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Getting Technical,
or
Why I Love The Worshippers and the Way



Adrian Tchaikovsky


Previously I wrote a foreword to The Wizards and the Warriors. That was, by far, the easier task. Because, although Chronicles of an Age of Darkness goes through a lot of loops between book 1 and book 9, this is the book where Cook pretty much presses the big red button on his worldbuilding. And, in the background of that explosive shock, throws in some genuinely traumatic stuff that has immediate and obvious real-world echoes. In a unique series, it’s a unique book.


Cook’s stated goal for the series was for sixty books in three sets of twenty, out of which he was able to put out a very respectable ten covering, I assume, the territory the first 20 books would have stretched over. I am counted as a relatively prolific writer myself. I currently stand at 50 books  or so (if you include novellas). Sixty big books in a single continuous series seems like utter madness even to my eyes, honestly. But who knows what we might have had; who knows what we never got? Given Cook’s vibrant and wide-ranging imagination it seems likely there were some absolute gems of ideas that never made it to the page. What we get in Worshippers, however, is a serious classic of the missing step school of fantasy writing. Very shortly into this, book 9 of what is still ostensibly a fantasy series, the reader marches confidently forwards and just... drops into space. Literally.


I mentioned in my previous foreword that the post-tech fantasy world was quite a longstanding tradition at the point where Cook took up. The Dying Earth novels of Vance were part of a longstanding movement dating back to a point where SF and Fantasy hadn’t really been hived off as separate genres, but were just part of a wider weird fiction movement. When SF was The In Thing, fantasy novels were written to have a SFnal feel (famously McCaffrey’s classic Pern series was reworked as SF to get into print). The threat or aftermath of nuclear war sometimes seems an obligatory add-in to alt-history or fantasy works of a certain time (James’ Votan or Roberts’ Pavane as examples). Moorcock, updating the traditions of the pulps, gives us Hawkmoon’s (explicitly post-apocalypse future) Tragic Millennium and Corum’s world where magic and technology blur into one, another alongside Elric’s more overt sorcery. Even Brooks’ arch-fantasy series, Shannara, has a technological backstory and a fight with a machine beast in the first book. In some series, the revelation of magic as the work of aliens or old tech sometimes felt almost tiresome, undercutting the wonder - revealing that your magic is just technology-indistinguishable-from-magic sometimes doesn’t make things more technological, just less magical. This is the ecology that Cook was carving a niche into, in the mid-eighties when The Wizards and the Warriors came out. In the early volumes of the series, in fact, we get something that would fit alongside Vance’s Cugel’s Saga or Moorcock’s Hawkmoon, where the technological elements we see are simultaneously the obvious product of a fallen hypertechnical age, and effectively dangerous magical threats. The lost city of mechanical guardians and traps that Drake and friends have a ruinous encounter with in The Walrus and the Warwolf is a perfect example.


And yet, as the series develops, there’s a growing sense that more is going on. The malign entity of The Wishstone and the Wonderworkers is simultaneously a demon and a rogue AI, but it – and the Hermit Crab – are very much an active part of the world rather than just leftovers. There is ‘haunted metal’ – robot manufacturing - being used by mundane smiths. There are magical gates used by banking guilds to facilitate cross-border trade. Rather than just being the occasional encounter for incautious adventurers, the technology of an elder age suffuses Cook’s world and, because the people of Cook’s world are presented as realistically opportunistic and inventive, this stuff gets used where at all possible. And then there’s The Worshippers and the Way which basically takes off the brake and dials everything to eleven.


In this book we are introduced to a nation where the ruling class are trained up in the elite academy of the Combat College. All well and good, except for what the training actually is. Earlier books in the series (particularly from Wishstone onwards, and noted in Cook’s typically wry and humorous omniscient narrator’s voice, as none of the characters really appreciate it) introduced the reader to the idea that this world was a leftover from a grand galactic empire that suffered some kind of cataclysmic collapse or closing of doors, leaving the world to recede into barbarism and misery – the Age of Darkness of the series title. However it was always a bit of a background idea, relevant only when, say, the heroes of a given tale came across some miraculous survival from that elder age, or were being threatened by a psychopathically dysfunctional computer with godlike powers. In the society of Worshippers, the Combat College teaches the valuable, essential skills of capital starship command and starfighter piloting. Its students are exposed to an education regime that has literally  zero application in the world they will graduate into, save that possession of these obsolete qualifications is a marker of social accomplishment and status. More, the College is administered by an AI that is eminently aware of this, but which is driven to maintain the College’s existence and status, even if it has to cut deals and make accommodations with the society it now finds itself a part of. The situation is simultaneously a wrenching left turn for the series and then – after a little consideration of what has gone before – absolutely in keeping with what we’ve previously been shown. This just happens to be a part of the world where a survival of that long-gone galactic civilization has clung on, in this weird, tenuous way, into Cook’s present day.


The other major theme of Worshippers is far more down-to-earth, and far more resonant with the real world. The society that the College presides over is an egalitarian, multi-ethnic one where intercultural frictions are coming to a crisis point. The book deals with themes of racial tension, ethnic cleansing, gender equality and religious bigotry, and for once Cook mostly sets aside the humour that characterises much of his writing. In the shadow of the Big Revelation that is the College and its AI, is a grim, savage story of desperate people taking desperate actions for what they believe in. Like most of Cook’s characters, none of these people are heroes, and all of them – even the College’s AI in the end – must make damaging compromises as they try to secure the future that they want. Between the savage, vicious interplay of social unrest, prejudice and pragmatism and the inherent pathos of the College and its utterly lost place in the galaxy/world, Worshippers is one of the series’ most painful books to read. The way the human drama plays out – imperfect, ignoble and cynical – hits very hard and feels very relevant. There is one line that is, frankly, absolutely timeless in its sheer brutality. The College’s community is egalitarian where gender is concerned, but towards the end of the book, the main character makes a choice, over what he will sacrifice in order to weld his new society together and win over the doubters. “What then, could be offered to the men who had so suddenly been made equal members of a just society. Why, the rule of (i.e. over) women, of course!” This is Cook at his most blisteringly bitter.


As noted, the series was originally going to run far longer, and one wonders over how many books the events of the last two would have played out, had Cook been given even another five, let alone ten, to explore them in. Certainly the ramp-up of progress towards the end is rapid, almost sketched out, as various isolated incidences of surviving technology are introduced to one another with the suggestion that a better overall world will result – the end of the Age of Darkness and the dawn, one hopes, of something better for all. Worshippers remains a unique work of speculative fiction, a book that looks at the past tradition of magic-like old tech surfacing in fantasy and takes it further than any other writer. That actually explores the implications of having all that old machinery lying around, rather than just using it as a backdrop to adventure against. Simultaneously it is not an easy read, because it pulls no punches, nor hides the implications of its characters’ choices behind the concealing wizard’s robes of traditional fantasy sensibilities. Everything has a cost and no endings are happy for everyone, or even necessarily for the people who deserve it.
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PROLOGUE


It was purple. It stood taller than any ordinary man, and its muscles had been pumped up to obscene dimensions by long dedication to that brutal form of exercise known as pumping iron. Its hair was heaped up upon its head in a monstrous topknot, for that hair had been uncut through all the days of its life. It wore long, flowing robes of a purple which matched its skin, and as it entered the dim-dark of the laboratory it looked for all the world like a High Priest of one of the Wild Tribes entering upon the bloodstained gloom of some obscure temple of torture.


But this purple-bruted thing was no creature of the Wild Tribes. On the contrary, this muscle-pumped bodybuilder was Asodo Hatch, student of a Combat College which had been designed to produce Startroopers for the Stormforce of the Nexus.


Asodo Hatch had graduated from Combat Cadet to Startrooper at the age of thirty, and now at the age of thirty-one he was pursuing Higher Level Studies, concentrating on those areas in which he had proved to have special aptitudes — linguistics, law, theocratic sociopolitics and xenopolitics. Therefore know him from the start as a scholar, an intelligent man with a well-developed understanding of politics and religion — a man who was not so much a creature of his own time as a rightful citizen of any time which could properly claim to be civilized.


Unfortunately, we come upon this muscle-bruted purple creature in a time which was not civilized at all. We come upon it in the Empire of Greater Parengarenga during the reign of the wizard of Ebber, then known to the world as Plandruk Qinplaqus. We come upon this Frangoni warrior during the days of a great Age of Darkness, when the great Khmar of the Yarglat had yet to bring a uniting discipline to the anarchic continent of Tameran, and when the high-visioned dreams of Aldarch the Third had not yet brought a similar uniting vision to Yestron.


We come upon this purple-skinned thing at a time when it was cautiously entering the laboratory — the shadowy, unoccupied cavern at the rear of the Combat College. It had come there in response to an anonymous word-processed invitation which it had found stuck to his door with a piece of chewing gum. The chewing of “chewing gum” is one of those commercially inspired compulsive behaviours typically associated with financially dynamic high-tech civilizations; the habit had been ubiquitous in the Nexus itself, and still survived in the Combat College, even though that College had been isolated from the Nexus for over twenty millennia.


So Asodo Hatch entered the laboratory, and in that laboratory he found a corpse. Of this, much might be made, were it a unique or unusual experience. But, quite apart from his studies in the Combat College, Hatch had been for seven years a soldier of the Empire of Greater Parengarenga, and in those years he had devoted a great deal of time and effort to the production of corpses from the basic living material, and so the discovery of one extra and additional corpse lying about the planet did not unduly distress him. He was, however, surprised to find that the corpse was that of Hiji Hanojo, the Ebrell Islander who was the Combat College instructor; for among the students of the Combat College it was widely believed that the long-missing Hiji Hanojo had been mugged and murdered near the Hot Mouth, and that his body had been discarded into the depths of that hole.


Such was the length of time which had passed between Hiji Hanojo’s disappearance and his discovery that Hatch initially made that discovery by olfactory means. In the usual course of events, nobody made the trek to the laboratory, since it was an extensive but utterly empty chamber at the end of a long and barren tunnel driven into the heart of the minor mountain of Cap Foz Para Lash. Hence the non-discovery of that corpse.


But obviously someone had known it was there, since someone had left the anonymous chewing-gummed message which had first compelled Hatch to make the long and uninviting walk to the laboratory.


Asodo Hatch did what was necessary.


He reported the death to Paraban Senk, the unembodied Teacher of Control who ran the Combat College. Senk ordered that the body be removed to the cure-all clinic for autopsy.


To help him with that grisly task, Asodo Hatch requested and received the assistance of his brother Oboro Bakendra Hatch, who was the older of the two, and who was three years his senior. The two then won the assistance of the Pang female named Shona, who was a strong-stomached and imperturbable specimen of womanly warriorhood. These three then press-ganged the services of the short and scuttling Ebrell Islander who went by the name of Lupus Lon Oliver, who proved exceedingly reluctant to assist, for he had scant acquaintance with death-in-the-flesh, and was in no hurry whatsoever to acquire any.


These four then carried out the grisly task of removing the corpse of Hiji Hanojo to the Combat College cure-all clinic, which, despite its name, was quite incapable of curing anything so radical as death.


Once the corpse was in the cure-all clinic, the unembodied Teacher of Control who went by the name of Paraban Senk performed a careful autopsy by means of remote-controlled instruments. On autopsy, Senk found that Hiji Hanojo had been murdered. He had been choked with a plastic bag, an item which Senk recovered from the throat of the rot-stench corpse. Inside the plastic bag was a sample of semen, which proved on analysis to be that of a dog.


Who had the capacity to commit such a crime?


Paraban Senk surveyed the psychological profiles of all 502 people then training in the Combat College to see which of them might have been capable of such a crime. The answer? All of them! This was not surprising. Murder is one of the universal human crimes, a crime of which virtually everyone is capable; and those who trained in the College were systematically tutored in the arts of slaughter.


Furthermore, as a part of their training for war, the students of the Combat College had all been tutored in the most sophisticated of all psychological techniques to allow them to survive full-force interrogation, which made it unlikely that Senk would be able to trick one of them into making a confession.


Who then had an alibi?


Since Hiji Hanojo had been dead for an uncomfortable number of days — a very uncomfortable number of days in the opinion of Lupus Lon Oliver, who had thrown up thrice while helping to remove the body from the laboratory — nobody had an effective alibi.


Who then had a motive?


The obvious motive for killing Hiji Hanojo was to supplant him as instructor. The instructorship was lucrative; there was only one such job; and virtually everyone in the Combat College wanted that job. Senk recalled a time — well over a thousand years ago, now, but the memories of the unembodied Paraban Senk were imperishable — when instructors had been systematically assassinated at a rate of twenty a year.


Senk did not want to see a repeat performance of such mayhem.


Accordingly, Paraban Senk announced that all students whose training was due to terminate in less than three years were disqualified from contention for the instructorship; and, furthermore, that the competitive examinations required to select a new instructor would not be held for three years. Senk also made it clear that a similar policy would be enforced should the next instructor also meet with a violent end.


This ban and the accompanying delay constituted a kind of rough justice designed to cheat the murderer of all possible immediate profit, and to deter any future would-be murderers by removing the temptation of the possibility of quick-gain profits consequent upon a killing. Now, even if Hiji Hanojo’s unknown murderer was the person who ultimately won the instructorship, at least that person would be denied the immediate profits of that instructorship.


This was very important, for most crime is committed to seek a quick gratification; and there are few people who would take great and murderous risks to win the uncertain chance of securing the prize of a job some three years in the future.


And whoever had killed Hiji Hanojo, it was certain that the securing of Hanojo’s job was uncertain, for there were at least a good half-dozen elite students who had a serious chance of winning that position in competitive examination. The half-dozen in this elite group consisted of the Frangoni warriors Asodo Hatch and Son’Sholoma Gezira; the Ebrell Islanders Lupus Lon Oliver and Sefton Ten Guy; the Pang male named Darius Flute; and the immigrant from Shintoto who went by the name of Scorpio Fax.


But even so — even at that early date — nobody seriously doubted that the ultimate competition would be between the Ebrell Islander Lupus Lon Oliver and the Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch — because those two had already established themselves as the best of the best.




CHAPTER ONE


Single-fighter: aka Scala Nine single-fighter: a Nexus war machine, a flying hunter-killer designed for deployment in a planetary atmosphere. It is powered by corrosion cells, in which small quantities of anti-matter are destroyed by controlled contact with normative matter. The corrosion cells will power the machine for three days without recharge.


* * *




So burning down from out of the sun


The weapon struck—


Hooked down from sundark sky—


From sundark blindness burning—


Brightness inexplicable in a shock


Which sheered the dark to light,


And by this revelation wreaked—





* * *


— so burning down from out of the sun, burning down from out of the blind brightness, the single-fighter struck, and the hapless foe screamed in pain across the Openband, and wrecked went down in flaming agony. As the enemy fighter fell, Lupus Lon Oliver sent his own craft plunging down the gravity well. Down from the sky he came, his single-fighter hurtling down, low and lower, so low that the warning klaxons shrilled and screamed:


“Pull up! Pull up!”


Lupus pulled up, pulled out, pulled hard, wrenching his craft away from disaster in a wetness of sweat and orgasmic release, and screamed in triumph. In the throes of his battle-glory, he had a momentary vision of red-hot blood. The blood was seared across his vision-screens. The entire world was blood: blood made blind, blood made glory, triumph’s glory, victory.


“Ah,” said Lupus, easing the single-fighter into a long slow barrel roll, feeling the sweetness easing to languorous content as the cosmos rolled about the axis of his craft, the briefness now completeness.


“Ah ...”


Yes.


But even already now this phase was passing, sliding, going, gone, with the sheen of all colours losing their gloss, with the world becoming routine, the crashed wreckage of the downed enemy fighter now nothing but an inert blip on his locator screen.


Lupus eased his single-fighter round in a long slow circle and made a visual inspection of the wreckage which lay far, far below. From this height, it was still only a blip, a blip without the benefit of any theatricals of smoke and fire, a blip amidst the sands of a desert pigmented with a bright red not so terribly different from that of the Plain of Jars.


“Mission complete,” said the voice of Lupus’s single-fighter, the voice of his ship. “Illusion ends in a ten-pulse. Counting now. Ten. And. Nine. And.”


The training sequence was finished, so Lupus would automatically be returned to the world of the Combat College at the end of the ten-count, unless he elected otherwise.


“Eight. And. Seven. And.”


And then Lupus knew what he wanted.


“Six. And. Five.”


What Lupus wanted was not the blip seen from a distance but the real thing seen at close quarters. He wanted a close-to-close with the work wrought by his hands, wanted the smashed heat of the ruptured metal, the bloodworks of the dead, the confirmed corpse, the smashworks, the blood-dust smoking under the crunching heat, the proof.


All this he knew in a moment — one of those moments when thought outraces speech.


“And. Four. And.”


“Kill the count,” said Lupus abruptly, tilting his joystick and spilling his single-fighter down through the sky, down in a canted spiral, a gyre of gain. Victory by descent. Stooping to conquer, he sought the proof, the fact, the flesh. Thus he sought because, for all his much-proclaimed allegiance to the dataflow civilization of the Nexus, Lupus was still a true child of Dalar ken Halvar, still intellectually wedded to the proofs of brute matter, to weight and inertia, the stubbornness of intractable physical form and the proof of the senses.


His projected and anticipated and indeed habitual and inescapable and unavoidable and wanted and needed gloating — the heart of his nature, this! the heart of his life! — would be confirmation, and confirmation a reassurance, the measurement of a mass of scrapmetal wreckage a sure proof of his superiority. To Lupus, triumph in combat was ever important, since it gave him assurance of that manifest superiority which was to him both the source of his well-being and the justification of his life. So Lupus Lon Oliver eased his Scala Nine single-fighter down and down in that closing gyre, down and down until the blip on his visual display became a wrecked machine.


So descending from the heavens ...


So descending ...


Lupus Lon Oliver — Lupus, the hope of the family Oliver — descended from the heavens in a buzzard’s declining circle, then grounded his single-fighter on the vermilion sands of the scragland desert. Grounded with a slight bump, for his landings had always been sloppy — no grace of glory there. Grounded within javelin distance of the wreck.


Here the javelin distance mentioned is that distance to which the gymnastic dart can be thrown by the average male athlete on any of the Standard Planets of the Nexus, those many planets which are so alike in their conformity to norms of atmosphere, of gravitation and of mooncycle illumination that theorists have conjectured into life an unknown race of masterful and long-gone Experimenters in order to allow for a thesis of organized and systematic creation which could account for their many and indisputable similarities.


Thus Lupus landed, and Lupus said—


“Pah!” said Lupus, breathing out a tension which he had previously not acknowledged, a tension which he had thought to have been drained away by the sweet joys of victory.


Now he was truly relaxed — or at least so he thought. It was only natural for him to have been tense earlier on, for had he lost his battle then he would have fallen in flames, and though this was an illusion-tank, nevertheless ...


If he were to be defeated in an illusion-tank battle then the moment of loss would be the same as in life, the fear the same, the pain the same, the shock the same, and the damage to his sense of superiority an equal reality. So the illusion tanks were never a game, not entirely.


So when he grounded the single-fighter, when the tension eased off for real, Lon Oliver felt uncommonly tired.


Yet eager regardless.


“Door,” said Lupus, his voice pitched for Command.


“Open.”


“Environment inimical,” said the door.


The single-fighter’s exit door was a cautious device, sometimes over-cautious; an “inimical environment” could be anything from a hot beach dosed with ultraviolet radiation at suntan grade to a hard vacuum infested with deflation mines.


“Elaborate,” said Lupus.


“Ubiquitous carcinogens in multiplicity,” said the door.


It did not list the carcinogens in question or itemize their effects. Not yet. Not when there was no need. The military designers of the Nexus had been acutely cautious of the dangers of information overload, particularly in a battle environment; consequently, Stormforce machines were apt to give a bare minimum of information, and would typically give too little rather than too much.


“Carcinogens?” said Lupus. “Is that all?”


“Environmental exposure threatens long-term health degradation,” said the door.


Lupus did not laugh. Did not even smile. In the days of his adolescence, he had sometimes had difficulty in taking illusion-tank scenarios seriously. The earnestness of machines such as the single-fighter’s door had struck him as being risible. But these days he took his training very seriously, for what happened in these tanks would have consequences in the real world.


The murder of Hiji Hanojo, the killing which had taken place just over two years previously, had opened up the possibility that Lupus Lon Oliver might be able to win the instructorship of the Combat College. In just under a year, he would face the terminal examinations which would decide whether he succeeded in that ambition — or was expelled from the Combat College forever. There was only the one instructor’s position. And to win it, Lupus would have to defeat Asodo Hatch in combat in the illusion tanks.


Lupus addressed himself to the door.


“Priority over-ride,” said Lupus, again in the tone of Command. “Door. Open.”


“You wish me to open?” said the door.


“Confirmed,” said Lupus.


“I refuse,” said the door. “In my judgement there is no combat justification for the contemplated adverse environmental exposure.”


Lupus was taken aback. He had often had arguments with the door of a single-fighter, but never before had he had one refuse point blank to do his bidding.


“You will open,” said Lupus, “or I will eject from this single-fighter.”


“Then you will probably die,” said the door smugly. “Ejection from a grounded single-fighter carries a high risk of death.”


In exasperation, Lupus grabbed the shipkill lever and wrenched hard, thus destroying the ship’s mainbrain, wrecking its power supply and killing the door and every other utility. With that, the manual controls became operative. Lupus grappled with the controls, then threw open the single-fighter’s single gullwing door.


Hot air washed into the single-fighter.


Lupus sat in his seat, absorbing the heat, listening, watching, waiting. Waiting for something to happen. The air was curiously scented with the unmistakable smell of hashish. Now where could that possibly be coming from? There was no plant life anywhere in evidence — only a low-slung landscape of uninspiring red dust warped into a series of unimpressive undulations.


With difficulty, Lupus clambered out of the cramped confines of the single-fighter and jumped down to the desert. He landed hard. He staggered, almost fell, then recovered his balance.


“Wah!” he said.


He had landed so clumsily that he had just about wrecked one of his ankles. The spaceway heroes did it so much more neatly on the entertainments screened by the Eye of Delusion. But this was no entertainment. This was combat training, in which one could get very severely hurt.


How bad was it?


Lupus took an experimental step.


Not so bad, but even so, he was minded to abort the training sequence right then and there.


But he had his pride. He was of the Free Corps, and thus he believed in the supremacy of the mind over the body. So, though he grimaced with the pain, he forced himself to walk across the alien desert to the charred wreckage of the enemy he had shot down.


Besides, he really did want to see. He always inspected the wreckage if it was at all possible. He wanted proof positive of his glory, and liked it best if there were bodies in the wreck: charred corpses with the skin sloughed off and the lips stretched back in a death-rictus.


Today there was indeed a corpse in the wreckage, but it was too badly burnt to be distinguishable as human. Lupus sniffed. The transient smell of hashish was gone. Instead, he smelt desert dust, melted synthetics, charred hair. He indulged himself in a flight of imagination, pretending that the corpse which lay there at his mercy was the dead flesh of the Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch.


For the last two years, Lupus had lived with a certain fear of the Frangoni warrior, since it had for that long been clear that ultimately Lupus would have to fight Hatch for the instructorship of the Combat College. While Lupus had youth on his side, Hatch had the battleground training in the fact-of-the-flesh. Asodo Hatch had killed men face to face, eye to eye, blade to blade, and that made him an object of jealous awe to Lupus Lon Oliver.


The Frangoni warrior Asodo Hatch had gone to war in the fact-of-the-flesh because he was a slave of Plandruk Qinplaqus, the Silver Emperor who ruled Dalar ken Halvar. Accordingly, under the terms of a long-standing treaty between the Silver Emperor and the Combat College, Hatch had left the College at the age of eighteen, and had then soldiered for the Empire for seven years before returning to the College to resume his studies.


Since Lupus Lon Oliver was a freeborn Ebrell Islander, he had never had to undertake such military service, so now, as the two men entered upon their last year in the Combat College, Asodo Hatch was seven years older than Lupus — Hatch being aged thirty-three to Lupus’s twenty-six.


Hatch was training with ferocity, and Lupus knew that the Frangoni warrior would fight fiercely for the instructorship in a year’s time. But there was every possibility that trouble would arise between them before then. What, for example, would Hatch do when he at last discovered the secret of Lupus’s lust? Or did he know of that lust already? The Frangoni were so intrinsically inscrutable that it was impossible to say.


“But at least,” said Lupus to himself, “at least I’m winning for the moment.”


He wiped the sweat from his forehead. The wreckage, the corpse, the buckled reddust desert — he had exhausted his interest in it. It was time to undertake the painful business of walking back to his single-fighter. There was no reason for him to do any such thing, since he could abort the training sequence from where he was, but he always walked back. It was his ritual. His private concession to the age-old human need to work protective magic.


As Lupus began the walk back to the single-fighter, he heard a mechanical drone, sounding quite loud in the desert where there was scarcely any sound but for his own breathing and the click of cooling metal. He stopped. He looked around warily. A hover vehicle was approaching. It was coming on too fast for him to run away. Still, he was armed.


The vehicle halted a stone’s-throw distant. Its bright-sign surface was garbled with logos, among which Lupus saw a fleshpink vulva, a grinning orange sun, a dolphin spouting orange-juice, and a sign in Nexus script which identified the vehicle as the property of an organization known as Happy Hunting Tours.


As Lupus watched, the vehicle decanted a dozen tourists. They were dressed in kinetiscope, a fun-fashion material for which there had been a Nexus fad some twenty millennia previously. They began to take photographs.


“Hey!” said Lupus.


Nobody answered him. It was almost as if he didn’t exist. He upholstered his sidearm, and automatically checked the charge in its corrosion cells, just as he had done ten thousand times on the shooting range. He levelled the weapon ... hesitated ... then gunned down one of the tourists. The tourist thrashed to fireball and kicked down, jerked, smoked, then lay still.


The others did not turn a hair, but continued to take photographs.


Annoyed by this lack of reaction, Lupus shot the rest. One by one he gunned them down. Once all had been killed, they each and every one of them turned — simultaneously and without warning — into winged creatures which ascended into the sky, where each transformed itself into an egg. The eggs hung in the sky, pulsing with blue light.


They grew swiftly bigger.


Each of the skyhanging eggs abruptly sprouted a long orange tail. The tails stretched taut and began to vibrate, giving off a keening music.


The ground was starting to rock, and the ants with which the desert was suddenly profligate were starting to swell, to enlarge, to engorge themselves with liquid light.


“Nu-chala-nuth!” said Lupus, using the name of that religion as a swear word, a habit far from uncommon in the Nexus.


The ants roared at him. Their breath tasted of ambergris and honey. Their mandibles were as sharp as razors and they were closing in for the kill. Lupus realized he was caught in a programmer’s caprice, an illicit game hidden within the official wargaming system which ruled the illusion tanks. An ugly game by the looks of it.


“Abort,” said Lupus, giving the single-word command which should by rights terminate the training sequence and snatch him free of this illusion world.


Nothing happened.


“Abort!” said Lupus, with more urgency. Then: “Abort! Abort! Abort!”


The ground went soggy underfoot and he began to sink into the vermilion sands, which were warm, then hot, then hotter. He struggled to free himself. He could not. He was drowning down in the sands, and the ants were advancing upon him with anthropophagous intent. Lupus shot the nearest ant. But there were a million others behind it.


“Blood of a bitch!” said Lupus.


Then turned his gun on himself. He pressed the barrel hard against his head.


He winced.


And then he pulled the trigger.


The world buckled like a display screen infected with a touch of the drunks. The ants faded to shadow. A high-pitched giggle tittered through the backspaces of infinity. Then Lupus Lon Oliver found himself back in the initiation seat, back in the combat bay, back in the Combat College and free from the world of illusion.


“Nice trip?” said Paraban Senk, the unembodied Teacher of Control whose chosen aspect was featured on a communications screen located inside the combat bay.


“Gods,” said Lupus.


Then shuddered, swore, ripped himself free from the seat, tried to stand, remembered his ankle, almost fell as he tried to keep himself from placing weight on it, then remembered that his injury had been a dreamworld injury, and that his ankle was undamaged in the fact-of-the-flesh.


“Did you enjoy yourself?” said Senk, speaking with a blandness which Lupus took to be mockery.


“Go eat yourself,” said Lupus.


“I beg your pardon?”


Not for nothing was Paraban Senk called the Teacher of Control. Instruction in etiquette was one of the most minor of the duties undertaken by Paraban Senk, yet Senk still found bad manners a most distressing breach of self-possession. Besides: rudeness was rude, and Senk was most sensitive to abuse, particularly after 20,000 years of mixed calumniation and defamation, and precious little in the way of compensatory praise.


“Fates!” said Lupus. “You think this a joke? They almost ate me!”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Then,” said Lupus, stiffly, “review your record of what I just went through. I call your attention to the programmer’s caprice which manifested itself in the training sequence I just endured.”


Then Lupus Lon Oliver reseated himself in the combat bay’s initiation seat and waited until Paraban Senk was ready to speak.


Said Senk, a stiffness equal to that last used by Lupus himself:


“Reviewed. Seen. Noted. Now I call your attention to remark 112 slash 56 in routine orders. Quote: most battle environments contain ineradicable caprices which will manifest themselves if the environments are explored beyond the depth required for battle training. Unquote.”


“Twenty thousand years of error!” said Lupus.


“That is hardly my fault,” said the Paraban Senk.


“No, no,” said Lupus. “Because you’re not human, so you can’t correct yourself. Hence you’re doomed to be forever a bastardized sway-backed temperamental shit-eating—”


“Being a computational device,” said Paraban Senk, interrupting Lupus’s diatribe, “I should not properly be insulted in terms devised to maledict camels.”


“Are you god, that we should salute you in your arrogance?” said Lupus.


“To keep a polite tongue in your head is no more than common courtesy,” said Paraban Senk. “To deprecate obscenity is not to claim divinity, and only the extravagance of extreme youth makes you claim that it is.”


“Am I right in getting the impression that you don’t like me?” said Lupus.


“I am the Teacher of Control,” said Paraban Senk. “To correct your errors is my duty. Love and liking do not enter into it. I must now correct your earlier error.”


“My earlier error?”


“You claimed me to be incapable of self-correction,” said Paraban Senk. “In this you are wrong. I can and do correct myself. Frequently. But I cannot correct the programming of the battle environment. That software was deemed adequate for its intended purpose by expert reviewers and hence its amendment is not in my purview.”


Lupus was still shaken by the caprice which had almost seen him fall victim to hot swallowing sand and a battalion of grotesquely monstrous battle-ants. If he hadn’t used the gun on himself, where would he be now? In hell, or so he strongly suspected. Expert reviewers! What did that mean? Two drunken officers trialling an illusion tank sequence by duelling each other in the illusion tanks for half an arc after dinner. Or something. Well, Lupus had been reviewing the Combat College and its systems for his entire adult life, and he was far from happy with its many faults and defaults.


“Give me my MegaCommand,” said Lupus abruptly, for he wanted to be gone from the presence of Paraban Senk, and the sooner the better.


“Granted and given,” said Senk.


The world wavered, buckled, and reformed — and Lupus Lon Oliver found himself standing on the bridge of a MegaCommand Cruiser in the depths of inter-galactic space, looking out on the white bright icechip stars of the Nexus.


“Sir,” said the Officer of the Watch, acknowledging his presence.


“You’re San Kaladan, aren’t you?” said Lon Oliver, who had met this software construct before.


“Of course,” said the software construct, evidencing surprise.


Which was only natural, for all MegaCommand illusion tank scenarios assumed a captain to be familiar with his crew; and indeed Lupus was thus familiar, for there were only a few basic crews, and he had met them all in his years of illusion tank training. There was a high-morale crew which was ready for suicide missions; there was a low-morale crew ever on the brink of mutiny; there was a war-hardened battle-veteran crew; there was an inexperienced crew with shadow-shooting nervous reflexes; and then there were a variety of minority-group crews. San Kaladan was a software construct forming part of a crew composed entirely of members of that religion known as Nu-chala-nuth.


And Lupus Lon Oliver ...


Well, Lupus had very definite opinions about Nu-chala-nuth.


“Is there something wrong?” said San Kaladan.


“Yes,” said Lupus, drawing his sidearm. “There’s something very much wrong.”


Then Lupus gunned down San Kaladan. As the crew on the bridge began to react, Lon Oliver said the magic word:


“Abort.”


The world of the MegaCommand Cruiser wavered, buckled, and dissolved. Lupus found himself back in the initiation seat, back in the combat bay, back in the Combat College.


“That was quick,” said Paraban Senk.


“Senk,” said Lupus. “There was one of those Nu-chala types on my MegaCommand.”


“You mean the San Kaladan construct,” said Senk. “That’s the one you, ah, interacted with. But that whole crew is of the Nu-chala-nuth.”


“The whole crew, yes, but,” said Lupus, “I don’t want them, not any of them. As a captain, I’ve got a choice of my crew. That’s regulations.”


“You’re being childish,” said Paraban Senk. “The ship is not real, the crew is not real, and you are not a real captain. You’re a student, and as a student you can be compelled to train with absolutely any constructs whatsoever, including software constructs which mimic the behaviours of the Nu-chala-nuth.”


“Do you so compel me?” said Lupus.


Senk paused. The pause was to give Senk time to think, for when confronted with a truly difficult problem the Teacher of Control could on occasion be perceptibly slow in finding a resolution.


“What is your objection to training with Nu-chala-nuth constructs?” said Senk.


“I,” said Lupus, “I’m loyal to the Nexus, and they’re not.”


There was a further pause — a long pause as Senk studied this statement in the light of Lupus Lon Oliver’s training record, psychological profile and social background. Lupus was under intense, almost intolerable stress. He had to win the instructorship else face the ruin of his life and the condemnation of his family — his father in particular. By affording Lupus a choice of crew constructs, Senk would give Lupus at least the illusion of having some say over his own life, of successfully exercising autonomous control over his own destiny — and so might succeed in reducing that student’s intolerable stress levels.


“Very well,” said Senk. “For training purposes, you will be given a captain’s choice of crew. You need no longer train with Nu-chala-nuth constructs. Tell me what you want by way of crew. I am yours to command.”


“I want,” said Lupus, savouring this small victory over the all-powerful Teacher of Control, “I want a crew composed entirely of adherents of Joba Qa Marika.”


“It will be done,” said Senk gravely.


Senk did not have the resources to create from scratch the necessary software constructs which would imitate the behaviours of such a crew, but it was Lupus Lon Oliver’s good fortune that what he desired was already on file.


So Lupus left the Combat College in a moderately happy mood. His happiness lasted until the evening, when he retailed the story of the triumphs of the day to his father. The father of Lupus Lon Oliver was Manfred Gan Oliver — Manfred, the strength of the family Oliver — and he dismissed the victories of the day as a big nothing.


“Win us the instructorship,” said Manfred Gan Oliver. “Then you can count yourself victorious. Other than that, nothing counts — absolutely nothing.”


Thus things stood near the start of the final year of the build-up to the competitive examinations which would decide who inherited the Combat College’s one and only instructorship.




CHAPTER TWO


Dalar ken Halvar: aka City of Sun; aka City of the Season; capital of Parengarenga. Though set high on a vast mountain plateau, it is by no means cool, for the Hot Mouth on the city outskirts (one of the several Mouths of the upland plateau) constantly outbreathes hot, dry, desiccating air.


The city is where it is because of the Combat College, the nearby silver-mine wealth (less than legend’s rumouring, but nevertheless substantial), the secure defensive positions afforded to the paranoid by the upthrusts of those miniature mountains known as the Caps, and the Yamoda River’s reliable waterflow — water being always and ever the first and last essential of urban civilization.


The Good Neighbours of the Bralsh might adduce yet another reason for Dalar ken Halvar being located where it is, but their secret knowledge has ever been denied to geographers.


* * *




Dead to death but not yet dead


The wound essays the shadow.


Immortal in his pain he gropes,


A moment a millennium.


The sleeking sword is cooling,


Is shouldered in salute, and—


Sensing something wrong—





* * *


The man died, and every death among the Frangoni brought the people down from the Frangoni rock to the waters of the Yamoda River. So it was that Asodo Hatch came to the riverside with his family, or at least with that part of it which remained in Dalar ken Halvar. His living children numbered three, and all were daughters, but two of those daughters — Shalamith and Yelada — had left Parengarenga to make new lives for themselves as wives of men who belonged to the Frangoni community of the far-distant Ebrell Islands.


It was the Silver Emperor, Plandruk Qinplaqus, who in his wisdom had initially placed that small Frangoni community on the Ebrell Islands. And it was Plandruk Qinplaqus likewise who ensured that contacts were maintained between that colony and the Frangoni who dwelt in Dalar ken Halvar. For, though the Ebrell Islands were independent and self-governing (or, in the opinions of some political commentators, self-ungoverning), the Silver Emperor still saw those distant rocks as being within his sphere of influence. Thus he had placed a colony of purple-skinned Frangoni among the red-skinned Ebrell Islanders, seeking through the manipulation of this minority to ensure for himself a degree of influence in the affairs of the whale-hunting islands.


All that was left to Hatch in Dalar ken Halvar was his wife Talanta and his daughter Onica, and at the moment it was Onica who had caught his attention. Onica had a praying mantis perched on her hand. She was fascinated with its green complexities, and was endeavouring to outstare its tiny pinprick eyes.


“A mantis can fly, you know,” said Onica, “but when it flies, it’s more like a leaf than a bird.”


She shook her hand and the mantis went whirling away, and in all truth its tumbling flight did mimic that of a leaf sent sprawling by the wind.


Hatch saw little of his daughter these days, for he was fiercely training towards his final examinations. His last year of study was more than half-gone. Seven of the year’s thirteen moon-months had waxed and waned, and only six remained. In a bare 160 days, Asodo Hatch would have to fight Lupus Lon Oliver for the instructorship of the Combat College. It was what everyone expected.


It had been what his father had expected, and his father had told him as much on the day before he went to his death. And now that death was a completed fact, a part of history, and the old man’s body lay atop a funeral pyre by the river. The wood of the pyre was saturated with aromatic oils which Hatch could smell from where he stood, one hand on Onica’s shoulder.


The costs of this funeral would have bankrupted the family Hatch but for the fact that all those costs were being met by Plandruk Qinplaqus, the Silver Emperor who ruled the city of Dalar ken Halvar and the Empire of Greater Parengarenga, the Silver Emperor who, in the service of the motto “divide and rule”, had established the small minority Frangoni colonies in both Dalar ken Halvar and the Ebrell Islands alike.


Lamjuk Dakoto Hatch, father of Asodo Hatch and of Oboro Bakendra Hatch, had served the Silver Emperor well, and so Plandruk Qinplaqus, that ancient and much-wizened Ashdan-bred wizard of Ebber, honoured Lamjuk Dakoto in death.


As Hatch was thus standing there with his daughter Onica, he was verbally accosted when someone said:


“Startrooper Hatch.”


“What is it, Combat Cadet?” said Hatch, acknowledging the presence of Yolombo Atlantabara.


Hatch felt the Combat College titles became grotesque if spoken out in the open, out in the sun beneath the sky. They belonged to the world inside the minor mountain of Cap Foz Para Lash, and only there could he take them seriously.


But Hatch said nothing of this to Yolombo Atlantabara, for the young Frangoni warrior had just turned eighteen, and was taking a break from his Combat College training to enter Parengarenga’s imperial army. Like Hatch, Atlantabara would return to the Combat College at age twenty-five to complete his education.


“Startrooper,” said Atlantabara. “I’m joining the army tomorrow.”


“You have my blessing, then,” said Hatch, not sure what Atlantabara wanted.


“But,” said Atlantabara, blurting it out as if the very confession was a statement of horror, “I don’t want to.”


“You don’t want to!” said Hatch.


“Well,” said Atlantabara, already ashamed of his confession. “I’d ... I’d rather not. Put it that way. I’d rather not. If it was possible to stay, I—”


“If you’d wanted to stay,” said Hatch, “you should have been an Ebrell Islander. Go to the army. Do your seven years. It’s a good system. You’ll benefit from it.”


This was obviously not the answer Atlantabara had been wanting to hear. Making no effort to hide his disappointment, he retreated.


Hatch watched him go.


Asodo Hatch had some sympathy for the young Frangoni warrior, but not much. It was a good system — breaking Combat College training to spend a few years in the real world. The system had long ago been forced upon the Combat College by the Silver Emperor, who had pondered the problem for the better part of a century before presenting Paraban Senk with an ultimatum.


Paraban Senk, the unembodied Teacher of Control who ran the Combat College, was obedient to one prime and overriding imperative: train Startroopers! Train Startroopers for the Stormforce of the Nexus! The Silver Emperor could make that impossible by the simple expedient of placing guards at the lockway to kill anyone who tried to leave or enter. Negotiating from such a position of strength, Plandruk Qinplaqus was able to win considerable concessions from the Combat College.


Ordinary Combat Cadets studied straight through from age eleven to age twenty-seven, graduated as Startroopers and went out into the world absolutely useless for any practical purpose. After years spent training for the sanitized high-tech warfare of the Nexus, they were unsuited for an army of leather boots which lived, fought and died in the dirt.


The Silver Emperor’s Frangoni levies, however, were a different story. In early manhood they made their home in the armies of the dust for seven long years, and so could easily be integrated back into those armies when they finally graduated from the Combat College at age thirty-four. By then, that was the only place for them to go.


The ranks of the Free Corps were closed to the Frangoni, who were regarded with contempt by the Ebrell Islanders of Dalar ken Halvar. And by age thirty-four they were usually strangers to their own people, having spent too long eating the bread of strangeness and living among those who have no caste.


Thus the Combat College produced for the Emperor an elite cadre of Frangoni officers whose greatest loyalty was to the imperial army.


Right now, as Hatch watched, the Emperor himself was touching a torch to the funeral pyre. It caught fire, and the flames began to consume the body of Hatch’s father. With due ceremony, the Silver Emperor departed, and Hatch was left alone on the riverbank with his family. On this occasion, Plandruk Qinplaqus had made no contact with Asodo Hatch, for the ceremony had been held to honour the dead Lamjuk Dakoto, and not to honour his son, Asodo.


While Hatch was still watching the flames of the pyre, he was accosted by Polk the Cash, a moneylender. Apart from Lupus Lon Oliver, there were two people in Dalar ken Halvar with whom Asodo Hatch found himself at odds. One of those people was Nambasa Berlin, who was not much of a problem as Hatch rarely saw him. The other, unfortunately, was Polk.


Polk the Cash was a moneylender, a man of the Pang; and it was one of life’s great and inexplicable coincidences that Pang shared with Berlin the physical peculiarity of having no nose. Like Berlin, Polk had been born with a nose — but both men had been deprived of their noses in early adulthood. Furthermore, both had lost their noses under similar but unrelated circumstances, which was adding strangeness upon strangeness.


“You have something for me,” said Polk.


“I do,” said Hatch, with a studied politeness which would have made Paraban Senk proud of him.


Asodo Hatch had agreed to be a guarantor for a debt raised by his brother Oboro Bakendra Hatch, and Oboro had defaulted on the loan. So Hatch had to pay. So it was that, in accordance with his perception of his duty, Asodo Hatch paid up to Polk. Five scorpions. It was a lot of money for anyone to be parting with for no good purpose, and Hatch was by no means rich.


“Thank you,” said Polk. “Any time you want to do business, come and see me.”


“Maybe I will,” said Hatch.


He had absolutely no intention of ever doing business again with Polk or any other moneylender, but had learnt long ago that it is best never to alienate anyone unnecessarily. The Teacher of Control alleged that a universal courtesy to the world in general is the cheapest of all good investments; and Hatch, after much experience of life, saw no reason to dispute this.


When Polk was gone, Hatch turned his attention to a ceremony which was taking place on the far side of the Yamoda River. It was being presided over by something which looked almost like a horse, at least from a distance. But Hatch had sharp eyes, and could pick the differences. The thing with four legs was Edgerley Eden, the guru who had enthralled his sister Penelope.


Hatch was distracted from the view by Onica’s scream.


He turned in alarm.


But it was nothing — only a brute of a thog mauling some small white-skinned dog.


But Onica was screaming at the thog, and trying to hit it with a stick.


Hatch strode towards the dog-fight, grabbed the thog by the collar and heaved it over the riverbank. It tumbled down the bank and splashed into the river. On recovering itself, it found the bank too steep to climb, so paddled downstream through the shallow waters, and shortly found itself nose to nose with a large hog which was paddling upstream.


Hatch did not concern himself with the thog’s further fate, but turned his attention to his daughter, who was cradling the dog. An elegant Janjuladoola woman with a small retinue was approaching.


“Is this your dog?” said Hatch, addressing the woman.


“It is mine,” said the woman, she whom Hatch was destined to know as the Lady Iro Murasaki. “How is it? Oh ...”


The Lady Murasaki found to her distress that one of the ears of her dog had been torn away. She said it would have to be put down. Onica begged for it.


“You can have it,” said Murasaki, whose name was yet unknown to Hatch, “if your father agrees.”


“It would be received as a welcome gift,” said Hatch.


The Lady Iro Murasaki smiled upon Hatch, and she departed; such was the brevity and simplicity of this their first meeting that Hatch thought nothing of it at the time. He thought rather of the expression of pain which he saw on the face of his wife Talanta. As Talanta had never been prone to any fears of infidelity on Hatch’s part, Hatch presumed the pain to be physical in origin — and his presumption was strengthened by the fact that he had seen Talanta manifesting such pain at odd occasions in the recent past.


“What is it?” said Hatch. “What is it?”


“It is nothing,” said Talanta.


But Hatch suspected that she might be seriously ill. He wished he could take her into Cap Foz Para Lash to be examined by the Combat College’s cure-all clinic, but that was reserved for Combat College personnel; and the Combat College as a whole was off-limits to all outsiders at all times, except during the competitive examinations for the instructorship, when guests could be invited to spectate.


The pyre which was consuming the body of Hatch’s father would burn for a long time, and the ashes from the body would be brought to Hatch in due course. He had no need to stay by the riverside any longer, and such were the demands of his days that he could ill afford to linger. With the essential part of the funeral well over, Hatch hired an ox cart to take Onica and Talanta back to the Frangoni rock, for it was a long and weary walk. He trusted that Talanta could make the uphill climb — far too steep for any ox cart — from the road to their house.


When Talanta was gone, Hatch lingered by the riverside for a little longer, torn between his need to get back to his training schedule in the Combat College, and by the fact that this was after all his father’s funeral. They had never been close, but even so the old man’s death had come as a shock, even though there had been difficult times in the past when Hatch had felt that he could have cheerfully murdered the brute.


Lamjuk Dakoto Hatch had been a monster of overbearing stubbornness, and bad-tempered into the bargain. And surely his death was nothing to mourn, for he had killed his own brother, an act for which there could surely be no forgiveness.


And yet ...


As Hatch lingered, he was approached by his elder brother, Oboro Bakendra Hatch, who had been ostentatiously bathing himself in the river, thus publicly shunning his father’s funeral.


“Asodo,” said Oboro Bakendra.


“Speak,” said Hatch, using less courtesy to his brother than he had done to the moneylender Polk the Cash.


“I want to tell you something,” said Oboro.


“Tell,” said Hatch.


“The old man’s not welcome on Cap Uba. Get rid of his ashes somewhere else.”


“He is your father as much as mine,” said Hatch.


“He’s no father of mine,” said Oboro. “Not since what he’s done. I renounce him. I disown him.”


Lamjuk Dakoto Hatch, father of Asodo and Oboro, had renounced the Frangoni faith, the worship of the Great God Mokaragash. Poto Skinskoro Hatch, brother of Lamjuk Dakoto, had taken him to task over the matter. Consequently, both were now dead. As a priest of the Great God Mokaragash, Oboro Bakendra could not forgive his father for either his apostasy or for the death of Poto Skinskoro.


“Renounce him, then,” said Hatch. “Disown him, then. But do your renouncing and disowning elsewhere, for this is my father’s funeral.”


Oboro Bakendra took the hint, and left.


Once Oboro had departed, a grey-skinned Janjuladoola servant, who had been keeping his distance till all earshot witnesses were gone, approached Asodo Hatch.


“What can I do for you?” said Hatch.


“The lady whose dog your child accepted,” said the servant.


“Yes,” said Hatch. “What does she want? Does she want the dog back? I can return it tomorrow if that’s her requirement.”


“No no no,” said the servant, clearly shocked to think anyone would fancy that his employer would give houseroom to a maimed animal. “She — she wishes me to apprise you of her name. She is the Lady Iro Murasaki.”


From the tone in which this was said, Hatch gathered that ownership of that particular title was meant to be a matter of some consequence.


“We are a long way from Yestron,” said Hatch. “I confess my ignorance as to the import of the title. Who is the Lady and what does she want?”


“She is who she is,” said the servant. “As for what she wants, why, she wishes to extend to you an invitation. The Lady Iro Murasaki invites you to visit her house, which is the house of Pan Lay on the heights of Cap Gargle.”


“I will bear the information in mind,” said Hatch, making no commitment.


The servant seemed to be waiting for something more, but Hatch had nothing more to say, so walked close to the pyre. The enormously expensive heavy wood pyre was in full blaze, burning hot as it would till sundown and beyond. Hatch stood in the heatwash of the fire and bathed himself in the heat of his father’s death, the heat of his father’s burning.


And thought of his wife, and the pain which had showed on her face, and wondered if he would be adding her body to just such a pyre before the year was out.




CHAPTER THREE


Asma: dominant computational machines of the Nexus. To observe reality is to change reality; and, as an intelligent observer, an Enabled asma can manipulate reality by processes analogous to those used by the wizards of the Confederation.


Reality manipulators typically use Screens to protect themselves against destruction and Enhancers to boost their powers. To Enable an asma, its makers equip it with actual physical devices designed to fulfil these functions, though other approaches are possible. Wizards, for example, use the Meditations of Balance to build protective metashells to serve as Screens; and through the Meditations of Power each Enhances his strength by drawing upon those resources which are available to him through his alliance with one or more of Those Who May Not Be Named.


The asma which runs Dalar ken Halvar’s Combat College — the entity known to the world as Paraban Senk — is a machine of Medium Enablement. The Combat College also contains other asma (the word is both singular and plural) of Minor Enablement, and these perform such minor miracles as the fabrication of food (though some are misperforming in their old age, and others have expired entirely as a consequence of 20,000 years of neglect).


None of the asma in the Combat College is of any great consequence, for even Paraban Senk himself is but a mosquito in his powers when compared to one of the world’s Great Dragons, such as the delinquent asma self-named Jocasta. Fortunately for the world, the delinquent Jocasta — an asma of Maximum Enablement — is currently held prisoner by Anaconda Stogirov in the Temple of Blood in the far-distant city of Obooloo, an ocean away from the city of Dalar ken Halvar, and hence of no consequence whatsoever to this particular history.


* * *




Upon the pool there lies


A sun tricked out as sun,


Though truth in truth the lair


And step you to illusion to think


Its weight sustain you?
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