had asked himto have a drink after practice he had declined,

thi nking of Stahlig

and Borros. Now he wanted a talk with the Chondrin.

H s quarters were nmuch |like Ronin's several Levels Upshaft: two sparsely
furni shed cubi cl es.

"Sirreg's not in, so we need not worry about what we say,' Nrren told him
reaching out a flagon

and goblets froma cabinet. They drank the deep red wine, their sweat drying,
muscl es rel axi ng.

Roni n sat back in the cushions of the divan, feeling the spreading warnth
within him 'I have

never asked you this, but how did you becone affiliated?

Nirren | ooked at himreflectively and sipped his wine. 'You nmean the belief?
He cocked his

head. '"Um so it is not true what they say about you?' He said it with a
smile.

"You know perfectly well what is true and what is not.'

"\What ever gave you that idea?" He shook his head. 'My friend, there are many
stories - perhaps because

you have so few friends, perhaps because you are unaffiliated-they cannot
understand that -'

"Neither can you,' said Ronin not unkindly.

"Ah, not true, ny friend. Your choice. | respect that, but - well, one nust
try - '

"If one has the belief.’

Nirren shrugged. 'Or not. Many do not have it, deep down. But the world of the



Saardin is al

they know. In any event, they fear you - yes, fear is the correct term -
because you are a nystery. That

and the Sal amander, of course. They believe you shun t hem because of sone
terrible deed you once

conmitted. Very interesting. But | digress. You asked how | becane
affiliated." He refilled the

goblets. 'Very well then

"Wen | was a Student | had a friend, never mind his nane, and he was very
anbitious. He

dreaned of becomi ng a Chondrin and thence a Saardin. Now the world is a
conpl ex place - you

and | understand that now - ny friend did not. He craved power but refused to
acknow edge the

Traditional paths to that end. | saw what was happeni ng, and al though I had no
clear idea of the

world at that tine, still | knew down here' - he pointed to his stonach -
"that he was wwong in his

approach. | spoke to himbut he would not |isten. He nodded his head, said,

"Yes, that is good

advice," and then went out and did the opposite.'

H s voice had taken on overtones, the words hanging vividly in the air. He
si pped his w ne

and regarded Ronin. 'And then one Spell we filed into the Hall for practice.
W found him

spread out on the floor in the shape of a star. Five points in a dark and
evil-smelling pool

head, arns and | egs. And none of them connected.’

He finished off his wine, poured themboth nore. It was very quiet in the
cubi cl e; outsi de,

the Corridor was still.

Ronin cleared his throat. 'And then?

"And then | knew | nust affiliate nyself as quickly as possible.’

"After what you saw?'

"Precisely that, yes. One nonent he was there, full of life and bl uff

di sregard for the

Traditions of the world, the next - nothing. A note of matter. They had gone
t hrough him

di scarded himas if he were a pile of rubble they had hauled fromhere to
there. The results were

public so that we should not m stake his death. They wanted us to know.

"I saw very clearly what | rnmust do. | ama realist, nmy friend. | understood
what he wanted. He

was not an evil man. And he was right to want power. Wthout it we are
not hi ng; worse, we

achi eve nothing. Power is the link between dream and reality. He understood
its nature as do I.

But he | acked foresight and patience, and he paid for those deficiencies. | do
not nourn for him

"The world is reality, any fool can see that. One does not have to agree with
it, but one nust

all ow oneself to work within its structure, do you see. To obtain the power.
From t her e,

anything is possible, ny friend. Anything.' He was finished and Ronin knew he
was waiting for a

response.

Nirren rose and went to the cabinet for another flagon. As if divining Ronin's
t hought s he sai d:

"I do not expect anything fromyou. | want that quite clear.’

"Why say it?



Nirren smled then. 'Are you surprised that | should tell you all this?
Roni n shook his head. 'You know the answer to that.'

The Chondrin laughed. 'MWy friend, | know you not at all.

' Because you know not hi ng of my background. Is that so inportant?

"A man is forged by his background, Ronin," Nirren said with sone force. 'And
you are only

fooling yourself if you believe otherw se."'

"All of us are different.'

'"Aye, up to a point.'

'"At the centre, | nean. At the core of the being.'

"At the centre all men are linked by their spirit.’

Ronin | ooked at himw th dark eyes. 'Do you really believe that?

"Yes.'

He said very softly, 'l amnot,' and it rushed at himon a chill w nd down
deep where he feared

to go, and knew not why but felt a rushing in his ears and a wetness on his
face and body,

pi npoi nts of pressure, and very far off a gasping sound distorted and

i nexplicably terrifying, and

he tried to see but something was in his eyes like nist, so that nothing was
clear, and .

' - do you know?' Nirren was asking. He | eaned over to pour nore w ne. Ronin
cleared his

t hroat again, put his hand over the top of his goblet. 'Enough,' he said

t hi ckly.

Nirren laughd. 'Aha, yes. | believe you are right. Too early for nore.' He

st oppered the

flagon, put it away, turned. 'You did not answer.'’

" What ?'

"Did you know that Jargiss is ny second affiliation?

"No, 1 -

"It does not often happen. That is, not many are able to break affiliation and
live.'

Wsp of mist, still. "But you did."'

"Yes, but | was lucky. Jargiss knew of ne, mny situation, and he approached
ne.
"Wio was the first?

"Ah. Dharsit.'

The Chondrin's skin Iike wax, white scar pulling at one eye, colours of black
and gol d. He

told Nirren of the incident.

"Just like his Saardin. | amnot surprised. They treat Conmbat w thout respect.
They are

Freidal's nen.’

"But he is such a Traditionalist.'

"Yes, but it does not matter. He uses themonly. After he is finished with
them - he will use

Dharsit's men first in battle, they will make the first assault and they wll
die - both Saardin and

Chondrin will cease to exist.'

'l saw Freidal today,' said Ronin. 'He sent for ne.'

Nirren went very still. '"Really.' Hi s tone was neutral but as Ronin rel ated

what had happened

he coul d see that the Chondrin was excited.

Nirren frowned. 'Either he is being overly cautious or he has sonme interest in
you. | do not

like it.'

"I saw sonething while | was at Security. Aroomfilled with daggam studying a
| arge tablet.

I only got the briefest glance but | am sure now. They were | ooking at a map.'



Nirren did not nove and his face was |lit by a tense concentration. He said:
"You could not be

m st aken?'

" No.

He nodded. 'Very well. Anything else you can renmenber? Details of the nmap -
Roni n shook his head.

The Chondrin sat back for a nonent, then stood up. 'Cone,' he said. 'W shal
go to Jargiss.'

'There are other matters that require my attention.'

They were at the door. Nirren knew better than to press it. 'Later, then.'
"Yes,' said Ronin. 'Later.'

Because of his shoul der wound, he felt confident in approaching Stahlig, even
if his visit was

reported to Freidal. Sirreg was just com ng out of the Medicine Man's quarters
when he arrived.

H s brown and orange shirt was stained and one arm was bandaged near the
wist. 'Ronin. Good

to see you.' He was blond with a fine square face and direct dark eyes with

I ong | ashes. His face

darkened. '| heard what happened at Sehna.' He shook his head. 'Wat are we
comng to. Braw s

at Sehna, really!'

Roni n pointed. 'What happened to you?' He had no wish to discuss the fight,
especially in the

Corri dor.

Sirreg grimaced. 'A souvenir fromone of Dhar-sit's Bladesnen.' He | aughed
shortly. "It is noth-

ing, really. You should see what | left with him'

' Thi s happened i n Conbat ?

"No, in the Corridor - Downshaft. One nust get used to these inconveni ences
now.' He shook

his head again. 'But at Sehna! Wuld that | had seen it. Nirren has all the
best of it, being able

to sit at any board he chooses, while we Bl adesnen are stuck - have you seen
himthis Spell by

chance?

'"He was off to see Jargiss not a few nonments ago.'

"Ah. Well, then.' He lifted his good arm and wal ked of f.

A Neer was waiting to see Stahlig when Ronin entered. She was neit her
attractive nor unattrac-

tive, with short brown hair and a lined face like a ripe fruit. She stared at
hi m unashanedl y.

don't get to see many Bl adesnen,' she said in a thin dry voice. 'That's
because |'m Downshaft at

the eighty-fifth Level.' Ronin had never net anyone who had been that far
Downshaft. ' Huge
Machi nes Down there - larger than you can imagine, I'll warrant.' She began to

stroke her leg and

Ronin saw that the foot and ankl e were bandaged. There seenmed to be sonething
wong with

the foot's angle to the Ieg.

She saw where he was | ooking. 'In one of them' she said. 'Frost, it hurt!’
Her shoul ders

slunped. 'We were working on one of the Air Machines -the primary ones, you
know? - and

they tell us first thing when we go Down there to mind the Machine fluids
because they're

slippery. | guess that's what happened. | stunbled and slid al ong the hot
netal and' - her face

screwed up - 'oh, it was awful, the foot in the Machine! It took them al nost



an entire Spell to

deci de what to do and get ne out.' She stroked the shin above the nangl ed
foot, not |ooking at

it. '"After a while | couldn't feel anything at all, so | didn't care when they
t al ki ng about sendi ng

for a Medicine Man to cut off the foot. They were afraid of damaging the
Machi ne in sonme way,

because we still don't know how it works or even why, only that it does and
keeps us alive.' She snmiled a beatific snmle. "But in the end they managed to
get it out by

breaking the ankle and it was all right.'

Stahlig cane out to help her into the surgery and she | ooked back over her
shoul der at him

for as long as she could. He had never shared the Bl adesman's contenpt for
Neers and Schol ars

and, of course, the Wrkers. Frost, it was not their fault, and someone had to
Stahlig called him There were several exits fromthe surgery and, for an
obscure reason

Ronin was glad that the Neer had been sent another way. He went through the
half-1it deserted

surgery, the elliptical stone slab domi nating the room Its polished top and
sl opi ng pebbl ed

si des caught the orange lanmplight in such a way that for a startling nonent it
seemed to himto

be covered with bright glistening blood, pooling thickly in the slight holl ows
of the top

running in conplex networks down its sides. He blinked and | ooked again, saw
[ight purple-

grey stone marbleized with white striations. He noved slowy past high cases,
into the inner

cubi cl e.

If anything the clutter had increased. Stahlig was on the couch, sorting
tablets of all sizes.

"Mnd those,' he said as Ronin renoved a pile froma chair.

'How | ong have you been treating Neers?

The Medi ci ne Man waved a hand. ' Ah, they are overworked Downshaft. W - ' He
fought to

keep the tablets fromsliding off his lap, finally gave it up and dropped them
to the floor. 'W

are expected to handl e everything Up here w thout a word of conpl aint,

ot herwi se they think

we are getting ideas.' He used his hands to brush off his leggings. 'l heard
about the ness at

Sehna. That is just the kind of notice you do not need now. What happened?
Take of f your

shirt.'

As Ronin told him Stahlig took apart the bandage and inspected the wound.

" That i di ot

Schol ar!' he said with annoyance. 'O course he is frustrated. They burned al
hi s books centuries

ago.' Wth great care he worked a creamon to the area. 'Mne too, for that
matter, only - Wo

worked on this for you?' He | ooked up quickly, then went back to the shoul der
"Not much for

me to do here, just put on a new dressing and in several Cycles you will not
even know it is
there.'

"Kreen didit.' Wiy did he have to ask? 'W cane by after Sehna but you were
not here.'



"Uhm no. As | have said, they are giving ne the overflow, and - ' He
shrugged. 'Were the

daggam cal | ed? At Sehna, | nean.'

"Yes, but it was nothing. They took down a statenent.'

He seened relieved. 'Good. At |east Freidal did not sunmon you.'

Roni n thought: He seens changed. 'But he did summon me - very early, during
first Spell.'

Sweat had cone out on the Medicine Man's broad forehead. 'I told you! By the
Frost you

were war ned!"

'Cal myourself.' Stahlig was finished with the dressing and Ronin stood up
'He only wanted

me to corroborate the daggamis report. What is the matter with you?

Stahlig turned and went behind his desk. There was no colour in his face. 'l
want you to forget

you ever went with ne yesterday.' He stared at Ronin, his rheuny eyes sunken
and worn. A

tabl et slipped off the desk and fell to the floor with a nuffled crash. He did
not appear to

notice. 'It never happened.’
There was silence in the room but still he was pl eadi ng.
"I cannot.'

"Ch, Frost!' Ronin might just as well have hit him H's face crunpled and he
col l apsed on to

the couch. His lips trenbled. Ronin went and got sone wi ne, knelt in front of
him nade him

drink it.

After a while he whispered. 'l know you. | can do no nore.' But it was as if
he were tal king

to hinself.

"Stahlig,' Ronin said softly. 'You nust help ne. | want to talk to Borros.'
'How can you ask ne to help you to die? Hi s voice was feeble and there was no
resol ve

behind it.

"I will not die," Ronin said carefully, because he had to nake Stahlig
understand. 'And this

may be very inportant for the Freehold. Renenber the tal k we had?'

He sat up at last and | ooked into Ronin's eyes. 'Wy do you wish to do this?
But it had

wor ked and the answer did not matter now.

Roni n shrugged.

"But you rust have a reason!'’

"How can | tell you when | do not know what it is nyself?

The old man sighed and shook his head. '|I knew,' he said sadly. '|l knew al
al ong.' He stood

and turned away. 'Cone back after Sehna. | need to | ook at that shoul der
again.'

At that noment he experienced an acute and inexplicable sense of |oss.
"Stahlig, I -

The Medicine Man raised his hand. 'Mnd the tablets on the way out.'
"Enter.’

The door remai ned cl osed, and the soft knocking came again. He set down his
wi ne, went across the

room and opened it. G fand stood there, head down. Ronin could see the
bandage across his chest

under the shirt.

"I - " He cleared his throat. 'I amnot disturbing you?
"Not at all, | was just thinking of- '
'Because if | am | can - '

He touched the Scholar. 'Cone in.' G fand seemed rooted to the spot and Ronin



had to draw hi m
inside. "Sit. Please.' He crossed the room and picked up sonmething fromthe

top of a lowtable. 'l was
about to return this to you.' He held it out.
G fand shrank fromit as if it were alive. 'l never want to see that thing

again!' he cried.

Roni n set the dagger down next to him 'Ah, but someday it may save your
life.'

G fand broke down then and sobbed into his hands. Ronin poured himsonme w ne
and this too

he set beside him At length G fand stopped and his hands came away. '| am so
ashamed,' he said.

Ronin sat across fromhim '"And | too,' he said quietly.

G fand's head canme up. A light cane back to his eyes. 'You? Wat have you to
be ashaned of ?

He held out his hands. 'I ama Bl adesman. But, as you pointed out at Sehna,
have st udied

with the Sal amander.' Spots of col our stood out on G fand's cheeks. 'I| |earned
many skills from

him many techni ques few other Bl adesnen know. You see, | alnost killed you -

with these.'
G fand stared at his hands. 'But | thought Conbat is with the sword and the

dagger .’

"Conbat is very ancient and has nany | ayers.'

"Yes, | see.' Gfand knelt. 'Oh, Ronin, | amso sorry. Please forgive ne.'
'Pick up your dagger and put it away.'

The Schol ar wi ped his face. 'l want you to know what happened.’

"G fand, | know that you were not attacking ne.'

Surprise, relief, puzzlement, all flickered across his face. 'But how? | was
not sure nyself

what | was doing.'

Ronin smiled. "Yet it was quite apparent to nme that you were extrenely upset,
and not by any

of the things you were saying.'

Color crept into his face again. 'l amin your debt.' He was silent for a
nmonent, staring into

the depths of his wine. He had not touched it, and now he picked up the gobl et
and sipped at it.

It neant nore to himthan taking a drink

"I will tell you sonething,' he said slowmy, "although it is very difficult
for me. | have envied

you for a long time, wanting to be a Bl adesman and not - not having the
chance.' He | aughed

nervously. 'l suppose | amtoo small in any event.' He brought the goblet to
his |lips again, a
swi ft convul sive novenent, as if activity were a necessity now. '|I yearn to

know how we cane

to be as a people - and what took place before us. They were a great people,
centuries ago, and

they built many Machi nes - huge and awesone.' He put the wi ne down, gripped
hi msel f at the

el bows as if he were cold. That is all beyond us now. W have | ost everything.
But | have

reached a - | have read all that remains, that meagre pile of know edge.'

H s voice |lowered. 'They do not know it, but | have partially deciphered the
gl yphs of the

very ancient witing that comes fromthe tine when all people were
surface-dwellers. But it is

not nearly enough, just odd fragnents - it is nothing, really. | have been
able to read just enough



to know what an unforgivable thing they did."'

He broke off and wung his hands. He had not yet said what he had conme to say.
"So |

t hought after all | have chosen to be sonmething that is worthless. Ch, | have
grown used to the

taunts -1 had work to keep me busy. But now | have read everything, so they
tell ne.’

He took out the dagger, watched light play along its stubby blade. 'So sone
time ago | went

to Conmbat practice' - he lifted his head, half afraid that Ronin would I augh -
"just like that. The

Students joked about it at first and made fun of me, and finally, when | kept
conmi ng, wanted to

throw ne out. But in the end the Instructor cane over and gave ne this and a
short sword and

said that since | was trying so hard at |least | should have some weapons. And
now | work with

the Novices, but' - his head sunk again - 'l know | wll never be a

Bl adesnan. '

'"There are other things to be,' said Ronin.

"Nirren says nothing is as inportant.’

"Nirren enjoys teasing you, but you nust not believe everything he says.'

"He is a Chondrin and he does not see!' G fand blurted suddenly.

' See what ?

'That we are dying! You cannot see it? You heard Tomand. He does not know the
wor Ki ngs

of the Machines, no Neer does. Yet the Great Machines are all that keep us
alive. The Instructor

talks to us of Traditions, the Code of Conbat. But what good are Traditions if
the air fails or

the food goes or no nore water comes to us?'

He stood abruptly. 'l cannot stand it! | do not want to remain here. There is
not hi ng for me,

not hi ng for anyone. And soon - soon the banner of Tradition shall wave over
our rotting bones!’

They went to Sehna together and that seemed to settle everything. There was an
awkwar d

nmonent until Tomand stood and said, 'You are forgiven, this is Sehna after
all." Nirren | ooked

at themand snmled to hinmself, and K reen squeezed G fand' s hand.

There was much | aughter and spirited tal k anongst the group, but a lot of it
had a hard brittle

edge; the topics of conversation were of little consequence. And as the
courses cane and went

and the wine flagon was enptied and refilled, they were gripped by a kind of
desperation that

caused their laughter to ring louder, as if noise and tumult woul d keep them
safe fromtheir inner

t hought s.

Roni n understood this early on, and, while he ate and drank and | aughed with
the rest

because any ot her course woul d have been suspect, this know edge only deepened
t he gl oom

that had settled upon him The Neer's story had started it, he supposed, and
he cursed her and

then hinmsel f. What does it matter to nme? he thought angrily. Not ny concern
A Bl adesnman wearing orange and brown wove his way towards them He bowed to
hi s

Chondrin, whispered briefly in his ear. Nirren nodded and | eaned over to
Ronin. '"Estrille,' he



nmout hed silently, rose, and nmade his excuses to the table.

In some way, although it mght have been coincidental, his departure was the
signal for even

greater revelry. Tomand called to the adjacent tables and soon they were
exchangi ng wi ne

fl agons and gobl ets, talking of inconsequential matters.

The seventh Spell expended itself and the eighth comenced. Wth it the Geat
Hall began to

enpty. Slowy, the tables becane | ess crowded, the heat di m nished, and the
haze becane |ess

dense.

Ronin sat with legs outstretched, swirling the dark dregs of wine in the

eart henwar e gobl et

watching the twisting reflections on its opaque surface. The general din of
conversation had

sl ackened and the clatter of the Servers clearing the tables could be heard.
They hurried al ong

the narrow ai sles, huge trays filled nowwith the remmants of Sehna held high
above their

heads, out of the way of passing Bl adesmen. Ronin was asked if he wi shed nore
wi ne and he

shook hi s head.

He itched to | eave but felt the necessity of anonynmity: he did not want to
depart too soon. It

was possi ble that no one was watching, but in any event he did not want to

gi ve the inpression

that he had sonewhere specific to be off to.

Then he saw Nirren approachi ng and was suddenly glad that he had stayed this
| ong. The

Chondrin sat down close to him pouring hinmself a drink fromthe |ast of the
wine still on the

table. He smiled and | ooked about them There was no one near and plenty of
backgr ound

noise. Still smling, he said softly, "I think you will be inter-

ested in this. That Teck of the Magic Man's. Maastad? You renenber? He works
for Freidal.'

Roni n put down his goblet. 'A daggan?'

Nirren sipped his wine slowy, did not look directly at Ronin. 'No. A Teck,
all right. But

affiliated with Security. They do it all the tine. Wen they are interested in
somet hi ng or sone-

one, it is sometines the only way in.' He paused while a Server picked up the
enpty flagon

"They tried to affiliate Borros a while ago but he refused. So they sent the
Rodent in to | earn what

he coul d."’

"Apparently it was not enough.'

"Uhm hmm Listen, | have been given a special assignnent. | have to find a
Rodent of ny

own. | cannot tell you nore now, but' - he |ooked at Ronin, a nomentary
flicker, and then his

eyes were again roanming the Geat Hall - 'I may need your hel p soon, even
t hough you may be

reluctant to give it. As for the other matter - ' He smled and said in a

| ouder voice, 'Later.'’

Roni n wat ched his back as he departed and was lost finally in the vast sea of
novi ng bodi es.

A soft snore passed fromhis open nmouth. He |lay sprawl ed on the couch, his

| egs crossed at the

ankles, his arms enbracing a pile of tablets. H s seamed face was drawn, and



pouches of grey

skin hung under his eyes. Even in sleep he |ooks tired, thought Ronin.

He crossed the room gently shook Stahlig' s shoulder. Imediately the eyes

fl ew open, bl ood-

shot but alert. He pulled hinself up, heedl ess of the tunbling tablets, and
cleared his throat.

"Uhm just resting for a nonent.'

Ronin turned, hunted for the wine. 'You |look |like you have |ost a | ot of

sl eep.’

"Just' - Stahlig pointed - 'over there behind those tablets.' Ronin poured the
wi ne and he drank

gratefully. '"Mn it's that overload from Down-shaft, Frost take it!' His eyes
shifted about the

room 'A fine state when there are not enough Medicine Men in the Freehold. W
may have to

start using prom sing Students like Kreen.' He finally saw the tablets on the
floor. "Vell." He

cleared his throat again.

Fl'i cker.

Down the Corridor and around a turning, very still and silent and wat chful

t hey were caught

in the periphery of his vision like rodents in a web.

Fl i cker: dark shadows against the light.

And he did not stop: he noved neither faster nor slower because they had not
seen himand he

did not want to do anything to attract their attention. Stillness within the
organi sm not w thout.

Into the darkened surgery as fluid rolls within a jar. Now pause, let eyes

adj ust, and nove again

only when all the shadows are in their proper place. Because two daggam st and
guard just down

the Corridor.

"I shall take you to Borros.' Stahlig drained his cup and stood.

He has not nentioned them Ronin thought, as they went across the room and
into the

surgery, aware that Stahlig did not light a |ight or make a sound.

They stopped at the far wall and the Medici ne Man reached out and touched
something in

t he gl oom An opening appeared in the wall, automatic and perfectly silent,
and they stepped

into the small cubicle and beyond.

It was dimy lit by two |anps, flames flickering in the draught created by the
openi ng. Cabi nets

lined one side wall, a door cut into the centre of the other. And Ronin had
it, the pieces fitting

all at once: the daggam Stahlig's silence, the hidden door. And he | ooked to
the far wall, at the

two narrow beds, knew one was filled even before his eyes registered it, knew
too that it contained

a man with yellow skin, the nexus of an obscure power struggle within the

Fr eehol d.

Stahlig's armwaved |like a flag. 'Behold,' he whispered. 'Borros.'

'How did you nanage it?

The Medicine Man's eyes lowered. 'It was not -uhm- all that difficult. Borros
had not

regai ned consci ousness when | returned the last Cycle, and | told Friedal that
if he was not

brought here i medi ately he woul d never again be conscious. Freidal had ho
choice, really.'

"Woul d Borros have di ed?



Stahlig rubbed his eyes. 'Perhaps. But the inportant thing is that he has

si nce awakened and

talked to me.' He sank on to the enpty bed. 'I have not yet told Freida
because | do not under-

stand any of this. What can his value be to Freidal now? He is quite mad.
Perhaps at one tine -

' He shook his head, and Ronin crossed the room stood over Borros. 'Such a
terrible waste,'’

Stahlig said wearily. 'Human life neans nothing to them They had himfor nuch
too long - his

mnd is not the sane.’

But he did not tell them what they wanted to know, thought Ronin, or Freidal
woul d not care

whet her he lives or dies now He nmust have been a strong man. 'Still, | would
talk with him'
Roni n sai d.

Stahlig shrugged. 'You can learn nothing fromhim He is so full of drugs -
Ronin turned. 'Then how can you tell that he is nmad?

"It is not - '

The sound was tiny but distinct, coming fromthe anteroom Stahlig junped up
his face pal e,

his eyes wide. 'Ch, Frost,' he whispered hoarsely, 'this was a m stake. |
never shoul d have

agreed to it. Do not nmove.' He passed through the doorway to the surgery, and
it closed silently

behi nd hi m

Ronin stared down at Borros, at the high gleanming pate the col our of old
bones, at the |ong

cl osed eyelids. H s breathing was deeper

The stillness was pal pable. Qutside he heard the | ow murmuring of voices. He
bent over

Borros, gripped the sides of his jawin his hand. The skin felt smoth and
dry. The eyelids

fluttered, opened slowy, gazed blankly up at himw th unfocused pupils.
Still, the eyes were so

extraordinary that Ronin alnost failed to react to the sound behi nd him

He straightened and whirled in tinme to see Stahlig stepping through the
doorway. 'Freida

wants to see ne imediately,' he whispered. 'Probably concerned about Borros,'
he added

needl essly. 'Remain here until | have left with the nmessenger. | have reni nded
t he daggam

outside that their presence in here would be harnful to the patient's health.
But even so, you

nmust | eave as quickly as possible. Borros has not awakened?

" No.

'Good. Better for himto rest. And there is nothing he can tell you. You would
be wasti ng

your time.' He turned to go. 'Renenber, as soon as you hear us leave - ' He
went through the

doorway and di sappeared into the shadows of the surgery.

Grey they were. But light grey, with golden flecks swimming in their depths

i ke chips of bright

metal . The nuffled tranp of boots agai nst

concrete, dimnishing. And then only the soft silence enshrouded them with
its fine susurration

of breathing. The world reversed: the figures inmobile, the pale flanes of the
| anps |icking at

t he novi ng shadows they created. Still the eyes held him

And then as if through a force of will Ronin noved silently to the cl osed door



to the surgery,

put his ear to the cool netal. He could hear nothing noving out there. He
returned to the Mgic

Man, sat on the adjacent bed, el bows on knees. He was aware of the other door
across from

hi m beyond whi ch the daggam st ood guard.

"Borros,' he said quietly. 'Borros, can you hear ne?

There was only the sound of his breathing, lips slightly parted. Hi s eyes
stared at the ceiling,

seei ng not hi ng.

Roni n repeated the question

Sil ence. No movenent of the pupils.

Repeat the question: closer, |louder, nore insistent.

Silent but: eye nmovenment. Blink

Li ps trenbling.

"What ? What did you say?

He had to repeat it.

' So bl ue-'

He had to strain to hear, and thought: No sense, but contact. Repeat.
"Inpossible blue. I - knowit is there, | - '

Eyes focused now, golden flecks glinting. Breathing rapid. Ronin felt hinself
sweat i ng,

gl anced quickly at the door to the Corridor. Had
he heard a nmovenent? He wi ped his forehead with the back of his wrist, turned

back qui ckly.
Too late to get out now. 'Borros, what are you sayi ng?
"An arch - yes, it - it must look Iike an arch, so vast, so - ' He jerked as

Roni n touched him

head whi ppi ng around, eyes bulging. Hi s lips drew back in a |laugh that was
nore an ani mal

snarl, bared teeth gl eam ng. ' Ahahaha! But there is nothing there, you have
not hi ng no notes and

now no nore head brain squeezed until it's dry and that's what it is dry so
it's no use why don't

you st - ' Hs eyes drooped nmonentarily, then the lids flew up and he started
as if just com ng

awake. 'No -no nore |I' - shake of the head - 'do what you want, all use! -
ugh!" - he shivered

down the length of his body - '"the land brown and rich and plants grow ng

green and free with

no tanks and the heat of the bare sun hang - hanging in all that space!’

He stopped there Iike a nechanismrun down and i ncapabl e of begi nni ng agai n.
And Ronin

thought: It's no good this way, no good at all. He does sound like a madman.
Hi s words are clear

but they have no neaning. He wi ped away nore sweat, know ng that there was
very little tinme.

M ssed sonet hi ng, he thought. But what? Think

He | eaned forward, said urgently: 'The land, Borros, tell me nore about the
| and.' The Magic

Man had thought Ronin was one of the Security interrogators. So his approach
had been wrong.

Get into his mind: what if he was not mad? Only thing to try.

And he saw Borros's mouth working. 'Yes, the land.' The faintest whisper |ike
a dry w nd,

and Ronin felt a surge of adrenalin. 'The fields, food to eat, great flow ng
waters, new life for the

people but - ' He gasped as if struck by a blow, and Ronin reached out to hold
hi m

The I ong eyes were deep pools where golden fish swam frenziedly. 'Ch, Frost,



no! Not

agai n!' Eyes popping, face very pale, white lines netting the sides of the
mout h, a living skull. As

if staring into the face of Death - or a being nore terrible.

He strained to sit up but Ronin held himdown as gently as he could, feeling
the flight of

forces within the thin frame. 'Must, nust!' Beads of sweat clung to the tight
yel l ow skin of his

head. It gathered on his upper lip, ran into his nouth, and the tongue cane
out, licked at the

noi sture. Sweat dripped along the sides of Ronin's face as he stared at the
twi sting, tortured

countenance. It rolled along his wists and on to the backs of his hands,
seepi ng between his

fingers, and he tightened his grip. Borros's hands were like claws, the

t endons corded and rai sed

just beneath the skin, held out in front of himas if warding off his agony
and terror. Then he seized

Ronin's arns.

They were | ocked, inmmbile, and Ronin, caught in the pull of the grey-and-gold
eyes, felt that

he had |l ost volition of independent novenent.

"It is comng!'

Bound within the nonent, he felt the withings of Borros's m nd-

"l have seen - It - '

- knew with an awful certainty suddenly flooding his being that Sonething was
there - ' - draws

cl oser - the people cannot st -
- not a presence but nmerely the threat of a presence, and that was enough to
-'Must go to them

- help - hel - ' "Wo, Borros, who? W are the only -
cl osed, the eyes saw

him perhaps for the first tine, and the terrible ivory grin canme again and
now Ronin felt as if he

faced -what?

"Fool!' hissed Borros. 'They want no one to know. A secret!' And he | aughed
wi t hout hunour.

"Their secret!' The eyes took on a gl ossy depth, the pupils huge. Veins stood
out along his

tenmpl es where the Dehn spots pulsed as if alive. 'Fool! W are not al one on
this world!'" Eyes

The jaws snapped

bul ging alarmngly, teeth grinding in effort. "But it - will nean nothing. It
comes - cones to
destroy everything. Unless - ' H's head whi pped fromside to side, with a

spray of sweat. His

t hroat convul sed and it appeared that he cried out, although the sound was | ow
and strangl ed and

seened barely human. 'Death - death is com ng!’

Borros jerked again and went linp, his eyes fluttering closed. Ronin |let go of
himthen, his

hands and arnms nunb. He put his ear to Borros's chest, then quickly pushed
rhythmcally with

his palnms. He listened again. Pounded his fist once, tw ce, over the heart.

Li stened agai n.

He wi ped his dripping face and stood up. Moving to the doorway to the surgery,
he pressed a

part of the wall and darkness bl oomed before

him He stepped through, out of the light. The door closed. He listened for a
nmonent. Hi s eyes

adjusted. Al shadows in their place. Then, like Stahlig before him he



di sappeared into the

shadows.

'What do you know of the Magic Men?

"What brought that to mind?

"You are always answering a question with another question - Ch yes! There.'
The hand

nmoved, flesh on flesh, orange and light brown in the |ow guttering | anplight.
Bl ack pooled in

the hol | ows.

"Just a peculiar topic to bring up now," Ronin said softly.

K reen noved slowy, gently against him Cascading dark hair, soft and cool
accentuating the

heat of their bodies. 'Not at all. They are purported to be - oh! - the
saviours of the Freehold,

di vining ways for us to live in case the Great Machi nes cease to function. Is
that not true?

Hands noving fromorange to black, light to shadow. 'So it is said.' Their
[ips met and
opened.

K reen licked the sick of his neck. "Wth all the political talk going on -
the runours of the

Saardin - mmm - it's natural to be thinking of the future.'

"I know very little of them' he whispered. But the tenptation was very strong
within him

She rolled away fromhim the lamplight licking at the indentation of her
spi ne, the crease of

her buttocks. 'Wn't you ever talk to me?' she said in a small voi ce.
"There is nothing to talk about.' He reached out and she drew away.

' You mean you have nothing to say to ne.'

Ronin sat up in the bed and stared at the dark bell of her hair sweeping
across the pill ows.

"That is not at all what | neant.'

She turned on him eyes flashing. 'But it is!' she cried.

"You are twisting what | say. Wiy do you do that?

"I will not play this gane.'
'There is no gane.' There was an edge to his voi ce now.
"I will not let you turn this back on ne. You're the one who - '

"K' reen, this is not the tine -
"Not the time?" She sat up too. 'You nust be joking! There is nothing nore

i mportant for us

to do.'

'"Yes, there is,' he said sharply.

She glared at himfor an instant and he felt the charge build within her. She
| unged, her open

pal m striking himacross the face with considerable force. 'Chill take you!'
she hi ssed.

He caught her extended armat the wist, pulled it forward and down w th sone
vi ol ence so

that she was suddenly on her back beneath him He | owered hinself. The soft
[ight gleanmed off

the whites of her eyes. Her breasts heaved under him the nipples hard, and
she brought her

knee up into his hip on the edge of the pelvic bone, but he pressed the nerve
on the inside of

her thigh, nunbing it. 'Frost!' she breathed, and pulled his head down to
hers, arching her body

agai nst him thighs open

He nade | ove with a strange kind of desperation, trying, in his confusion and
angui sh, to | ose

his mind in his body. And so involved was he in this that he failed to notice



a simlar despair in

K' reen.

He rolled away from her sleeping form sat on the edge of the bed, and lit the
lanp. Its pale flame

sent the darkness skittering away in all directions. He kept the light [ow so
as not to wake her. He

heard not hing but the white noise of silence in his ears as he stared into the
flame and saw again

the dream from whi ch he had awakened

He is in the Freehold, yet it is of a different construction fromthat of the
real Freehold. It is

under the earth but it is a Cty, with massive structures that rise through
the air to such heights

that they al nbst touch the rock vault above. Dreanscape: suprareal

He is in one such structure, high up, with K reen. They are preparing to

| eave; he cannot

t hi nk where they are going to. Suddenly the structure trenbles heavily. Cracks
appear in the

wal s, and he feels the runbling in his bones. He | ooks outside. Structures
all around are com ng

apart and coll apsing as the earth continues to heave and split. He hears
scream ng and sees the red

bel ch of columms of flane.

He cannot find K reen. He runs out into the Corridor and is met with the choke
of snoke and

falling rubble; the structure is tearing itself apart.

He calls her nanme. Over and over. He hears echoes, echoes only. He runs then
down the Stairwell

fearing at any nonent it will collapse under him

He reaches the Qutside at last and finds - He is in a cool glade of green
foliage, dark and noist. A

rich, unfamiliar scent cones to himfromthe earth. Hs face is wet. And his
arns. Drops of water

from above hit himall over. Across a river he sees the Freehold disassenble
itself and cone crashing

down am dst huge fires. Bright sparks twist in the air. But he is not there
and he wonders at this as

he opens his eyes and finds that he is lying beside K reen in the dark

He sighed now, once, a long inhalation and exhal ation of breath, to help rid
hi msel f of the |ast

strands of the dream It had been very vivid. He lay back in bed, put a pillow
behi nd his back, and

t hought about Borros. For half the length of a Spell he replayed over and over
in his mnd what the

Magi ¢ Man had said.

And at the end of that time he thought that perhaps his dream had not after

al |l been dispelled.

Ti me, Ronin decided, to see the Sal amander

In the Sector the Lift was out, its sliding doors frozen irretrievably half
open. Deep parallel

lines were scored down one door, as if sonme |large and angry ani mal had been
frustrated by its

stasis. The other one was crunpled |like an old Bl adesman's Conbat wound. So he
took to the

Stairwell and, on the way Upshaft, had tine to recall his first nmeeting with

t he Sal amander.

Conbat had al ways been a ganme to him Like every other elenent in his young
life, it was

too i nconsequential to be taken seriously. On what had cone to be known as the
Conbat Level,



t he normal Freehold cubicles had, sone tine before, been scooped out and

repl aced by a series

of large indoor courtyards that now served as training grounds for Conbat.
Each Cycle at his

allotted time, he would file into the Hall of Combat, the | argest of these
courtyards, along with

other Students of his age. Half a Spell of strenuous exercise would eventually
give way to a

lecture on the art of killing and maim ng through ritual noves, after which
the Students would

be paired off for actual practice.

He had never given nuch thought to the art one way or another, he was a

St udent because he

had been told to be a Student, therefore he was at best nediocre. Oten his
m nd woul d wander

and his opponent would easily disarmhim This never appeared to bother him
but for the Instructor

it was a different matter entirely. Ronin's indifference infuriated him and
it would not be uncom

non for the Student to bear the brunt of his wath in front of the assenbl ed
C ass.

During one practice, Ronin observed a heavy man, al nbst gross-looking, stride
easily into the

Hall. ' Students,' called the Instructor, and the sounds of iron striking iron
ceased i nmmedi ately. He

turned to the newconer, and with a flourish of his hand introduced him

' Students, the Sal amander.'

There was a buzz of excited whi spering anongst the boys, which the Instructor
contrived to ignore.

"As you know - ' He waited inpatiently for silence. 'As you know, the

Sal amander is the Sensii of

Arms of the Freehold. He is here to observe your progress.' There was nore
whi spering, and the

Instructor was forced to cover another pause by clearing his throat. He | ooked
sternly around the

Hal I . ' Some of you nmay be |ucky enough to be chosen to study with the

Sal amander hi nsel f.'

Roni n was aware of the undercurrent of envy that ran now through the
Instructor's voice, and he

turned to | ook at the Sal amander, but his face, with its heavy jow s, oddly
hi gh cheekbones and

gl ossy bl ack eyes, remmined inpassive. At this nonent, the Sal anander raised
one hand, encrusted

with flashing jewels, and in a rich, slightly nasal voice said, 'Pray continue
your practising, boys; do

et me see what you are nmade of .’

' Come, cone, Students,' called the Instructor nervously, clapping his hands,
‘on with it now'

Al most as one, they turned each to his partner, and once again the walls rang
with the clash of

net al

Qut of the corner of his eye, Ronin tried as best he could to keep the

Sal amander in sight as he

commenced his round of the Hall, the Instructor a pace behind him

"Listen, you,' growed his practice partner, a huge, brutish Student of mean
tenmperanent, 'it was

just ny ill fortune to be paired with you this Cycle.' He grunted as he swung
his sword in a vicious

arc at Ronin's stomach. Ronin stepped back, took the brunt of the blow on the
edge of his own



bl ade, the force turning it, and there was a sharp scrapi ng sound. A shiver
raced up his armand his

fingers went nmonentarily nunb.

"But you will give nme a good fight,' the Student said menacingly, 'when the
Sal amander cones

our way. | have been waiting - unngh!' he grunted again as he swung, 'for this
chance for a |long
tinme.'

Roni n, who had been thinking al so of the Sal amander, said, 'Korlik, is that
his real name?

Korlik snorted, as close to a laugh as he could cone. 'Fool! - unhg! - no one
knows.' The bl ade
cane whistling at himonce again. 'Wiy don't you ask him- unngh! - when he

passes by?' Ronin
continued to defend hinsel f against Korlik's pressing attack.

"Haw - ungh! - | wll tell why you won't - unngh! - because you are going to
be flat on your

back, | ooking at the bottom - ungh! - of nmy boot. I nmean for himto see ne and
- uhnn! - take ne

Upshaft. Understand?

But Ronin's attention was focused on the approaching figure of the Sal amander;
only part of

hi nsel f was given over to the automati c defence of his person. The Sensii was
a nmount ai n of

flesh garbed in cloth of jet and crinson. How nuch was nuscl e, he wondered.
And what of his

refl exes? Hs weight nust be enormous. Still, he was the Sensii. The Mster of
Conbat .

Korlik growed at him 'He is comng this way. Chill take you, have you heard
what | said? -

unhg! Put on a good show, Ronin, |I'mwarning you- uhnn!'

The two figures were al nost abreast of themas Ronin turned his full attention
to the Conbat.

' Show?' he said. 'There will be no show. Not for you, not for the Sal amander.'
Cursing, Korlik bore down upon himand, seeing the Sal anander and the

I nstructor reach

them began to hamrer Ronin with bl ows.

"Now this one, Sensii,' said the Instructor obsequiously, "is Korlik. Big and
strong and he shows

fine potential. Unfortunately, he is paired this practice with an inferior Stu
'"Pray cease,' said the Sal amander, lifting a jewelled hand, 'your usel ess
chatter. Do not presumne
to make judgenents for ne.
bul ge in his narrow

face and his tongue working in his open mouth as he fought to control hinself.
During this time Korlik had not | essened his attack upon Ronin, who neither
put up a concerted

defence in any of the prescribed ways nor counterattacked. He preferred to
nove, using his own

bl ade only when absolutely necessary to turn aside his opponent's sword.

The Instructor, seeing potential disaster for hinself in Ronin's refusal to
conformto the | essons,

made noi ses for the Sal amander to nove on. But the Sensii graced himwith a
nmonent ary gl ance,

frosty and disdainful, and he was sil enced.

'Boys,' the Sal amander said, 'desist for the nonent.' Korlik, sweat rolling
down his arnms,

soaking his shirt, dropped his sword with great reluctance and gl owered at
Roni n.

Roni n was pl eased to see the Instructor's eyes



The Sal amander stroked the end of his |ong nose between thunb and forefinger
his dark eyes fixed

on Ronin. 'And what is your name, dear boy?

"Ronin.'

"Ronin, sir," corrected the Instructor

The Sal amander's eyes rolled up briefly towards the ceiling. 'Kindly be good
enough to take your

person across the Hall so that | will not be obliged to suffer your presence.'
He said it with a sighing

exhal ati on of breath, not at all forcefully, Ronin thought. Neverthel ess, the
Instructor stal ked of f

wi t hout anot her word, the nuscles at the sides of his jaw working
spasnodi cal | y.

Around them the din of practice continued unabated, crashing off the walls
and echoi ng back

upon the ear. The acrid stench of sweat and fear hung in the vast Hall,
staining the air.

"Sensii,' said Korlik. 'l have waited for this time, working long and hard in
the hope that | would

pl ease you. It is ny greatest wish to be taught by you.'

The eyes of the Sal amander, black and hard as chi ps of stone, turned upon
Korlik. 'My boy,'

he draw ed, 'only the nost special Students, those who exhibit extraordi nary
merit, work with

me.' The eyes flicked up and down his body. 'Rest assured that you are not one
of those. Now

pray be still.' Korlik strangled a gasp and ground his teeth in fury, but he
remai ned silent.

The Sal amander turned to Ronin and said as if they were in a room al one, ' Tel
me why you

do Conbat in such a manner.'

He wondered what the Sal anander want ed; wondered what sort of answer woul d be
best to

give. In the end, he told the truth. 'Conbat bores me,' he said evenly.

' Then why do you bother with it?

"l do it because | have to.'

The Sal amander rubbed his nose again, the rings on his fingers catching the
light. 'Hmm vyes,

suppose you do.' Abruptly he said: 'You think of other matters.'

"Sir? He was startl ed.

'When you do Conbat,' the Sal amander expounded patiently, as if explaining an
obvi ous

fact to a child, '"your mnd is thinking of other things.'

"Wy, vyes,' he replied, sonmewhat surprised. 'Yes, ny nmind is often el sewhere
when | fight.'

' Pl ease.' A pained expression nmuddied his features nmonentarily. 'To do Comnbat
is not to

"fight", dear boy. "Fighting" is done by animals.

Conbat is a ritualistic art perforned by civilized nen.'

"I never gave it nmuch thought,' Ronin said snidely. Because he was grow ng
interested in spite of

hi nsel f and this perpl exed him

The Sal amander was not at all ruffled. '"Ah well, notivation is everything,
dear boy. You have
natural ability, as any halfwit can see. But notivation - ah! - nowthat is

another matter entirely.

What can we do to elicit your interest, hm® W shall have to attend to that.'
So saying, he retreated a

pace. H s long sword hung at his side, encased in its ornate
jet-and-scarlet-lacquered scabbard. 'Yes, we



must work on that. Defend yourself, dear boy.'

Hi s hand went not to the hilt of his sword but to the folds of his wide
scarl et sash, producing a

bur ni shed-netal fan. Ronin could not believe his eyes, but still he put up his
sword. The fan wove

conpl ex patterns in the air, opening and cl osing.

The Sal amander's attack was over al nost before it had conmenced, or so it
seemed to Ronin. At

its swift conpletion, he was | eft weaponl ess, the extended top edge of the fan
a bright arc at his

t hr oat .

' Hawhawhaw! ' Korli k bellowed at his humiliation, but Ronin's thoughts were

el sewhere, on the

fan's nysterious dances.

ohserving the i nwardness of Ronin's col ourl ess eyes, the Sal amander sniled
slightly. He fol ded

the fan and replaced it within his sash. 'Report to ny Level in three Cycles
time,'" he said briskly.

'"Do not bring any personal itens.'

He turned on his heel and strode powerfully across the crowmded Hall to advise
the Instructor of

the Students he had chosen, and di sappeared down the Corridor in a swirl of
jet and crinson, like

some el egant and unt ouchabl e bird.

He reached the cool Corridor without passing anyone; visitors were rare this
far Upshaft. The

tan walls arched away from himclean and enpty. Here the usual cenent floor
had been covered

in resilient wood pl anking, enanelled a rich deep brown.

As he wal ked, the walls lightened until they had reached a cream col our, and
he stopped in front

of huge doubl e doors with thickly carved panels along their edges. Heavy netal
knockers in the

likeness of a thin twisting lizard, needl e tongue exposed, flames withing at
its feet, were hung

in the centre of each door. Tiny ruby eyes glinted in the strong light of the
Over heads. He stood

in front of the doors and did not touch the knockers.

"Yes?' a flat filtered voice said from nowhere.

He did not stir: he knew the routine. He pronounced his nane clearly.

There was nothing for a monment, then the di senbodi ed voi ce said: ' Former

St udent ?'

"Yes.'

A crackle. A brief hum

"Enter,' the voice said.

It was | arge and gave the appearance of being light and airy and open wi thout
actual ly being so;

no roomin the Freehold could, by definition

The deliberately rough-finished walls were painted a |light blue, the ceiling a
soft white. The

pl anki ng on the floor was |acquered a deep lustrous blue. Low chairs were
scattered about the

front part of the room The walls were devoid of any ornanentation. Double
doors, the tw ns of

t he ones he had just come through, broke up the far wall.

He went across the roomand stood in front of a desk that appeared to be very
old. Behind it

sat a womman with light wavy hair, and a face broad and flat enough to nmake it
i nteresting. She

wore a robe the sane colour as the walls.



He | ooked into her disinterested grey eyes.

"You wi shed - ?' The cool question hung in the air |ike a beaded curtain.
'To see the Sal amander,' he said.

"Ah.' She said it as if it were a word with neaning. She gazed at himand | et
the silence

stretch itself like a yawn. Her snmall neat hands fluttered over the desktop
the lacquered nails

glistening in the |light.

Eventual |y she said, 'lIl amafraid he is unavailable at the nonent.' There was
no trace of regret

in her voice

"Just give himny name, please.’

"Perhaps if you returned during a |ater Spell.'

' Have you given himny name? Have you told himthat | am here?

The nails scratched their way along the wood. 'He is extremely busy and -
He |eaned over, captured her hands in his, pressed them down. She
stared at themas if

fasci nated, and raised her eyes to his.

Tell him' he said softly.

"Still - ' She continued to |l ook at him searching his face. Her tongue showed
briefly between her

white teeth like a coral snake.

He rel eased her and she got up and went out through the doors behind her. She
left a soft

hunm ng and a breeze wafting froma sudden source. Borne upon it was a gentle
hi nt of cloves,

and if he had not spent so rmuch tine on this Level, he would have supposed
that it cane fromthe

worran.

She took her tine com ng back and when she energed her grey eyes were round,
as if she were

a bit startled. She held one door open

"You may go in now,' she said a little breathlessly.

Ronin smiled to hinmself and, as he passed her, he saw sonething noving in her
eyes, an anbi gu-

ous enotion. She stared after him

'The | ast door on the right,' she called as if it were an afterthought.

The hal Il way was painted the |ightest blue imagi nabl e over the sane
rough-textured base. The fl oor

repeated the dark blue. He passed doors on either side at regular intervals.
It ended in a blank wall. Doors to right and left. He rapped with his

knuckl es. It opened.

The odour of cloves was sharper now. A young man stood in the doorway so that
Roni n coul d not

see beyond him He wore close-fitting breeches

and a shirt of a soft tan colour and short dark gl eam ng boots. He was slim
and had unnaturally

red cheeks, as if he had just spent a full Spell scrubbing his face. His |ips
were full and pink. Hs

short curly blond hair shone. Over his heart he wore a jewel-hi ked dagger in a
scabbard of

bl ood-red | eat her; another rode on his right hip. He had the appearance of
never havi ng done

anything in his life.

He stared hard at Ronin and his lips parted slightly. They remrai ned that way
for a long

nmonent and then, abruptly, he stood aside and Ronin entered.

It was darker than in the hallway and it took hima nonent to adjust. He was
in a huge room

panel l ed in wood. Thick carpets of dark swirling patterns covered the floor



One wall was I|ined

fromfloor to ceiling with books. Functional |eather chairs were grouped
casually. A long plush

couch was set against one half of the back wall. Open double doors wth
separate iron-

grillwork gates took up the other half. The sounds of water flow ng came to
hi m and the scent

of cloves cane heavily to his nostrils.

There were many nmen in the room all dressed, as far as Ronin could tell in
the uncertain

light, simlarly to the man with the red cheeks. They contrived to ignore him
with an affected

| anguor .
"Drink?" the red-cheeked man asked, and when Ronin shook his head, he drifted
of f, looking

rat her pl eased.

Ronin was very interested in the wall of books and he went over to | ook at
them He ran his

fingertips along the rows of spines and thought of G fand. They were al
extrenmely ol d, of course,

wi th worn | eat her bindings. Sone, he saw, had required repairs. He opened one
at random The

characters were unfam liar and he tried another. dyphs: still unreadable. Ah,
G fand, how you

woul d revel in this: an entire world for you. Books! And all they had
Downshaft were fragments. A

sudden sadness gripped him

The red-cheeked man beckoned to him stretched his armtowards the doorway in
the far wall.

Roni n passed him He put a delicate forefinger to his lower I|ip.

It |ooked to be an open patio, but that was inmpossible. Even so, it was a
squar e room whose very

high ceiling and diffused lighting gave it a trenendously open feeling. He
went across the stone

flagging while a breeze stirred his hair. Qite suddenly, he was curious. Al
of this was a part of the

Sal amander's quarters that he had not seen before.

He heard strange sounds: a small high trilling, a repeated whistling, others
he coul d not isol ate.

They seened to emanate fromhigh up in the air.

He passed, in the centre of the room a square pool of water, which bubbl ed
and gurgled, fed

from sone hi dden source

On the far side of the pool, sone distance away, was the Sal amander. He sat on
a bare wooden

chair with thick arms. A snmall stone table with crystal flagon and goblets was
on his left side. A

second chair stood near, enpty and waiting.

He was wearing a dull black robe under which he wore jet |eggings and | oose
shirt. H's high

bl ack boots were polished to a gloss. A scarlet sash banded his anple waist.
Just below his

throat, like a startling splash of fresh blood, lay an uncurling lizard carved
froma single ruby,

its body graceful and rich in colour, slightly translucent. Its eyes were of
jet, and onyx flanes

danced around it, arching up into its nouth.

He | ooked not a nonment ol der than the day Ronin had first met him Large,
squari sh face

wi th highly pronounced cheekbones that, had he not heavy jow s, would have



gi ven hi m al nost

an alien cast. Thick black brows shiel ded deep-set eyes as jet-black and

shi ny-hard as those on

his brooch. His hair was thick and dark and |ong, brushed back away from his
hi gh forehead to

give the inpression of small wi ngs.

"My dear, dear boy!' the Sal amander exclained fromhis chair. 'How pleasing it
is to see you

again after all this tine!' He smled his jowy smile, the skin at the corners
of his eyes crinkling.

Roni n gazed into the onyx eyes and was not fool ed. They were heavy-lidded, the
| ashes 1 ong,

but he knew what |ay behind that effete exterior

' Come, cone. Do sit down beside me.' Wth a diffident wave of his thickly
ringed fingers he

i ndi cated the enpty chair. Ronin went up two wide flat steps and sat.

The Sal amander reached over to the crystal flagon, but Ronin declined.

" And what do you think of ny atriun?' asked the Sal amander

Roni n | ooked around, said blandly, 'Is that what it is?

The Sal amander | aughed deep in his throat; the corners of his eyes crinkled
and he showed

his white even teeth. But the eyes renai ned unchanged. 'Many centuries ago,
when people |ived

on the surface of this planet, they built houses, |ow, separate dwellings, you
see, with a centra

roomopen to the natural elenments: the sun and the rain and the stars, and
there they gathered to

rel ax and tal k of pleasant matters and snell the fresh air. A marvell ous
custom do you not

agree?

He changed tones abruptly. 'My dear Ronin, | have told you a thousand times

t hat you rmust

be nore well read.'

"If I may say so, it is quite out of the question w thout access to a library
such as yours.

Books are a rarity Downshaft.'

At that noment the red-cheeked man stepped through the far doorway and the
Sal amander

| ooked over. 'You have net Voss, ny Chondrin.' It was not a question

'"He seens quite attracted to doors,' Ronin said.

The Sal amander shifted mnutely in his chair; the jet eyes were unblinking.

' Dear boy,' he

said without inflection, 'one of these tines you will nmake a remark |ike that
to a person without

a sense of humour - a person with power - and then you will be in nost serious
troubl e. Voss

can do a great many things very well indeed.'

He gestured and the Chondrin dropped to a crouch. Both hands becane a blur and
Roni n was

aware of an angry humm ng cutting through the background sounds. The brickwork
of the wall

to the left and behind himcrackled and he turned to | ook. Two very deep

i nci sions had been cut

barely a centinmetre apart. On the stone floor directly below lay the two

j ewel - hi ked daggers

that had, up to a nmonent before, been sheathed at Voss's heart and hip. A
split second was al

that he had needed to throw both with deadly accuracy.

Roni n turned back to the Sal amander

'He has no sense of hunour.'



Again the big man's deep | augh echoed off the walls. 'You al ways had peculi ar
ways of letting

me know t he peopl e you disapproved of.' He rubbed his nose. 'Which was al npst
everyone, |

mght add.' Wth a flick of his fingers he dismissed the Chondrin, who, after
retrieving his

weapons, withdrew, closing the gates after him

The Sal amander breathed deeply. 'Ah! Feel that! It is alnost |ike being on the
surface three

centuries ago. Do you hear the birds? Did you recognize the calls? You are
sufficiently

know edgeabl e to have heard of birds.' He waved, a curiously brusque novenent
for such a

normal |y expansive gesture. '"All of this is not wasted on you, | trust,' he
dr awl ed.
Ronin forced hinself to sit conpletely still and say not hing.

The Sal amander's right arm lying thickly along the armof his chair, was
sonehow

nmenacing. 'Let ne tell you sonething. It has been nany years since you have
been here.

Everyt hi ng has changed."

He cocked his head to one side as if listening to a far-off but inportant
conversation. ' How

peaceful it is here,' he said after a tinme, his tone soft and reflective. 'How
confortabl e, how

secure. It took me quite a long time to build this. For instance, this room
was under construction

when you were last here. It has taken an enornmous effort to get all the

el ements gat hered and

integrated. The lighting was difficult but, as you can see, not

i nsurmount abl e. But the birds, the

birds, dear boy! For a while | thought | would never hear themin here.' He
cocked his head

again. Their sweet singing sounded over the nusic of the water. 'Ah, listen
In the end it was

worth it. This place gives ne great pleasure.’

There was silence for a time, at |east a cessation of human speech, during
whi ch a kind of dreany

peacef ul ness descended upon t hem

Broken. ' And you have changed the nost, dear boy. You are no |onger ny
Student. You are a

Bl adesman. That is in itself significant.'

Ronin I et out the breath he had been hol ding. 'Yes?

"It neans that you have been extrenely fortunate in not having run across a
Saardin without a

sense of hunmour.' Once nore he | aughed. Ronin thought he |liked to hear the
sound of it.

The | aughter died suddenly. 'O have you? One hears the nost distressing
stories. You seemto

have put yourself into a somewhat enbarrassing position.' One eyebrow arched
giving hima

vividly predatory | ook.

'What have you been tol d?'

He shifted his bulk in the chair. 'Enough to wonder how nuch of your training
here you still

renmenber. Freidal distrusts you, that is not a good thing.' He | ooked down at
his jewel |l ed

hand, then up again. 'He can beconme quite - um- annoying.'

Ronin sat rather stiffly. 'I did not come to you for that reason.'

"I ndeed? But | daresay that you will have to adjust to the fact that you



bl undered. He has

mar ked you; perhaps he is having you watched. | need only -'

" No.

"I thought not. It makes no sense, but then - ' He shrugged. 'Perhaps then you
will tell ne

why you cane.'

Roni n nodded. 'It is about a Magic Man,' he said.

For a tine after he had finished, the Sal amander said nothing. He |laced his
fingers, resting

them on his thighs. The scent of cloves came very strong on the air. The
"birds' sang. Al ong one

wal I, nmbss had been encouraged to grow, noist and green. Ronin found it hard
to believe that

t hey were underground. He felt isolated, quite disconnected fromthe world
Downshaft, and he

recogni zed this as a formof offering. It was no accident that the Sal amander
had recei ved him

her e.

' How do you suppose,' the Sal amander said, '|l amable to maintain all of
this? H s hands

unfol ded li ke a fan.

Ronin thought: So it has been a mistake after all. He got up

The Sal amander's eyes opened wi de. 'Ah. Wiat is it?

"There was a tine when this was necessary,' Ronin said angrily. 'Now -
"I ndul ge me.'

As you said, everything has changed."

'"Did I not teach you all explanations in their proper tinme?

"I amno | onger your Student.'’

"You made that quite clear sone tine ago.'

The onyx eyes were all pupil, black and glittery, locked with Ronin's. An
electric charge built

itself in the room

"Al'l right,' the Salamander said finally. "Al right. Sit down. Be assured
that | have an answer

for you. At least let nme reach it at my own pace.’

The gates opened across the room and Voss appeared as if by a signal. He cane
i medi atel y

across to themand stood in front of the Salamander, who said, 'Qpen the
Lens.'

Voss shot Ronin a quick glance, then nodded and went out through a narrow door
behi nd

themthat Ronin had failed to notice before

' Now where were we?' The Sal amander cocked his head. 'Ah, yes, ny not so
hunbl e

quarters. They are extensive. \Wen you were | ast here, you saw only what al
nmy Students are

allowed to see. You could have - ' He shook his head. 'But old ground is
poi ntl ess.' He rubbed

hi s hands down the snmooth wood of the arms. '|I have an entire Sector, you
know. '

Ronin was surprised in spite of hinself. "No, | did not.'

He nodded. 'But that is only part of it, an insignificant part. Decoration
one m ght say. One

i npresses those who nmust be inpressed. For the rest, it is all pleasure. And
it is only the tip,

having it. Getting it, that is what counts. To do that, one needs but one
item Power.' He |eaned

forward. 'I have it.'

"So it is said.’

The onyx eyes bored into him



"You do not fear it,' the Sal amander said, not w thout some contenpt. 'That is
a m stake."'

"I do not worship it.'

"You would do well to heed ne.'

"That tine - '

"Yes, quite.' The Sal amander rose gracefully. "If you will follow ne.'

He crossed to the narrow door and | ed Ronin into darkness.

Li ght that bloonmed in front of himwas dimand faded, the col ours sneary and
washed out, as

i f, having been painted quickly and tentatively on canvas, they were now
covered in a fine film

of dust.

He saw hinmself as a small child, and everything | ooked too large for himto
use. He was in a

roomfilled with stifled silence. It was very hot and he pulled at the collar
of his shirt. It seened

he coul d not breathe. He wi shed his sister were here. She was very young, her
features still

form ng, but he loved her. She would cone to hi mwhen she was sad or |onely or
had had a

fight, and he would confort her, help her, protect her. And then she woul d

| augh and hug hi m

around the wai st and her happi ness would transmit itself to him She

could make himsmile. Wiy isn't she here, why are all these people here,
what's wrong?

Soneone said: 'It is no use, they have called it off." A figure | oonmed over
him What's w ong,

what's wong? The figure said: 'Your sister is dead. Can you understand that?
Dead.' He began

to cry. The figure slapped himhard. Sonmeone said: 'He is too young.' The
figure hit himagain

and again until he stopped.

' - inthis room' It was small, lit only by points of glow ng green |ight,

wi nking like jewels

fromsome far-off city. Ronin rubbed briefly at his eyes.

"Very few people have been in this room' the Sal anander continued. 'Very few
peopl e even

know of its existence.' Voss was sitting before a netal box, |ow and wi de,
fromthe centre of

whi ch an oval cylinder projected perhaps a netre into the air. H s hands were
busy novi ng across

a conplex control panel. 'Do you follow me?' The Sal amander noved behi nd Voss,
put a

jewel l ed hand on his shoulder. 'I think that you were wise to stay a while

| onger."

He turned and the tiny jet eyes at his throat flashed, reflecting flatly the
hard green light. The

lizard' s body had taken on a dull, dusky hue, like the filmon stagnant water.
'This Magi ¢ Man,

is he sane or mad? You are unsure.'

He Iifted his arm the pal mof his hand standi ng out dead white against the
dense bl ack of his

robes - even the scarlet sash was turned black by the strange light. 'This is
the Lens. W do not

know how it works, or even its original purpose, but in a noment you shall see
what few nmen

in our lifetine have ever seen. Look. Look upward.' And he squeezed Voss's
shoul der.

At first Ronin thought that the ceiling had in some way opened. A swirling
opal escent oval lit



t he darkness. Then he saw that it was a projection fromthe cylinder of the
Lens.

Pearl greys and the lightest of violets swamblurrily above them Then quite
suddenly the

scene was sharply delineated. And Ronin stared in awe. This cannot be, he

t hought. How is it

possi bl e?

Thi ck banks of magenta cloud and pearled, frigid m st whipped by them

form ng, and then

were gone. The light was diffuse and cold. It seened infinite.

"Yes,' said the Sal anander softly and dramatically, 'we are indeed observing

t he sky above our

planet. This is the outer shell of the world, Ronin.'

Slowy the layers noved upward and out of their field of view as the Lens
shifted its focus.

They becane lighter, finer, shredding before their eyes |ike gossaner robes.
"We shall now take a | ook at the surface of the world.'

A whiteness, a terrible frosty barrenness. Sheets of snow and ice picked up by
t he heavy wi nds,

dragged across the frozen nountai ns and crevasses, raking the terrain. Ice and
snow and rock

and not a hint of anything else. It was inpossible for anything to live Up
there.

"This is the world,' the Salamander intoned. 'Destroyed by the Ancients.
Devast at ed beyond

any hope of redenption. A desol ate, decaying hul k, useless now. You are seeing
what is directly

above us, Ronin. This is why we remain encased three kil onmetres bel ow t he
surface. To reach

the surface is to die. No food, no shelter, no warnth, no one.’

"But is it all this way?' asked Ronin. 'The Magi c Man spoke of a |and where

t he ground was

brown and green plants grew. '

The Sal amander's rings glinted as he squeezed Voss's shoul der again. The scene
above them

di ssol ved, shifted, yet all was the same. Ice and snow.

"The range of the Lens is finite. However, for our purposes here, it is nore

t han enough.

What you see now is over fifty kilonmetres distant. And now -
hundred and fifty

kilometres distant.' Dissolve. 'More than five hundred kil onetres away. As you
can see, it is al

the sane. Nothing lives on the world, save us. We are the last. The other
Freehol ds are gone,

contact |ost many centuries ago. The Magic Man is quite mad. Perhaps his mnd
shapped fromthe

constant pressure he was under - they are a strange breed. O perhaps -

Ronin turned. 'Wat do you know?'

The Sal amander smiled. 'My dear boy, | know as much of this matter as you have
seen fit to

tell me. But | know Security. And their methods can be sonewhat - ah -
debilitating at times. It

is all according to what Freidal wants.'

"But Security has no right to - '

' Dear boy, wielding power is the only right,' he said sternly, then softening:
"It is all very

personal , surely you have | earned that by now'

He renoved his hand and the wi ndow on to the bl eak world above wi nked out. The
green

gl ow cane up again.

D ssol ve. ' One



"In any event, this Magic Man has been known from some while to be npst
difficult; quite a

di ssident, at times. But then they all are when tine-allotnent rolls around.’
The vel vet darkness encl osed them snugly. Fromout of it, Ronin heard the

Sal amander' s voi ce,

soft and reassuring. 'I trust, dear boy, that this extraordi nary denonstration
has elimnated al

your doubts.'’

"It is the twenty-ninth Cycle.'

He was w de-shoul dered and slightly smaller than average, a fact to which
many bel i eved,

he had never quite adjusted. H's hair was short and dark, coming | ow on his

f or ehead, giving

hi m a forbi ddi ng count enance which he cultivated and used to full effect. Deep
lines scored

downward fromthe corners of his ungenerous mouth even when his face was in

r epose.

He stood on a small raised platform dressed in white robes, believing the
col our nmade him

appear |arger, and addressed his students - Bl adesnen who were arrayed before
himin precise

rows -under the high vault of the Hall of Conbat.

"This Cycle, iron strikes iron,' the Instructor continued, in the prescribed
manner, his head

swivelling on his thin neck. 'For this is the Cycle of the Armand the Wi st
and the Sword. This

Cycle we are called by the Horn of Conbat.'

H s stentorian voice took some tine dying away in the vast Hall. In the
silence, there was a

rustling as the Bl adesnmen, in perfect cadence, opened a square space in the
centre of the Hall.

On all four sides they stood rigidly then, facing i nward towards the opening,
wai ting.

There came a note upon the air. Both deep and shrill, it echoed off the walls,
seemng to pick

up overtones so that it increased in volunme before ending. It cane again. And
a third tine.

"It is the twenty-ninth Cycle,' repeated the Instructor. 'The Horn of Conbat
has been

sounded. It is both a rem nder and a warning. A rem nder of our past, of what
we nust strive to

preserve with our |last breath. A warning to all foes present and future that
we are ever vigilant

in our sacred trust to guard the Freehold fromall who would seek her
destruction . '

The words of Tradition droned on, as they had, Ronin supposed, for centuries.
They were

nmeani ngl ess to himnow. And he wondered if that had not always been so. The
Sal amander was

correct in one matter: it was indeed all personal. Freidal's carefully phrased
wor ds of sacred

Tradition were as nuch a fraud as his fabrication of the detention of the nmad
Magi ¢ Man. Yet

Ronin was well aware that the Security Saardin's belief in Tradition was
unwavering. Personal

' your pledge that we shall ever renenber our sacred duty to the

per petuation of the

Freehol d above all else.' But for the soft rustle of cloth, the occasiona
creak of new | eat her,



sil ence descended on the Hall

The Instructor's round eyes narrowed and he thrust out his jaw as he scanned
the mnul titude

before him He relished the power he held over the Bladesmen. This was his
dormmi n, and for as

long as they were within it, they perforned as he bade them H s nostrils
flared and he

delicately sniffed the air. Cutting through the stench of ten score bodies
fresh fromhalf a

Spell's exercise, as separate, as distinct as if it were the perfune of
flowers in full bloom was

t he peculiar odour of fear. His nostrils dilated again as he drank in the
heady snell, al nost

dizzying inits intensity. Hs nouth curled up slightly and he gripped the
railing before him

Roni n, who had been trained to observe faces in his years Upshaft, saw the
Instructor's secret

snmle and felt as if he were spying on sonething unclean. His mouth curled in
di staste and he

t hought on the conplexities of power and how, however much he tried, he could
not evade its

sphere of influence.

"Ronin,' called the Instructor. 'Step into the Square of Conbat.'

W thout surprise, Ronin nmoved fromhis position within the multitude of

Bl adesnen into the

open Square. He turned and faced the Instructor.

' Bl adesnen, are you prepared to do Conbat ?

"Instructor, I am'

The Instructor addressed the Cass. 'This Cycle, as a denonstration for you
newer Bl adesnen

as well as the veterans, we are privileged to be allowed a Bl adesrman from
anot her C ass, so that

you may observe other techniques and conpare themw th your own.' He paused to
all ow the

mur muri ng of the Bl adesmen to subside. Ronin was conpletely alert now.
Students general ly

fought within their own C asses primarily to forestall the creation of grudges
that m ght involve the

honour of C asses as a whole. Anmong Bl adesnen, the resolution of quarrels was
encour aged

t hr ough i ndi vi dual Conbat natches.

"W have a Bl adesman fromthe eighth-Spell Cass.' The Instructor raised an
arm ' Marcsh, step

forward.'

A thick, stolid figure now parted the throng and nade its way into the Square.
He wal ked pur pose-

fully with just a hint of a swagger, brushing aside Bl adesmen too close to
him A snmile was

tacked on to his square nouth.

Skill at ritualism thought Ronin, and prepared hinself mentally for Conbat.
One of Nirren's

favourite topics was that of coincidence: he rejected the concept conpletely.
Ronin did not share

this belief, although it seened an inarguable point. Yet here, at this nonent,
he nmust side with the

Chondrin. The Instructor could not possibly have picked Marcsh by chance; it
woul d certainly be

dangerous to think along those lines.

Marcsh's greedy cl ose-set eyes stared at himwi th undi sgui sed nalice. Then he
turned and faced



the Instructor.

' Bl adesnen, are you prepared to do Conbat ?

"Instructor, I am'

Roni n wondered what woul d happen if he asked the Instructor to tell the d ass
who Marcsh

really was. But he did not consider actually doing it because the adrenalin
was al ready ri sing

within himlike a great and powerful aninmal. He wanted this match.

'"As a Student of the eighth-Spell Cass, do you agreed to be bound by ny
judgenent in this

Conbat ?

Marcsh was staring again at Ronin. 'l do,' he said.

The Instructor gestured to a thin pale boy on his right who stood perfectly
still beside a snal

bur ni shed-netal gong. He held a short mallet in his hand. The Instructor
addressed both

Conbatants. 'You will comrence when you hear the Tone. You will cease only
when t he

Tone sounds again. |Is this acknow edged?

The Instructor gestured again and the boy swung the nallet in a shallow arc.
The crystal tone

hung in the air for seconds, refusing to die.

Conbat had begun

Si ght, then sound, repeating. And Ronin began to retreat under the frenzied
onsl aught, first one

step, then another. Several. A predatory grin split Marcsh's face as he bore
down even harder,

grunting and panting with trenmendous effort, sensing that the end was near

As soon as the Tone had sounded, Marcsh had w thdrawn his sword and, instead
of taking

the Position, it had continued its blurred arc out and then down, ained for
the triangul ar

juncture of Ronin's neck and shoul der. But al nbst simultaneously Ronin was

| ungi ng forward,

shoul ders twi sting, and the blade whistled past himso close that he felt its
hot wi nd. Thus

ext ended, he slamed the heavy hilt of his still-sheathed sword into Marcsh's
fists. He regai ned

his ground and his bl ade flashed out.

The Bl adesmen shifted in anticipation and excitenment, crowdi ng one anot her
craning their

necks to see nore clearly. They felt it in the air now, knew this was not an
ordi nary Conbat .

Mar csh had st ood, f eet wi de apart, knees slightly bent, sword
before him H's

knuckles were red and slick with blood and he glared at Ronin, hating himeven
nore for the

rebuke.

Ronin had faced himw th his hip and his shoul der, right foot forward and
extended, |eft

behind him He held his sword out at stomach |level, point slightly higher than
hilt.

Marcsh had | eapt and again the blade flew down and Ronin caught it on the
hilt, the heavy

shock coursing through them both. They strai ned agai nst each other, breath

hi ssi ng t hrough

cl enched teeth. The veins along Marcsh's thick biceps and inner forearns stood
out, pulsing,

fromthe nuscles. Hs face and neck grewred with the effort.

He was extremely powerful, and he used his brute strength to break the



deadl ock, noving

iMmediately into a series of horizontal thrusts, slashing and cutting. Ronin
had parried it all

neither retreating nor advancing. Marcsh's cl ose-set eyes blazed and his nmouth
opened with the

heavi ng of his chest.

He had turned a horizontal slice into a feint, reversing his notion very
rapidly but still

havi ng to overcone nmonentum his wei ght working now against him attenpting to
use his hilt

as Ronin had before. The blade of Ronin's sword glinted and took the force of
the attack, and

he began a counter but Marcsh retreated. Sweat glistened along Marcsh's arms
and down his

sides and his shirt clung to himlike a | oose second skin.

And he had | eapt forward, once nore on the attack, and his sword lifted and
fell, lifted and

fell, his full power behind each stroke. The bl ade was a white bl ur obscuring
t he Conbatants so

that the Bl adesmen were obliged to press closer in order to nake out the
course of Conbat.

Still Ronin retreated under the assault, the shocks reverberating even into
the first rows of

onl ookers, so that they imgined they could feel the terrific force being
generated and were

happy that they were nerely watching. Mtion blended as the attack resol ved
itself into the

shape of repetition. The heavy blade lifted and fell, lifted and fell. Blue
sparks fl ew upward and

t he constant clang of netal against netal was deafening. The air was acrid and
| eaden. Lifted

and fell, lifted and fell, and tine unravell ed.

It was a formof hypnosis and not at all limted to Conbat. That was its
strength, because

one tends to forget under the narrowed concentration of Conbat. Narrower stil
is the deep

concentration of the attack, of bringing Conbat to its conpletion. And now
Ronin sawit in

Marcsh's eyes and he tinmed the counter perfectly, abruptly holding his ground
as Marcsh, intent

on the retreat as a gauge for his victory, swung again forward and down wth
all his strength.

He canme up on Ronin instantly, sword descending in a blur, eyes just begi nning
to open in

surprise, as Ronin, feet planted firmly, bent into his knees, twisting his
torso at the | ast possible

instant. He pivoted his left foot away, and Marcsh, his body nade ponderous
and over bal anced

by monentum rushed past him Ronin brought both arms around, follow ng the
pi vot of his

own normentum using it, locking his elbows so that his arnms were rigid with
force, and

smashed the flat of his sword agai nst the daggam s back

There came a cracking sound, muffled and thick, as of the rending of a
foundati on under

i mense pressure, and Marcsh's body arched horribly, his arms thrust above his
head in reflex,

as if in supplication. Hs sword clattered to the floor. The body hit the
floor with great force

and was still. It lay there, unnatural and ugly, grotesque in its sudden



parody of human form as

a great shout went up fromthe Bl adesnen, and the Square of Conbat was
suddenly filled with

mlling people.

Ronin did not see the Instructor gesture but he heard over the tumult the
cl ear Tone of the

gong that signalled the end of Combat.

He stood and breathed deeply, the still centre of a raging storm He wi ped
sweat from his

col ourl ess eyes.

As if fromfar away he heard a voice cry, 'Mnment! Mnent! | will have silence
herel' The
din continued. 'Silence, | said!' roared the voice. The shouting died to | ow

mur mur i ngs and

t hen ceased al t oget her

Fromhis platformthe Instructor glowered down at his students. 'Stand
silently where you

are!' His face was red and his small eyes flashed. 'This conduct is

out rageous! Unt hi nkabl e!

Rank Students woul d behave better. | shall not tolerate such an outburst in ny
Cl ass againl' he

bel |l owed at them He pointed to two Bl adesnen. 'See to Marcsh.' They bent to
their task, trying

to lift himgently, but a sound came fromhimso filled with agony that they
left himand ran to

fetch alitter.

Seeing this, the Instructor's gathering fury expl oded, and he turned upon
Ronin. 'You fool!' he

screamed, barely in control. 'You have half killed him How shall | explain
that to his Instruc-

tor? How shall | explain that to his Saardin!' Hi s voi ce had becone shrill,
rising in pitch. 'This

will reflect on ne! On ne! Do you understand what you have done! Wat gives

you the idea

you can use your weapon in such a manner?' He shook his fist at Ronin. He was
trenbl i ng.

"As of this noment you are barred fromthis Conbat C ass, and | can assure you
that it wll

be the same for all O asses, because | shall see to that personally. In
addition, a full report of

your irresponsible behaviour shall be nade to the Saardin of Security!

There was a great tunult in the Hall now, sounds of voices and novenent
echoi ng and re-

echoing off the walls and ceiling, gaining in volune. Dimy, Ronin was aware
of Nirren,

somehow miracul ously beside himin the crush

The Instructor's voice rose to peak volunme to be heard. 'You will pay for this
i nci dent, and

pay dearly!"’

Ronin, adrenalin still punping within him crossed the line. He took a step
forward and lifted

his sword. "W will see who shall pay!' he yelled, but it was borne away on

the tide of sound.

Nirren gripped himfrombehind. 'Are you nad? What are you doi ng?'

Still Ronin advanced through the throng towards the elevated figure of the
Instructor. Nirren

clung to him trying to gain a purchase to restrain him as he fought his way
through the tightly

pressed, jostling bodies. They clung to Ronin |ike weights inpeding his
progress and he was



only hal fway there when he saw the Instructor, fearful now that he had quite
| ost control of the

situation, wheel off the platformand, with his boy trailing in his wake,
stride fromthe Hall.

Nirren got hold of himat last. The noise had increased and the heat was
unbear abl e. He had

to turn his head and stare at Nirren's working nmouth before he understood, and
even then it

took a while. 'Cone on! Come on!'

Soon after, the Bl adesnmen cane with the litter and bore Marcsh away.

' They have all mscal cul ated.’

' How do you know?'

He sighed. 'l do not. It's a feeling.'

' Based on sonething, surely. Al the Saardin could not mss -

He nade a fist. 'But they have, | knowit! Al they see are their own bits of
power - '

"It is personal with them

Ni rren ceased his pacing | ong enough to stare at Ronin as he sat on the bed,
stripping off his

soaked shirt. "Wy, yes, it could be put that way.' He cocked his head

qui zzically. 'You have been

to see himthen.'

Ronin threw the shirt over a stool. 'Yes.'

Nirren stood in front of him frowning. 'But not to go back.'

Roni n | aughed hunmourlessly. 'No, not at all."’

'"Were you not even tenpted?

Ronin | ooked up. "Well, he did try."'

'"Real ly."'

'"No need to worry about it.'

Nirren rel axed sonewhat. He | ooked down at the bruise down Ronin's side. 'l
have sent for

her,' he said.

Roni n touched t he bandage over the wound at his shoul der. There was still sone
pai n. ' That

was hardly necessary.'

He flicked a hand. 'Nevertheless it has been done.’

"\Where is Stahlig?

"Ah, attending to Marcsh, | believe,' he said with a thin smle. "Wy did you
go t hen?

'To see the Sal amander?

"Yes.'

" Advi ce.’

"Fromhin?'" Nirren laughed. 'He is a Saardin. Wiy should he tell you the
truth?

"There are ties,' Ronin said.

'Yes, and even after -

"l expect so.' Very quickly.

Ni rren shook his head. 'What did he tell you then?

Roni n sat back on the pillows, resting. 'That Borros is indeed nmad.'

"Did he? And how woul d he know that ?

Ronin took a pillow, w ped the sweat fromhis body. 'He showed me a kind of
proof It left dark

streaks on the fabric.

"What, exactly?' asked Nirren, his eyes watchful

"What if | told you that Borros is not nmad?

"Are you?

"l do not know.'

"What of the Sal amander's proof ?'

"I talked to Borros nyself

"You will not tell ne.'



"I amtelling you.'

' Not about what he showed you.'

Ronin threw the pillow fromhim 'How do you know he showed ne anythi ng?'
"Wrds would not have been sufficient.'

Roni n nodded. 'Yes.' He went across the room and opened the wardrobe. 'But |
am not sure it

is a proof." He brought out a shirt with |oose silk sleeves and no collar
"What do you think is

Up there, above the Freehol d?

"What ?' Nirren shrugged. 'Nothing. Nothing worth talking about at | east,

unl ess you are partia

to the idea of a kilometre of solid ice and snow. Wy?

He put on the shirt. 'Because Borros believes that there is a civilization Up
there, living in a

[ and wi thout ice or snow. '

Nirren stared at him 'This is what he told you?

"Yes.'
'Did you ask hi mwhat he was working on?
"It did not happen like that. | got what | could. But | amfairly certain of

one thing. Freida
does not know nuch npre than we do, otherw se Borros woul d not have been

talking to

anyone. Besides, at one point the Magic Man told ne that he had not reveal ed
anyt hi ng of

significance."'

Ni rren shook his head. 'I can nake sense of none of this. Surely nothing lives

on the surface -

the planet is too cold to sustain life."'
"So it would seem’

" And where does that |eave us?

"It | eaves you nowhere.'

" Ah, Ronin - '

"I want no part of any Saardin.'

"But you will try to see Borros again.'

"Yes.' He lifted a hand for a nonent. "But because | wish to do it.' He sat

on the pill ows
agai n. 'What about your assignnent?

The Chondrin frowned. 'It is a puzzle seenmingly without a solution. Perhaps |
am cl oser to ny
goal , perhaps not. Still, | cannot shake the feeling that -'

Roni n | ooked up. 'Wat ?

"That there is nore to it than any of us know.' He ran his hand through his
hair distractedly.

"Sonetines - sonetines | could alnobst believe that there is a third force
secretly at work - al npst

waiting for the other Saardins to make the first nove.'

"But there are only Saardins. Nothing beyond.'

"OfF course. That is what makes it so puzzling.'

"And you have no facts.'

Nirren sighed. '"If | did, | would be with Estrille now.'

' Have you told hin®

' Sore.

" And?'

"He will not act without facts.' He turned.
nmonent . '

"What of your Rodent?

"What?' Nirren nonmentarily | ooked startled. 'Ch - that is where | amoff to
now. Perhaps | am

closer to finding him' He shrugged. 'He is buried quite deep, that is the
only fact of which I am

Kreen will be here at any



certain at the nonent. Do not be alarmed if you cannot |ocate me for a while -
wait for me to

contact you.' And he was gone.

Ronin lay back on the pillows and waited for K reen to cone.

They came for himafter Cass, during first Spell, when there were | ess people
about. He went with

t hem wi t hout resistance because he was pragmati c enough to know that it had to
come sooner or

later, that they were just waiting for a valid excuse, because they hated him
They marched swiftly through the Corridor and perhaps they were surprised that
he canme so wll-

ingly. Into a deserted Stairwell and Upshaft. To the Hall of Conbat.

Enmpty shadows and dusty silence. Gey air hanging in sheets on the dimlight,
bars of dark

and light. The presence of ancestors unseen and forgotten, talking of bygone
mllennia, the descent

into earth, a |l egacy of- what?

"Draw it,' grated the voice. "All ny plans done in by you.'

Korlik faced himwhile the others | ooked on. Perhaps Korlik wanted an

audi ence. Mre likely

they wanted to be here when it happened. He did not think about that.

"I wanted to go Upshaft with himnmore than anything el se. Because of you -
It was as good as

anyt hi ng el se.

Si |l ence

"Draw it," Korlik said again, grinding his teeth. 'Come on.' He waved his
sword. 'Vell, what are

you waiting for? Afraid? He advanced. 'All right, I'll show you what to do
with this.' He waved it

again as he came on. 'l amgoing to turn you around and shove this up you!'
Roni n unsheathed his sword and, for the next quarter Spell, turned aside al

Korlik's attacks,

standing his ground, refusing to counterattack

Korlik bellowed in frustration and threw his sword to the stone floor. Perhaps
it was a signal,

because they all fell upon himthen and he went down. Soneone tried to step on
hi s neck and

he grasped the ankle, twisted it violently until he heard the snap. They
pumrel | ed his stomach

and tried to turn himover. He lifted his legs, straining against the tangle
and the pressure,

protecting his groin, and knew that he had to regain his feet now or they
woul d have hi m

pinned with his chest to the cold stone. They could not get a firmgrip on his
legs, and he did it,

all the way up, gasping for air.

He found that Korlik and the others did not matter. He heard a | ow groan from
sonewher e

near him Korlik bent and retrieved his sword and, crouched, body shiny,
advanced in an arc.

Ronin noved laterally but Korlik kept his sword point and body between Ronin
and his

weapon, shining dully on the stone, so that there were no nore options - it
had to be done. And

t he daydream ng was gone all at once.

He rushed straight at Korlik, saw the wi de bl ade raised, its size magnified,
cone whistling

down, and knew that it would be all right because it was a vertical blow He
got in, past the

point as it came arcing blurrily down, slamed his fist into the side of



Korlik's head. And by

the tine Korlik had regai ned his bal ance and turned, he had the sword. He
crossed a bar of light

and it shone like silver

But he was over confi dent, buoyed by the success of the tactic, and
he ni sj udged

Korlik's recovery time and so was unprepared for the rush. He got his blade up
but not

enough, and the angle was all wong, so that Korlik's sword cut through his

i ke fabric.

Korlik |aughed when he saw the stunpy bl ade sheared through obli quely.

In truth he obviously did not get a good ook at it in the dimess or he would
certainly have

been nore cautious. As it was, he noved in, heedless of the shorn weapon stil
gripped tightly in

Roni n's hand, and was thus surprised to feel it enter his chest.

Roni n had | unged, pushing the truncated blade in to the hilt, the force
smashi ng Korlik

agai nst the wall, where he now stood, dark blood running all across him Stil
he tried to get at

Roni n, lurching up, pushing against the wall with his palm then jerkily

swi ngi ng his sword one

last tinme, all co-ordination gone, before he toppled face down on the stone.
They left himthere, standing over the corpse in the stillness, not daring to
l ook into his dark

and unr eadabl e eyes.

And now he opened his eyes to find K reen bent over him face filled with
worry. 'l have heard

about it,' she said. "It is all over the Sector.' She |ooked at him pushing
aside his shirt. "At |east

you were not hurt, and the wound has not reopened.' She sat beside him ' Wat

wi Il happen

now?'

He shrugged. 'It is not so serious.'

' But bani shed from Conbat - ?'

He sat up. 'If what Nirren is concerned about happens, it will not matter.'
"l do not - '

' The Saardins.'

"Ch. Yes. What does he say? | so rarely see himnow except at Sehna.'’

'The two factions appear to be very close to a confrontation - but this is
not hi ng you do not

al ready know.'

"He is with Estrille then.'

'"No. He has been given a special assignnent.'

She went across the roomto the mrror of beaten brass, hanging on the wall at
head hei ght, just

over the cabinet. "It is near to Sehna,' she said.

Robi n t hought: Not enough time to see if Stahlig is through treating Marcsh.
She began to put up her hair, glancing at himfromtime to time in the nmirror
"What is it that

makes you so sad?' she said abruptly.

He sat on the edge of the pillows. 'Wiy do you ask ne such questions?

'Because - ' Her eyes stole away fromhis in the mrror and she touched a hand
to her face.
'Because | | ove you.'

He caught the glint of the tears rolling slowy fromthe corners of her eyes.
"What are you doi ng?'

She turned away and squeezed her eyes shut. 'Nothing.' Water trenbl ed,
glistening al ong her

| ashes.



He went across to her and spun her around so that her hair, still unbound on
one side, floated in a

dark arc, nonentarily obscuring her cheek

"Way are you crying? he asked with some anger

Wth her free hand she wi ped under her eyes, and he saw within thema brief
hint of- fear?

He coul d not be sure.

"I hate that. Wiy are you crying?

Anger flared and the thing within her eyes was gone. 'You nmean | am not
allowed to cry?" He

turned away fromher. "What is it with you?' Her eyes were magnified by the
water. 'Does it

upset you when | show any enption? You cannot, is that it? Because | accept
that. I do. Can you

understand that? Wiy nust you act like this? | cannot under -Don't you ever
feel anything?

How is it when we go to bed? Is it just - biological? She turned back to the
mrror, put her head

in her arnms, |eaning on the cabinet.

He went into the other room and began to change his clothes. After a tine,

K reen raised her

head and stared into the mrror. She wet her fingers with her tongue, w ped
away the tear-

streaks. Then she finished putting up her hair.

They had to wal k farther down the Corridor than was usual because the
Stairwell closest to his

quarters was newly bl ocked by a slide of rotting concrete and brittle crusty
orange netal. The

next one was clear and they began their descent to Sehna, Ronin hol ding before
themthe

flam ng torch. The stairs were cracked and pitted and appeared to be little
used. Once or tw ce

they had to junp stunps of stairs that had crunbled or had been sheared away
by sone force

They did not talk and perhaps that is why they heard the sound. It was very
soft and cane

from somewhere in front of them Ronin stopped i mediately and held K reen
still with his

free hand. Slowy he extended the torch in front of them The stairs stretched
downward to the

| andi ng where they doubl ed back on thensel ves. They were deserted.

There was silence. Dust notes danced in the flickering heat of the torch
withing as they

were consunmed by the fire to which they were drawn.

They noved slowy downward and it cane again. A |low npan, a half-whinper of

pai n.
They were at the | anding. Around the turning, the Stairwell stretched darkly
away. She

started to say sonething but he cut her off. He strained his ears, thinking
now not about the

sound bel ow t hem but - He heard it again and he was sure. At first he thought
that the soft

scrabbling noise he had detected at the threshold of hearing was the novenent
of the snal

animals that lived in the walls, which everyone heard in the soft silences.
But the sound had

cone again, closer, and he knew it for the patient pad of boots, how many he
could not tell, on

the stairs above them

He grabbed K reen's hand and they fled down into darkness.



Abruptly, the whinpering seemed nearer. Ronin thrust the torch before them and
saw t hat

the entire inner wall of the Stairwell had coll apsed and, for many Levels, a
dark pit yawned

verti gi nously.

They pressed t hensel ves agai nst the secure

outside wall, and saw a figure below them D shevelled and filthy, Iong hair
falling lankly down its

back, dressed in rags without colour, it huddled pitifully in a corner away
fromthe pit.

He stepped cl oser, could now discern a wan face covered with nmuck and sweat.
Haunt ed, fright-

ened eyes stared back at him the shivering flane fromhis torch reflecting in
t he enor nous

pupils. The figure shrank from him

He bent slowly, touched it gently. 'Wo are you?' And then, 'We will not harm
you.'

He heard the bootsteps on the stairs, nearer, and he stood, turning towards
them ears straining

again to gather nore information. K reen had crouched down, close to the
figure, trying to talk

toit. And he heard her choked gasp.

" Roni n!’

He turned back, lofted the torch, saw that the figure's right armwas a stunp,
torn and clotted

with dried blood and newWly formng skin, so it was not as recent as he had at
first thought.

Shadows danced nadly around them the central pillar of the flane.

Then. In the hollow of the creature's neck a glint of nmetal. Slowy,
carefully, so as not to alarm

it, Ronin reached for it: a crusted square on a griny chain. He rubbed his

t hunb across the

surface and brought it into the light.

' "Korabb; Neer; N nety-Nine,"' he read.

K'reen said, 'This is a Neer? But how - If she was assigned to the

ni nety-ninth Level, what is

she doing this far Upshaft?

' And with an arm recently t aken of f He

t hought of the Neer in Stahlig's quarters. 'The |argest and nobst conpl ex

Machi nes are on that

Level -'

"It's the | owest Level, isn't it?

"Yes, and only the best Neers work Down there -
Boots echoed nore urgently along the walls, stopped at the | andi ng above t hem
Roni n

t hought he coul d hear the | ow murmuring of voices.

"Ronin, who - ?

He put his finger to his lips, turned to the Neer, whispered, 'Korabb, can you
under st and nme?'

The figure | ooked fromhimto K reen and back again. It nodded, and at that
nonment he becane

aware that the Neer was a female. A conbination of the uncertain |ight, her
position, and her

filthiness had prevented himfrom seeing her clearly.

The Neer raised a thin finger, nailless, the end torn and bl ack with bl ood.
"Ronin. Ronin, you have reached the end!' a cold voice called from above. 'W
have cone for

you!' There cane to themthe grate of netal on stone, a singular sound that
they could not ms-

take, and K reen gasped, realizing what Ronin had understood all along: they



were on their way to

Sehna, and he was weaponl ess.

He felt something touch his shoulder. The Neer's finger pressed against him
urgently. She

pointed at himand then K reen, then down into the pitch of the stairs.

He shook his head and said, 'W cannot |eave you; you will surely die here if
we do. Do you

under stand?' She shook her head and her nouth

wor ked soundl essly. It struck himthen that sonethi ng was wong. Apparently it
had occurred to

K' reen al so, for she reached out and gently opened the Neer's nouth. Her eyes
grew round and

frightened and she jerked her head, trying to pull away, but K reen held her
firmy.

"Ch, Frost!' she whispered, and involuntarily swallowed. Ronin | ooked, saw a
mouth with

teeth and guns and palate and a dark bit of flesh that was trying to nove.
Wiere the base of the

t ongue shoul d have been. And was not.

Kreen let go of the mouth and turned her pale face to Ronin's. 'Wat could
have happened?

How coul d this -'

"Ronin. Ronin, we know the Med is with you!' There was a nocking tone to the
Voi ce.

"K' reen? Yes, Kreen, that is her nane.' There was scrapi ng again from above
as somneone

shifted. 'Do not delude yourself into believing that you will die quickly and
honour ably. No

Bl adesman's death for you, ny friend. W shall cut the tendons in the backs of
your |egs so that

you will stay and watch us while we find out what the worman is made of. Cut
your eyelids and
we will all take turns hol ding your head so that you get the best view W

woul d not want you to
mss a nonment while we see how many of us she can take!' And the voice
| aughed, high and

pi ercing and unpleasant. 'I mean at a tine!' The |aughter echoed about them
and K reen shivered.
There was a sudden scuffle of boots and the still air eddied, sending a chil

t hrough them Ronin

flipped the torch away fromthem down into the

pit of the Stairwell. Shadows becane visible above them shuffling and noving.
Red light from

the torch played far bel ow them but they were w apped now i n darkness.

Hul ki ng shapes advanced down the stairs, the shadows closing in. Ronin counted
four and

knew that there was little hope. Orange light flashed briefly on an upraised
sword and Ronin

readi ed hinself for the desperate charge up the stairs.

A thin shadow blurred past him hurled itself Iike a bolt, |eaping obliquely
up the stairs,

crashing into the now qui ckly descending figures. The Neer

There were shrieks, and for a terrible instant, a claw ng mass of arns, |egs,
and torsos was

l[imed in the shuddering illum nation of the dying torch, and it seened as if
t he bodi es hung

suspended in the air. Then they all hurtled into the black well of the pit,
gaping and irresistible.

He tried to catch a glinpse of a face, any face. The Neer's face. But the nass
had dropped out



of sight and they heard very | oud the sickening wet smacks |ike giant sacks
ri pped open far
Downshaft, reverberating up the ragged sides of the pit.

K'reen huddl ed agai nst the outer wall, her body convul sed in |ong racking
sobs.

Ronin turned away fromthe well.

She came into his arns then and clung to him trenbling. 'l cannot,' she cried
t hr ough the

tears. 'l cannot - ' He stroked her hair and hugged her to him |earning

somet hi ng i nport ant

about hinsel f.

The elliptical stone slab, squat and changel ess, dom nated the darkness. He
stood just inside the

threshold, waiting for his pupils to dilate. They were still out there, around
t he sweep of the

Corridor: daggam

And Nirren had not been at Sehna.

Afterward, K reen had left himto finish her Cycle's work on the Med Level.
"It will be best for

me,' she said.

There was no |ight anywhere, and it was very quiet, so that he would have to
be extrenely

careful in his novenents. The surgery |ooked all right. The back cubicle was
desert ed.

In the Corridor, G fand had caught himup

' Goi ng Upshaft?

He nodded. 'Back to ny quarters.'

"Do you mind if | acconpany you part of the way?

He did not see how he could avoid it. He was thinking only of Borros. Tine was
suddenl y

very inportant. 'Conme al ong then.'’

They passed a Stairwell and Ronin thought he could hear the lentitudinous drip
of viscous

fluid. They took the next one, clinmbing in silence for a tinme. There was a
fine dust in the air

and every now and then they heard small sounds frominside the walls.

G fand cleared his throat. 'I just - wanted to say that - umm - no one wanted
to bring up the

subj ect of Class at board. In case you were wondering.'

"I was thinking on other matters.'

"Ch. Well. Everyone was a bit worried because -you know - of you perhaps being
out of C ass
and-'

'l appreciate your concern.'
"W are all concerned,' G fand said carefully.
Ronin glanced at himand smiled thinly. 'Yes. You can tell themthen not to

worry.'
"But Conbat is your life! I would be inconsol able!’
"You talk about it as if it were a disgrace,' said Ronin. 'l acted honourably.

It is others who

have bent the Code.'

"But it is what the Instructor says that matters,' G fand protested,

m sunder st andi ng hi m

'"Only to some people.’

"Yes,' he said bitterly, 'the ones that matter.'

Anot her shadow, he noved silently and swiftly across the room touched the
wal | . The

hi dden door opened and he stepped through

The small roomwas as it had been before: the narrow beds, the | ow | anps,
Bor r os.



He was sitting up now, staring down at the backs of his hands. The yell ow
hai rl ess head whi pped

around on its long neck. The grey eyes were dull and expressionless. He stared
agai n at his hands.

Ronin sat beside him 'Borros -
'CGo,' said the Magic Man in a tired voice. 'Go and tell your Saardin that the
answer is still no. It

can only be no.' The long fingers strayed to his forehead, touched the fading
Dehn spots. ' Tel

himthat there is nothing left worth having. He has tried it all and fail ed.
Al the shiny bits

gone -1 can no longer remenber. So his attenpt to affiliate me fails, too.
cannot help him

even if | wanted to.' He made a gesture. 'Now go and report on what the Magic
Man has sai d;

perhaps he will believe you, he does not believe ne.’

"Borros, you must listen to ne carefully,’ Ronin whispered. 'l amnot a
daggam Freidal is not

my Saardin. Frost, |look at me! | was here last Cycle. You were very ill.'

The grey eyes glanced at him dull gold in their depths. He | aughed griny.
"That is what they

call it now?" The eyes blazed briefly. 'You do not fool me. Deceit w thout
end; | expect it from

him But your time is up. Let himsend in the next one; but you can tell him
when you | eave. It

will not work. He has failed.'

This did not sound like the man he had tried to talk to just a Cycle ago; the
man whose life

he preserved. And now he was worri ed because Borros no | onger sounded |like a
madman.

Freidal would recognize this inmediately; perhaps he already had. Ronin

hi msel f coul d see that

if the Magic Man had held on this long he would, finally, tell Freidal al
that he wanted to know

before he went mad, if the Saardin wanted the know edge badly enough. Freida
could do it, he

knew t hat .

"What can | do to convince you?

Borros heard the urgency in Ronin's voice and he smiled thinly, secretively.
"All right. | direct

it. I ask, you answer. Any hesitation - any hint whatsoever that you are
fabricating your answers -

and it is over.'

"W have no time for this.' Ronin glanced at the door to the Corridor

Borros shrugged, his lips curling. "It is the only way.'

Ronin made a gesture. 'Get on with it then, if it will satisfy you.'

The grey eyes were cold and watchful, perfectly clear. 'l did not say that it
woul d. '

Roni n nmade an exasperated noi se

'What are you?' Borros said shortly.

"A Bl adesman.'

"Who is your Saardin?

"l have none.'

The eyes narrowed. 'What?

"I amunaffiliated."’

H s hands were like white flowers against the dark fabric of the blanket. 'An
i nteresting

response.’ H s head jerked once, involuntarily. 'Wich faction will you side
with?'

"Freidal is ny eneny.’



"Huh! Is that so.'

"He has already tried twice to have nme killed.'

'Do you expect ne to believe that?

There were linmits. Ronin grabbed the front of his shirt, jerked himforward
until their faces

were very close. 'l should have let you die last Cycle. It does not appear to
have been worth the

effort to save you.'

'"Let me go.' Ronin sat back and the Magic Man pulled at the bottom of his
shirt. "Tell me,’

Borros said, 'what happened.'

Roni n recounted the Conbat with Marcsh and a wistful smle creased the Magic
Man' s

count enance. 'You broke his back?" he asked. 'Are you sure?

Roni n shrugged.

The Magic Man closed his eyes briefly. "Ch, if it were so.' He | ooked at
Ronin. 'Go on.'

Ronin told himhow he and K reen had been forced to take a rarely used
Stairwel | because of

t he rubbl e, which, he believed now, had been pl anned; how they had found the
Neer. 'Her tag

was marked "ni nety-nine" but | have no idea what she was doing that far
Upshaft. She was -

mutil ated. Perhaps the |oss of the arm had been an accident, but not the
tongue. She - '

ol d flecks danced in the grey eyes, and the head tw tched again. He shivered.
"W could not |eave her, and in the end - '

The yel | ow head whi pped fromside to side. 'I think I -'

' - she took themw th her -

"It cannot be.'

' - down into the pit."'

"No, it cannot - Her tag, you saw her tag. Wat was her nane?

"l do not see what - '

"Just do it!' Cold grey boring into him

' Korabb,' said Ronin. 'Her nane was Korabb.'

And abruptly, like a sword bei ng sheat hed, the eyes softened. Then the head
turned away.

"Chill take theml What have they done?

Roni n shook his head. '|I do not understand any of this.'

"Yes,' the Magic Man said in a whisper. "I believe that.'

"I believe at first they felt that I would never actually get so far as to
actually be able to build it,’

said Borros quietly. '"After all, Mastaad was there reporting on every step |
took. In the

beginning I paid himno notice, let himdo as little as possible because that
is the way | am But

he | acked patience and because of his singlem ndedness | becane suspici ous.
'There are always stories, you know, of Security keeping track of all the
Magi ¢ Men, but' - he

l[ifted his hands - 'one is never sure what to believe. But once | was sure
that the construction

was possible | becane suspicious of everyone. Then | caught hi m going through
nmy notes and |

was sure. | threw himout and burned the notes.

"He could not read them of course, but he already knew enough to tell them
that | would

build it. So they came in directly.'

"But you said that this - Machine you had devised woul d be able to detect

t erper at ure and

wi nds on the surface. Wy - ?'



"Why are they so afraid? Because it would have proved that there is life Up
there. Human

life. They do not want that.'

He sighed. 'The old order is entrenched in its power. Never mind the
confrontation. If it

happens it will not matter who is victorious. The Saardins are secure in their
control over al

t he peoples of the Freehold. The ancient patterns have been set; they are
changel ess. |If war

cones, there will be destruction and loss of |ife. But then there will be
stabilization, and the

structure will remin.'

He stared at Ronin. 'Inmagi ne what woul d happen if people knew that there were

men on the

surface, that it could support life. There would be a nmovenent to go Up, open
the Freehol d,

live Above. That would bl ow everything apart, and their power would be gone.
Confined here,

we have no choice.’

"But we are slowy dying,' Ronin said. 'That surely nust be obvious to them
Borros nodded. 'Ch, it is. But it is a death by slow attrition. As they view
it, death may not

truly come for a century, perhaps two. By then - ' He shrugged. 'They live in
an eternal present.'

The hands noved over the dark bl anket.

"l have seen the surface,' said Ronin.

IAh.I
"A Machine called a Lens. The surface is -covered in ice and snow.
Conpl etely."'

The Magic Man smled w thout warmh. ' Above us, yes. The ice is quite solid
for a kilonetre

or nore, | believe, although there is no real way of deternining that. But I
have | earned that the
Freehold is | ocated near one end of the planet' -he gestured - 'like this, and

we are here, near the

top. lce covers the planet at top and bottom MIllennia ago it was nore
confined, | believe, now

it covers nore of the planet. But not all. You see?

Near the centre it is warner, the land is brown, the sun shines out of a clear
sky and heats the

| and and the people.’

' How do you know t hi s?'

Borros shrugged again. 'It is all pointless, this know edge, for before |ong
we will all of us -

Freehold and surface dweller alike - be destroyed.'

' You spoke of this when you - '

"Yes, you were here, saw the state | was in. | was then nore susceptible to
the emanations.’

"It was -1 felt a kind of presence.’

The Magi ¢ Man nodded. 'Entirely possible. There have been Cycles lately when
it was cer-

tainly strong enough.'

"But what is it?

"As yet | cannot answer that. | have not the know edge.'

"It is real.’

'Ch, yes. Just, | believe, a long way off."’

"And now - ?

'Now we both have a decision to make. | mnust get to the surface, to the people

Above. There
is very little chance that this - force can be stopped. But | must try. And



so, | believe, nust

you.' He said it rather smugly. Ronin disliked him did not trust him and yet
he knew t hat he

was right. It was irksone.

The thin frosty snile came again, unpleasant and inevitable. 'I see that | am
correct. Al right.

It is settled. Now for the second part. Before we attenpt to | eave, you nust
go Downshaft.'

The smile dissolved Iike ice in a hearth. 'You must go,' he said slowy,

' bel ow t he ni nety-

ninth Level.'

"I have no ink,' he said, pricking it. "I will give you the best description
can but | amafraid

that nmy know edge is limted."'

The bl ood oozed out as he squeezed the finger. "Still, it is better than
not hi ng.' And he began

to draw on the fabric.

Ronin had said, 'But the ninety-ninth is the |l owest Level. Below that is the
rock foundation

of the Freehold."’

" Anot her deception,' Borros said didactically. 'They are quite expert at it.
The remmants of

another civilization - the civilization of our ancestors - lies belowthe
Freehold. | amquite sure.

I know because Korabb went there.

"She was ny wife. They told ne she was dead, killed while working on one of
the massive

Energy Converters. Shredded beyond a hope, they said. That was six Sign ago,
and all that tinme |

believed - ' He shook his head. 'I do not know what | believed."'

' But what happened?'

"I shall never know. But ny opinion is - Look, ten Cycles before they reported
her death, she

told nme that she had found what she believed to be an entrance to a world
bel ow t he Freehol d

on the ninety-ninth Level

"I was beside nyself with excitement. Wiy, when | thought of the secrets, the
know edge t hat

such a world might contain! They couldn't very well have burned everything -
sone books and

pl ans that had been brought Up, yes, but not the actual Machines thensel ves.
"I knew | could never get to that Level mnyself, so | urged her to do a bit of
expl oring on her

own. She made one brief foray Down there and | knew | had been right.

"I believe now that they nust have caught her going Down there a second tine.
They woul d

have wanted to know what she found. Freidal would want that very nuch; you saw
how nuch.

Per haps they let her go, afterward.’

There was silence for a while. Ronin watched the Magic Man's movenents on the

scrap of

fabri c.

' The answer to what cones is Down there,' Borros said. 'I knowit. You nust
find it and bring

it back. Only then can we | eave.' He continued to draw. 'It is witten on a
scroll; witten in

peculiar glyphs. Here, | amwiting glyphs in that nbde so that you wll
recogni ze them The

scroll will have a heading. Look, this is it. That is all | know It wll tell

us nmuch about that



whi ch cones, perhaps even describe a method of defence. Who knows?' He
shrugged agai n,

and | ooked up for the last time. "It is our only hope.' And gave himthe scrap
of fabric, stiff now

with the drying bl ood.

"And, Ronin,' he said blandly, 'try to get back before they rend nme to

pi eces.'

The panel seenmed easy enough to understand; if only it worked.

They heard the sounds of boots, soft voices, indistinct but drawi ng cl oser
from beyond t he

Corridor's turning.

Ronin pressed a button and the Lift's nmassive netal doors slid shut, sealing
themin vel vet

bl ackness and total silence.

"W are not noving.'

He groped in the darkness, pushed a sphere marked for ninety-five. Cose
enough. It glowed a

cold blue and they began to descend.

He had been in one before and i medi ately he knew it was all wong. |nstead of
t he steady

hunm ng descent, the Lift plunged in jerks and starts, so that they had
troubl e keeping their

footing and were forced to brace thensel ves against the walls.

They continued to drop with increasing speed now and the vi brations becane
nor e

pronounced, the swinging of the Lift nore erratic.

They felt the « lurch then and their stomachs seened to rise sickeningly. They
felt light. The

cabl e had snapped, he realized. They were hurtling down the Lift shaft at
tremendous speed.

Their ears bl ocked, and he heard a noani ng beside him

There was a tine when he woul d not have been able to tell. Certain
fundanmental s had to be

poi nted out, explained, and then incorporated so that they becane refl exive.
And then it was a

matter of sharpening the instincts. It took tine.

He stood at the threshold of his quarters and knew sonmeone was inside. He
realized it as he

was reaching for the Overhead panel. He left the roonms dark and, conscious
that he was a perfect

sil houette in the glow of the Corridor Overheads, went swiftly, silently in.

Across the room hanging on the wall, was his scabbarded sword. It seened very
far away.

He went across to it and no one stopped him Slowy he wthdrew the bl ade,
keepi ng the

doorway to the rear roomin his Iine of vision

He cane into the rear roomvery quickly, crossing the threshold and Iighting

t he Over heads

si mul t aneously, his sword above his eyes to shield themfromthe first bl oom
of the light.

G fand blinked at him squinting. He wore dark |eggings and a light shirt of
heavy materi al

"What are you doing here?" Ronin said with sone annoyance, to cover his
relief.

The Schol ar was pale and drawn, as if he had not slept for some tine.

"I came to talk to you. To tell you sonmething.' Despite his obvious tiredness,
there seened a

certain resolution about him perhaps in the way he stood, which Ronin had not
seen before.



"Why are you hiding back here then?
"l heard someone about to cone in and | suddenly thought that it m ght be
K reen.'

Ronin could not help snmling. 'l amquite sure she woul d have understood."

G fand flushed slightly. 'l - it mght have been enbarrassing.'

Ronin turned and went into the larger room G fand foll owed.

Ronin Iit the Overheads and took the scabbard off the wall, strapped it on
"Tell me what is so

i mportant.’

G fand ran his fingers through his long hair. 'I cannot bear to be here a
nmonent |onger. | nust

| eave. | know what you must think! But at |east you can understand why |. rmust

go. If leaving

means freezing on the surface, then | tell you I find that preferable to the
living death of the

Freehold. At least | shall be free for a tine, nmy own master. Here, | am
encased, unable to breathe.’

Unaccount ably, Ronin found hinself thinking of the Sal amander's vast library.
Rows and

rows of books that G fand woul d never have an opportunity to read.

'Cal myourself,' he said. 'l do not think you truly mean that.'

"But | do!' There was a sadness now in the Scholar's voice. 'You are |ike al
the rest. You do

not think I ama man. But | have sone proficiency with weapons now - | can use
sword and

dagger -

"And how will you eat?' Ronin asked, reaching into the hi gh wardrobe and

wi t hdrawi ng a

light mailed corselet.

"Wth these,' G fand said proudly. Fromunder his shirt he produced two bands
wi de enough to

fit snugly around a man's upper arm

Roni n paused. 'Food bands. Were did you get those?

"I stole them And do not worry, they will not be mssed.’

Roni n donned the netal corselet. 'You are serious then?

G fand nodded. 'That | am

Abruptly sonething the Scholar had said floated up fromthe recesses of his
m nd: / have partially

deci phered the glyphs of the very ancient witing. It had neant nothing to him
at the time, but now -

"Ajourney is what you need. Is that correct?

G fand gave hima puzzled [ ook. 'Ronin, | nust get out now - this Spell.’
He took something out of the wardrobe, held it in his hand. 'Conme with ne

i nstead.'

"Wth you? But what - ?' The Schol ar was staring at the food band Roni n was
hol di ng. He

wat ched, fascinated, as Ronin worked it on to his arm

"What do you say? | |eave now.'

"But where - ? | don't - '

"Wth luck, out of the Freehold. | will explain it on the way. Fetch your
weapons.' He reached for

hi s dagger.

The close air was filled with a high keening sound that wavered in tone but
built in intensity. The Lift

shook as it dropped, trying to shake itself apart.

Roni n pressed the other floor spheres on the panel in front of him They Ilit
up in twos and rees

as his fingers touched them The Lift contin--d its mad flight, their cold
bl ue gl ow nocki ng.

He renmenbered, then. The red sphere at the top of the panel. He hit it.



The Lift slanmmed to a halt and their |egs buckled Iike fabric. The car hung,
qui vering, suspended in
the shaft, the broken cable above them singing as it snaked on to the top of
the Lift. Ronin regai ned

his feet, took several deep breaths. G fand was still on his haunches, sobbing
in great lungfuls of air.

"Ronin, we -'

"No time. We have got to get out of here quickly. | have no idea how long this
brake will

hold.' Hi s hands worked at the panel but the doors renmained shut. He drove his
fingers at the centre

seam of the doors. 'Cone on! W rnust open it up.'

G fand was on his knees. He put his hands on his thighs and lifted his head.
Sweat had

matted his | ong hair across his forehead and al ong his cheeks. He | ooked as if
he were bound to

the floor.

"W - we alnost died -
"G fand, the doors!’
"Crushed like vermin - bones to jelly - ' His eyes were gl azed; he was dazed
by the force of his

i magi nation

Ronin turned and pulled himto his feet, attenpting to transnmt some of his
strength. 'G fand, we

are not dead!' Their faces were very close. 'But we soon may be unless we get
out of here! |

cannot do this nyself. | need your help."'

H s eyes focused then. 'Yes. Yes. W will open the doors. The two of us.'

They dug their fingers into the centre seam both pulling fromthe sane side.
They heaved and

strained until their arms ached and their stretched shoul der joints burned and
the water rolled

down their faces and into their eyes, making them sting and clouding their

vi si on. Muscl es

popped and their legs stiffened with the effort. They clenched their teeth and
t he cords al ong

their necks stood out.

And minutely they felt the door nove. They panted |like animals but speech was
t oo much

added effort and they pulled with renewed deternination. And slowy, slowy,
the door slid back.

They stooped when it was open wi de enough for themto get through, dropped
their arnmns,

which felt as heavy as iron, and gasped at the air. Their nouths were dry.
They | ooked up then and found that they were between Levels. But they were in
| uck. Perhaps

a netre above them beckoned the open entrance to a Level, the protective doors
havi ng been

sheared away at some previous time, stunps hanging like rotted teeth.

There came an om nous groaning as of tortured netal, and the Lift |urched

si ckeningly. Ronin

put his hands together and G fand stepped on to them | aunching hinself upward
until he could grasp

the Iip of the entrance. The groani ng canme again and he strained, lifting one
knee, finally levering

hinsel f up on to the Level

The Lift lurched again and, below him Ronin's ears were filled with a

nmetal lic shrieking. The

Lift trenbled and slid and he saw the walls of the shaft rise as the brake
began to give way.



The Lift lurched sideways, caught on a protrusion in the shaft, and Ronin

coil ed his body and

| eapt. The screaning of hot metal was all that he could hear. H's fingers
caught the lip of the

Level , but one hand, slick with sweat, slid off and he hung for a noment,

SwWi nging with

unwant ed nmomentum by one armuntil G fand reached down, grasped the free hand,
and

pull ed up. He felt the Lift shudder once again and the top of the car slid
down. He pushed

with his arns, propelling hinmself on to the Level, and G fand pulled him from
the lip of the

entrance, as with a terrible grinding the Lift plummeted down the shaft, the
car's top severa

centimetres fromcutting Ronin in two.

They were assaulted by the conmbined stench of rotting garbage, excrenent, and
nyri ad

unwashed bodi es. The odour grew as they passed doorways, black and gapi ng.

G fand peered

i nto one and gasped, choked. Ronin held his breath and pulled himquickly
back. Still he caught

a glinpse of white bone, a staring human eye, blackness where the other should
have been. There

was the inpression of nmuch novenent along the floor, the sounds of soft
scuttling.

"Where are we?' G fand whi spered.

Roni n shrugged. 'Far Downshaft, anyway.'

"What do we do now?'

"Find anot her way Downshaft to the ninety-ninth.' He pointed. "W will try
this way.'

The corridor curved away fromthem dimand grimy with disrepair. Ronin

t hought, Could we be

as far Down as the Wrkers' Level s? The Overheads were going. They gl owed
dismal ly, sputtering

at spots, conpletely burned out at others. Apparently they had been dark for
sone tine, because

torches crackled and flared in makeshift niches carved crudely into the walls.
So what light there was

was a bizarre blend of fiery orange and cold bl ue-white.

They paused once to listen but all they could hear was the background drone of
dri ppi ng wat er

and tiny scurrying feet.

They went quickly and quietly. The walls here had | ost all senbl ance of
colour. Theoretically al

Level s were col our coded so that one could tell at a glance what Level one was
on. But these walls

were covered with a thick coating of filth on to which obscene words and

gr ot esque pi ctures had

been drawn or roughly carved. Their obvious angui sh was appalling.

They spied no one. Now and again they passed cracks in the ceiling and walls,
ext ended networ ks

of neglect, the damage once or tw ce so extensive that the sections on either
side no | onger matched.

Several tinmes they were obliged to clanber over bl ocks of rubble where parts
of the Corridor had

col l apsed. The |ight grew perceptibly di nmer.

Roni n paused, extending an arm holding G fand back. He peered ahead. They
went forward

slowly about six netres and stopped abruptly.

It looked as if a gigantic fist had smashed into the Corridor. Sonething



apparently had expl oded

with trenendous force fromthe inner Wll, tearing open the wall, crunbling
the floor for a

space of a netre and a half. They peered cautiously into the gaping hole.
There appeared to be a

fire burning bel ow on what they took to be the next Level

G fand wi ped at his forehead. 'Frost!' he whispered. 'What is happeni ng?'
Roni n said nothing. He | ooked across the face of the pit.

' Perhaps we should see if we can help.'

' These Levels appear to be deserted,' Ronin said somewhat distractedly.
"stillo-

"Qur problemis howto cross this pit. There is nothing we could do in any
event.'

G fand | ooked up out of the flickering Iight. 'Wy not retrace our steps and
traverse the Corri -

dor fromthe opposite direction?

'"Too much tine lost, and the Corridor might be in worse repair. W press
onward here; there

is no turning back.'

He stepped into the dark of the blown wall and, after a nonment, called to

G fand. He had

found a metal beam set free of its foundations by the collapse. They set to
wor kK manoeuvri ng

it through the gap in the wall and setting it down in the Corridor. Then they
pushed it across the

di ameter of the pit, found that it was |ong enough to reach the floor on the
ot her side. He stood

on it, bounced slightly, testing it.

He went first. It was narrow, barely seven centinmetres wi de, but it
was twisted very little,

so that the surface was fairly smooth and even

The pit bl ossoned before him lurid orange light twisting in the darkness |ike
a bl oated ser-

pent, alive and deadly, far, far below. Swinging in short arcs, |ight receding
and approachi ng,

form ng patterns. And vertigo | apped at the edges of his vision, waves
forming. After that he

did not | ook into the depths, but concentrated on his booted feet as they

i nched al ong the beam

One step at a tinme. Centinetre by centinetre, arms outstretched for bal ance.
And at |ast he was

acr oss.

He turned and beckoned to G fand, who stepped up on the beam and noved out
over the pit.

Ronin called to him 'Concentrate on your novenent; feel your feet against the
netal. That's

right, one at atine. Slowy now Careful, feel your balance. There. Now.'

G fand was al nost hal fway across when his back foot slipped as he put his
wei ght on it and he

lurched to one side, over the yawning pit. He fell. And reached up
desperately, in reflex, one

hand hitting the beam the fingers finding purchase. He swung dizzyingly in
short arcs, his

ot her hand scrabbling to find the beam

Ronin first thought of pushing hinself out on his stomach to get to him but
he did not trust

the beamto hold them both and there was no tinme to find out. 'G fand,' he
called, '"let your |egs

hang, do not nove them you rmust stop the swing. Al right, now reach up. No,
to the left. Yes,



nore; now stretch.'

G fand now gri pped the beamw th both hands, and hung like a vertical bar
arnms stretched

above him He |ooked at Ronin. Hair was in his eyes and he shook his head in
an attenpt to free

his vision, and his slippery hands skidded on the netal. He caught hinself
just in time.

'Easy, easy,' said Ronin. 'Listen to me, G fand, and do exactly as | tell you.
Put one hand in

front of the other. Look up, not down.' The strain showed on the Scholar's
face. ' Good. Now

again. Think of only the next nmovenent. One at a time. Good. Again.' He spoke
to himin a

steady streamand in this way G fand nmade his pai nful way across the remaining
[ ength of the

beam wuntil, reaching out, Ronin was at last able to pull himup fromthe edge
of the abyss.

G fand's body shook and he turned away from Ronin and was violently sick

And now dark snoke and choking fumes rose in thin swirling clouds fromthe
Level bel ow.

And now the fitful gl ow appeared brighter through the gaping rent. And now
they heard the

muf f1 ed poundi ng of running feet, and under it a dry, crackling sound,
abnormal |y di stinct and

clear on the close air.

Roni n, crouched along one sliny wall, dragged G fand al ong the Corridor, well
clear of the

rubbl e surrounding the hole. He pulled himoff the floor and said, gently,
very close to his face,

breathing the sour snell, 'lI amsorry but we nust nove on -at once.'

G fand wi ped his mouth and nodded. 'Yes, yes,' he whispered. 'I amall right.'
They nmoved on

as swiftly as they coul d.

Presently they encountered "the first people either of themhad seen on this
Level . They were

all dead. Bodies were strewn about the Corridor as if hurled through the air
by sone titanic

force. They lay burned - sone so badly that they could not make out their
features - nai ned

and broken, am d viscous puddl es of dark seeping blood. G fand stared

wi de-eyed. 'By the

Chill! What has happened here?

Roni n said nothing, and they plunged on into the nmurk of the curving Corridor
away and

away, over the stinking nmounds of the bodies. No Bl adesnen here, and Ronin
knew t hat he had

been right; they were far Downshaft, anmpng the Workers.

He paused as a snall indistinct shape fled fromout of a doorway, running at
full speed into

him He grabbed hol d, al nbst |osing his balance, and | ooked down to see a
small girl

struggling in his arnms. He picked her up and | ooked closely at her, the first
sign of life they had

encountered on this Level. She had thin pinched features visible
intermttently beneath |ong

| ank hair whi ppi ng about as she writhed against his grip. She was sobbi ng, and
t hr ough her

tears Ronin saw that her eyes held a nmeasure of torment that startled him
"Are you hurt?' he asked, but she would not or could not answer.

G fand touched Ronin and pointed ahead. A figure had reeled out of the



doorway from which

the girl had run. Atall gaunt wonman with short hair and a hungry nouth and
dull eyes. She

saw t hem

She ran unsteadily towards them She screaned, 'Wat are you doing to her?
She rushed down the

Corridor at them The child cringed and screaned as the woman reached out one
[ ong cl aw i ke

hand, dirty, the nails broken far down their length. The child clung to Ronin
with a strange

desperation. Then the wonan took her

She raised her right hand, brandishing a |ong curved bl ade, crusty with dried
bl ood. ' Ani mal s!

You're not content with nme, you take her too -
"She ran into - ' Ronin began, but the woman was not i stening.

' Taking her off to some dark room were you? Get away!' she screaned, and
whirled, pulling

the girl behind her back along the Corridor, disappearing through the doorway
from whi ch they

both had energed. Ronin still felt the clutch of the girl, felt fromfar away
his lost sister's arns

around hi m

He began to run, calling, 'Come on!' over his shoul der, and heard G fand
conming after him

Bursting through the doorway.

Di m and snmoky. Roonms much snaller than Upshaft. Three roons to a quarters, two
or three

famlies. The roons were a shanbles. Broken furniture, shards of pottery,

ri pped fabric, the floor

slippery-sticky with an indistingui shabl e amal gam of 1iquids. Nothing nmoved
here and t hey went

on into the second.

Ronin saw an armprotruding froma pile of refuse. He drew his bl ade and
uncovered the body.

It was a Worker, thick chest and arns, squat. By his outstretched hand was a
heavy | ever,

ri pped froma Machi ne, obviously used as a club. He turned the body. The
Wrker's chest was

a pul py mass and there was so much bl ood that they could not count the nunber
of times he had

been st abbed.

"Frost!' he nuttered. 'Have they all gone nad?

G fand turned his head away.

They noved into the last room A | anmp burned, hung fromthe ceiling, swaying

slightly so

t hat shadows noved and perspective was shattered

The woman knelt on a bed at the rear wall. A washstand had been knocked over.
The

worman grasped the sobbing girl in one hand, and with the other arm the hand
still gripping the

bl ade so hard that the knuckles were white, she held a linp figure to her. Her
eyes were wide

and staring blankly. Athin line of spittle drooled froma corner of her
nmout h. They paused j ust

i nsi de the doorway.

'"Fiends!' she cried. 'One nore step an' you'll get what your friend out there
got!'

G fand stared at her and choked. 'You did that?

She | aughed, a throaty, chilling sound, and her eyes rolled madly in their

sockets. The girl



struggled to get free. 'Aye, that. Surprised, are ya, well so was he!' Her
eyes wavered and

dropped for an instant to the head of the small figure she was cradling.
'See,' she wailed. 'Look upon your work! Fiends' work!' And she turned the
linp figure, and

they saw a thin young boy, perhaps sonmewhat ol der than the girl, same dark

pi nched features.

' See how you have defiled ny son! See how you have taken his life!' Her voice
rose, and

qui ckly she clutched the boy back to her. Strength seemed to flood into her
then, and she drew

herself up defiantly. 'You'll get no satisfaction here! Not this tine!’

Too late Ronin realized that she had spied his drawmn sword. Too |late he

di vined her intent.

She pulled the girl to her, the child' s eyes round and staring, a high keening
com ng from her

open mouth, and as Ronin | eapt she drew the |ong curving bl ade across the
girl's trenbling

throat. A gout of blood erupted and the keening becane a thick gurgle, and she
twisted the

body behind her so that he fell atop her

But the bl ade was now behind him out of his line of vision. He dropped his
sword to free his

hands. He twisted to find the knife before it found him

He was aware of her armnoving swiftly and then he felt her convulse violently
under him

arched and stiffened. A smle cane to her face at the sane tine the trickle of
bl ood did. He

| ooked down to see the knife plunged hilt deep into her side. He tried to
withdraw it, but her

fist, locked in a death grip, would not give up the hilt. A kind of relief
suf fused her face. Then

he felt a spreadi ng wetness, hot and sickening.

He backed off the bed on his knees. A sudden dizziness threatened to overwhel m
hi m

Refl exively, he retrieved his sword. G fand noved to the edge of the bed.
"What - ?' But Ronin

waved hi mwordl essly away. 'Qut!' he managed to gasp

' But

"Qut!' he bell owed. And they stumnbled through the reeking roons out into the
Corridor, raced

along its curving | ength.

They al most overran the famliar bulge of a Lift's doors, and heaving them
apart they pitched

i nside, closing the doors behind them

In warm darkness they sat, panting, and listened to the soft silence as their
pul ses sl owed and

breathing returned to normal. It seenmed like a long tine.

Presently Ronin heard G fand stir.

"I have that trapped feeling again, as if the walls are closing in on nme. The
Freehold is dying, it's

all coming apart.' He shifted. 'How far Downshaft are we?'

Roni n stood and noved his fingers over the Lift's control panel. He pressed a
sphere and the

doors opened, closed again. 'According to the Lift, the seventy-first Level.
Per haps we can take it

all the way to the ninety-fifth.'

"Is that all you can think of," G fand said accusingly, "after all we have

wi t nessed. The Lower

Level s are going - the Wirkers nurdering one another - total madness!'’



There was no response fromRonin. "By the Chill, you are like ice,' G fand
said bitterly. 'Noth-

ing affects you! We have just seen things that have

wr enched my stomach. What flows through your veins? Surely not blood!’

Roni n | ooked down at him his colourless eyes barely discernible, and said,
"You are free, as

you al ways were, to return Upshaft, to attenpt even to reach the surface.'

G fand put his head down and woul d not neet Ronin's gaze. Their harsh

br eat hi ng was al

that could be heard for a while.

When he was certain that G fand would stay, he punched the sphere marked
"ninety-five'. It

gl owed and they commenced to sink rapidly and snoothly Downshaft. G fand stood
up. The

Lift hummed. Ronin drew his dagger. The Lift sighed to a halt. The doors
opened soundl essly.

He had assuned that since no Lift they had been in went as far as the

ni nety-ninth Level, they

woul d be obliged to take a Stairwell the rest of the way. He saw now that he
had been

m st aken.

There was no Corridor. They stood instead upon a netal-grillwrk scaffold
arcing away from

themon either side until it was lost to viewin the haze.

Space. \Were the inner wall of the Corridor should have been was enornous
space. Ronin

had never seen so nuch open space. G fand stared with his nouth partly open
They noved slowy to the low nmetal railing that ran around the inner edge of
t he scaff ol di ng.

And | ooked down.

| mrense geonetric shapes, some sinple, others extrenely conplex, al
stupefying in size,

st udded

the vast gallery bel ow them And now Ronin knew why the Lifts descended only
as far as the

ninety-fifth Level. They were peering down into an area four Levels high

Per haps the sides of

the gallery thenmsel ves were Machines. The life of the Freehold, he thought.
Wt hout these we die.

A deep humming filled the air, permeating it so that it seened to flutter
before their eyes. Soft

bl ue haze hung in the air, trenmbling mnutely. Light came from an

uni dentifiable source, |ost

somewher e above them It was very warm and a sharp, pungent snell, not at al
di sagr eeabl e,

floated on the air. Over the droning of the Machines they could just make out,
now and t hen,

the faint chatter of voices. Qddly, the sound heartened them

They began to wal k along the scaffold and at |ength they came upon a square
openi ng cut

into the outer edge abutting the sheer wall. Ronin | ooked down. A vertica

| adder stretched

away into the haze. It appeared clear. They descended, Ronin hol ding the
dagger in his nouth,

teeth | ocked on the hilt. As they went, they passed other scaffolds at regular
intervals. They were

deserted. He counted seven before they reached the floor of the gallery.

The thrumm ng was nore insistent here, seeping up through the soles of their
boots into their

legs. The close air snelled of artificial heat and what Ronin knew to be



[ ubricant. He had

snelled it enough on Neers. The Machines rose all about them a lush hunid
forest, strange and

conpel ling. The light was di mer, the blue haze thicker

Of to their left, three Neers stood debating, their voices sneared by the
background sounds.

The air hung |ike sheets.

They hunkered down by the purring side of a Machine, aware of its warnth, and
Roni n

unf ol ded the crude map the Magic Man had drawn for him G fand ate severa
nout hful s of food

whi |l e Ronin studi ed the piece of fabric.

The trouble was that the nap had been drawn assuming that they had conme to the
ni nety-

ninth Level via the designated Lift, the one that had failed. Al though he knew
i n which

direction they had gone on the seventy-first Level, he had only a rough idea
of the distance they

had travel |l ed before com ng upon the second Lift. The map covered very little
of the geography

of the ninety-ninth Level. He would have to estimate the difference in their
position, a dangerous

but necessary action.

G fand, still chewi ng, w ped a greasy hand across his nmouth and rubbed it on
hi s breeches.

He swal |l owed. ' Do you know where we have to go?

Roni n pointed away fromthe group of gesticulating Neers. 'This way. No

noi se. "'

They slipped from Machine to Machine, the bul ky shapes | oom ng out of the haze
to offer

transitory shelter. He took themon a zigzag course out across the floor of
the gallery.

Rapidly the walls receded fromtheir view, and G fand, gl ancing up, fancied
they were adrift

in an epheneral, forbidding world. He felt an odd disconfort wi thout the
security of walls

about him

They had covered al nost a kilonetre and had begun to sweat profusely in the
danp heat,

when Ronin brought themto a halt. In the shadow of a squat Machi ne they stood
very still and

listened to the voices just ahead of them

"This is | eading nowhere.'

"Don't | know it! W' ve been here for over a Spell. Are you certain you
checked t he generator

in Block Twel ve?

' Checked and rechecked. If there is any connection it is beyond ne.'

'Beyond all of us, | amafraid.’
There came the sounds of netal against metal, a light scraping, and then a
si gh.

"I don't know. \What if we tried the second Level with all the power on?

"Um it might work at that. Just make sure - '

The conversation receded as they crept away. Follow ng their short detour
around the Neers,

they resuned their oblique course across the gallery.

The huge circul ar Machine stood at the end of a broad area, w der than nost of
t he spaces

bet ween t he hul ki ng shapes. They dared not approach it directly for fear of
bei ng detected

ei ther by Neers or by daggam



They noved cautiously along a narrow aisle parallel to the one leading to the
Machi ne. The

heat increased and they had to will thenmselves not to pant. They were obliged
to stop twice to

et Security patrols pass them on perpendi cul ar but intersecting routes. Each
time Ronin waited

long mnutes after they had passed before proceedi ng. Once they al nost ran
into the back of a

daggam who stepped out into their aisle, and they shrank back into the
shadows, waiting

breathl essly until he noved away.

Crouching low, they nade their way, skirting the Machine, until, having seen
it fromall

sides, Ronin judged the way to be clear. Once nore he consulted the map, to be
certain that

t hey approached it fromthe right direction. They noved towards it.

It cast its own | ong shadow, the prom se of a haven, a towering structure of

i nconmpr ehensi bl e function, wider at the bottomthan the top, all sharp angles
and crenel |l ations.

Lights flashed along its sunmit, snoky in the haze. It seened to be

vi brationl ess.

They paused in the neagre shadow of a small Machi ne, about to nake the fina
appr oach.

Ronin held themthere. It did not feel right. They sweat ed.

Three daggam converged on the Machine that was their goal. Their conversation
di ssi pated

on the active air. Presently, they split up, went out of his sight. Still he
wai t ed-

A bl ack cloud bloonmed to their left, the way they had come. A crash filled the
air and they

felt the floor trenmble slightly beneath them They heard the sound of running
feet. They

ventured a | ook. The cloud had ball ooned out, staining the haze. Lenon flane
licked belowit.

'What happened?' G fand whi spered.

Ronin smiled thinly. 'l believe the two Neers we passed knew | ess about that
Machi ne t han

t hey thought.' He saw daggam running towards the fire, and touched G fand.
They dashed across the open area and into the shadow of the towering Machi ne
marked on the

Magic Man's map. Ronin put a palmflat against the netal side. It was still.
Perhaps it was the

structure's qui escence that had | ed Korabb to begin her clandestine

expl orati on. They noved al ong

the side.

It did not |look like an entrance but then it did not |ook |ike nuch of
anyt hi ng save a wall of

nmetal . There was a wheel to turn, it was that sinple. Ronin turned it
withershins as far as it would

go. A disc approximately a nmetre and a half wi de was now rai sed fromthe
surface of the Mchi ne.

They grasped the right edge of the ellipse and pulled. An opening yawned

bef ore them

W thout hesitation Ronin stepped in; G fand foll owed. As soon as they were
across the threshol d,

the oval closed of its own accord.

They were in inmpenetrabl e bl ackness.

A vertiginous sense of space, echoing minutely. Silence, alnost. A danp rich
snell. Far away, a

sound: persistent but so very distant that it was indefinable: a kind of



seet hi ng.

G fand funbled out his tinder box, and lit a torch he produced fromhis belt.
An oval tunnel danced before them black with age. Underfoot the floor sloped
gently downwar d.

They went down into the dark and presently they began to feel a chill breeze
on their faces and

G fand was obliged to protect the now whipping flane from extingui shing. Beads
of noisture

clung to the walls and fairly soon they encountered cones of what appeared to
be ice grow ng

down out of the ceiling. Some were nottled grey but others contained streaks
of orange and I|ight

green, nagenta and deep blue. They becane nore numerous until Ronin and G fand
had t he

di sconforting sensation of being turned upside down, as if they were wal ki ng
on the ceiling

i nstead of on the floor.

At first they had paused every so often to listen behind themuntil Ronin was
satisfied that

t hey had not been observed entering the portal and that there was no pursuit.
After nore than

hal f a Spell, the tunnel comrenced to slant nore sharply downward and they had
to be nore

careful of their footing. The walls grew sliny and different in texture and
Ronin had G fand

bring the light closer to the side. Masses of a grey-blue |lichen conpletely
covered the walls,

glinting oddly in the Iight.

Ronin told Gfand to gut the flane. At once they were engulfed in an eerie

bl ui sh gl ow. ' The

lichen is phosphorescent,' G fand exclained. '|I have seen the like in sone of
t he food- grow ng

vats. It's thrown away.' They found that they had to get used to the new
light. Light colours -

G fand's shirt, for instance, where the fabric showed through the grine and
dried sweat -junped

out disconcertingly; other dark colours vani shed al t oget her unl ess one was
very close to them

The | ow seething sound that had been with them since they first entered the
tunnel grew nore

di stinct although they were still at a loss to define it.

They paused once to eat and rest, pulling at the tough pressed food fromthe
bands, backs

agai nst the cushiony walls, |legs stretched out before them They tal ked of

i nconsequential matters,

deliberately avoiding certain topics that were all too nmuch on their m nds.
They resuned the march and presently the sound increased in volume with such a
rush that

they felt as if they had opened an unseen door. It washed over them
reverberati ng down the

tunnel, and they perceived a slight change in the |ight.

Just ahead they found a gigantic aperture in the wall to their right. There
was a gl ow beyond;

coloured lights swam A pronontory beckoned to them

They | ooked out into a cavern so vast that it seened to have no end. Streaks
of pastel light

drew t henmsel ves upon the air, and by their uncertain illumnation Ronin and
G fand were able to

make out the enornous arch of the waterfall thundering out froma rock face,
cascadi ng down in



a froth of turbid silvery spray into the bed of a snaking river glinting far
far bel ow. The echoi ng

boom of the kinetic water reflected back at themlike a physical presence
enfol ding them They

stood transfixed at the sight.

G fand said sonething but Ronin could not hear himfor the noise. He | eaned
cl oser and repeated,

"I never knew such a thing still existed. | had read -it is something out of
| egend!"

Ronin turned to him 'Time to go,' he yelled over the roar

Apparently the glowi ng lichen needed a great deal of noisture in order to
survive, for as they

left the waterfall behind them they noticed that the breeze was now | ess
danp. Wth that the

[ ight becane dimand they began to encounter patches of bare wall with

i ncreasi ng frequency

until G fand was forced to relight the torch

Ronin had estimated that they had descended over a kilometre - although they
had actually

wal ked many tinmes that - when he spied sonething ahead. A lighter patch of
dar kness. Cau-

tiously but with an increasing sense of anticipation, they approached it. And
at last they found

t hensel ves standing at the end of the tunnel

Before thema wide ranp | ed down to a broad avenue that seened to be roughly
the centre of a

di zzyi ng junbl e of buildings extending away on all sides, vanishing in the
thick air. The

structures were bewildering in their construction, each one a conpl ex of
styl es and shapes

apparently nortared together at random Large w ndows crowded upon snall ones,
bal coni es

cut into rooftops of abutting buildings, what they took to be doorways hung
suspended five and

Si X storeys above street |evel

G fand gaped. And for an instant Ronin experienced a vertigo so intense that
he al nost fell. He

bl i nked. And breathed slowy and deeply, exhaling nore than he inhaled to
enpty his system and

replenish it.

Beside him G fand whi spered in an awed voice, "It is. It nmust be. The Cty of
Ten Thousand

Paths.' Ronin | ooked at his transfigured face. 'The city of our forefathers,
wher e everythi ng was

possi bl e. Ronin, | could have been anything | desired here. They knew - so
much, so nuch.' He

shook his head and gripped Ronin's arm 'You do not know what this neans! It
is like a dream -

all that | w shed for and had no hope of obtaining. It is all here!'’

Ronin smiled briefly. 'Do you renenber when we were young they used to
frighten us when

we were m schievous with tales of the City of Ten Thousand Pat hs?

G fand could not tear his eyes away fromthe cityscape. 'Yes.' He nodded.
"They tried to scare

me, but | paid themlittle heed. As a child | was afraid of nothing.'

" And now?'

H s breath quickened. His voice was a whisper. 'And now - now | am frightened
of a great

many things."'

The sweet snell of ancient decay was in the air, and the soft dry tickle at



the back of the throat

caused by aeons of fine dust floating like gravid spores, cloying, as if they
had entered a garden

filled with dying fl owers.

And they went down the broad ranp into a dense and appal ling silence. The
creak of their

| eather, the soft slap of their boots against the rough netal, seened to be
swal | owed whol e in that

vast bowl of quietude.

They tried to use the central avenue but found that, inexplicably, no doorways
or wi ndows were

to be found on the sides of the buildings facing them So they were obliged,
perforce, to choose at

random one of the narrow, twi sting streets of which there were a bew | dering
pr of usi on.

Nurrer ous bal conies of all sizes sculpted with decorative cenentwork hung above
their heads

and very little light filtered through the maze of architecture. Yet it was
enough to see satisfactorily

wi thout the aid of the torch.

And the city was not without an aura, prom sing a nysteriousness |like the
aroma of an exotic

spice sniffed fromfar away: powerful, elusive

The streets were cobbled in stone, slightly rounded down the centre so that it
was hi gher than the

sides. They shone dully in the diffused light.

There was no sign of refuse or decay out here although sections of the cobbles
appeared to be so

dark that it seemed as if dirt had been ground into themfor centuries unti

it was now part of

t he stone.

They heard it at the same tine, their heads lifted, questing. It had sounded
like the tail end of

a grow . They stopped and listened but the silence had cl osed down upon them
again so that even

t he sounds of their breathing seened nuffled and peculiar to them They drew
their swords,

glint of light on polished netal

Ronin pointed with the tip of his blade to a snall wooden door set in a

two- storey building

just behind them G fand nodded. They moved carefully along the cobbles, aware
t hat they

were not used to the surface. G fand flattened hinself against the wall of the
bui I di ng j ust

beyond the door as Ronin inched it open with the toe of his boot and stood
back.

The interior was dark. They heard no sound. Ronin made a sign and G fand
nodded agai n

and they went swiftly and silently through the doorway. Ronin inmmedi ately
stepped to one

side so that his body would not be silhouetted by the light from outside. He
turned, and shoved

Gfand to the side, into the shadows.

The room appeared to be rmuch larger than he had antici pated because it was
very deep. He

coul d make out wooden beans set at intervals along the |ow ceiling and the
deep shadows of

heavy furniture. Nothing noved.

Then there cane a | ow cough froma corner and

now t hey could make out two red pinpoints, |ow, glow ng, renmpte. Qutside, the



golden light filtered

down and the silence hung Iike a thick winter's shroud. The pinpoints noved
and there was

anot her cough, |ouder, nore nenacing. The red eyes stared unblinkingly at him
bl ack pupils at

their centres very small. They advanced on him CQutside, the silence was a
protection agai nst danger,
the light spilling like thick honey assuring safe passage. It was part of

another world, as renote

and unattai nable as the Sal amander's atrium

Roni n crouched, turned sideways, gripped his sword with both hands, nuscles
al ong his arns

and thighs tensing as he heard the soft scraping.

The eyes, half a netre above the floor, were not human, of that he was
certain. He nmoved slowy

to the left, attenpting to coax the thing into the light fromthe open
doorway, but it kept stead-

fastly to the darkness. The scraping cane agai n. Ronin was now al nost shoul der
to shoulder with

G fand.

The thing nmoved towards them and bel ow t he bal eful gaze of the eyes a very dim
gl ow of

| ong yell ow teeth appeared and then w nked out. A soft clicking. The cough
cane again, and Ronin

advanced to neet the shape, noving into the deeper shadows.

' Come back - ' G fand whispered, but he was cut short by a clear dry |augh

Li ght blazed in front of them illum nating the room a torch

"Frost!' breathed G fand.

Ronin | ooked first at the [ittle man, because he held the torch. He was on a
staircase off to

their right, which they had not been able to see before. He wal ked down the
wooden stairs and

over to the thing, which crouched two nmetres in front of them touching a hand
to its back. He

had an odd gait.

' Ahahaha! Hynd guards the way,' said the little man in a peculiar raspy voice.
He grinned

i ngenuousl y.

He was not over a metre in height, his gaunt face belying his thick barre
chest. He had | ong

white hair held in place by a dark | eather band and a grizzled beard with nore
grey than white

init. He had a high forehead and cheekbones, a long thin nose, dark green
eyes set w de apart.

Ronin was certain that his skin had a yellowi sh tinge. Hs nouth split again
as he | aughed.

The thing, which he now scratched behind its small ears, and to which Ronin
now di rected

his attention, had a different countenance entirely. It had a Il ong

wi cked- 1 ooki ng snout covered

in short brown fur and its large red eyes gleamed fromout of a |ong tapering
skull. Its body

was perhaps two netres in length, its four legs ending in clawed toes. It had
a long thin tail that

whi pped back and forth like a piece of wire. The body was shiny, covered in a
hi de ri dged and

scaly. The whiskers on its snout flicked the air continuously. In all, it
partially resenbl ed the

rodents that inhabited the Freehold' s walls. Except for the size.

"Allow ne to introduce nyself,' said the little man. '|I am Bonneduce t he



Last.' He bowed,

t hen cocked his head quizzically. 'And you are - ?'

Ronin told him

"And of course you have already met Hynd,' |aughed Bonneduce the Last,
friend and

protector.'

The ani mal coughed again, and Ronin saw clearly the sharpness of its teeth.
The little man

ny

bent to its ear. "Friends.' It was |like an exhalation. 'Friends.'
"You take a great deal for granted,' G fand said. Ronin sheathed his sword.
Bonneduce the Last lifted his thick eyebrows. 'Is that so? You are fromup

there.' He gestured.

"There is no reason for you to wish ne harm Quite the contrary.

"Huh,' grunted G fand. 'You have not nmet with our Security daggam'

'How did you know we were fromthe Freehol d?' asked Ronin softly.

Bones told nme,' the little man answered, his head still cocked.

"What!' G fand sheat hed his bl ade.

"But | have forgotten nmy manners,' said Bonneduce the Last. 'You nust forgive
me setting

Hynd out. After all, one cannot be too careful; no indeed, not these days.' He
si ghed, wal ked to
a wall, and set the torch in a blackened netal niche. Ronin saw then that one

| eg was shorter than
the other. 'Tines past it was different, oh ny, yes. One could wal k the paths
with no need of

protection at all.' He turned back to them 'But that was a long tine ago, a
long time' - he shook

hi s head -

"before the Dark Sections. But now - ' He shrugged resignedly. 'Well, tines

change, bringing with

themtheir own fortunes.'

He waved an arm 'But cone, meke yourselves confortable, for | know that you
have travell ed

hard and far this day. And pl ease, do not be concerned with Hyrid.' He touched
the animal on the

snout and it lay down with a sigh. 'You see, he knows you now - your scent -
he will not harm you.'

They sat in w de confortable chairs while Bon-neduce the Last closed the front
door and went to

fetch wine and food.

The dark panelled walls, the tall heavily carved cabinets, the huge stone
fireplace filled with fra-

grant bl ack wood and white ashes, the massive plush chairs in which they
reclined, all exuded age

and a singular kind of dignity.

Hynd had put his Iong snout on his forepaws and was now asl eep. From somewhere
within the

dept hs of the house they heard a soft precise ticking. G fand rose and noved
about the room

peering at objects of unreflective nmetal and polished stone, running his
fingertips along the edges of

the scul pted wood. His face was dark and worri ed.

Roni n | ooked at him 'What troubles you?

G fand tapped distractedly at the wood. 'I am ashaned to tell you. | - do not
know. You told nme

what the Magi ¢ Man said, about there being people on the surface, people on

t he pl anet other than

those in the Freehold. You know, to be told all your life that one thing is
true, to believe it, even

though it is not what you want to believe -oh, this is not making any sense.'



He turned to Ronin.

"But now that we have actually net another being, | - ' He glanced quickly at
t he sl eeping
animal. 'Can we trust him do you think?

"Pull up that chair,' Ronin said softly. 'Now listen carefully to ne. This

di scovery is quite

i ncredi ble but there are too many ram fications for me to be able to spend any
time being

shocked. It is true that we know virtually nothing about this nman, who he is,
where he cones

from- although it is certain he is not fromhere despite the fact that he
seens famliar enough

with the city. Wiich is the point. | was sent here to find a manuscript. The
Magi ¢ Man told ne

it would be difficult, but Chill take him he did not explain just how
difficult it would be. | think

he knew precisely how much to tell me in order to keep ny interest. This city
is so huge that we

coul d spend countl ess Cycles here and not find the manuscript.' He turned his
head nomentarily

to make sure that they were still alone. 'Now this can be invaluable to us.
know what to | ook

for, where it resides; perhaps he can tell us howto get there. He - '

They heard a small noise, and the subject of their discussion returned
carrying an enornous,

silver tray with finely etched sides |oaded with plates of fired clay, glazed
and shi ny, wooden

bow s of food, and skins of w ne.

"I trust that | have brought you enough to eat,' he said. 'But there is nore
inside.' He set the

tray down on a lowtable in front of them

VWhile they ate hungrily, the little man tal ked.

He turned to Gfand. 'I perceive that you are still sonewhat wary of Hynd.

do not want that,

so perhaps an explanation is in order. You see' - he patted his short |eg as
he wal ked over to a

hi gh wooden stool - 'I cannot nmove as swiftly as | once did.' He chuckled. "I

di sagreed with

something that tried to eat ne.
his short |eg

swi ngi ng back and forth. 'He saved ny life -
"Fromwhat?' interrupted G fand.

The little man's face darkened. ' You would not believe ne if | told you.'

"Ch, | would be nost in - '

'Do you know what he is?

"Part rodent,' Ronin said.

Bonneduce the Last nodded, obviously pleased. 'Yes, indeed. Quite correct. But
as you can see,

he is a hybrid, a cross -
' - between two different species of animals,' finished G fand.

The little man raised his eyebrows. 'Aha, we have a scholar in our mdst,' he
excl ai nmed,

delighted. 'Ch, yes. Hynd is part crocodile, a water creature which | believe
di ed out centuries

ago. You see before you the product of mllennia of change.' He | eaned down
and gently stroked

the horny back. It rippled slightly and Hynd nmade a small sound in his sleep
' Many peopl es

bel i eved that crocodiles were gods,' he said.

G fand wi ped his hands. "WIIl you aid us, we have come in search of-

He pull ed over the stool and sat near them



' Pl ease.' Bonneduce the Last held up his hands.

"Whatever it is will wait now You are tired. Rest first. Then we shall talk.'
"But we have little tinme," said G fand.

Bonneduce the Last slipped down off the stool and walked in his odd gait to
the front door.

'One does not hurry here.' He slid a thick bolt across the door. 'Darkness is
here. It brings things

on its heels, things you are better off not encountering.' He turned and went
to the firepl ace

"That is why you net Hynd first. | knew of your coning but not when you woul d
arrive.' He

knelt and began to light the fire. '"Night was falling as you came and | take
no chances, not these

days anyway. Had you cone in nmy yesterdays you woul d have encountered ne
first.' The

flames shot up all at once and the roomglowed with |ight and warnth. They
began to fee

drowsy with their stomachs full, the heat beside them and the tensions of the
journey finally

di ssipating. 'But now, we are in a different age, and nightmares stalk the
worl d.'

Ronin, at the edge of sleep, came awake. 'Wat do you nean?'

Bonneduce the Last stood up with his back to the fire and stretched. 'Mre
anon. Now sl eep

must cone. Bl ankets are in the cupboard and here is a pitcher of water and a
basi n. These

chairs are large and Hynd is here.' He started up the stairs, then stopped and
turned. 'In the

nmorni ng we shall talk of your purpose in comng to the Gty and | shall aid
you as best | my.'

They heard his uneven footsteps clinbing the stairs after he was lost to

si ght.

"What do you think?' G fand asked as he opened the cupboard and pulled out two
woven

bl anket s.

Roni n was spl ashing water on to his face. He shrugged. 'W have little choice.
This seens to

be a safer place than we could find on our own.' He rempved his corselet and
shirt, pouring

water over the shirt in an attenpt to get out the dried blood that had seeped
t hr ough the

corselet's mesh. 'l cannot see that he neans us harm despite what you may
think of the aninal.
He is right, best to get sone sleep. The nmorning will take care of itself

Sonet hi ng reached down and pulled himout of sleep. At first he thought it was
a sound and he

was at once fully awake. The qui et sonorous ticking, the gentle collapse of
ashen logs in the

fireplace. Nothing nore.

G fand sl ept peacefully in the chair across fromhim He | ooked at Hynd. The
creature was

awake, staring intently at the front door, as if he could see through it. He
gave a | ow cough

Roni n uncovered hinmsel f. The bl anket slipped to the floor with barely a
rustle. Hynd's ears

twitched but he did not turn his head. Ronin grasped the hilt of his sword and
stood quietly

next to the creature. He strained his ears but could hear nothing outside.
After a time, Hynd's ears twitched twice, then he |lowered his head, closed his
eyes, and



apparently went to sl eep. Ronin exhaled a | ong breath.

His shirt was still wet but he donned his corselet and went back into the
recesses of the room He

had it in mnd to discover the source of the ticking, but as he passed the
foot of the stairs, he

heard a tiny sound from above. He paused. Oddly, the sound carried clearly on
t he heavy air.

He turned and silently clinbed the stairs.

There were two rooms, roughly the sane size, both accessible froma square
hal | way. Light

danced in one roomand Ronin went to the doorway, peered in.

Bonneduce the Last knelt on a small rug of intricate and peculiar design with
his back to the

doorway. 'Cone in, Ronin, conme in,' he said wthout turning.

Ronin knelt beside him The little nan held several small objects in his fist.
He shook them

[ightly.

"Did you hear nme on the stairs? asked Ronin.

"I knew you woul d hear the sounds.' And the white shapes tunbled fromhis
opened pal m on

to the bare floor. He stared intently at themfor |Iong nmnutes. There were
seven in all. dyphs

were etched into their many sides. He scooped them up, shook them again. Ronin
heard the tiny

rattle.

"I think something was at the door,' Ronin said softly. 'Hynd was up.'

The little man nodded. '| have no doubt. His hearing is quite keen.' He flung
the pieces on to

the fl oor once again.

' Those are the Bones,' Ronin whispered.

Bonneduce the Last studied themw th his green eyes but said nothing until he
had gat hered

themup into his hand.

' The Bones, yes,' and his voice was like the tolling of a far-offbell. "I roll
the Bones.' A

sadness came into his eyes, a terrible light shining far back in their
recesses, |ike the agony of

ages. 'l amaptly naned, you see.' He rolled the Bones upon the floor and
their tiny clatter

seened now to echo with tantalizing intimtions. He scooped them up

'They are so ancient that even | cannot trace their |ineage. They are used and
passed on. It is

said that they are fashioned fromthe ivory teeth of the giant crocodile, a
godl i ke creature that

was purported to have lived in a certain valley, along the banks of a w de
rich nuddy river.' He

shrugged. 'It is quite possible. Indeed, they are carved of a singular ivory.
Very softly Ronin said, 'And what do they tell you, the Bones, when you rol

t hen?'

Bonneduce the Last shook themin his fist and cocked his head to one side.
"Way, | should

think that would be obvious,' he answered. 'l see what is to be.'

The Bones rattled in his hand. 'OfF course they cannot tell me everything and
frequently the

out comes of those occurrences which interest ne nost are denied ne. Sone
events are cl ear,

others are nmerely vague outlines.' He shrugged. 'But it is what | do.'

There was a long silence after he had rolled the Bones once nore. And then
for the first

time, he spoke while they were upon the floor. 'They tal k about you,' he said



slow y.

Ronin felt a nonment of irrational chill. "It is nonsense,' he said. 'l do not
wi sh to hear it.'

The little man stared at the pieces of ivory. 'You do not fear it,' he said
simply. "Wy then?

The question had such innocence that Ronin was nonentarily taken aback. Then
somet hi ng

crawmed within himagain. 'l do not know' H's palmstrayed to the gl eam ng
hilt of his sword.

"You do not fear death,' Bonneduce the Last said, with a peculiar intonation
'That is good,

for soon you shall understand its inpermanence. Yet deep within you lies a
fear which you - '

"Enough!' cried Ronin, lurching to his feet and striking out at the groupi ng
of ivory with his

boot. It skittered across the floor. Bonneduce the Last did not nove, nor did
he speak. He knelt

in the same position and did not turn as Ronin angrily strode fromthe room
even after the

sound of his boots could be heard descending the ancient stairs.

Eventual | y, Bonneduce the Last sighed deeply and got up, nmade his |inping way
across the old

wooden fl oorboards. He bent here and there, retrieving the scattered Bones,

pi ece by piece, unti

he had themall in the palmof his hand. They had never felt so heavy to him
and he gri pped

themuntil his knuckles shone as white as the ivory.

He paused then, as if he were to be allowed a choice. He shook his head, and
[inped slowy

back to the rug of intricate and peculiar design, kneeling as before. Very
slowy and very

deliberately he rolled the Bones upon the floor, and read what their
configuration reveal ed. He

wi ped the warm sweat from his pal ns by rubbing them down his breeches.

He scooped up the Bones and rather nore quickly now rolled themsix nore
tinmes, so that at

length he had rolled thema total of seven tines. To see if it would nake any
di fference.

It did not. And he shivered involuntarily.

ol den light streamed down, its slanting rays interrupted and diffused by the
ornate structures

on all sides. The alleyway was narrow and cranped and nysterious as it wended
its meandering

way through the bew I dering Iabyrinth of the City.

Dust notes danced in the pale Iight and the silence had a thickness that he
now wore with a

grateful intensity. He had gone past the sleeping G fand and, ignoring Hynd's
curious stare, had

unbol ted the door and strode quickly but at random along the alley until he
could no | onger see

t he house.

He stopped at last and sat on an old and dusty wooden keg, outside the open
doorway to a shop

its time-beaten sign swinging froma black netal pole above his head. The sign
was virtually bl ank

now, scrubbed of all but a few scraps of glyphs, mute but unbroken

He drew one | eg up against his chest, letting the other hand, the heel rapping
softly agai nst the side

of the keg. It sounded hollow. He closed his eyes and | eaned his head back
agai nst the snall - paned



wi ndow of the shop. He tried to think of why he had stopped the little man
from speaki ng, but

nothing cane to him He thought, At least | should be curious. He was. But -
"Where is he?

G fand | ooked up and dropped the cold bone fromlast night's neal into the

ot her remmants of

the food that had not been cleared away. He wi ped his greasy |lips on the back
of his sleeve. He

shrugged. 'I just got up. | thought perhaps he was upstairs.'

The little man descended the stairs, saw that the bolt was off the door. 'Qut
then,' he said, and

set about gathering up the dishes.

"Is it safe?" asked G fand, getting up. He put his hands at the small of his
back and stretched.

'"Ch, perfectly. Hynd will see to him

G fand frowned. 'Wat does that nean?

The voice drifted in fromthe recesses of the house. 'l imagine he is out

cat chi ng breakf ast

whi | e keeping an eye on our friend.'

G fand wal ked about the roomrestlessly until the l[ittle man returned carrying
a fresh skin of

wine. 'You seemquite famliar with this city.' He nade a sharp gesture at the
wi ndows with the

edge of his hand. He turned. "It is the City of Ten Thousand Pat hs, as Ronin
said.'

Bonneduce the Last poured wine for Gfand. 'It is,' he said wthout pause.

The Schol ar crossed the room | ooked out of a wi ndow. Dust clouded his view
He wi ped a

smal | | eaded pane with his sleeve but it did little good; the glass, like the
cobbl es of the streets,

seened ingrained with dirt. 'So ancient.' It was al nost a whisper, as quiet as

a tear falling. 'Yet

you know all about it.'

Bonneduce the Last placed the wine skin on the |ow table before him "
know many things.'

Per haps too many, he thought.

"Then tell me,' G fand said with great bitterness, 'how we could evolve from
t he peopl e who

created these wonders.'

"You are a scholar, are you not?

G fand's eyes blazed briefly but his voice held a note of despair. 'Now you
nock ne.’

The little man crossed to himwi th his peculiar stride. He seemed genui nely
grieved. 'No, no,

lad. You must not think that.' He touched G fand, indicated that he shoul d
sit. They went back to

the mddle of the roomand G fand reached conpul sively for the wine. 'No, you
see, | wanted to

be sure.’

The Schol ar | ooked up. 'O what ?

"That you really did not know. '

"I could have been lying,' G fand said with some indignation

The little man's face creased as he | aughed. 'l think not.'
Eventually G fand allowed hinself to snile for a monent. "You will tell ne
t hen?'

Just a boy, thought Bonneduce the Last. And he said, 'Yes.' He sat down across
from G fand,

the large chair towering over himconically. He crossed his ankles, rubbed his
mai ned | eg

along the thigh. 'Wen the time cane,' he began quietly, '"to quit the surface



of the world, when

there was no other choice but to perish - which many did, by the way - the
remmants of the states

and nations sent the | eading proponents of their cultures to

wor k on the enornous project of carving out a hospitable hone beneath the

pl anet's crust."'

G fand was transfixed by the little man's voice, which held trenendous force
despite its

softness. He was startled when the voice ceased and Bonneduce the Last cocked
his head as if

listening to a far-off sound. G fand |istened also but all he could hear was
the dark and sonorous

ticking fromthe interior of the house.

After atime, the little man continued. 'The mages and the nen of science -
you call them

Magic Men, | believe . . . were forever at war because, | suppose, the
foundations of their work

are dianetrically opposed. At the tine of the city's formation, the mages held
sway, and so with

the unwilling help of the men of science they created the City of Ten Thousand
Pat hs. "

Bonneduce the Last sighed a little and his extraordinary enerald eyes turned
i nwar d

monentarily. 'It could have been the beginning of dreans; there was room
enough for all here.

Per haps they did not work at it, who knows?' He stood abruptly and went to a
gl ass cabi net

along the far wall. H s hands noved and he returned hol ding two bits of dul
netal . He threw

them casual ly towards G fand, who caught theminstinctively. 'Press them
toget her,' said the

little man. And al though the bits seened identical, G fand could only keep

t hem t oget her by

exerting a great deal of pressure; they naturally pushed each other away.
Bonneduce the Last sat once nmore and gestured with his head. 'Like the netal
the different

factions repelled each other. Gadually, the mages began to | ose control and
the nmen of science

gai ned ascendancy. In the end, they would have nothing to do with the city
their forefathers had

hel ped build under duress, and so they led those that would follow them- a
goodl y nunber -

upward into the virgin rock above the city because it was fabulously rich in
the ores and netals

they required, and because it was easier to seal off the city from above. And
t hey constructed

t he Freehold. And now, over tine - He shrugged expressively.

There was soft silence for a long tine, heavy and lustreless, laden wth

t houghts of fallen

hi story and forgotten faces.

G fand shivered involuntarily and got up, leaving the bits of metal apart on
the table. Severa

ti mes he appeared about to say sonething and each tine changed his m nd
Finally he said in a

choked voice, as if it were difficult for himto articulate, 'W are told that
no one lives on the

surface of the world. The elements will not allowit.'

The little man, who had been watching him sniled bleakly. 'So. It depends
where you are.

He went and returned the bits of nmetal to their case. 'The ice reaches farther



every day.'

G fand stared at him his heart racing. 'Then it's true. Men do wal k the
surface."'

"Naturally. Did you think I live down here? | nmust come fromtine to tine -
"Way did you cone this tinme?

'To neet some people.’

G fand | eaned forward. 'Wo?

Bonneduce the Last was silent.

The Schol ar gave a tiny exclamation of sound, as if he had been hit in the
stomach, and he

rel axed back into the chair. 'l do not want to know,' he said, his lips barely
novi ng. And he was

tal king to hinself.

Bonneduce the Last was as still as a statue, his eyes lost in shadow beneath
hi s bushy brows.

"What is it like Up there?" The question floated on the air |ike unused snoke

and quite

suddenly it was nost inmportant that he know.

" Perhaps you will see for yourself soon,' said the little nan, knowing that it
was not enough.

G fand stood over himand said in anguish. 'l rmust know now.'

"This is a desperate tine,' said Bonneduce the Last. 'l have not been to the
Cty of Ten

Thousand Paths in a long while. In that time, many things have died and many

t hi ngs have

cone into being. Evil things.' He shook his head.

G fand knelt before him 'Look, | want sonme answers. Is that really so nuch to
ask?'

Bonneduce the Last stared at Gfand for a tinme and there was a sadness in his
eyes that the

Schol ar did not understand. He | ooked suddenly ol der. Around them the ticking
sounded like a

constant adnmonition. At length the little man said, 'I will tell you what | am
abl e.’

G fand nodded. 'Wat are you doing here then?

He spread his hands. 'I will know that only after it is done.'

The Scholar's face twisted. 'You make a fool of ne.’

"Believe me, | do not. It is the truth.’

"Al'l right. Suppose |I can believe that. | am beginning to see that perhaps

anything is possible.

Tell me then who you are.'

"You do not want to know that."'

G fand's annoyance grew. 'l just asked you, did | not?

The sadness cane to Bonneduce the Last's eyes again. 'Yes,' he said softly.

' You have asked.'

Roni n's eyes snapped open. He sat very still and inhaled again to make sure of
the direction.

The sharp snell came from behind him the interior of the shop. He |l owered his
leg slowmy so

that they both were against the side of the keg. He heard noverment now,
stealthy and difficult to

di scern.

He drew his sword and leapt to the street, whirling. He heard scufflings, then
scrat chings and

smal | pantings. He went inside.

It was cool and dark and it took hima nonent to adjust and he knew that it
was a m stake

because anything or anyone smart enough woul d have attacked him i medi ately.
Not hi ng rushed him There was a heavy snap as of a wooden board being split
and then a bri ef



i nhuman cry. He noved warily between huge wooden casks. Wne? He pulled
cobwebs off his

face.

Directly ahead of him he heard a cough. He crouched, sword ready, and saw the
red eyes, the

l ong nuzzle. The nouth split suddenly, oddly akin to an absurd grin. The | ong
teeth were dark,

appear ed wet.

Hynd padded up to himand coughed again, softly. Behind the animal, in the
dar kness, he

could just make out the twi sted mass of a broken carcass. He put a hand out,
tentatively

touched the soft fur of the nuzzle.

They went out together into the alleyway and the |light, and Ronin saw the

bl ood still

dri pping fromthe | ong snout.

"Well,' he said, walking alongside the creature, in and out of the bars and
pat ches of shadows,

"I trust you have eaten your fill."’

For nmore than a Spell they followed the little lane as it made its crooked way
t hrough the city.

For a while dark, narrow alleys led off the lane to right and left - often at
pecul i ar angl es. Then

abruptly, solid walls lined their path, unbroken, w ndow|ess, and doorl ess.
Long narr ow

bal conies with fluted scrollwrk ran above their heads, so what illum nation
they had was thin

and watery. The walls were of rough stucco, chipped here and there,

di scol oured near the

bottom or unglazed brick with pronounced striations, as if they had been
manuf actured in

| ayers.

The lane was fairly straight, which only increased their uneasiness. Should

t hey encount er

any hostile life - according to Bonneduce the Last, there was an abundance of
that - they would

have no roomto nmanoeuvre and only one path of retreat.

However, nothing approached them and at |ast they began again to pass
wandering side

streets. Sonetimes after this they encountered a fork in the |ane.

The triangul ar building directly ahead of themcreated the fork. Of to the
right they could nake

out a wide street that neverthel ess seened quite cluttered with what | ooked to
be col | apsed

buil ding materials. Dusty |ight dappled the anci ent cobbles and, perhaps
because of the haze,

t he

shadows seened to shift and waver. To the left, tall arabesqued buil di ngs cast
deep shadows

into the street for as far as they could see.

As they noved into the nottled shadows of the street on their left, Ronin
recal | ed what the

little man had said: 'l shall describe your route but | nust warn you that it
t akes you through a

Dark Section. It cannot be avoided if you are to nmake the journey and return
by nightfall. You

must return by nightfall, it that clear? Too nmany things abroad at night, too
many. Stay to the

path | give you and do not falter. Renenber, speed is of the essence because
the city keeps



changing now. | trust this will get you through.'

The cobbl ed street was cool and they shivered a little. Stone creatures,
grotesque and fantastic

of visage, |leered down at them from cornices and buttresses.

"How I wi sh there was nore tine,' |anented G fand, his eyes noving over the
architecture

drinking it in. '"There is so nuch to | earn here."'

' You know we cannot tarry.'

'Yes.' He nodded sadly. 'Bonneduce the Last is right. There is so nuch danger
now. '

Roni n gl anced at him on the point of asking himwhat had changed his nind
about the little

man, when the faint susurration reached his ears. One nonent the silence
seeped sl uggi shly

along the walls of the high buildings, nuffling the creaking of their |eather
the soft chink of

metal on nmetal fromtheir gear, the next they seemed to be surrounded by
sound. It was as if

they were hearing, through some trick of architectura

acoustics, the conbined voices of a nultitude. The nmurrmuring as it came upon
them 1ike

waves upon a | one and desol ate shore, words blurred and indistinct, held
overtones, a presence,

a super-reality.

They | ooked in all directions but could rmake out nothing in the gloom There
was no

doorway close to them no w ndow, the narrow bal conies were enpty.

"What is it?" G fand asked.

Ronin said, 'W are in a Dark Section.' His hand strayed to the hilt of his
swor d.

They noved on, and still the stone carvings regarded them 1|ips pulled back
from bared

teeth, and the sea of sound licked along the hunped | ength of the crooked
street, increasing in

vol une.

There was no space between buil di ngs here, although they obviously were
separated by walls

on the inside, for they passed nunmerous doors now wi th individual, excessively
carved fronts

t hat seemed sonehow unsteady, as if about to give way and expose the bare
skel etons of the

structures. As they advanced, an increasing nunber of w ndows opened on to the
street. There

appeared to be no order in their placenent. They crowded one another in

pr of usi on, sone j ust

centimetres apart, others overlapping in chaotic riot.

Oten, at the periphery of their vision, the pair thought they could detect
novenent behi nd

the wi ndows, furtive and unnatural, but each tinme their eyes darted to the
spot, it was gone.

G fand particularly seened di sturbed by this.

The muttering conti nued unabat ed from all about them which
unaccount ably, increased

t he sensation they had of being watched. It occurred to Ronin then that there
was a cadence

to the sounds and, beyond a rhythm nmel ody.

They rushed on, alnost at a trot, the jangle of nmetal against netal all but
drowned in the

pul si ng sound. Chanting, Ronin thought. He told G fand, who |istened through
hi s nmounting



unease, and nodded. But, he said, it was nothing he had ever read about. The
words, |ong

nmeani ngl ess syl |l abl es, nevertheless chilled them And as if one were the cause
of the other, the

shadows deepened and a cold wi nd bl ew al ong the street.

The chanting was | ouder now, swelling like an engulfing tide, and Ronin

i ncreased their pace

until they were runni ng headl ong down the | ane. The Bl adesman i n hi m abhorred
this flight; his

training was for Conbat and his inmrediate reaction was to turn and find the
source of the

chanting, which seemed sonmehow to be affecting their senses.

They were running slowy, too slowy, the dark wi ndows craw ing by, the air so
gl uey and

sticking to themthat they had to cleave a path through it. And all the while
t he sound advanced

on them from behind, rolling over them heavily.

But through the nurk Ronin realized that Conbat now was time-consumi ng and
usel ess. At the

back of his brain a tiny voice screamed and screaned: Get out! The trouble was
that it was

getting softer, and he had to strain to hear it, to remenber what it was
scream ng.

Once or twice G fand paused, panting, noving and - his head lifted - yes,
sweet silence

descended on to his aching ears.

A d shops lined either side of the avenue, their doorways open, snall-paned

wi ndows dusty

and dim Above, their signs, of scarred wood and beaten brass, creaked in the
war m br eeze.

H gher still, where one m ght expect wi ndows to be, were solid walls of fired
brick and nortar,

broken at regular intervals by deftly carved stoneworKk.

'They are not decorative.'

" What ?'

The Schol ar pointed. 'The carvings on these buildings. Those are glyphs, very
old, but still -

' Messages?"

"Their history, perhaps. If | only had tinme -
The avenue described a turning to the left and they followed this at a fast
pace and abruptly

found thenselves at the edge of a vast plaza. The warm i ght shone unhi ndered
here and G fand

scanned the vault above themin an attenpt to discover the source. Near them
now were only

| ow buildings, but in the distance tall structures rose, their outlines
blurred in the haze.

As they wal ked out into the plaza they noted that it was floored with

al ternating segnents of

deep brown and light tan stone, the forner laced with chips of a mineral that
caught the Iight

and threw it back at themin dazzling pinpoints. The stones were precisely cut
i n shapes roughly

like a triangle with its top point cut off so that it formed a four-sided
figure, wider at one end.

They were larger along the perineter of the plaza and grew

gradually smaller as the pair progressed towards the centre.

They came upon several | ow wi de benches of a textured sandy stone, polished

al ong the

seat, grouped in a semicircle around a | ow oval structure. They sat gratefully



down and rested

for atime in the heavy nolten |ight.

Ronin took a long pull fromthe waterpipe and ate some food wthout really
tasting it. G fand

went to inspect the oval in front of them It was perhaps a nmetre in height,
idless and hol | ow.

G fand stooped, found a small piece of rubble, dropped it down. After a |ong
tine there came a

fai nt spl ash.

Ronin got up and joi ned him

"Awell," said Gfand. 'But judging by the water level, it has not been of
much use lately.'
The walls of the well, constructed fromthe same sandy stone as the benches,

were covered by

the sane style of carving as they had seen on the avenue. G fand sat on his
haunches to get a

better | ook.

' Can you make anything of it?

G fand frowned in concentration. '"Unm well, it is quite a sophisticated

| anguage - nore than

our own.' He pointed with a forefinger. 'You see here, judging by the

rel atively infrequent

repetitions, the glyph range nust be enornous.' He shook his head sadly. 'Gve
me, oh, twelve

or fourteen Sign and the right texts - although | suppose | could nake do

wi t hout - given nore

time, and | nmight be able to read this. Now - ' But he was still excited and
woul d not | eave the

side of the well

until Ronin, deciding that it was tinme to nove on, spoke to him

He | ooked up then, reluctantly, and seemed about to say sonething, when a
novenent

caught his eye and he notioned to Ronin.

Of in the distance, three or four aninal-like shapes noved anbng anot her
groupi ng of

benches. At first Ronin thought that they would nove in another direction, but
then the breeze

freshened and he knew that they were downw nd, and if the animls had not
noticed them by

now, they soon woul d.

The ani mal s cane out from under the benches, started hesitantly towards them
There were

five of them four-legged, long nmuzzles, dingy yellow fur, matted and dirty.
They crept cl oser,

and now he could make themout clearly: long forelinbs, hind | egs short and
thick with

bunched nuscl es, so that they appeared to be crouching as they noved. Squat
necks nerged

into wi de powerful-Iooking shoul ders. Their snouts were all nouth.

As they approached fromthe far side of the well, they spread in a rough
semcircle. Gfand

stood. He could see their eyes now, hot lenon circles with tiny black pupils.
Ronin slipped his sword fromits scabbard. 'Take the right side.’

At the same instant, they stepped from behind the cover of the well.

Bl ack i ps drew back from bl ood-red guns to reveal |ong curving fangs,

bl ackened, wet with

saliva, set in triple rows. The ani mal nearest Ronin yawned nervously, its
jaws hi ngi ng open to

an scraping the air, great jaws snapping, eyes rolling. Jerking his |eft hand,
raki ng the dagger



t hrough the thing's insides, knowing his right armwas useless as long as the
ani mal was on him

and still it withed desperately against him Then sonething smashed into his
side and all the breath

went out of him Flesh canme off in strips and he crashed to the stone tiles of
t he pl aza.

On the right of the well, G fand faced two ani mals. Nervousness and

exhil aration conbi ned

within him Both hands on his sword hilt, he feinted to his right, swng to
the left, catching a beast

in md-spring, opening its chest and deflecting sonewhat its body. At the sane
tinme, he did his best

to keep out of the second animal's way.

Ronin had reflexively et go of the dagger. Still he sprawled in the black

bl ood and sline of the

dying animal. Pain raced along his side and dimy he wondered how t he bl ow had
got through the

mail corselet. He turned on to his back and saw the beast - the third one -
poi sed to smte him again

with its powerful forepaw. He struggled to get up as the animal crouched | ow,
recogni zed that there

was no time, and channelled all his energy into a mghty two-handed cut. He
did not have the

| everage that he would have had on his feet, but it was timng and sw ngi ng
sword and arms as one,

using the pivot of his wi de shoulders as the power base. The beast |eapt at
him so close that he felt

the warm puff of fetid breath as the enornous jaws swung wi de, heard the thin
whi ne of the tal ons

ripping the air before his head. He swng fromright to left, the bl ade
whistling for an instant

before it struck the hide, bit into flesh, and Ronin | eaned his torso to the
right, using the added

| everage as the blade cracked the beast's spine and the carcass danced |l azily,
bl ack bl ood

punping in spurts, fluttering in the air like funereal |ace. The ani nmal
toppled in a twisted heap to

t he pavi ng.

G fand could not concentrate on both so he ignored the wounded one, attacking
t he second

beast. He knew it was a nistake when he felt the weight of the first one crash
on to his back

He staggered, went to his knees, his vision a blur. Then, mracul ously, the
thi ng was of f him

and he felt lighter than air, springing up and slicing into the neck of the
advanci ng second

animal with his bloody blade, oblivious to the inmpact of its fore-paw agai nst
hi s shoul der,

swi ngi ng agai n and again even after the creature ceased to tw tch.

After a time he was dinly aware of a hand on his shoul der, and he turned,
staggering slightly

to see Ronin standing over the animal he had wounded and forgotten about, the
one that had

alnost killed him He saw then that Ronin was grinning and he knew that even
t hrough his

tiredness, his spent exhilaration, he was returning it.

They wi ped their wet weapons on the matted pelts and, |eaving the corpses
where they had

fallen, went across the vast plaza, reluctant in the end to leave it, to

pl unge back into the mdst



of narrow streets, dark and confined: the recesses of this enigmatic city.
They worked their way down a crooked alley-way, turned right, then right
agai n. They were

in a section of the city containing |low ranbling houses with sone space
between them As a

result, this area was divided fairly evenly into square blocks. It was lighter
here, though not as

light as in the plaza, and for once the streets appeared to run quite
straight.

They saw smal | animals, some |ooking rmuch like the rodents of the Freehold,

ot hers bearing

no resenblance to any creature they had encountered before. But all seened
small and likely

presented little threat to them

Cccasionally they spotted large slitted eyes peering out at themfroma dark
doorway or a back

all ey, but there seened to be no aggressiveness in the stares, only fright.

G fand coment ed on

this, his spirits high, but Ronin was unaccountably worried by what lurked in
t hose eyes. He

tried to shake off the feeling, reasoning that they were now quite near the
house of gl azed bri ck.

Yet it continued to grow.

Ahead lay the last few turnings. It was deathly still. The small skitterings
and occasi onal

chatter of the animals had ceased. In the abrupt absence of sound, he fancied
he heard the

chanting fromthe Dark Section. But there was nothing on the air.

They noved around a corner and, at |ast, caught sight of the house of glazed
brick, its canted

copper roof glowing in the late light. For a Iong noment they drank in the
sight. G fand gave a

short cheer and Ronin smled. Then they went down the street, Ronin |eading

t he way.

Ronin, intent on his goal, had just passed a doorway, oversized and gapi ng

bl ankl y, when he

simul taneously snelled a sickly wet stench and felt a wave of col dness at the
back of his neck

He drew his bl ade, spun, its tip catching the light, saw G fand sl amed

agai nst the doorfrane

as he was whipped into the interior of the building. A nuffled scream brought
hi mup short as he

hurtl ed t hrough the doorway.

G fand had not even had tine to withdraw his sword. Hi s arns were pinioned at
his side. A

huge shape gripped him its dinmensions ill defined. Ronin rushed the shape. He
had a flashing

gli npse of hooded orange eyes, a protrusion, black and strange underneath, and
then his sword

swung into the thing.

He grimaced as needles of fire raced up his arns like vibrations. Hi s fingers
went nunb and

only by pulling with his free hand on the hilt was he able to di sengage the
bl ade. | nmedi ately,

t he pai n subsi ded.

He panted, wi ping the sweat fromhis eyes, peered into the gl oom The hul k
took on sone

form It was at least three netres high, with nuscled truncated | egs
termnating in some form of

cl awed paw or hoof. The light was too dimfor Ronin to be sure. A thick and



si nuous tai

whi pped fromthe rear of the body. The thing' s outline kept changing, pulsing
i ke a heartbeat.

Then its head swivelled and he sawits face. H s breath was a sharp hiss

t hrough cl enched teeth.

Hi s skin craw ed.

It had long slitted eyes with narrow i nhuman vertical pupils that pulsed with
the creature's

outline. Two irregular gashes in the flesh served as nostrils. Underneath
yawned a nottl ed

hi deous beak, w ckedly curved and honed, a stunted rigid tongue throbbing

grot esquel y.

G fand still struggled feebly inits terrible enbrace. Ronin |unged, slashing
with the sword. It

sank into the scaly flesh and again he gasped as the agony raced through him
He pull ed free,

swung again and again. And sound canme fromthat frightful maw, a swft

ulul ati on, and he knew

that it had not been harmed by his attack. G fand was |linp now within the
thing's grasp, and cold

sweat broke out on Ronin's face as, heedl ess of the paral ysis weakening his
arms, he attacked

once agai n.

Alien orange eyes blasting out of the darkness, and the air becanme thick with
the fetid stench

of the thing, clotting in Ronin's throat so that his stomach heaved and his

| ungs | aboured as he

put all his strength into the arcing blade that clove the air again and again,
ceasel essly, and he was

a machi ne now, a machi ne of death and destruction, the adrenalin punping

t hrough his veins

hol di ng agai nst the pain. He ground his teeth, his nuscles junped as he pushed
themto their limts.

And still the creature stood before him the shell of its beak working.

H s vision began to blur and he was dinly aware that his refl exes had becone
sl owed.

Sonet hi ng thick and heavy was noving towards him he felt the hot wind of its
appr oach, but

t he connections refused to work and he could not nove away, and it whi pped
into him rough

and scaly, along the side of his head, and his body was thrown violently
forward. He fought

desperately for balance, lost, reeled into a wall. Just before unconsci ousness
cane, he thought

the creature | ooked towards the recesses of the interior, then he dropped down
an endl ess

stairwell into pitch-Dbl ackness.

How beautiful it | ooked, so far above him Freed by the distance, floating
war m and saf e.

Wat ching the pale anber light striking obliquely so far away, his detachment
was conpl ete. The

stippled patterns wavered in the uncertain light. How nice to be |lying here at
the bottom of the

wel I, watching the world through the distant oval w ndow, dream |y, drifting.
He thought idly

of rising up and clinbing towards the snoky brightness, but he felt too tired.
Al one, adrift.

And then he blinked and it broke apart like a bubble rising through water to
the surface. He

stared blankly at the circle of anber light thrown against the ceiling. He



bl i nked again and ful

awar eness swept over him

He tried to sit up. Too fast. Made it hal fway before his head pul sed with
pai n. He edged

hinsel f along the floor until he put his back against a wall. He sat |ike that
with his head in his
hands, relaxing his nuscles through force of will, allow ng the ache to fl ow

out of them

He | ooked for G fand, found himstretched out on the floor two nmetres away,
deat hly pal e.

Draggi ng the body slowy over and it felt like two kilometres. Feeling faint
breath still within

t he chest, unstrapping the waterpipe, feeding him

water so that he choked a little and the | ungs began working nore fully. Only
then did Ronin

gulp thirstily at the pipe. He felt immediately refreshed and went to retrieve
hi s sword.

When he returned, G fand was sitting up. He rubbed his palms across his face.
"Frost, | fee

like I've been crushed,' he whispered. 'Is that thing gone?

Ronin helped himto his feet. 'Yes. Are you dizzy?

G fand waved away his support. 'No. No.' He wal ked slightly stiff-legged to

t he doorway,

| eaned against it. 'The end of our journey. After all this, | trust that the
scroll we seek lies
within.'

The house of green-glazed brick beckoned in lazy quietude. It stood at the end
of the street, a

cul -de-sac, and it was unusual enough in this city of unusual architecture to
comand t he

entire area. For one thing, it appeared to be many-si ded. For another, the

si des sl oped inward as

they rose, so that the second storey was smaller than the first. The gl ossy
bricks were of

si ngul ar construction: they showed no age; the house | ooked as if it m ght
have been built |ast

Cycle for all the wear visible.

There were no wi ndows on the sides that faced them A giant wooden door banded
in thick

iron strips dominated the front side of the house. Broad steps of black stone
wi th pink and gol d

veins' running through it, polished to a high sheen, led up to the door

whi ch, they saw now t hat

they were close to it, was in fact a slab of red copper

Perhaps a trick of the oblique light had caused it to take on the appearance
of wood.

A ring of black iron, twisting in an endless circle, formed the handle of the
door. Ronin

grasped it firmy and, putting his shoul der agai nst the copper slab, pushed

i nwar d.

There came a soft dry click, as distinct and close as the sound of an insect
inafield of high

grass on a quiet sumer's day, and the door opened.

The odour of spices greeted them pungent and ingrained in the air as if
soneone had it a

fragrant fire of aromatic | eaves and green twi gs and kept it burning for many
Si gn.

They were in a long high hallway, the ceiling an arch above them the floor a
narrow pat h of

dark polished wood pl anks laid straight down the centre. Open spaces, deep and



dark, between the

floor and the walls on either side, gave themthe feeling of being suspended
i n space.

The hallway term nated in three doors of a peculiar polished wood with
deep-red grain

banded i n beaten brass. dyphs were carved into each door. Ronin turned to
G fand. ' Can you

make anyt hi ng of these?

G fand studi ed each door. 'l lack the know edge to be sure. But - ' He peered
again at the

glyphs. "Try the third one.'

Turni ng the burni shed brass handl e, Ronin found that it opened easily enough
The first level consisted of six roons. Thin, exquisitely woven rugs covered
the floors, small

dar k wooden cabi nets stood against the walls, which were hung with tapestries
of singul ar

manuf acture depicting the hunting of strange and grotesque creatures, the
payi ng of tribute to

ornately costumed nmen and wonen who appeared to be some kind of Saardin. Upon
t he

carpets were nunerous |ow tables of glass and brass within which resided
nyriad smal

treasures of cut jewels, ivory, and faience. There was no sign of age, not
even a trace of dust.

Wthin the fourth room Ronin found an ornate stairway to the second storey.
G fand was

busily nmoving fromglass table to glass table, plainly fascinated by the
artefacts. Ronin | ooked

about him ' Make certain you have seen everything down here,' he called to
G fand. 'Then cone

upstairs and join ne.' So saying, he ascended the stairs.

There were three roons. One was obviously a sl eeping chanber, and one, Ronin
surm sed,

an al chem cal chanber of sonme sort, judging by the equipment. The | ast room
was the one he

was searching for. Books lined two walls fromfloor to ceiling - he sawwith
some surprise that

t he room was hexagonal . Another wall contained only a six-sided mrror of
beat en and poli shed

silver rinmed in deep-green, black-veined onyx, lustrous, translucent. The
adj acent wall was

filled with racks of scrolls, some rolled on polished wooden dowel s, and he
crossed to them at

once, searching for the glyph heading the Magic Man had witten down.

A qui cksilver flash caught the periphery of his vision. He turned his head. It
seened to have

cone fromthe mirror, but when he | ooked around he

could find nothing in the roomthat was likely to cause a reflection

He went over to the mirror and stared at his face. And the flash cane again,
like light on

nmovi ng wat er, dazzling himnonmentarily.

He no longer stares at hinself, but at a form essness of |ight and col our
absorbing and infinite.

Motion. Hurtling through the patterns, forward, headl ong. He experiences a
slight sensation of

vertigo, the exhilaration of flying, and he hears a soft rustle, as of a
forest of |eaves blown on a

qui ckeni ng w nd.

Abruptly he is in a cool place made all of richly veined marble, it warmy
but dimy. And



vast, for he hears the echoes: perhaps voices, the quiet slap of sandals, the
rustle of fabric

agai nst flesh, tones of discord and harnony.

From a height he drifts through col umated hal |l ways and hi gh-vaul ted chanbers
and gradual |l y

he becones aware of the nolten throb of unfamliar instruments, poundi ng
skins, trip-rolled and

muf f1 ed, |azy dark chords under gyring nel ody, hears the peregrine nusic
unfurling, haunting,

el ectric.

A great night-black bird swoops down upon him w de w ngs beating the liquid
air, and he

tries to cover his face, a reflexive notion, and di scovers he has no body. He
floats, insubstantial,

an essence. And still the bird, long feathers shining, stares at himwth
unbl i nki ng crimson and

bl ack eyes. Its talons are enormous. Gipped within one is a withing |izard.
The tal ons open

and the creature drops into a fire burning far bel ow. The

bird opens its Iong beak and human | aughter boons out.

He sees K reen then. Her back is to himas she talks to a dark figure which
towers over her,

but he recogni zes the soft bell of her hair, a forest of texture, the shape of
her body, sil ken of

skin, hard of nuscle, the orbits of her gestures. The figure screans silently
at her, slaps her

across the face, again and again. Her head whips fromside to side. She turns
suddenly and | ooks

up at him and he starts in shock. She has his face, tearful and saddened.

He is in another place within the marble building. Or perhaps it is another
buil ding all of

marble. A long hallway. Far away at the other end is a tall figure clothed in
bl ack | acquered

arnmour ribbed and banded in sea-green jade and twilight-blue lapis I|azuli

Per haps he wears a

helm for his head is oddly shaped, at once chilling and faniliar, although he
is too distant and

the light is too uncertain to say why. Two swords of unequal |ength hang from
his sides in

scabbards so long that they al nobst touch the marble floor. His hands glitter
as the figure | ooks

about as if searching for sonething. Then he strides fromthe hallway.
Sonet hi ng col d cones. The incense braziers shudder on their bronze chains. A
wind is

rising. He feels a presence, very close. A frigid wisp, a seeking tendril - of
what? - withes and

touches his nmind. He recoils, as if seared by a blade burning like ice. Bel ow,
in the hallway of

eternal marble, frigid fires begin to rage, pale and insatiable. He cannot
breat he. He gasps and

chokes on the dread creeping into him washing away all resolve. He feel s weak
and powerl ess,

a child stormtossed and al one.

Abruptly, within the chaos of his being, through the terror and desperation,
he feels sparks of

wat er agai nst his face and body, and he lifts his head to the roiling of
purple clouds. An electric

clashing is in his ears, and the surface upon which he stands trenbles. Wite
[ight rings the

openi ng sky. He reaches for the pal e hand.



The flash cones again, like |ight on nmoving water, dazzling himnmonentarily.
' - not downstairs,' said Gfand fromdirectly behind him

He started.
' Say, what are you doing? The scrolls are over here.'’
Ronin blinked, licked his dry lips. 'l thought - | saw sonething in the

mrror,' he said thickly.

G fand stepped closer. 'Wat mrror?

Roni n focused and saw a six-sided plate of iron, perfectly plain and

unrefl ective. The onyx

border seened to wink at himin the light. He shook his head. The house of a
nmagus.

Then he shrugged and turned. 'Come,' he said.

They took them systematically, by rows. Once, as he worked, he glanced at the
si x- si ded

thing on the wall. And thought of what he had experienced, of what it meant.
He was certain,

now, that Borros spoke the truth: there was a habitable world on the surface.
But why the

Sal amander shoul d choose to lie to him he had no idea. However, it was clear
to himthat he

was am d a drama of enornous proportions. He understood its nature not at all,
yet he woul d

be a fool to ignore the hints at its scope. Up until now boredom and curiosity
and a curious

perversity, which he always recognized in hinmself yet was |ike quicksilver,
his strength, and,

he i magi ned, perhaps his ultimte downfall, had guided himto this strange

pl ace. Wy el se was

he here? He gave a nental shrug and got on with the search

The scroll was not there. It seemed inconceivable to themthat they could have
cone so far,

overconme all that they had, for naught. Returning enpty-handed was not an
eventuality Ronin

had spent any tinme considering. To himit was not a matter of the value of the
scrol|.

He sent G fand to search the other roons on this storey while he | ooked around
here. The

floor was bare, the dark wood pl anks rubbed to a high gloss. Again no dust or
wear was

evident. Over by the walls of books were a pair of |ow stools unlike any he
had seen before.

They were constructed of buffed |leather, stiff but worn beneath the polish.
They were convex,

two sides sloping down, the narrower ends curving up, and were attached to
crossed wooden

| egs by a heavy leather strap with an adjustabl e brass buckle.

Along the wall nost closely opposite the door, several glass cases gl eaned
dully in the light.

He crossed to them saw there were three. The first was enpty, although two

i ndent ati ons on

the green felt of the bottomindicated that at one time two objects about the
size of a large

man's hand had lain there. The second case contained an

oversi zed book, fromall appearances quite old, opened m dway through. A blue
fabric marker

ran down one page. Both pages were blank. Ronin noved to the third case, where
he saw what

seened to be a replica of a hallway, roofless so that one could easily view
the interior. It

appeared to be constructed of marble. Twelve colums |lined the hallway, tiny



netal braziers

hung at intervals. The nodel was extraordinarily detail ed, the worknanship
superb. Ronin

| eaned cl oser and the shock of recognition hit himat once. This was a replica
of the hallway in

the mrror that was not a mrror! He glanced over his shoulder at its blind
face once again.

He turned back to the miniature. Here was where the arnoured warrior had
stood, and there

was the entrance through which the terrible presence had been about to enter
He heard again in

his mind the lure of the nusic. He lifted the glass top. As soon as he did so
somet hi ng caught

his eye. A sliver of light yellow fromunder the marble floor. He stared at it
for a noment until it

struck himwhat it nust be.

He drew his dagger and slipped the point under the side of the replica,
lifting slowy, but it

did not give. He tried al ong one end, and was able, after nonents of
experimentation, to pry it

up.
Wth nmounting excitenent, he drew out the sheet, knowi ng sonmehow that at the
top woul d

be witten the line of glyphs for which they had been searching. The mniature
fell back into

pl ace as he released it, and he called to G fand, as he stared at the bl ack
line of their inscription

Bel ow, the scrol

was covered fromtop to bottomw th close-witten glyphs.

They cl apped each other on the back. G fand held it as they descended the w de
curving stair-

case. He shook his head. 'It is a | anguage | cannot even begin to understand.'
Ronin took it fromhim 'Soneone will have to decipher it." He rolled it into
as tight a

cylinder as he was able. 'Now that we have it, | shall make sure that we do

not lose it.'

The shadows were long, the slanting |ight deep anber as they went down the

bl ack stone steps,

the gold veins iridescent. The city seemed peaceful; the dense quiet acquiring
a | anguorous lustre

as the day waned. They set off back the way they had cone, tired but jubilant
at the success of

their quest.

Perhaps it was the sounds of their voices or the buoyancy of their nood or the
vista of the

junbled city, sonmehow nore famliar, that |lay before them bathed in the warm
light.

O perhaps it was sonething el se altogether that caused himto fail to see the
novenent

behind them It cane swiftly. A sharp cloying odour. He whirled and his sword
was out in the

same notion. But it was too late. He was slanmed as if by a giant's fist and
he reeled into the

gutter, tunbling upon the cobbles. Crimson fire was in his lungs and all the
breath went out of

him He tried to inhale, gasped weakly.

Through a haze he saw the creature that had attacked them just before they
reached the

magus' s house. Its thick sinuous tail |ashed back and forth

continuously as it reached curved talons towards G fand. He had drawn his



sword and was

doing his best to defend himself. It was ineffectual

Ronin tried to rise but it was as if he were paralysed. He lay in the gutter
striving to raise his

sword, struggling to breathe, watching the thing close with G fand. The

hi deous beak opened

and cl osed spasnodically, and then it took hold of G fand' s sword al ong the

bl ade. The neta

crunmbled within the grip of its six-fingered hands.

Wth a mighty effort Ronin came up on his knees, |eaning on his sword, head
shaking |ike that of

a wounded animal. He gained his feet, staggered, searched for balance. H's
sword clanged on to the

cobbl es. Drawi ng his dagger, he ran at the creature from behind.

Its talons were at G fand's throat, squeezing. He | ooked hel pl ess and stunned.
Ronin smelled the

awful stench and the col dness just before he slamred into the thing's back. It
was like hitting a wall.

It ignored him He clinbed upon its back, saw dimMy G fand' s |legs dangling in
the air, his eyes

bul gi ng. Then the pain engulfed him Bolts of fire penetrated his flesh and he
fought back a scream

Time shifted

He was a m crobe upon a nountain, clinmbing hopelessly. The dagger in his hand
writhed uncon-

trollably and he alnmost let it go, but the sight of Gfand' s tw sted,
pain-filled face was before him

and it drove himon. The pain nmoved through his body and his | ower half began
to go nunb. Hi s

| egs and feet still churned for purchase on the scaly hide but he could not
feel them they were parts
of someone el se's body. Still he clawed upward with his free hand and

dagger-filled fist. He gasped

at the stinking air, but his lungs would not hold the foul ness, and he
retched, eyes watering. He con-

centrated on the shining point of the short bl ade.

Al strength seened to flow out of him The nunbness began to creep upward.
Soon it would be

at his brain and he knew he woul d be finished. Far away in another world he
heard a terrible sound,

horribly mal formed, as if a human voice were being forced through an alien
larynx. Far away in

anot her world his body was freezing. Far away into another world he was
slipping -

Desperately he forced his eyes open, stared into an infinity of orange

col dness, black irises like

shards of obsidian, as large as planets. Laughter.

He drew upon his last resources of will, and with a suprene effort, with his
final surge of

strength, he forced the blade through the air. Pale hand slipping into his at
the centre of his being.

And he ripped it point first into the gapi ng maw.

Renewed foul ness snmote himand he retched violently. Dimy he was aware of a
thin scream ng

like the unbearable tension of a singing wire. He rammed it in with all his
power, tw sting the bl ade

m ghtily. Brought both hands on to the hilt.

Abruptly there came a sharp snap, a vibration, and an enornous convul sion, and
t he how i ng

reached a peak. Wth that he sank down into a velvet blackness agai nst which



he at first tried to

struggle, and then fromwhich he was too tired even to return

He awoke all at once with the terrible stench of the thing still in his
nostrils. He coughed,

wi ped his mouth. Al around himthe cobbles were shining and slippery wth
streaks of crinmson

and vi scous pools of black. There was no sign of the creature but G fand | ay
several netres

fromhim He got up slowy and carefully, went over, knelt beside him

G fand' s eyes bul ged

and his tongue protruded thickly fromhis blue lips. There was pink foam on
his chin, drying

now. His skin held a faint |um nescence. H s neck was canted at an unnatura
angle. Hi s throat

had been rent into ribbons of red cartil age.

Ronin's col ourl ess eyes were opaque as he reached out and gently closed the
Schol ar's eyes. He

sat on his haunches anid the offal of the battle and stared at G fand. Many

t hought s ran through

his mnd but they were as confused and unreach-able as a school of darting
fish in deep water.

The shadows | engt hened sl ow y, wheeling about the ancient enigmatic buil dings,
stai ning the

aged cobbl es. Far off an aninal barked, a short, sharp, startling sound, and
cl ose by, snal

creatures, perhaps attracted by the scent of fresh blood, could be heard, tiny
claws skittering

al ong an al |l eyway.

To all these sounds Ronin was oblivious. He stared, his breathing | aboured, at
a torn and

bl oody corpse that had once thought and tal ked and felt joy and sorrow.

He got up. The ache of his nuscles seened very distant. He bent and gently

pi cked up G fand's

body, eased it over his shoulder. It felt as light as a feather. He went
across the glittering cobbles

to get his sword. The toe of his boot kicked sonething that went clattering
over the street. The

hilt of his dagger, shorn of its blade. He sheathed his sword.

In the plaza the glint of the tiles was dull in the fading light. He found the
corpses of the animals

they had killed already hal f-eaten. He | ooked around, but nothing noved over

t he broad expanse.

He went to the well and, w thout pausing for a nonent, dropped G fand's body
down the

shaft. After a long tine, he heard the splash and it seenmed to himno | ouder
than the sound the

pi ece of rubble had nade.

Dar kness was falling, its thick shawl snuffing the |ast of the | ong anber
shafts of light, the

encroachi ng shadows now doni nating the streets, when at |ast he stood before
the scarred door of

Bonneduce the Last, and | eaned his weary body agai nst the warm wood. He could
not remenber

how he had got there. He heard a snuffling from behind him near, in the |ane.
It sounded

somehow famliar, as if it had acconpanied himfor a while, but he was too
exhausted to turn his

head and | ook.

Thr ough the door he heard Hynd's | ow cough, and then it was thrown open and he
col | apsed



at the feet of Bonneduce the Last.

Bonneduce the Last had al ready been on his way down the stairs when he heard
Hynd' s cough.

In one hand he held an ol d | eat her doubl e shoul der bag. He put sonething into
it and said,

"Alnost tinme.' Then he threw the bag across a chair, crossed the roomwth
remarkabl e al acrity,

hi s shoul der di pping with each stride of his short leg. He pulled open the
front door.

Hynd rushed out into the I ane, growing, jaws working. He bit into sonething,
tore away a

tremendous chunk of flesh. Bonneduce the Last heard the yelp of pain as he
dragged Ronin

across the roomand settled himinto one of the |large soft chairs. Hynd
trotted in, licking his

lips, and used his long nuzzle to close the door. Then he | ay down and wat ched
the little man

m ni ster to Ronin.

By the time he had spent sone nminutes stripping off Ronin's corselet, the
netal bl ackened and

ri pped, and renoved the tattered remains of his shirt, his eyes had gone cold
and hard. The

lines on his face seened to be nore pronounced.

"Already the Makkon are abroad,' he said. 'Even here they have cone.'’

Hynd's head canme up, and now he stood at the door, a silent sentinel. The
little man pul |l ed

his leather bag to him drew out a packet of ointment, which he applied to
Ronin's chest and

arms. He spoke to Hynd. 'The Bones can tell nme only so nuch. The young one
knew woul d

not come back.' Hi s hands worked swiftly and surely. 'l ampast feeling for
them the Bones

have seen to that, else | would have gone mad. It is what | nust do.'
Bonneduce the Last went into the interior of the house, returned with a gobl et
of water. Into this

he dropped several grains of a coarse brown powder, which he fed to Ronin as
best he could. As

much ran down his chin as went into his nouth.

"He will sleep now as his body recovers.' He threw the remains of the liquid
into the cold ashes
of the fireplace. 'He has suffered nmuch, now. And he will suffer nore. Yet it

has to be. Qut of pain

he must be forged.'

He got up then, went briefly again into the interior. Wen he cane back he
held a small object of

brown onyx and red jade. He slipped it into his bag. 'And now, one thing yet
remai ns to be done

before we quit this city.' He reached sonething out fromhis | eather bag, held
it for a nonment,

feeling its texture with his fingertips. 'Yes,' he said softly, '"it becomes

cl earer, piece by piece.' He

pl aced the object on the table beside the sleeping Ronin.

He awoke to silence, deep and conplete. But it was somehow hol |l ow and enpty
and he spent

some time attenpting to determ ne why. He knew preci sely where he was. Then he
had it: the ticking

was gone

Wth that he rose and called out. No one answered. He went across the room and
qui ckly up

the stairs, aware that nost of the pain had gone fromhis body. The roons were



bare. It was the

same downstairs. No signs renmained that either Bonneduce the Last or Hynd had
ever been there.

He sat down again in the chair. Mirning light was streamng in through the
dusty gri med

wi ndows, bright and fresh and new. Idly he traced the beans of |ight, slanting
in, and his eyes

cane to rest on a gauntlet spangled by the light, lying on top of the table
next to the chair; the

only foreign object in the house.

He picked it up and i mediately he was struck by its singularity. It was heavy
and there

appeared to be no seans except along each fingertip, alnost as if the closings
of the apertures

had been made by shearing off nails. Then two bits of information came to him
at once: the

scaly texture of the gauntlet and the fact that it had six fingers. It cannot
be, he thought with a

shock. But the | onger he exanined it the nore convinced he becane. He was
hol di ng a gauntl et

made fromthe hand of the creature he and G fand had fought; the thing that
had killed the

Schol ar. Somet hing bl azed far back in his eyes. He recalled the trek to the

pl aza, the snal

spl ash of the body, knew that at that precise noment an irrevocable step had
been taken. And

he had done it.

W thout further thought, he pulled on the gauntlet with his left hand, flexing
his fingers. The

light turned the scales to silver, reflective and brilliant.

He left the house then, and strode down the crooked |ane, the air cool and
fresh against his

face, to start his return to Borros and the Freehold far above him

They were glittery. Wet-1ooking yet opaque. They were an entire universe,
seei ng everythi ng now,

seei ng not hi ng. What struck hi mnost deeply, however, were the lines of fear
etched into the

features. And the red nmarks. Miust it come in such a manner? He was becom ng an
expert on it: Death.

He stood in the |anplight of the Medicine Man's side room He had cone there
to see Borros and

had not found him

He stared down at the body on the bed. The heavy, lined face so frightened in
life. The rheuny eyes

were glazed. He thought, Wat have they done to you, Stahlig?

The flame fromthe sole lanmp flickered in the draught. The door to the
Corridor opened and

Ronin's hand went instinctively to the hilt of his sword.

"I truly wish you would try it,' said Freidal softly. Ronin turned slowy, saw
the Security Saardin

and three daggam Freidal went over to the conceal ed door, opened it. Four
nor e daggam st epped

t hr ough.

H's mouth curled in the parody of a smle. 'Cone, come. Were are the heroics
that a Bl ades-man

shoul d be fanmbus for?' H's voice was silken with subdued triunmph. "WIIl you
not fight your way out?

Take us all on?" H's good eye stared with intensity. 'Take his weapons,' he
bar ked, and they

di sarmed him Freidal had chosen the place well, he thought. No roomto



manoeuvre in such a

smal | area. No chance.

Freidal's face was a mask. His slick hair glistened. He | ooked rel axed, al nost
happy. 'Did

you believe for a noment that you could drop fromour Levels w thout ny

know edge?' The

ghost of a smle played along his thin, white lips. 'Stupid boy!" Hi s tongue
cl ucked reprovingly

agai nst the roof of his mouth. 'You were warned. A courtesy which you chose to
i gnore.'

Freidal stepped closer to him and daggam on either side gripped Ronin's
wists, although he had

made no novenent.

The Saardin reached out and renpved Ronin's corselet, stared at the welts

al ong his chest.

"As | knew you would.' He ran a finger across the bruised flesh. 'You see, |
could not get what |

wanted fromthat accursed Magic Man. The fool! But it was purely accidental.’
He | aughed, a

sharp, disquieting sound. 'l knew it would work then, throwi ng you and Borros
t oget her.'

Hs finger was at Ronin's waist. 'Ah, and what is this?" He grasped Ronin's
right armand the

daggam on that side |let go. He brought the forearm and hand up. The gauntl et
shot sil ver

through the tiny room Freidal pulled it off Ronin's hand, examning it.
"Could this be it? Wat

he sent you Downshaft to find?' He | ooked up, into Ronin's face, said sharply,
"Is it? The false

eye flashed. 'It has begun, you know, the struggle for power.'

Roni n t hought of Nirren. Where was he now? He had not been able to |ocate him
before he

had left, and now this wei ghed heavily upon him as if he had violated a
trust. But, he told

hinself, | had no idea it would begin so soon. Could ny know edge of Borros's
proj ect have

hel ped hin? There was no way to tell now

Freidal grasped his el bow and swng himaround. 'He did not die well. He tried
to protect you

but his fear won out. He helped.' Ronin recalled his agitation, his warning.
The ol d man had

tried to tell him 'How does that make you feel ? And you see what he is now A
pi ece of neat,

stinking and putrefying.' Hs nostrils dilated and he sniffed delicately.

' Dead things offend ne.

But Stahlig was put here for a reason. Even a stupid boy |ike you can see
that.' He jerked Ronin

around and notioned to two daggam who renoved the corpse. Freidal fondled the
scal ed

gauntlet. 'Be sensible. If you have no interest in power, at |east |ook after
your life.' He stroked

Ronin's chest with a cold palm "It would be a great pity to destroy this
body.' He sl apped the

gauntl et against the side of his leg. 'Can the Machi ne work?

Abruptly there was a commotion outside in the dark surgery. Freidal started
as if he had

forgotten that beyond these walls, the intimacies of the noment, existed the
worl d of the

Freehol d. He turned his head, as did Ronin.

They saw that three nmen in close-fitting breeches and jerkins of a soft tan



col our had pushed

past the daggam who had just returned from di sposing of the body. The man in
front was slim

with red cheeks and full lips. The jewel-hi ked daggers glittered over his
heart and at his hip.

'Saardin,' he said blandly.

"Voss,' Freidal acknow edged coldly. '"What is the neaning of this intrusion?
Voss saw Ronin. 'Ah, there you are! W have all been quite concerned about
you.' He smled

wi nni ngly. 'None the worse for your interview w th Security, | trust!’
Freidal's good eye flicked in its socket and a nmuscle spasmed in his cheek

' Thi s behaviour is

i nexcusabl e! Bakka! Turis! See these people out imrediately!'’

The Chondrin held up his hand. ' One nonent, Saardin. The Sal amander w shes to
see Ronin.

He has been di stressed over his whereabouts. His safety, you know -
Two spots of col our burned on Freidal's cheeks. '\Wat are you saying?' He was
trenbling

wi th suppressed rage. 'Have you taken | eave of your senses? This is strictly a
Security matter.'

Voss smiled icily. "No. | amafraid you are m staken.'

The good eye bl azed at the Chondrin, then Freidal turned abruptly, making a
cutting gesture

through the air with the edge of one hand. 'Take himthen,' he said thickly.

' Take hi m and get

out!'

Voss notioned to one of his nen, who took Ronin's weapons fromthe daggam
Then he

stepped up to Freidal and said, '"He will want this too.' He slipped the
gauntl et fromthe

Saardi n's hand, and the four of them departed.

The wonman with the broad face was gone. A Bl adesman sat in her place. They
went t hrough

t he i nner doubl e doors and down the hallway. At the end, the Bl adesman
carrying Ronin's

weapons handed themto Voss and he and his fell ows di sappeared through the
door on the right.

Voss opened the opposite door and led Ronin into a lowceilinged roomlit by
| anps. There

were no Overheads. The walls were dark and bare. Across the room was anot her
door. There was

a single wooden chair in the centre of the room Voss indicated that Ronin
should sit. Ronin

shrugged. He had no illusions as to why he was here. He had been witness to
too many events;

and too many peopl e were gone.

The sharp snell of cloves foretold the approach. He had not heard a door open
The

Sal anander stood over Ronin. He wore black shirt and breeches and gl ean ng

t hi gh-1ength

boots. A fine mesh vest of red gold winked in the light. He wore a w de
crinson | eather belt

fromwhi ch a scabbarded sword hung. The ruby lizard was at his throat.

Voss, |eaning on Ronin's sword, handed the Sal amander the gauntlet. The big
man grunt ed,

turning the thing over in his |arge hands. 'So?

Voss shrugged. 'Apparently he brought it from Downshaft.'

The Sal amander stared at Ronin. 'How far did you go?

"All the way.'

He gl anced at Voss. 'No wonder Freidal was interested.’



Ronin heard a tiny sound behind him as if someone had slipped into the room
but the Sal a-

mander did not turn and he could not twist in the chair. Perhaps it was
not hi ng.

"My dear boy, | hope you appreciate the great service | have done you. Freida
can be nost

unpl easant when he has a nind to."'

Ronin stared into the eyes |ike black coals. '"So | noticed. He killed the
Medi ci ne Man.'

'Ch?' The Sal amander's eyebrows raised. 'What a pity. You knew hima | ong
time.' He spread

his hands. '|I am nobst sorry.'

' The Magic Man too, | inmagine.'

' Ch, dear ne, no. He could hardly afford to do that. No, Borros is much too
val uable. He is

bei ng det ai ned several Levels bel ow us.'

"I was not aware that you knew so nuch about him'

"Ch, | see.' The Sal amander frowned. 'That was careless of nme.' Then he
shrugged. 'But one

hopes, ny dear boy, that you can be treated as a friend, an ally -
"You are as desperate as he is - '

"Not at all, dear boy, not at all. | nmerely think that you should be back
wher e you bel ong.

There has al ways been room for you here.'

Voss noved mnutely, and Ronin said. 'To be your Chondrin? You already have
one. |n any

event, we have been through this before. What if | should turn you down a
second time?

The Sal amander's expression changed. Hi s eyes snoul dered and he snote Ronin
across the

face. 'Wat an abysmal fool you are. | offered you

everything and you spit at me. Did you believe that | could forget?

"At the time | believed that you woul d understand - '

"Ch, | understood! | trained you to be the greatest fighting nmachine in the
Freehold. | saw the

ability lurking within you. It took a master to bring it out, nurture it, |et
it blossom An Instructor

coul d never have acconplished it.'

"You make it seemas if it was all your doing.'

"But it was! You were there and | noul ded you. You becane what | wi shed you to
becone. "

"Not quite.'

The Sal amander bristled, and his voice was as snmooth as silk. 'I trained you
to be ny Chondrin;

an unbeatable warrior. Did you think that | was wasting nmy tine in picking
boys and trai ni ng

then? A reason behind it all. And what was your response? You return the care
| avi shed upon you

with insult.'

' There was no -
"Silence!' the Sal amander roared. Hi s face was col oured by rage. Hi s enornous
bul k | oomred over

Ronin, the threat of death. 'Do not presune,' he said quietly, icily, '"to tel
me what | al ready know.'

He bent forward and Ronin felt Voss very close at his side and slightly behind
him out of his peripheral

vision. 'l should have seen it; you lacked the initiative. It all came so
easily to you, you never

regarded the nental processes as inportant. That was a m stake; a fatal

m stake.' The stygi an eyes



were glittery and fever-bright as they stared at Ronin. 'Now Voss has
initiative. He - elimnated

two other Students of mine in order to ensure his position as Chondrin.' He

| aughed, a short

strange sound. 'l would not trade himfor you. Wat conceit!' He stood up and
| ooked past

Ronin's head for a nonment before his eyes returned. 'Now we shall see how | ong
it takes for you

to tell me what | want to know.' He signalled to Voss. 'Bring the-'

At that noment the door to the hallway was thrown open and a Bl adesnan cane
hurriedly

i n. The Sal amander | ooked up

'The Magic Man,' the Bl adesman said, 'has escaped from Security.

The Sal amander's eyes flicked again behind Ronin, and he heard a slight
novenent. 'Oh, that

fool!' He | ooked at Voss and threw himthe gauntlet. 'You know what to do.' He
whirl ed and

foll owed the man fromthe room

"On your feet,' Voss said coldly. He tucked the gauntlet into his |eather

bel t.

He got up and they went out the way they had conme in. Six men were in the
outer room two

guardi ng the doubl e doors to the Corridor, and Ronin thought, In that Freida
told the truth: it

has begun.

They went out through the doors and Voss prodded himto the right, down the
Corridor. He

heard a di stant clamour, the pounding of boots, the clang of netal

intermttent shouts. He felt

the tip of Voss's dagger at his back.

"Where are we headed?' Ronin asked

'You do not expect an answer to that.'

Roni n shrugged.

' How coul d you have done it?

Ronin turned his neck, felt the bite of the iron tip, 'Wat?

' Gone away fromhim'

"I amwhat | am'

"Huh! He is right, you are a fool! Did you not realize that you were bound to
hi n?'

Roni n sai d not hi ng.

"You had a noral obligation -
And he alnmpst nmissed it. The sliver of shadow al ong the wall ahead of them
around the arc

of the Corridor, so that he did not think that Voss had seen it. He kept his
pace steady, and

t hought, Any diversion nust be used; he is nost vulnerable here in the
Corridor. Once we get to a

destination, there will be little chance. He thought then of the whirring in
the air, angry and hot,

cutting through the sounds of the birds, the accuracy of Voss's throws.

A man was in front of them and Voss still had not seen the small slice of
shadow. He must

be pressed against the wall, Ronin thought.

"You owe himyour life,' Voss said. 'lIncluding your loyalty.

The figure came out fromthe wall and Ronin dropped, rolling to the right,
across the

Corridor, cane up with right armextended to ward off the expected dagger
bl ow. But Voss was

not even looking in his direction. He stood facing the figure, his face
regi stering shock.



And Ronin felt the adrenalin punping. Nirren! Nirren stood before Voss, bright
sword

unsheat hed, held before him

Voss unfroze. 'Wat are you doing so far Upshaft?

Nirren grinned, his mouth a tight line. 'Were were you taking Ronin?

"That is no business of yours. Qut of the way!'

"And if he chooses not to accompany you?

" The choice is not his to make.'

"I say it is.'

Voss' s hands becane a blur and sinultaneously Nirren lunged |ike a dancer
extending his front

leg very low. The sword shot out as the air humred. Voss's face held a nmeasure
of surprise. H's

eyes were still looking at the jewel-hilted dagger |odged head-high in the far
wal | as the bl ade

pierced his chest. He stood that way for a nonent, his blood running hotly
along Nirren's bl ade.

Then his right hand tw tched once and, as Nirren wi thdrew the sword, he
crunpl ed over as if he

were nade of fabric.

Nirren touched the face with the toe of his boot, the head turned slackly. He
swung to face Ronin

and grinned. 'It is too bad. | would have enjoyed seeing you take him' He
shrugged. 'Well, where

have you been? And G fand's gone nissing.'

Roni n went across the Corridor, took his weapons from Voss's corpse. He pulled
the gauntlet free

fromthe other's belt. 'l have been on a journey Downshaft, for the Magic Man
' Then you got through to himn

"Yes, and | have nmuch to tell you,' Ronin said, strapping on his scabbard.
They noved towards a

nearby Stairwell. 'But first | nmust find the Magic Man. He has escaped from
Freidal .'
Nirren nodded. 'All right. | amin the mdst of follow ng that Rodent. At |ast

| believe I know

who it is, fantastic though it may seem -
Ronin cut himoff. 'Listen, fantastic is the word for what | have | earned. The
Magi c Man is

correct; we are not alone on this planet -
' What ?'

They both caught the flash at once, but the thing was already in the air.
Nirren's jaws swung

wi de and he threw his hands up in a vain reflexive notion. A gout of blood
erupted along his

neck. He staggered back and fell clunmsily to the floor

Ronin raced into the Stairwell but the comotion of running feet and raised
voi ces echoi ng

inthe Stairwell nmade it inpossible to tell which way the assailant had fl ed.
He ran back into the Corridor and knelt beside Nirren. The front of his jerkin
was soaked in

bl ood. He ripped off a length of the Chondrin's shirt, wthdrew the dagger at
his neck, his

fingers cold on the jewelled hilt. He put the fabric against the wound. Wite
cloth stained red.

Nirren's eyes were still clear and bright with intelligence. Ronin expected
himto ask about

the Magic Man's project. Instead he said, 'What happened to G fand? You know.'
There was pain in Ronin's eyes. 'l took himw th ne. | thought he would be of
help with his



know edge of the glyphs.'

"And was he?' The breathing was | aboured as the body struggled with the shock
"Yes.' Ronin | ooked into his eyes. "He was killed. He - '

Nirren's body trembled. The cloth at his neck was entirely crinson now. He
gri pped Ronin's

arms and a sadness that Ronin could not understand danced behind his eyes.

' The Rodent,' he

managed to get out with difficulty. 'I amsure now, the dagger, go Upshaft,
after - ' H's head fel

and Ronin held it. 'Last time, follow Up - ' He tried to |laugh then, choked
instead. The light in

his eyes was fading; they were opaque, |like stones. 'Just thinking - team -
what a team' His

eyes closed as if fromfatigue. '"All gone now - Ronin, | amsorry.' Then the

bl ood, which he had

been hol ding back with a |last effort, cane out of his nouth.

Up and up and up. The darkness rushing by and the clanour from bel ow fadi ng,
but it was as if

a strong wind rushed in his ears and he heard Nirren sighing again, Al gone
now, and knew it was

true. The world had coll apsed and he was adrift in the dark, directionless.
But his legs did not

understand. They punped strongly, up the Stairwell. Follow Upward, Nirren had
asked, and he

would do it now, and he felt the burning within him the hate grow ng and

pul sing, fed fromthe

secret fires of many events. Surely it was the Rodent who had slain Nirren
for he had been on

his trail and had been very close. C oser than he knew. H s |ungs worked as he
raced through

the Levels of the Freehold. Upward, ever upward. Once he stared down at his
hands, saw with

some surprise that he had slipped on the silvered gauntlet and that he

cl utched the dagger that

had killed the Chondrin. Jewels on the hilt? And then Borros came into his

m nd. Escaped and

gone where? Upshaft surely.

He clinbed the stairs as far as they would take him He emerged into a bright
Corri dor

painted a brilliant yellow. Dust lay thickly along the floor, clung to the
wal | s. He | ooked down.

Bootprints in the dust, confused, but certainly nore than one pair.

He sprinted down the Corridor and gradually

the colour of the walls deepened. There were no doors. On he ran, the hate a
living thing within

hi m now. Exi stence narrowed.

And the Corridor ended. Here near the summit of the Freehold, the Corridor did
not descri be

a conplete circle. He faced the black bulge of a Lift's doors. He stabbed at
t he bl ack sphere and the

doors yawned. He stepped inside. Up, ever up. There was one sphere and he
pressed it. He

ascended. Eyes |like stones. Ronin, 1 amsorry, he said. Wat had he neant?
am the one who is

sorry, Nirren. But death comes and there is no way to stop -

The Lift sighed to a halt and the doors opened. Above himthe surface of the
pl anet, so near.

Per haps just steps away? He went into the roombefore him It was an ellipse,
painted red. In

the centre was a black platformfromwhich a netal |adder ran vertically into



a round section

cut out of the ceiling. Low doors in the solid platformwere open, and he saw
what | ooked Iike

neat piles of clothing. One stack had been tipped over. And the thought grew
in his mnd. Borros

Atiny whistle in the air, like a tickle at his ear. He drew his sword and
spun. The dagger was

in his belt. A swrd drove into his, scraping down the |length of the bl ade,
smashed into the hilt.

Slight, deceptive twisting of his wist and di sengagenent was acconpli shed.
He | ooked at his opponent and a shock ran through him Bl ood pounded in his
templ es and

for a split second the scene before himseenmed to blur

She stood before him in |leggings and jerkin of a soft tan col our. Across her
chest ran a thin

| eather strap to which was attached a red | eather scabbard that hung between
her breasts.

She stood before himin the oblique conmbat position, |egs apart, knees bent,

| eading with her

shoul der to present a narrower target. Her pale hands gripped a sword the sane
l ength as Ronin's.

The black torrent of her hair was held back fromher face by a plain gold
band. It had the

appear ance of a helm

She stood before him snall beads of sweat glinting at her hairline. Her eyes
were unnaturally

bright, the pupils contracted so that they seenmed to be all iris. She smled
and it was like the

com ng of the frost. Her white teeth gl eanmed, snmall and even. She | ooked quite
deadl y.

'K reen,' he breathed.

She | aughed sharply, a bitter sound. 'How | have waited to see you at this
nonent!' she said in

a tight voice. She swng at himand he parried solely by instinct. He felt as
if the floor had

suddenly beconme nolten. He was sinking into it. He could not nmove. He could
not take his eyes

fromher. She circled him and they noved out on to the floor, |ike slow
dancers nmoving to

nmetal |l ed nmusic. She struck again and he parri ed.

"A Bl adesman,' he said softly. '"Can it be?

'Come,' she said thickly. 'Come and find out.' She slashed again and again at
him draw ng

hi mout, and her eyes flashed coldly, triunphantly as he nmoved towards her

He stared at her and realization suddenly flooded him Because now she was not
beautiful or

pretty or any of the other words he would nornmally associate with her. She was
naked to him

now, stripped of the layers of femninity. She was at once nore and | ess than
she once was,

pared and honed and transforned.

She was el enental .

Metal rang against netal in the snmall oval.

"Here is what | really am' she said savagely. 'Not what you nade ne out to
be. The

Sal anander saw the potential in me - to be a Bladesman. He was not afraid to
reject Tradition.

Years we worked in secret, lest the other Saardin suspect and forbid it.'
They noved around the oval, she advancing, he retreating. She struck at him



conti nuously,

testing, probing.

"Why?' asked Ronin. "Wy did he train you?

She smled coldly. 'Part of the gathering of power.' Then she sneered.

' Somret hi ng you woul d

know not hi ng about .’

But it was not right, sonehow, and he heard the Sal amander saying, A reason
behind it all.

But there was no tine; she swept it away. 'You could have been his Chondrin!'’
she hi ssed,

striking at him 'You would have been with himwhen | came. He woul d have put
us toget her,

and then we coul d have had everything!'

There was an odd sensation inside him and he | ooked at the feral glow in her
eyes, the sweat

runni ng down her cheeks, her heaving breasts. And he saw what he had not
wanted to see

before: the jewel-hi ked dagger between her breasts. And his gaze noved, as if
of its own

accord, to her flank, to the scabbard hangi ng enpty there.

"It was you,' he whispered. 'The Rodent. You killed Nirren. Why? He was our
friend.’

She shook her head. 'The eneny,' she said deliberately. 'He was the eneny.
Just as you are
now t he eneny -
"But this nmakes no sense -
"You turned your back on him After he taught you and trained you, you would
not serve

him You would not aid himnow.'

Still he retreated under her blows. '|I serve no one,' he said softly. "It is
the only fact of which

| amcertain.' Then, as if suddenly realizing what she had said: 'You were in
the room behind

nme!"’

"Yes!' she hissed. 'Ready to enbrace you, if you joined us.' She swung at him
'He gave you a

chance to anmend your insult. You nocked himinstead.'

Wiere was the woman he had known? Whence had she fled? Could she have felt

any

fondness towards hin? But the enptions he knew, when they had been there, had
been genui ne.

He recogni zed the fault within hinself. Surely he could have seen this side of
her, had he only

| ooked. But he had turned fromher too many tinmes, and this, he knew, as much
as her training,

as much as the purpose set for her by the Sal amander, was the cause of this
confrontation.'

"But Nirren -'

'He del ayed ne,' she cut in. 'l had not expected himto be so close.' He wi ped
the sweat from

his forehead, stood his ground. Sparks flew fromthe

nmeeting of their weapons. 'The delay cost ne,' she said bitterly. 'The old nman
was faster than |

had i nmagi ned. | m ssed himby seconds.'

"You nmean Borros is on the surface?

"What is that to you? He will be dead soon enough, frozen and buried under the
snow. '

But part of himexulted and he knew now what he nust do. He shook his head.
"You are

wong. He will live. And I will follow him' And he thought, But she is



Nirren's killer. In

friendship he asked for revenge. / serve no one. Sweat rolled along his neck
and he felt a chill.

Ronin, | am sorry.

She snarled and her teeth | ooked |like those of a small predatory animal. 'Ch,
no,' she said.

"This is your tonmb.' And she lunged at him arching her blade with all her

m ght, catching him

of f guard with the unexpectedly powerful blow, and he realized at once that he
had

underestimated her cunning. They | ocked bl ades, and he tw sted again, noving
his wist. But

she countered and the bl ades ground together at a peculiar angle. Her sword
shapped abruptly,

the rel eased force causing his weapon to junp away. She reached between her
br east s,

wi t hdrew the jewel - hi ked dagger. Hi s pal mclosed over the hilt of the sister
bl ade and he held it

before him This is what she wants, he realized. She is npst proficient with
the smal |l er weapon.

They circled each other in the confined space, judging distances and the
switch to lighter

bl ades. He wi shed his head were clearer, but conflicting enotions darted |ike
lightning in his

m nd, squirting too fast to catch

Per haps she saw a hint of this confusion in his eyes, and perhaps that is why
she threw

hersel f agai nst hi m unexpectedly. They tunbled to the floor, |ocked together
hand cl ut chi ng

wist, rolling over and over

Her hot panting breath was against his face and he snelled her scent as their
| egs twi ned and

t heir bodi es heaved. They grunted and clung to each other, desperately
fighting for position. He

stared into her eyes. They were |large and deep and liquid and he felt a
stirring inside. He

t hought of what she had done, of what she wanted, and knew the hate was there.
He fought to

push down the edge of the other enotion. Her enigmatic eyes stared at himand
he coul d not tel

whet her there was hate or hunger there.

Her heat and her sweat nelted into him Her |ong hair whipped his face. Her

fl esh was both

hard and soft as it withed against him Til kill you,' she hissed. Til kil
you.' Her thigh was

between his legs, inprisoned. She noved it against himand her other |eg cane
over his hip and

her calf pressed his buttocks. Desire rose in himlike a great feathered bird
gaining the air

currents. Her voice was |low and thick as she said it again, 'l want to kil
you.' But it was al nost

a moan. Their bodi es ground together. He was aware of the press of her breasts
agai nst his chest.

Sonet hi ng sl amred into the back of his head and a red filmclouded his vision
as pain

| anced through him He had fetched up hard against the platformat the centre
of the oval.

Dazed, he still clung tenaciously to her wist, but using all her strength she
wrenched.it away

from himand the honed bl ade of the dagger seened to pulse in the light.



She was panting through her open nmouth, the lips pulled back fromthe pearl
teeth, and her

t hi ghs gri pped hi m convul sively as she rocked hard against him He wanted to
lie back and

enbrace her. He shook his head but it would not clear. She began to shudder
"Kill you,' she

choked. "Kill you.' And with an effort she stopped her eyes from closing. She
gri pped the

dagger, knuckles as white as bone, and she npaned a little as she drove the

bl ade point first

towards his throat. Her pelvis ground against himin waves and he | ooked up to
see that her

eyes were wet. He saw dimy the terrible flash of Iight along the noving bl ade
and wondered

that he still felt the power of her groin noving against him He felt
suffocated by a great heat

and instinctively he put up his hand. As Nirren did; vainly, he thought.

The point of the blade caught his palm It was his gauntleted hand. The honed
tip hit the

scal es, skidded off harm essly. Wthin, his hand never even felt the force of
the bl ow. He shook

hi s head again, and grasped the obliquely noving blade, trying desperately to
hold it. But she

had both hands on the hilt now and she had the | everage and he had none and
she began to force

t he gl eam ng point back at him The cutting edge creased his throat, broke the
skin. Bl ood

wel l ed up. But his left hand was free now and it scrabbled al ong the floor at
his side until he

found the hilt of the dagger he had dropped. And it was all reflexive now, no
t hought invol ved at

all. He brought it up very quickly between their bodies, the blade quivering
at his throat now,

and buried it hilt-deep in her stomach.

Her eyes opened so wi de that the whites showed all around the edges, and she
grunted thickly,

a brief guttural noise that seened sonehow terrible to him Blood pounded

agai nst the back of

his eyes and he jerked powerfully on the hilt so that it sliced up between her
breasts.

Her head dropped abruptly, as if she had been hit on the back of the neck, and
her |ips cane

down over his, warm and soft.

He felt a great hot pool of wetness between them and convul sively he threw her
of f hi m and,

panting, swayed to his feet.

She |l ay on her back, eyes still very wide and shiny, with the jewelled hilt

pr ot rudi ng

obscenely from between her breasts, sending shards of harsh light reflecting
in the bl ood that

covered her.

What have | done? he thought, as he stared at her. Al gone now. It
reverberated in his mnd.

Waves of bl ackness seened to reach up, ready to engulf him but he fought them
off. He

staggered across the oval to his sword, sheathed it. Then he went back to the
pl atform reached

into one of the open doors. He let the fabric unfurl. It was silvery, slightly
iridescent, and it was

very light. It was a close-fitting suit of sone sort. He believed he knewits



pur pose. Quickly

now he stripped off his tattered clothes and donned the suit. As he had
suspected, it fit him

snugly and was very warm It nust retain all the body heat, he thought.
Pocket s

al ong the sides bulged with conceal ed packets. Food. He strapped on his
weapons belt.

He heard a sound and whirl ed, blade ready. The doors of the Lift hissed open
and a whiff of

cloves cane to him He tensed. Something nmoved within the shadows of the Lift
and the

i mense jet figure of the Sal amander stood half illumned in the doorway. His
hooded eyes

scanned the scene before him

"Come to stop nme yourself?" Ronin snarled, flicking the tip of his blade.

The Sal amander smiled with the corners of his nouth, alnbst contentedly. He
did not step

into the room 'GCh, no,
see that they have been
unsuccessful .’

Ronin cane forward. 'l amleaving,' he said slowy and deliberately. 'You have
lost. You

have neither the Magic Man nor the information | possess. Go fight your battle
al one."

The Sal amander sighed theatrically. 'You have beconme a real nenace, dear boy,
and nust be

he said silkily. "Qthers were to have done that.

dealt with. But you still have nuch to learn.' And now he sniled once again.
He was del i ght ed

with hinmself. 'You have |ost quite as nuch, in your own way, as |. Perhaps
nore.'

Ronin stared at him blinking back the sweat that rolled down his face, and
cursed silently.

He inched closer. I'Il get you yet, he thought. And said thickly, 'Yes, I
know. '

From deep within the shadows of the Lift, cloaked in his mantle of jet and
crinson, the carved

ruby lizard a bl ood splash duskily visible at his

throat, the Sal amander | aughed | ong and deep. Then he said, 'OCh, no, dear boy,
you do not

know. Yet.' His armextended briefly. 'Look at the face at your feet. Wat do
you see? The wonan

you slept with - '

"And you trained.' He was closer now

"Yes, quite. But all for a purpose.' His eyes were dark and unreadable. 'W
were close, you and |

Until you - But why bring up old hates?" The Sal amander seemed oblivious to
Roni n's nove-

ment. 'My nen found her on the Mddle Levels. They had heard runours, you see,
of a child found

by the Wrkers. She was regarded as special, they believed that she sprang
fromthe Freehold itself.

They told me of this, not a Sign after you had left. And it occurred to me who
she nmight be. But |

dared not believe it. It was too inprobable, too wonderful a coincidence. |
sent themto fetch her

and when | saw her | knew. It had to be, for she was no Wirrker's child. And
her age was right. In

secrecy | found her and in secrecy | trained her.' His voice was thick with
triunph now and Ronin

shivered in spite of hinmself. 'And then | sent her out. And she was good, very



good. She did

precisely as | had instructed her. And now she has fulfilled her purpose.' He
| aughed again. 'O

course she never knew. Never even suspected. And that made it nore delicious!'
He was gl oating

Now.

Roni n frowned. 'What are you sayi ng?

"I may not have Borros, or his know edge. But you,' he said delightedly. 'You
i n obtaining your

freedomfromthis place - you have slain your |ong-lost and bel oved sister.’
H s | aughter

boomed again, echoing in the oval, as if it had been pent up for centuries.

He tried to reject it but the vision in the Magus's mrror swam up through his
m nd, and he saw

again K reen turn around to stare at him turn around with his face. And then
smal |t hi ngs,

mnute things, fell into place with the clanging of great netal doors.

He screaned wordl essly and | unged at the Sal amander, but his bl ade scraped

al ong the cl osed

doors and faintly he heard, 'Not now, not now.' And echoes of the |aughter
cane again.

In a frenzy, he pried at the closed doors with blade and fingers until his
nails were torn and

bl oody, but they would not open. And the tinme for descent had passed.

After a while he turned and eventually he was able to gaze again upon K reen's
face. Something

wai | ed inside himand he sank to his knees beside her. He touched her face.
Can you ever

forgive me? he thought. WIIl | ever be able to forgive nyself?

Gently, he closed the eyes. Carefully he stepped over the body and comrenced
toclinb the

vertical metal |ladder that led to the Access Hatch. The entryway, so many
centuries unused, to

the surface of the planet. He did not | ook back

And had anyone been in the oval to see him they would not have recogni zed his
face.



