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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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CHAPTER 1


At eighty thousand feet it was already dawn. A thin pink fingernail of solar disk had hooked the horizon and was clawing its way higher, pulling itself above a line of far-off clouds. In that early light, the slow-cruising Trader vehicle gleamed like a rosy pearl.


The woman of the crew had slept very little. Awake for the past two hours, she had been surveying the land far beneath through one of the image intensifiers in the forward cabin. Three times she pulled in overlays of surface radioactivity and soil maps, registered them to the image, and shook her head in dissatisfaction. Finally she removed the headset and went to sit quietly in the center compartment galley, drinking steaming cola tea and watching through the cabin window the broken line of daybreak as it crept westward. The vehicle she sat in was drifting in the opposite direction at a few miles an hour. They were too high for any sense of movement across the land, but the view beneath was imperceptibly changing.


“Morning, Lucia. Where are we?” The voice, which came from behind her, was thick with sleep.


She shook her head, not bothering to turn. “Nowhere. Nothing on the recent charts. I keyed into Daddy-O for the old overlays, and they show we’re in an area that used to be called Dzungaria; but the modern maps have no names and no features, not even the Hive locations.”


“See anything interesting down there?”


“Nothing to justify our presence. I’m starting to wonder why Daddy-O gave us these coordinates. We could have been in Orklan by now.”


“A statistical anomaly, that’s all the briefing data said. You know Daddy-O, everything is statistics and probabilities.”


“Well, there’s no anomaly that I can find. No sign of strange landforms, no surface settlements, no water bodies, and our data base shows no Hive within three hundred miles.”


“Radioactivity?”


“Not bad—hardly above general Lostlands background. But look at the landscape for yourself.”


She picked up her cup, led the way into the forward cabin, and handed her companion the headset of the image intensifier. There was enough light now for the image to be clear without photon amplification, but Lyle Connery took the set anyway and fitted it across his forehead. After a few seconds he activated the zoom feature and did a slow high-magnification scan across the ground directly beneath the hovering craft.


At full magnification the footprint of the observing instrument was less than ten yards. With that resolution, Lyle Connery could have counted individual plants—even individual blades of grass. But there was not one to be counted. The ground beneath rolled in slow folds from north to south, in a series of shallow-sided hills and vales each three or four miles across. There were plenty of eroded paths showing the course of runoff of heavy rain, but no signs of vegetation. Connery could see dust devils swirling along the barren, dry creek beds and blowing across the cracked red subsoil; there was no other movement to catch his eye, no sign at all of life.


Lyle Connery sighed and requested a spectral analysis. When it appeared on the screen he shrugged his shoulders and removed the headset. “We’re in the Lostlands all right. No humans, nothing alive. Not even bacteria.”


He set the instrument to perform an automatic high-resolution scan of the whole area and to match composition against library signatures, then turned as far as he could toward Lucia Asparian. She was a big woman, but he was huge, and the two of them were crowded into a small forward compartment that had originally been designed for only one person. While they talked, their knees fought for space.


“Is it all like that?” Connery pointed to the screen where a low-resolution backup display ran continuously.


“So far, it is. I’ve been watching for hours. It’s all like what you’ve seen. Barren substrate materials. No vegetation. Sandstones and hard clays. No organic content, and not a sign of topsoil.”


“Then maybe we’ve got the location wrong.” Connery rubbed his head and reached out absentmindedly to the mug of hot cola tea.


She casually smacked his hand away. “That’s not possible, Lyle. I fed in the reference overlays, and everything in the data base matches what we’re seeing. We’re exactly where we are supposed to be. The only mystery is why we’re here.”


“So let’s call back and ask Daddy-O for details.” Connery was already reaching for the console when a clear chime sounded through the cabin. Both of them looked up to the display screen. The automatic scan of the ground had ceased, leaving the observing instrument frozen on a view at nadir.


“See anything new?” Lucia Asparian sounded puzzled. “I don’t.”


“Neither do I. But that’s a low-res screen. Take a look with—”


She was already moving. She had lifted the headset and was peering into it at the high-resolution image.


“There is something there,” she said abruptly. “I see why we missed it until we were right overhead. It’s a miniature valley. Steep sides on it—and deep—but there’s topsoil showing at its bottom … and vegetation! It’s tiny, though. It can’t possibly hold a new Hive. The whole thing is less than a hundred yards long and thirty across.”


Connery’s sleepiness had vanished and he felt suddenly energetic and cheerful. “We weren’t told to expect a Hive.” As he spoke he was reaching for the controls to damp the ionization pad around the vehicle. The cushioning field diminished in range, and the craft began to drift lower in altitude, spiraling down toward the little valley in the center of the field of view.


“Even vegetation here is a surprise,” he went on. “So people would be too much to hope for, because we’re a long way from—Holy Greasers! Hold tight!”


His final words were a high-pitched shout of surprise and alarm. The screen showed a bursting plume of black smoke in the little valley beneath, followed by the bright orange-white flare of a rocket rushing up erratically toward their craft. Connery cut the ionization field completely to send the craft into free-fall, switched on the propulsion system to full throttle, and threw them into a sideways spiral. The Trader ship twisted and dropped like a broken-winged bird.


The rising rocket turned to follow their trajectory.


“Solid fuel—an antique, but not all that primitive—got targeting sensors on it!” Lyle Connery had wedged his legs under the console and was reaching across to the defense unit controls, while Lucia Asparian had been thrown back hard against the bulkhead. She struggled to sit upright.


“Heat-seekers?”


“Don’t know.” Connery hit a panel of switches. “Have to destroy it, even if it is an antique—an impact would do for us, even if the warhead’s dead.”


The pulse of radiation from the Trader vehicle had been released before he finished speaking. There was no sign of damage to the approaching rocket, but it veered away sharply and headed north with random changes in attitude. Its control electronics were dead. Lucia stared after it through the window until it hit the ground, then pulled herself slowly back into her seat.


She rubbed her head where it had thumped the cabin wall. “I guess that proves how much we know about what’s going on in these parts. Taking us down?”


“Have to. Now we know there’s something interesting on the ground.”


“No heroics!”


“Trust me. I got that out of my system on my first mission.” Connery feathered the craft into a gently descending curve, his full attention on the little valley. Lucia Asparian donned the headset again and turned the image to maximum magnification.


“Crops,” she said at last. “I can see them now. All along the west side. Pretty ragged growth, but there must be a decent depth of topsoil there and not too much radioactivity. I can see the launcher, too, standing next to a hole in the other side of the valley. Looks absolutely ancient, even older than Daddy-O. Living quarters have to be back inside that hole. Catchment basin next to it, to collect rainwater runoff. Looks pretty full, must be used for irrigation as well as drinking. No sign of another rocket. We ought to be safe enough.”


“Got my fingers crossed.”


“Looks like they’re growing Yankee barley and corn.” Lucia Asparian gave the crop area a few more seconds of detailed inspection. “Delaunay variant varieties. That’s Yankee technology. Wonder where they got the seed?”


“Keep watching the launch site,” Connery grunted. “I won’t hold it against you if you don’t learn any more about the crop species.”


As they descended he was steadily slanting their path farther away from the valley, to present an increasingly oblique target for a ground-to-air defensive system. “I’m going to put us down a couple of miles away,” he said. “Then we’ll go in slow and steady, on the ground.”


“Think they’ll have a surface defense system?”


“With that small a living area, it wouldn’t make much sense. But I wouldn’t have expected any defenses at all, so maybe I’m going to be surprised again. We’d better go in bulletproof.”


The Trader survey craft touched down on a gray-red inclined plain of exposed rock. Connery and Asparian pulled on Kevlar-14 coveralls with fitted face masks, slid open the door, and stepped cautiously out onto the rubble-strewn slope. The valley was completely hidden from this angle. It did not become visible again until they were on the brink of the final slope downward.


“We’re right on top of it, and still you’d never know there’s a fertile spot here,” Lucia Asparian said softly. “Good topsoil, no Hives anywhere near, invisible a mile away on the ground, almost invisible from the air—great place for a hideaway.”


“But who’s hiding here? And why?” Connery, for all his bulk, was moving light-footed onto the final steep slope, leading the way into the narrow north end of the valley. The whole depression was visible to them now. There was no sign of life anywhere in it. Green corn, four feet high, waved gently in the southern breeze, and the temperature was noticeably higher. Lyle Connery was sweating profusely inside his flak suit.


“No way anyone could hide here,” Lucia said, “unless they went underground or lay down in the middle of the crops. I can’t see any trails leading that way. And there’s no way they could have left without us seeing.” She gestured to the dark opening carved into the valley’s steep eastern side. “They have to be in there.”


“Then it’s your turn to cover me.” Lyle Connery moved down to the valley floor and approached the entrance. He looked at it with disfavor. It was small and narrow, no more than four feet high and three feet across, and it was elevated a couple of feet above the smooth soil of the valley bottom.


“Not sure I can fit in there,” he said after a moment. “Makes me claustrophobic just looking at it. It’s meant for Hivers, that’s for certain.” He walked a few paces nearer and shone a flashlight into the aperture. “Blocked off with a door, just the way you’d expect. Must get pretty cold here at night. Looks like pre-War plastic, but I can’t be sure. Well, we’ve come this far, better keep going. Don’t come any nearer—I’m heading in.”


He was moving forward as he spoke, stepping upward and then crouching to fit into the cramped opening. Lucia saw him reach out, saw the door swing open, then heard a sudden startled cry. Lyle Connery was in the middle of a blizzard of dark snowflakes, swirling all around him. She raised her weapon but there was no definite target other than Connery himself.


“Lyle! What’s happening?”


“I’m all right.” There was a gasp, then a shaky laugh. “But I’ll bet my hair’s turned white. They were all over me in a second. They’re hornets—a whole nest of them! The door was booby-trapped, and when I opened it I pulled the whole lot down on my head. If I hadn’t been wearing the flak suit and helmet … Hell and damnation!” He was suddenly beating at his neck, then capering around in the front of the door. “One of ’em stung me—must have got in at the neck join.”


“Stand still.” Lucia raised her weapon and bathed Connery in low power thermal flux. There was a louder hum of fury for a couple of seconds, then the whole swarm rose into the air and buzzed off to the south end of the valley. “Now, stop the dance practice and get right inside before they come back.”


Connery grunted, swore, and squeezed into the narrow doorway.


“Little tunnel here, goes back a couple of yards,” he said after a few seconds. His voice was breathless through the radio. “Then opens up. Dirt walls, pile of hay on the floor—must be a bed. Some dried food around—rotten looking stuff, I wouldn’t want to touch it. No sign of a fireplace, must do all their cooking outside. Batch of sharp knives hanging on the wall, and a spare warhead for that surface-to-air missile. And somewhere there has to be…” There was a long pause. “But there isn’t. There’s no sign of any other way out.”


“Concealed, maybe? Look for a hidden tunnel.”


“Lucia, there’s just no space for it in here. Come on, see for yourself.”


Lucia took a quick look around the quiet valley. Nothing stirred. After a few moments she hurried forward and went in through the little door.


The room was no more than ten feet square, with a ceiling too low for her to stand up. She looked around carefully, then went across and moved the pile of hay to one side. Behind it lay nothing but a faceless dirt wall. Small ventilation holes, each no more than three inches across, had been cut in the forward wall. She went across and put her eye to one, and found she was looking out onto the floor of the valley.


She walked across to another one and peered into it briefly. “It’s just the sort of mud hole the Hivers would choose to live in. The floor rises so they can never be flooded out, and the airholes run downward. So it must be Hivers—but where are they?”


Connery shrugged and led the way outside. The pair stood for a minute or two, gazing all around them.


“You stay right here and cover me,” Lucia said at last. “Don’t argue about it. I know I’m overweight, but I’m still a smaller target than you. If you have to talk, use radio contact—and whisper.” She moved faster and went ahead on the final slope.


The hornet sting was itching intolerably. Connery removed the gloves of his suit and scratched furiously at his sore neck. He watched in silence while Lucia walked the full length of the valley, turning to look around her every few paces. Finally she began to retrace her steps.


“Nothing?” Connery asked.


“Nothing.” After a few more moments she went across to the little pond of the water catchment and stood staring at it. It was built into the side of the valley and stood with its clay and stone retaining wall waist high from the main valley floor. She walked slowly around its semicircle, staring at the base.


“This is the surprise,” she said. “You’ve seen more Hiver communities than I have. How many of them have ponds like this to catch rainwater?”


“None of ’em. Every Hiver I’ve met has been too scared of being trapped underground by water. That’s why they build the Hives the way they do, to make it impossible. Hell, most of ’em hate water so bad they won’t even wash.”


“Right. So the last thing that any Hiver would ever do is this.” As Lucia spoke she was bending down by the foot of the catchment wall, pulling at a rectangular stone in the base.


“You’ll empty the whole thing over you if you’re not careful,” Connery began; but as he was speaking, the big stone came free to reveal that it was no more than a facing lamina of thin rock. Lucia crouched down toward the dark hole that lay behind it. She was still at half-stoop when a small, mudsmeared figure sprang out, dived between her legs, and ran away madly around the catchment pond.


“Grab him!”


It was a skinny, naked boy, moving as fast as a startled bird. Connery was already responding to Lucia’s cry. He made a dive and grabbed the fleeing figure as it tried to swerve past him.


“I’ve got him. Ouch!” Connery had released his hold, and the boy was off and running again. He shook his hand violently. “The little bugger bit me on the thumb. Come on, let’s get him!”


The youngster was heading right up the steep side of the valley. He ascended the slope at twice the speed that Connery could manage, but once on the flatter surface above he had no chance. Connery’s long legs ate up the ground and caught him within fifty strides. There was a brief struggle, then Connery had lifted the boy off the ground and was holding him with one arm around his neck and the other pinioning his arms.


The captive went on fighting desperately. When Lucia Asparian caught up with them she found herself staring at a purpling, half-strangled face and a pair of terrified and angry eyes. She looked at the boy in silence for a few moments, then shook her head.


“He was the only one in there?” Connery asked.


She nodded. “He was. I took a good look. I’m not sure what we should do next, but I think we can go back to the Surveyor now. Daddy-O wanted us to find an anomaly. I guess we’ve got one.”




CHAPTER 2


The boy was undersized, emaciated, and feral, with black hair shoulder length at the back and chopped crudely short over his ears and forehead. His age could have been anywhere between ten and sixteen years. Connery waited, inspecting his injured thumb and glowering at the boy, while Lucia went on a cautious walk through the growing crops.


She took her time, systematically exploring every row of vegetation. A thorough search of the valley revealed no sign of other people. Connery kept one eye on her progress, and one on the boy. All his attempts to ask questions were totally ignored. Finally he abandoned the effort.


Lucia Asparian rejoined Connery and they began to head back to the airship. “Do you think he understands anything you’ve been saying to him?” Lucia asked. She had switched from the less-familiar Hiver dialect to standard Trader.


Connery still held the youth in a tight grip. His thumb had stopped bleeding from the bite, but he was not risking another one. He looked at his captive’s angry profile and skin-and-bone rib cage. “I don’t know. Could be he’s playing dumb and looking for another chance to run for it. Or he could be a true wild boy, somebody who’s never been exposed to language before; but if he is, then where the devil did he learn to launch that missile? Here now—” Connery tightened his grip further, but his voice took on its first trace of sympathy. At the sight of the aircar as they breasted the slope, the youth had groaned in dismay and was struggling to free himself. “Take it easy, young fellow, we won’t eat you.”


He had to drag the boy the rest of the way to the ship, and began to lift him bodily into the cabin. He grimaced as his face came close to the lad’s dark head. It was alive with lice, crawling through the mud-spattered and matted hair.


“Lucia, give me a hand here. We can’t question him in this condition. He needs cleaning, and he needs clothes—and I’d guess he’s long overdue for a decent meal. I’m going to dump him into the cleanser and let it wash him, but he’ll probably be scared of it and fight like a demon. I think we ought to put him right out.”


“Agreed. And as soon as he wakes up, maybe we’ll find out a bit more about him.” Lucia climbed into the vehicle ahead of Connery. She administered the painless spray injection while the boy was being lifted in. He had no time to struggle. Within a few seconds he was lying unconscious on the cabin floor. While Connery strapped their find into the automatic cleansing unit, she prepared the on-board interrogation system.


The cleansing unit opened two minutes later to show the boy soaped, rinsed, and disinfected from head to toe. His stick-thin limbs showed the sores and ulcers of severe malnutrition.


Lucia was ready for him. She picked up the unconscious body, wrapped a warm towel around him, and laid him gently on a bunk. While she strapped him down and attached the terminals and headset that put them into three-way communication with Daddy-O, Lyle Connery sat frowning on the other bunk.


“We’re ready to go home,” he said, “but what are we going to do with him? We can’t put him back in the valley, living like that. You saw the food supply—he must have been scraping along close to starvation. Can we drop him off at one of the Hives?”


“If we can find out where he came from originally. Maybe he was abandoned, or maybe others will be coming back to the valley any time now. He’ll be awake in a minute or two. I’ll see what I can find. Why don’t you get some food ready while I’m doing it? I think he’s more scared of you.”


She remained quietly by the boy’s side. He was alert and struggling as soon as his dark eyes opened. Lucia Asparian smiled at him, kept her voice soft, and said in Hiver local dialect, “Don’t be afraid, we are not going to hurt you. What is your name?”


He looked terrified, rolled his eyes sideways to try to follow the line of the terminals attached to his temples and throat, and clenched his teeth tight.


Daddy-O’s interrogation circuits back in the Azores caught the prisoner’s brain patterns and the subvocalized word, and provided the local inputs to Lucia Asparian. “His name is Mikal,” said the voice in her headset. There was a fraction of a second delay while the information passed through the Chipponese satellite relays, then Daddy-O added, “A high level of fear beyond what can be explained by his surroundings. I think he is disturbed by direct input. He understands Hiver, and it will be better if we restrict ourselves to that as his signal from you. But I will tap his visual and emotional codes, so that you can see his responses. He will be unaware of that operation.”


Lucia nodded. “Mikal,” she said, and the boy’s eyes bulged. “Mikal, do you have another name?”


The jaw clenched tighter for a moment, then there was an imperceptible shake of his head.


“He does not think of himself as having any other name,” Daddy-O said. “If he ever lived in the Hives, he left there before puberty. That is their time for caste naming. There is no strong associated visual signal for your question.”


Lucia again tried to guess the age of the youth on the bunk. Certainly no less than ten, and probably no more than fifteen. “You live down there in the valley,” she said. “Do other people live with you?”


There was another imperceptible shake of the head.


“They no longer live there,” Daddy-o said. “One moment. We have visuals.”


A clear image of two people’s faces appeared to Lucia, apparently hovering above the bunk. Daddy-O had a direct feed through her optic nerve. Both the people she was looking at were male. One of them was perhaps a couple of years older than Mikal, the other seemed to be in his late twenties.


“Your two friends in the valley,” Lucia asked. “What happened to them, Mikal? Where are they now? Are they hiding from us?”


This time there was a gabble of Hiver words. “Why do you pretend you don’t know? You took them, you destroyed them.” And within a second came a sharp sequence of images: the side of the valley … six bulky figures with grotesquely enlarged and boxlike heads rushing down the steep slope … hand weapons at the ready. As they came closer Lucia saw that they wore protective Hive-armor. The “heads” were ribbed and padded helmets, with holes for eyes and mouth. As the scene ended, Mikal’s two companions were seized and thrown to the ground.


“Destroyed them.” Mikal shivered, and closed his eyes.


“Possible, but unlikely.” Daddy-O’s electronic voice in her ears was as calm as ever. “You know the customs of the larger Hives.”


Lucia reached forward and took her captive by the hand. “Mikal, we are not Hivers. Open your eyes, and take a good look at me, and see for yourself. Did you ever see a Hive warrior who looked anything like us?”


The dark eyes opened. He stared hard at Lucia, and some of the fear drained from his expression. “No.” His voice was perplexed. “Warriors cannot be women, and the man with you does not look right. But you have a machine that flies in the air—just like the one that took away Gregor and Pallast.”


“There are many machines like ours, Mikal, in many places. We came from far away, beyond all the Hives.” She was pleased at the change in him. At least he sounded rational now. “But how did you escape capture?”


“They didn’t see me at first. I was up at the far end of the valley. I dropped down and hid in the corn until they were all gone.” His voice was bitter with self-reproach. “I was afraid—too afraid to help.”


Daddy-O provided another image: two struggling figures beaten to the ground, dragged back up the slope. The view of the scene was not clear, screened by tall stalks of ripe wheat.


“One full year, and they never came back,” Mikal continued. “I am ashamed.” He turned his head to one side, and would not look at her. There was a long silence while Lucia waited for visual signals from Daddy-O that never came.


“They never came back,” she prompted at last. “But why do you say your friends were destroyed? The people who came here were warriors from a southern Hive—and they do not kill prisoners.”


“Not killed dead. I did not mean that. We were not supposed to be killed dead. Destroyed. It was already planned for Gregor and me, if we had stayed one more month. To serve as Royal Suppliers to the Hive-Lord, and ensure his immortality. They were going to…”


This time the images from Daddy-O formed a long, kaleidoscopic thought sequence, a progression that flickered on through time and space but returned again and again to a single intolerable moment.


Lucia saw the inside of a Hive.


…narrow chambers and corridors, scarcely tall enough to stand in, burrowed deep into red sandstone … the central chamber, lit by the green glow of fluorescents, a group of women wearing the full cowl of Hive-Lord servants. Along one wall stood the rusting rows of ancient weapons, the anti-tank guns, radar units, power lasers, and flamethrowers. Opposite them sat the Royal Suppliers, huge, soft-skinned, smiling.


“…a great honor, Gregor. You and Mikal have been called to the service of the King…”


…glowing red lamps, flickering red torches, the long wooden table in the central chamber, the ritual gold knife held ready…


…his two companions at his side, laden with as much food and water as they dared carry, creeping out of the least-used entrance to the Hive and heading north beneath the open night sky, running and running, covering themselves at dawn with red-gray gravel, crouching all day at the bottom of the dry gulch…


…the knife had been sharpened against a grinding stone. It must never touch base metal.


The chief of the warriors, bending low over the boy strapped to the table until the eyes were visible, glittering through the eye slits, red reflections of the torchlights…


“…a life wholly dedicated to the service of the Great King, the body of the new Supplier must be prepared…”


The line of Royal Suppliers sat nodding in their endless dreams, pale and motionless. They were fed constantly, Strine synthetics spooned into soft, red-lipped mouths dwarfed by vast cheeks and bloated jowls. The mouths smiled, on and on.


…the knife coming slowly down, the serving women standing by.


…the three were staggering along, water supply close to gone, food running low, longing looks at the precious seedcorn. They passed a hundred old settlements, derelict buildings, rubble of houses long since plundered for glass, wood, and metal, rank grass growing along old streets, missile defenses all crumbled and useless. Onward … seeking the hidden place, the legendary land of plenty that lay beyond the farthest Hive, location and distance known not even to the Hive-Lord … peering again and again through dust-blurred eyes, scanning hopelessly the northern horizon…


A shower of rain, unexpected and life-saving, sent flash floods rushing dangerously through the gravel-bottomed arroyos. Drinking to capacity, filling every water bottle, walking on to meet the Pole Star…


“…drink deep, and repeat these words…”


The service of dedication was almost over; the final cup was being held to the boy’s lips as he lay silent on the table. His place among the Suppliers had already been prepared, a new padded dais designed to accommodate endlessly increasing bulk, tap lines ready to be inserted at spleen and pancreas and running to the fungal growth vats.


…the first sight of the valley, its springing wild greenery, the astonishing sight of the ancient rocket launcher, rusted and menacing on the south end of the valley floor…


The knife was sweeping down with a ceremonial flourish, down to the naked belly of the youth, closing with the flesh. The drink had been drugged, but not enough. The cry when the knife sliced into his scrotum and removed his testicles was weak and high pitched, quivering through the quiet chamber. The woman bent to cauterize the wound with smoking pitch … the scream became full throated and agonized. The boy was carried fainting to his place in the line of Suppliers…


This was to be Gregor, to be me…


Mikal was writhing on the table, and Lucia Asparian was shaking. She jerked the terminals from her head and walked blindly through to the rear cabin of the Trader craft.


The woman had gone, leaving him alone and still strapped to the bunk. For a few moments Mikal lay shivering. The old memories were so strong; a year had done nothing to dim them, and the woman’s questions had brought them again into full focus. Now, suddenly, he knew that Gregor and Pallast would never be coming back.


Ever since his two friends were taken he had kept things going in their valley home in makeshift fashion, marking time, hoping, doing little more than surviving, waiting for some new event. Now that was over. Talking to the big woman had finally taught him the truth: they were gone, gone forever. He had to act on his own.


Mikal craned his head up, peering toward the rear cabin. He could hear voices, but could not see anyone through the narrow doorway.


What were they going to do with him? Surely they would return him to the Hive. The chief of the warriors had told him that was his destiny, to be a Supplier to the Hive-Lord. He imagined again the placid line of Royal Suppliers, and the whole room seemed to shake and shiver around him. He began to struggle with the bonds that held him down.


This time he was more systematic. The straps had been designed to restrain a semiconscious man, not to imprison a thin-limbed and determined boy. In a few seconds he had worked one wrist free. At once he reached up and yanked off the thin snakes of wire that led to terminals and headset. He wriggled free of the other straps, working in total silence. His own breath sounded loud enough to alert his capturers in the next room.


Mikal eased off the bunk and stood for a moment on the room’s swaying floor. He sniffed at his hand and forearm. It made him uneasy. Instead of his own comforting and familiar smell, he was covered with a flowery, musky scent, like the perfume of a Hive-Lord serving maiden. Now he realized that the man who had caught him and the big woman who talked to him had smelled the same.


He stole across to the cabin door. If he could open it quietly enough and find a hiding-place before they knew he had gone…


With his hand touching the door, he stopped. He could see out of the window, and now he understood why the room had seemed to be shaking around him. The whole cabin had risen high into the air. Looking down, he could see the whole valley stretched out below, as though he sat at the top of an incredibly high and steep hill. There was nothing but air beneath them, nothing for hundreds and hundreds of yards.


Mikal pulled back from the chasm, aware of an endless drop just beneath his bare feet. He grabbed for the support of a bunk. At the edge of panic, he remembered Pallast’s lesson, drilled into him as they struggled across the Lostlands. When you are in trouble, blind fear will never get you out. You have to think, use whatever tools you have.


Logic imposed itself. The man and the woman were still there; he could hear voices. They would not expose themselves to great danger. This was a flying machine, fully controlled, rising or falling as they wanted it to. He was not in immediate danger.


But how could he possibly escape when they flew high in the air?


Again, logic told him the answer: he could not escape, not until they returned to the ground. What could he do?


Mikal sat down on the bunk. The woman had said they were not Hivers. He believed her. They did not look like Hivers, and he had never seen a Hiver woman so tall. But that did not mean that he was not in terrible trouble. He covered his eyes with hands that felt oddly soft and smooth.


What could he do?


Listen; watch; wait. He could do that, and until they landed, that was all he could do. Very well. Mikal fought the butterflies in his stomach, stood up, and stole quietly back toward the rear cabin.


They were still talking. There might be one thing more that he could do. It was hard to explain, but he did not feel frightened of the big woman. She spoke Hiver, and her voice had been warm and gentle. He would do what she asked and try to make her a friend. If only he had not bitten the man! But it was too late to do anything about that.


Mikal crouched down by the door and peeped past it to the other cabin.


Lyle Connery was busy preparing food, but he stood up at once when he saw her face. “Lucia! What happened in there—you look terrible.”


“I feel terrible.” She sat down abruptly. “Lyle, go back in there and untie him. And let’s get out of here.”


“But what about him?’


“He’s going with us. I’m not leaving him behind. Poor little devil, he’s survived in this place for a full year, all alone. Now he’s friendless and hopeless—he’s even nameless. We have to take him with us.”


“But we—”


“No arguments.”


“Did you discuss it with Daddy-O?” Connery could see her intensity, but not the reason for it. “For Shannon’s sake, Lucia, he might be dangerous—we still don’t know how he was able to throw that missile at us, single-handed. And we’re supposed to go on to Orklan and discuss Hiver secretions with the Strines! You know the rules. We can’t do that with a passenger present—a complete stranger who doesn’t know the first thing about being a Trader.”


“I don’t care. We’re taking him.” Lucia Asparian stood up again. “You stay here and carry on with the meal. I’ll go back and untie him myself. And damn what Daddy-O says. If I have to, I’ll invoke Prime Rule. We’re human beings first, and Traders second.”


“The invoking of Prime Rule will be unnecessary.” Daddy-O had been monitoring with interest the activities in both cabins, especially the actions of the captive. “A low-probability event has occurred. You have found exactly what I hoped might be there. Proceed to Orklan. A Trader vehicle will be on hand to transport your captive to the Azores.”


“What are you going to do with him?” Lucia Asparian was still defiant and defensive. “He’s not to be harmed, or turned back to the Hivers.”


“We will do to him no worse than was done to you, Lucia Asparian.” There was simulated amusement in the electronic voice. “First he will be given a name—and plenty of food. He is twenty kilos below optimum weight. Then he will begin to learn to speak standard Trader.”


“And then?”


“Can you not guess for yourself?” Daddy-O was diverting resources to other areas, ready to close off the connection. “Once he is fully healthy, he will be tested for his potential—as a Trader trainee.”


The computer’s voice circuits could not in principle synthesize a pleased tone, nor could Daddy-O feel such an emotion as pleasure, but something in those final words had an undeniable ring of self-satisfaction.


Nothing in the universe offered more promise of interesting complexity than a low-probability event.




CHAPTER 3


During the night the wind had veered to the southwest, bringing with it moister and milder weather. Hard showers of rain were mixed with bright, gusty spells.


The classrooms were a good way up the hilly slopes of Pico Mountain, a few hundred meters higher than the sea-level dormitories and dining rooms. The trainees had watched the squalls whipping in from the sea and tried to time their run from the dining room to coincide with one of the sunny patches. As class time came closer the weather worsened. By five minutes to eight a mixed crowd of damp and dry trainees stood looking out of the classroom windows, jeering and cheering a last group running desperately uphill in a squall of warm, driving rain.


The last person in was a tall youth, fair haired and thick limbed. The eight o’clock siren was ringing out across Pico Island when he reached the gentler entrance slope. He sprinted the final thirty yards and arrived gasping, face gleaming with rainwater. Two others were waiting for him at the door as the siren ceased.


“We thought you weren’t going to make it.” The speaker was a pink-cheeked young woman, a blond teenager plump in her arms and legs. “Come on, Cesar, hurry up. Me and Jake saved you a place.”


“Why’d you leave it so late?” asked the dark-skinned, angry-looking youth leading the way in front of her. “Today’s the worst day—you could lose points before you’ve even started.”


Cesar Famares had run half a mile uphill in less than three minutes. He was too winded to reply. He allowed himself to be steered through the long ranks of desks to his place, then leaned forward across the desk, panting hard and dripping water from his hair onto the smooth gray surface. “Tell you later, Jake,” he said at last. “Found out a lot from my brother. Bad news.”


“Are we going to be assigned to separate groups?” the girl asked.


“No. Worse than that, Melly.”


“I don’t see how anything could be—”


The girl received a hard nudge from the other youth before she could finish the sentence. “Melinda! Shhh.” She dropped into her chair and spun around to face the front of the classroom.


A tall, broad man wearing the sleeveless tunic of a senior instructor had appeared from the inner classroom and was standing in front of the central control panel. By his side, dominating the room, was a great Earth-globe. It was nearly six feet across and slowly rotating. Every five minutes the continents swept by, each one marked by bright points of illumination on the surface of the sphere.


For a couple of minutes the man did not speak. As his gaze ran along the ranks of trainees, the sound level in the room gradually faded. He waited until all the coughs and shuffling of feet had ended.


“Good morning,” he said at last. “And welcome to the Azores’ training camp. You are going to see a lot of me in the next couple of years—if you’re lucky—so let me introduce myself. My name is Lyle Connery. I will be the main instructor for this group, until you either qualify for Final Trial, or flunk out. Previous statistics show you have about a fifty-fifty chance of making it. I’m going to talk to you for one hour or so now, and then we’ll have a short break. When that break time comes, I want you all to get up from your seats and take a look at the side walls of this room.” He lifted a muscular arm and waved to left and right. “You’ll find pictures there of the most successful Traders in our history. And when the going here gets rough—and you have my word for it, it’s going to get rough—I have one piece of advice for all of you to fix in your heads. Just remember, everyone on those walls, including the Master Traders, was once sitting right where you are. They didn’t know any more about being a Trader than you do.”


He stared at the ranks of young people in front of him and allowed himself a trace of a smile. “Or maybe they knew a bit less, and maybe that helped. When I was in your shoes, ten years ago, I found it wasn’t the things I didn’t know that got in my way. It was all the things I knew about the Traders and the regions that weren’t so. I’m sure that some of you have brothers and sisters and parents who’ve been through this course.” To Cesar Famares, Jake Kallario, and Melinda Turak, Connery’s eyes seemed to pick them out and focus on them exclusively. “I’m sure they’ve told you all sorts of things, and you’ve picked up all sorts of others from the rumor mills on your way here. Well, early on we’re going to unlearn most of what you think you know. First, though, we’ll have a roll call. There are forty-four of you. If you want to know how good a Trader you are—today, without training—then try to remember everyone’s name as you hear it. I know, it sounds impossible. But you’ll have to be able to do that—and a lot more—before you’ll pass Trader training.” He pointed. “From the far right. First name, last name.”


The roll call got off to a shaky-voiced start, then passed smoothly along the rows of desks. Except for the person speaking, the room was silent with total concentration. Some people were scribbling notes, others mouthed each name as it was given.


“Judith Brindel.”


“Simone Agnus.”


“Brendan Lausanne.”


The names rolled on, until they finally reached the front row.


“Tomas Liviano.”


“Carlos Oyonarte.”


“Mikal Asparian.”


Cesar Famares gave a little grunt at that name and nudged Melinda Turak below desk level. She raised her eyebrows at him. He shook his head.


“Tell you later.” He breathed the words so she could only just hear him. But Melinda thought she also picked up an increased interest on the part of the instructor when that one name was given.


The youth in question was two rows in front of her and four seats to her left. She stared at him. He was certainly not promising in appearance. Judged in sitting position he was below average height, with a thin face and a long, stringy neck. She could see only a rear half profile, but his nose looked flat and his browridges prominent. His skin was sallow, almost yellowish. And the hair! It was dark and lank, cut in the farthest thing from Trader fashion that she could imagine. He wore a dark long-sleeved shirt of some coarse-grained material, an outfit that neither Jake nor Cesar—nor anyone who was anyone in the Trader families—would be seen dead in.


And yet he was an Asparian—a top Trader family! That didn’t make much sense. Melinda looked again at Cesar Famares, but he was staring toward the front of the classroom. The roll call was ending.


“Good.” Lyle Connery was leaning against the front wall, bare arms crossed. “Anyone here think they remember everyone’s name?”


The trainees looked at each other. No one spoke.


“Very good.” Connery nodded. “Chances are, a few of you could make a fair shot at most names, even before you’ve been trained—you were pretty well screened before you got here, and you’re supposed to be smart. But if you could name names, you all had the sense to keep quiet about it. You’re going to find that advice in the Traders’ Rule Book: ‘Always know more than you reveal.’ Now, I don’t want you to apply that rule right now, so let’s have some honest answers. How many of you have already seen a Traders’ Rule Book?”


The trainees were looking around at one another. After a few seconds Cesar Famares lifted his hand. His two friends did the same, and finally twenty or so hands were raised.


Connery nodded. “All right. So you people are going to have a little advantage—for a few days. The rest of you, you’ll find a stack of Rule Books waiting for you on the table by the window at the back of the room. I want each of you to take one. And I want everyone word perfect on every rule one week from today. You won’t understand many of them, that comes later—for some of them, a lot later. But if you learn nothing else in the next seven days, I want you to learn those rules. You’ll hear a lot about an informal book of rules, too—find out about that for yourselves. That’s going to be free-time work, for your evenings. Now, let’s do a little classwork.”


He turned to the slowly rotating globe and tapped a continent of the southern hemisphere. “You’re all supposed to come here with some idea of geography. So I assume you all recognize this region. Know what the people from this part of the world are called by the Traders?”


There were a few chuckles, and lots of knowing grins. A number of the trainees had been told by their relatives how training began. No one spoke. Finally Connery pointed at a woman two seats in front of Cesar Famares. Cesar recognized her from earlier school days—she was from a family distantly related to his own.


“If no one wants to talk, I’ll have to find a volunteer. You—Valeria Constantin. Do you know the answer?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Well?”


“The Traders call them Greasers, sir.”


“Quite right. We call them Greasers.” Connery shook his head. “And I’m afraid we’ll probably continue to call them Greasers. But here’s your first piece of unlearning. You’re going to hear that name, Greasers, a thousand times, all over this camp. You’ll even hear it from me. But it’s Trader talk, and you have to train yourselves not to say it to non-Traders. If you ever use ‘Greaserland’ when you are talking with a member of the Unified Empire, you won’t be a Trader there for long. Not only that, you’ll be lucky if you escape with your lights intact. Get it? Not Greaserland—the Unified Empire. Not Chill Central—Cap City. And not the Darklands—they call it the Heart of the World. Call them what I tell you to call them—and not what I may call them myself, or you hear ’em called in other regions.”


He turned again to the globe, which had rolled on around its axis through a slow sixty degrees. “All right, let’s try another one. What do Traders call the people who live here?” He tapped the globe and pointed to a startled youth in the back row. “You, Ferenc Skassy, how’d you like to give me an answer on that?”


“Er—I’ve usually heard them called ‘Strines,’ sir.”


“Very good. And what do they call themselves?”


The boy hesitated, then shook his head. “I don’t know.”


“Any offers?” Connery waited a few moments, then shrugged. “All right, so it was a trick question. They call themselves Strines, too—the only group that are pleased with their own nickname. You’re safe enough with that one. Just a couple more questions, then we’ll make a systematic review of your training for the next few months. Look at this. There’s a big blank area on the globe here, northwest of the Strine territories. No Trader lights showing, which means we have no negotiations going on there at the moment. Who lives there?”


He pointed at a redheaded girl in the middle of the room, who blushed. “Nobody,” she said. “That’s all part of the Lost-lands.”


“It is. But that doesn’t mean nobody lives there. Anyone else want to answer the question? Speak up, don’t wait for me to point at you.”


Half a dozen voices spoke at once.


“The Hives.”


“Hivers.”


“Hiver colonies.”


“Quite right. They’re wild, and they’re all independent, and they’re not an organized power group with their own full weapons arsenal; but they’re real enough, and someday you might have to go and negotiate with them. We can’t afford to neglect them. Here’s another question for you. There’s an old story that the Hivers practice a secret ritual for prolonging life, and some of them are a couple of hundred years old. True or false?”


“False, sir.” There was a chorus of answers this time, from many more of the audience. “It’s false.”


Connery shook his head. “Sorry, that was another trick question. The best answer for a Trader was no answer. You see, I asked you two different questions at once, something that will happen to you all the time in negotiations. It’s a Traders’ Rule, anything can be a negotiation technique. Question one was: Do the Hivers practice a ritualistic form of life prolongation? Answer: Yes, that’s quite true. We don’t know if it works or not, but there’s some pretty persuasive evidence that it may. Question two: Are some of the Hivers a couple of hundred years old? Answer: No, of course that’s false—it couldn’t possibly be true, they’ve only been using the rituals since the Lostlands war, and that’s less than fifty years.”


He pressed the control panel, and the globe silently moved back into a broad recess in the wall. “You’ll learn. Before you’re through here the right answers to questions like this will be second nature. We’re going to take a break now, but before we do it, let’s talk one more piece of geography. Here’s where we are now.” A touch of the control panel brought a map into position on the display screen. “No surprise. This is Pico Island. We’re right here, on the southwest side of the mountain. If you go up to the top of Mount Pico—try it this afternoon, if you like, after the classes are through—and look northeast, you’ll see this other island, St. George.”


A long, thin island, twenty miles in length but only three or four across, was highlighted on the screen.


“Now so far as you are concerned, that island isn’t going to be ‘St. George’ for the next few months. I don’t want you even to think of the name. It’s going to be the Great Republic—I’ll bet my uniform some of you were calling it Yankeeland until today. Don’t do it. The natives there hate to be called Yankees, even more than the Unified Empire people object to Greaser-land. We’ll be making a field trip to that island in a month or two. The whole place is a simulated Great Republic environment: language, people, manners, morals, and lifestyle. The only thing we can’t do much about is the climate. When you’re ready for it, you’ll be going over there solo, for practice negotiations in a Great Republic community.”


The pattern of highlights was moving again, drifting up the display screen. “Same over the whole group of islands,” Connery said. “Here’s Cap City—Chill Central, if you’ve been muddying up your mind with Trader slang. You won’t find snow and ice there, the way you would at the South Pole, but you’ll see most of the other things that the Cap Federation pride themselves on. And over there is the Economic Community, and way up to the north you’ve got a simulated Lostland. Before you are done you’re going to visit and negotiate in every one of them. You’re not likely to die in those simulation areas, but you can easily fail, and for a lot of you that will seem almost as bad when it happens. One failure in the simulations, and you’re out. It sounds harsh, but it’s not. Because after the simulations you’ll be going on to real test missions. And you can die very easily there, with a single, small failure. Any questions?”


A hand was raised over on the right, a thickset youth with bright, fair hair and a ruddy complexion. “What about the Chips—the Chipponese, sir? How do you simulate their environment?”


“Not very well, I’m afraid. We’ve set up one of the islands to use the Chipponese language and mimic the customs, but it hasn’t been a great success. And of course, they live in zero gee or one-sixth gee, and we can’t simulate that down here. You won’t get much useful experience in advance for Chipponese negotiation—that’s why negotiating up on the Geosynch Ring is such a challenge. And no Trader has ever yet been allowed as far as the Chipponese lunar settlements. Maybe one of you will be the first. Don’t worry, though, it won’t happen for quite a while. The Chipponese and the Lostlands only come when you’re fully trained—if ever.”


He looked to the back of the room, where the windows were showing another bright spell. “All right, let’s take that break now. Grab a copy of the Rule Book, have a look around the walls here, go outside if you want to. We’ll start again in twenty minutes—and this time, you’ll have to do more than just sit and be entertained by me.”


While most of the other trainees went at once to the back of the room, Cesar Famares and his two friends stayed at their desks. They had seen the Rule Book long ago in a pirated copy from Cesar’s brother; already they knew it by heart.


“So where on earth is Cissy?” Jake Kallario asked. “First she didn’t arrive two days ago, then she didn’t come yesterday. She told me she had a few things to take care of back home, but if she’s not careful she’ll miss some of the real training. What’s keeping her?”


“That’s part of the bad news,” Cesar said. “Cissy won’t be coming. She didn’t make the final cut.”


“What!” Kallario was open-mouthed. “She said she had the whole thing fixed—that it was a certainty.”


“I know.” Cesar bit at his thumbnail and shook his head. “I’m really sorry, Jake. I thought that you and Cissy were—well, you know. It seems there’s less certainties here than we realized.”


“She can appeal it, can’t she?” Melinda asked. “Sure she can. She’ll get in later.”


Famares looked at her unhappily. “You know, Melly, my brother understands the Admin system here inside out. I asked Davy if there was any way Cissy could appeal, or get a second chance.” He shook his head. “He said even if she tries again and makes it, the next batch will go to the Cook Islands training camp instead.”


“But that’s terrible!” Melinda flopped back down into her seat. “They can’t do that to us. We’ve been a team, all these years—ever since First Application. To break us up now, when we know each other so well—”


“And we’ll have to have a fourth person for the combined trials,” Jake interrupted. “They’re always performed as a quartet. If we don’t have Cissy, we might get some real loser.”


“That’s another bit of bad news.” Cesar Famares turned to face the back of the classroom and gestured unobtrusively toward the right wall. “We’re not supposed to know them yet, but the preliminary groupings have already been decided, based on the test scores. The three of us will be together, just the way we expected. But we’ll be getting him as partner.”


Melinda followed the jerky gesture of his arm. “Which one? The tall one, or the little one?”


“The runt.”


Melinda looked, and recognized the ill-fitting jacket and untidy hair. “Him! Mikal Asparian. I noticed him at roll call.”


“So did I.” Jake was staring with contempt at Asparian. “Don’t joke me, Cesar—you mean we’ll be working with him?”


Melinda was taking a longer and closer look at their proposed partner. “Well, if we’re stuck with him we’ll have to make the best of it. He seems harmless enough. But he’s a funny-looking bird, isn’t he? Look at his hair! At least he’s an Asparian—that’s a good Trader family, not some dogsbody from a Pacific school. I wonder why we’ve never seen him around?”


“That’s the third piece of bad news.” Cesar shook his head. “I was late getting here because I hung around while Davy ran a check on backgrounds. He’s not an Asparian at all! He was given that name by Daddy-O, only four years ago.”


“By Daddy-O,” Jake said. “Nobody gets their name from Daddy-O.”


“He did. Before that he was an outsider. A Hiver, would you believe?”


“On our team? I won’t stand for it.”


“Steady on, Jake.” Melinda had seen the color rising in his face. “He can’t help being what he is, can he?”


“A Hiver! They don’t even wash; he’ll be a stinker, as well.”


“He couldn’t have got into this training program without being smart and reasonably presentable,” Cesar said. “Calm down, Jake—it’s bad news, but it’s not the end of the world.”


“He probably eats mud. What sort of screwup assigned him to us? I’m telling you, for Cissy to lose her place to some moron Hiver from the Lostlands—I won’t take it.”


“Calm down, Jake.” Cesar gripped his friend’s arm. “We can’t do a thing about it.”


“Can’t we?” Jake Kallario’s face had gone from red to white. “We’ll see about that. I’m going to the instructor, to protest.”


“No, you’re not.” Melinda took the other arm. “Remember, we’re not even supposed to know anything about the teaming. All you’ll do is get Cesar and Davy into trouble.”


“And it wouldn’t do any good complaining to Connery, even if the teams were officially known.” Cesar Famares looked at Kallario’s face, then slowly released his hold on his arm. “There’s one other thing you don’t know about Mikal Asparian. Connery is the one who brought him out of the Lostlands. Asparian is going to be his special pet, you can count on it. All you’ll do if you complain is get on the wrong side of your senior instructor.”


Jake Kallario shook his arm free of Melinda’s hand and rubbed at the place where she had been holding him. “I don’t understand you two. You seem all ready to put your arms round him and welcome him—just as though he were really from a Trader family. Well, I’m not. You know we compete for places. If it weren’t for him, damn it, Cissy could be here with us.” He stared at Mikal Asparian, who was still wandering along past the display of Trader photographs and souvenirs that covered the side walls. “Maybe you’re right, it’s useless protesting if he’s Connery’s private pet. But I won’t work with a stinking Hiver. Just wait and see.”


“Here, Jake, don’t get any crazy ideas.” Melinda put her hand on his shoulder. “Cesar and I came here to learn how to be Traders—we’re not going to stand by and encourage you, while you spoil all our chances just because you’re mad at Asparian.”


“Don’t worry, I’m not going to sabotage you.” Kallario’s face was grim. “I want to be a Trader, too, as much as you do. But I bet you Mikal Asparian thinks he’s God’s gift to the Traders, someone really special. Well, I intend to find out just how good he is. I’m going to get through this training as fast as I know how, and I’m going to test him all the way.” He turned again to stare at Asparian as the trainees began to wander back to their places in the classroom. “Then let’s see if he can stay the course.”


And you may never know it, Melly, he thought, but if I get a chance I’ll find a way to fix him properly.


“Trainee Asparian!”


Mikal froze at the low-voiced call from behind him. He had deliberately hung back when the others left, very aware that they were forming cheerful, chattering groups of three or four people. Everyone seemed to know everyone else. They had all arrived just a couple of days ago, but already most of them walked about Pico Island as though they owned it.


And while he felt confused, they apparently knew exactly what was going on. He had taken a copy of the Rule Book, but some of the trainees hadn’t even bothered; they already had copies, and they acted as though they knew everything that was in there. He had done no more than glance at his own book, and he still had no idea where he was supposed to find that “informal” Rule Book.


Mikal turned to face the senior instructor. Everyone else had left. Was it forbidden to do what he had been doing, staying to look at the pictures on the classroom walls? He looked nervously at the man on the dais.


“Yes, sir?”


“Relax, Trainee. We’re out of class now.” Lyle Connery had eyed Mikal in the classroom with never a glint of recognition. It was as though they had never met—still less that Connery had rescued Mikal from the Lostlands. Now a trace of a smile appeared on the instructor’s face, and Mikal found it hard to hide his relief.


“There’s someone who wants to meet you,” Connery went on. “Come on.” He turned and walked through the inner door of the classroom. After a second’s hesitation Mikal followed.


Connery led the way deep into the mountain, along corridors that Mikal had not known existed. They wound round and down for hundreds of yards, past a score of branching corridors and through a hundred closed and color-coded doors. Finally, when Mikal no longer had any idea of direction, Connery paused in front of a pea-green door and gestured Mikal to go on through.


The room was a small one, furnished with just a table, a wheeled trolley, and four chairs. A woman sat in the room alone, facing the door. She stood up as Mikal entered. He looked at her open mouthed. It had been nearly four years since he last saw Lucia Asparian, and he still thought of her as huge, towering over him. Now they were about eye-to-eye, and she was much younger than he remembered her.
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