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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.






 

AUTHOR’S NOTE

 

CAN ACHILLES TRULY BE ALAN GILLIS? WE HAVE only his word that the Oracle said so. If it is true, then why does he only know a few words of English and how did he get to Arcady? 

A friend of mine has assured me that she spoke fluent Arabic as a child, but lost the ability through disuse. As an adult she knows no Arabic at all, so it does seem that a language can be forgotten. 

The geography problem is tougher. A straight line from Crete around 2000 BC to western North America around 2000 AD does not go anywhere near central Greece in the classical period—as may be easily seen by plotting the points on four-dimensional graph paper. However, the principle authorities on migrating unicorns all insist that they normally fly a great circle route, not a straight line. Thus a pit stop in Arcady could be possible, and we should not discard Killer's statement on grounds of geography, either. 

Personally, I would not argue with Killer if he claimed to be the three princesses of Serendip. 

Father Julius was correct in stating that unicorns were a symbol of Christ in the early church. They were demoted from this position around the thirteenth century, but that would have been after his time. 

It was my own idea to make Asterios a demon. To the Greeks he was the perfectly normal offspring of a woman and a bull, but he did live in the Labyrinth and he did eat human flesh. How he managed this with bovine teeth was never explained, but probably it was easier than digesting hay in a human stomach. 

The—real-world—palace at Knossos, as it has been excavated, covered several acres and may have been as high as five stories. It must have been very impressive and vastly bigger than anything existing in Greece at that time. The legend of the Labyrinth and the Minotaur may possibly have started when some Greek tourist lost his way in the great edifice, turned a corner, and came face to face with a priest wearing a ceremonial bull mask. It must have scared, in Killer's phrase, the everlasting piss out of him, because the myth has been around for at least four thousand years. 

Asterios’ mother—the lady who liked bulls—was Pasiphae, the wife of King Minos. Ariadne, who helped Theseus kill the Minotaur, was a daughter of Minos and Pasiphae, and therefore Asterios’ half-sister. They were an odd family. 

The land of eternal youth has had so many names that I was at a loss to know which to use. I finally coined yet another—Mera—as an abbreviation of chimera. In typical Meran fashion, the dictionaries I have consulted do not quite agree on chimera's meanings, but it seems to have three. 

1—In Greek mythology, a fire-breathing monster, part lion, part goat, and part snake. We always get back to Killer, don't we? 

2—A fanciful and unbelievable mixture of things. No comment, I'll leave that one to the critics. 

3—A mirage, and unattainable fancy. Pity! But Jerry said that Mera is always just out of sight. I, for one, intend to go on looking. See you here 

 

D.D. 


 

 

"A rose-red city—half as old as time" 

—J. W. Burgon, Petra
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DANGER CAME TO JERRY HOWARD IN THE MIDDLE OF a clear and languorous summer afternoon. It came without warning and it came by the hand of a friend. 

He was in his workshop, happily titling a book, surrounded by tweezers and tools, by punches and gold leaf and the sweet smell of leather and glue. If he raised his head he could look through the double doors into his library and beyond that, through the big windows, watch the passers-by going up and down the sun-warmed cobbles of Fishermen's Walk. On the far side of the walk sat seagulls, posed and preening on the rail—and where else could one find blue seagulls? Beyond the rail, in turn, the harbor shone like glass below a porcelain sky and a breeze as gentle as a maiden's first kiss. Nowhere, he would have said, could he be more content, or secure. 

SCAR ... he aimed a careful L. 

A shame to be indoors, yet he was long overdue for some worktime. That morning he had gone fishing with Father Julius, plodding through wet grass and drippy willows and carefully laying invitations to suicide on the trout pools. 

SCARLET ... he reached for P. 

Nor had he worked the day before, spending it in a hilarious grape-tramping spree with newlyweds Pietro and Maria and a dozen mutual friends, ending the evening around a roaring bonfire with them and especially with Juanita and—much to their mutual surprise—taking Juanita home to bed. 

PI ... why the hell was X in the M slot? 

So now he must work, for he had enough old books on hand, needing rebinding, to keep him busy for the rest of this day and all tomorrow. 

And there, perhaps, lay a tiny needle of discontent in his haystack of happiness. Tomorrow would see the start of Tig's boar hunt. He had been invited. He had been very tempted to join—until he had discovered by accident that Killer was in on the plan as well, and very probably the instigator. Any affair in which Killer had a part was certain to be as dangerous, uncomfortable, rowdy, prolonged, and immoderate as possible. There would be unending marches across impossible terrain and bloody battles with inadequate weapons against ferocious, man-crunching animals—lions were by no means impossible if Killer had anything to do with it; there would be sleeping in snow or quagmires, probably during blizzards; there would certainly be juvenile practical joking and hazing, as well as wild orgies of one sort or another, and it would be unprecedented if the party returned intact, with all its members uninjured—indeed, Killer would regard the outing as a failure if that happened. 

PIM... 

In his own opinion, Jerry Howard had long ago proved that he was capable of holding his own in such macho insanities and did not need to keep on proving it at great risk to his physical well-being. Unlike Killer, he did not actually enjoy the process. So he had firmly declined the invitation. Very sensible! 

P again. 

Juanita was another problem, another tiny prickle in the haystack. No, not Juanita herself. Their brief affair had ended long ago, and last night's rematch had been entirely satisfactory for both. But it had been a one-night stand, and he disapproved of one-night stands. Why, he wondered, could he not, like Pietro, form a lasting relationship with a woman and settle down to the married bliss which should be the lot of any well-adjusted man? 

But was he well-adjusted? Be honest! Was he not secretly regretting the boar hunt? Was he, possibly, very slightly bored? 

Then he saw that he had been staring, unseeing, at The Scarlet Pimp, which suggested the amusing thought of shelving the book with the partial title and watching to see who took it down. Before he could suppress the temptation, the outer door of the library opened to admit ... a friend. 

Gervasse had been one of Benjamin Franklin's Parisian cronies and much resembled him. Their generation had believed that obesity was the best indicator of the leisured life of a gentleman; thus he entered a room stomach first and supported himself on a carved oak staff. He was, of course, in perfect health, strong as a smallish mule, cured now of the gout and stone which had tortured him in Franklin's day and had probably formed the subject of many of their conversations. His head was shiny pink, fringed by wisps of pale blue hair, and his cape was a wide expanse of yellow linen, ending in a remarkable overhang at waist level. Below that his indigo trousers swept back in long folds as full as a gown. Short cape and flappy pants were standard wear in Mera and Gervasse's were only remarkable for the quantity of material they had required, but he was an eye-filling sight regardless. He advanced into full view, doffed his blue cap with its feather, and swept a courtly bow. 

Jerry had already recognized the thump of the cane on his rug and was around the table, clutching The Scarlet Pimp mischievously in his hand. He used it as Gervasse used his cap in a matching bow, although he had never quite mastered the same aplomb in bowing. 

Gervasse was flushed and wheezing slightly, as though he had been running. “My dear Jerry!” Wheeze. “So fortunate to find you at home...” 

“My dear Gervasse!” Jerry replied, sliding The Scarlet Pimp unobtrusively onto the big library table. “The pleasure is entirely mine. I shall seek the benefit of your expertise on an intriguing Amontillado which I obtained from Ricardo ... only ... yesterday...” 

Gervasse was carrying a wand. 

Gervasse nodded his head in polite acceptance and murmured that he would be delighted to taste a minim of friend Jerry's Amontillado; but he had seen Jerry's eyes lock themselves on the wand, and his own eyes were twinkling. Jerry led him over to the red leather chairs by the fireplace, unable to remove his gaze from that wand. 

Outside... 

Gervasse sank back in the chair, laying his staff by his feet and the wand across his knees and pretending to survey the big room as though he were not already entirely familiar with it, being a frequent visitor, chess partner, and participant in innumerable all-night philosophical discussions from that very chair. Jerry tore his eyes away from the wand and headed for the cupboard where he kept wine and crystal. 

So much for boar hunts! Outside! If Citizen Howard had indeed been reaching the beginnings of boredom, then Outside would provide a great deal more stimulation than a boar hunt, even a boar hunt organized by Killer, and possibly an infinitely greater amount of danger. 

He poured the wine, determined to show no impatience, but very conscious of his heartbeat and a dry tingling in his throat. 

“How many volumes?” Gervasse murmured. 

“Three thousand, the last time I counted,” Jerry told the cupboard, “but that was many years ago. About a third of them are out at any one time, thank Heaven, or I should have them stacked like firewood.” 

It was an admirable room, high-ceilinged and spacious, with woodwork shining in a color as close to white as it was possible to obtain in Mera, with four many-paned windows looking out on the cobbles of Fishermen's Walk, and tall alcoves holding a myriad of books, almost all expertly bound by Jerry himself in morocco leather. But Gervasse had not come to admire the city library. He had come with a wand. 

“I must return your Divine Comedy," Gervasse said. “Ah, thank you! Most kind! Your health, citizen ... and your success.” 

Jerry put an arm on the mantelpiece and raised his glass, also. “Long life to you, citizen,” he said with a smile. 

He was not going to ask. Dammit, he was not going to ask! 

“I have been reading the learned Bishop Berkeley,” Gervasse propounded. “Yes, an excellent wine, Jerry, supple on the tongue ... I must talk to Signor Ricardo. The matter of the tree that falls when there is no one to hear it—does it make a noise? You are aware of the problem?” 

Damnable old tease! “Of course,” Jerry said. 

“I was wondering—what if there were two men present when the tree fell? One sees it and hears it. The other is deaf and has his back turned. Does that count as half a tree falling, do you suppose?” His eyes twinkled. 

“Or a tree falling half way?” Jerry asked, carefully holding his relaxed pose against the fireplace. 

Gervasse chuckled and then relented. “I have come, quite obviously, from the Oracle,” he said. “I was instructed to bring you a wand—and a message.” 

Jerry accepted the wand—a three-foot rod of ivory color, carved as though turned on a lathe. It had rings raised at intervals to help the grip and a small sphere at each end. A wand seemed an innocent and totally useless artifact, and yet when he grasped it he felt the famliar tingle of power against his palm and fingers. As always, he was surprised by its weight and its coldness; always, he wondered if it were made of stone. Alabaster? Or marble? Stone should be fragile in such a slender length, and yet he had seen a wand stop a broadsword and had himself once crushed a wolf's skull with one. 

He stared at it in silence, fighting down his excitement. Gervasse sipped his wine until finally Jerry met his eye. “A very short message,” he said. “'Take a wagon and a staunch friend and clothes for one.'” 

“That's it?” 

“That, as you say, is it,” Gervasse agreed. 

A rescue! Not merely Outside, but a rescue! The danger needle moved, therefore, up into an entirely different range. He was going to be playing in the First Division. 

“Clothes for man or woman?” 

“Didn't say.” 

It hardly mattered in Mera; half the women wore pants, and many men wore robes, and the difference was inconspicuous. Only twice had Jerry been sent a wand, and both missions had been trivial; but he had accompanied others Outside when they had carried the wand and needed companions. Three of those missions had been rescues. He suppressed the memories quickly, especially the memory of a certain fang-filled mouth opening in front of him, of demonic eyes above the fangs, and of Killer's silver-tipped spear coming over his shoulder to slide between those massive jaws in the nick of time.... 

“And the staunch friend?” Gervasse asked, as the silence lingered. 

“Killer.” Jerry answered automatically. He drained his glass, still thinking. An astonishingly brief message! The Oracle was usually more specific. And why take clothes? He had never heard of that instruction. 

“Ah, yes.” Gervasse did not approve of Killer. “I saw him going into Sven's as I was coming down.” 

“Obviously he did not see you—or at least, not what you were bearing.” 

“Eh, no.” The fat man hesitated and then turned slightly pink. “I assume that he may be interrupted at Sven's?” 

Jerry laughed and went to fetch the decanter. “Certainly! He is coaching Sven in Greek wrestling. Why? Did you think he might be doing another sort of wrestling?” 

Gervasse enjoyed gossip like a village spinster, while professing to despise it. He turned much pinker and made incoherent noises. 

“That's all over, long ago,” Jerry said. “Killer collects scalps, that's all.” 

Time did not matter. He could wait until tomorrow; he could even go on the boar hunt first. Face it—he would not sleep until he did go. 

“Old friend, you will excuse me if I be about the Oracle's business?” He laid the decanter beside his guest and accepted protestations that of course he must attend to business. Gervasse would drink half the Amontillado and take the full width of Fishermen's Walk going home. And surely nothing in the next ten thousand years would ever persuade Gervasse to go Outside. 

 

Jerry treated himself to a shave, using a straight razor to force steadiness back into his hand. He took a shower to show himself that he was not rushing, dragged a comb through his yellow hair. He ran up the spiral staircase to the upper room that served as his bedroom and a private retreat on the rare occasions when the library became too public for him. This, also, was large and had an even finer view of the harbor and half the city through its dormer windows. He had furnished it in a deliberate mishmash of styles and qualities as a counterpoint to the formal precision of the library, with a medieval four-poster next to a twentieth-century rosewood concert grand, and chairs from Colonial American to Louis Quinze. Yet the rare visitors admitted to this private place of his invariably commented first on the collection of helmets laid out on the piano—eight of them, from Fifth Dynasty Egyptian to Prussian, all kept well polished, and all authentic. Five had been gifts from Killer, three he had collected himself. 

Tossing the wand on his bed, he rummaged at the back of the Victorian mahogany wardrobe, finding and donning his Outside clothes—khaki-green pants, less floppy and a fraction shorter than his others, and a matching cape. His shoulder bag was already packed and ready to grab. He pulled on the green cap and surveyed himself in the mirror; as usual, the outfit made him look like a tall, skinny Robin Hood. This time, though, he could see more stress lines than normal around his eyes, and that was bothersome—would Killer or the others notice those? He adjusted the cap to a jaunty angle and attempted a debonair smile.... No, that made him look less scared and more terrified. 

He could, he suppose, refuse the summons, but he knew of no one who ever had. He could not guess what might happen ... perhaps nothing, perhaps the worst. He must ask some of the old-timers and find out if it had been done; probably the Oracle only issued orders it knew would be obeyed. Had it sensed boredom in Jerry Howard? Was that all this was—a shot of adrenaline to smarten his wits and improve his judgment? Why the hell should he have to take such risks for the sake of someone he had never met, who more than likely would spurn what he had to offer? Why—when citizens like Gervasse were left in peace? 

Refuse then, coward. 

He retrieved the wand and trotted down the stairs in his soft felt boots. Gervasse, glass in hand, was standing by the table, frowning into the The Scarlet Pimpernel. 

He looked up, unabashed, and asked, “The Mandeville Bestiary? It's out?” 

Jerry was already in his workshop. “Madame Buono, I think, or Guillamo—check the register.” He returned, shut the double doors, and stuck a note on them: GONE OUTSIDE—MAKE YOURSELF AT HOME—JERRY. 

“Thanks, Gervasse.” He paused at the door. “If I'm more than a couple of days—see to the shelving for me, will you?” He hated to come back and find hundreds of homeless books waiting for him. 

“Of course, dear boy,” Gervasse said. “Glad to. And good luck.” He blinked a few times and sent a concerned frown after Jerry as he vanished through the front door and padded down the steps to Fishermen's Walk. 

Sven's house was a barnlike hall, dimly lit by high-set windows, smelling always of wood smoke from the great fireplace. It was filled with long tables and benches for feasting; his collection of swords, shields, and axes almost covered the walls. Large, smelly dogs snored happily in the corners, and there was always food piled on sideboards in case of unexpected famine—a model Valhalla. 

As Jerry pushed through the door from bright sunlight into cool dimness, he saw that the tables had been pushed aside. Two large, naked, and oiled men stood locked together, straining, heaving, and grunting like some monumental sculpture wired for sound—Sven and Marcus. Six or seven others stood around them, cheering, jeering, and commenting; some dressed, some not. The lessons in Greek wrestling were still underway, then, and surprisingly, Killer had his clothes on. 

Then the newcomer was spotted. “Wand!” shouted a voice. Sven went hurtling through the air and crashed to the floor; Marcus yelled in triumph; everyone else raced over to Jerry and surrounded him. 

Inevitably Killer was first and for just a moment he stood on his toes with his hands out, eyes shining, ready to grab the wand. Then he noted Jerry's battle costume and the gleam in his eye and the shoulder bag. So this was not merely a messenger from the Oracle; the wand was not for him. His eager expression became guarded, his fingers relaxed, and he settled back on his heels, looking then, as he usually did, as though he had been built on the spot by the people who did Stonehenge. 

Killer was broad and thick, easily the shortest man present, as well as the youngest. His curly black hair flopped loosely above a face boyishly smooth, yet clouded by a perpetual blue beard-shadow and marred by a red scar on his right temple. At present it also showed a fading black eye and a badly crushed nose. He folded his hands to indicate calmness—the wrists showing below the hem of his cloak were as thick as boots—and he grinned hugely, revealing a ragged collection of broken, missing, and half-grown teeth. 

“How many?” he demanded. 

“One,” Jerry said cautiously. “You were limping.” 

He sensed the surge of disappointment all around him, but he also noted the wary flicker in Killer's eye. 

“Twisted my ankle,” Killer said. “I got to you first, didn't I?” It was rare to see him on the defensive. Certainly he had reached Jerry first—but he had been facing the door, and, while his morals, ethics, motives, and sanity were frequent subjects of debate in his absence, no one ever questioned his reflexes. Jerry glanced thoughtfully around the other faces, trying vainly to read their opinions, then turned his attention back to Killer. 

“A very short message,” he said. “'Take a wagon and a staunch friend and clothes for one.'” 

Surprise. 

“So?” Killer demanded. No one else spoke. Shortest and youngest, yet the undisputed leader. 

Jerry made his decision—not that he had ever doubted what it would be—and shrugged. “You interested?” he asked. Killer rattled the armor collection with a titanic whoop, grabbed him in a life-threatening hug, and kissed him. 

Killer was like that. 

The others prized the winded Jerry loose and shook his hand warmly, their grips all gritty from the sand used in Greek wrestling. They smelled of sweat and oil and somehow of disappointment, but their concern and their good wishes were sincere, and the unfamiliar attention made him squirm. 

Killer squeezed Sven's massive, oiled, hairy arm. “Put off the game till I get back?” he demanded. 

Sven nodded and grinned. Because of his size he looked much more ferocious than Killer, but in his case a little of it was bluff. His monstrous red-gold beard opened in a grin. “Get you then,” he said. 

Killer's hand settled on Jerry's shoulder. “Planning a game of mayhem. Want you on my team.” 

Jerry tried to suppress a shudder and a sickening feeling in his stomach. “Sure,” he said ... and saw Killer's amusement. “Something to look forward to,” he added; Marcus and Tig both laughed. Probably no one but Killer truly enjoyed mayhem, but to refuse would be to resign from his friendship. A boar hunt would be a cocktail party compared to mayhem. 

“Ivan?” Killer said, wheeling around. “Tell Will and Aku I've gone? Sven, you handle the fencing, will you? And, Tig, get some tusks for me?” 

Tiglath's white teeth gleamed in the middle of the biggest, darkest mass of hair in Mera; normally only his bullet-hole eyes and hooked nose showed in that Ninevehian jungle. “You catch your own,” he said. 

Killer laughed and turned his own motley tooth-collection on Jerry again. “Let's move!” 

“You need to go home first?” Jerry asked. “Anything you need?” 

Killer shook his head. Jerry should have known—Killer would shave with a dagger if necessary and either help himself to Jerry's toothbrush or use a twig. He wore unobtrusive gray-green colors on principle, and no one traveled lighter. 

“How about your wife?” Marcus asked gruffly. 

Killer shrugged. “One of you tell her,” he said and led the way to the door. 
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A WALK THROUGH MERA WAS NORMALLY A LEISURELY sequence of conversations. The streets were mostly walkways paved in red granite, liberally furnished with benches and shade trees and planters. They wound casually among stores and houses and outdoor cafes, between walls of the same granite or red brick or pink marble. They jogged unexpectedly up or down staircases and they constantly offered up familiar faces as a mountain stream throws out logs. 

Although Killer was a head shorter than Jerry, he now chose to set a murderous pace—obviously to demonstrate that there was nothing wrong with his ankle—and the other pedestrians, observing the speed, the wand which Jerry carried, and the sweat which Killer's agony was pouring down his face, all contrived to reduce their greetings. They nodded or smiled to Jerry, grinned or frowned at Killer. 

In the bright sunshine, Killer's curls were unmistakably midnight-blue. 

Taking him on as an assistant, Jerry discovered, was like hiring a hurricane to clean a fireplace. He behaved himself moderately well in the haberdashers', not interfering as Jerry obtained a middle-size suit of clothes from the loquacious, gracious Madame Chi—preferring, rather, to corner the little Hittite assistant with the unpronounceable name, reduce her to brilliant blushes and shrill giggles by reminiscing loudly on what the two of them had been doing three nights back, and extract a promise that they would do it all again, and more, as soon as he returned. 

But then their path led down Jeweler's Lane to West Gate and the stables, and that was another matter. He began by enrolling the farrier and two grooms for his mayhem team, which would surely leave the place shorthanded for several days afterward. He rejected with obscenities several geldings suggested by Wat the Hostler, insisting that they had all been overworked that morning, and without consulting Jerry at all, he demanded to see a certain little bay mare which he well knew was Wat's current favorite. 

“That one's reserved!” Wat snapped. 

Killer pointed at the horse trough. 

Wat glanced around in the vain hope that his men would interfere. “You take good care of her, then,” he growled—rumor claimed that Killer had once held him underwater for fifteen minutes. 

Killer ordered Rab the stableboy to lead out the mare and went over her like an art expert examining a suspect da Vinci, from teeth to tail, from ears to shoes, ending by feeling her legs very carefully, also fondling Rab's legs in passing. Finally he announced that the mare would pass and he would take the mare then, and Rab when he got back. Rab smirked as though that were an honor. 

Killer then turned his attention to the problem of transport, mocking Jerry's choice, insulting Wat's, and making a halfhearted, semihumorous attempt to convince Jerry that a Roman racing chariot would qualify as a wagon. He quickly made his own selection and attended to the harnessing himself. Jerry had only to jump aboard as Killer drove the vehicle out of the yard, with the best wishes of the hands ringing in their ears. 

All along Wall Road pedestrians leaped to safety, and obviously the next stop would be the armories. “You get guns, and I'll get blades,” Killer said. “What else do you need?” He hated firearms with a passion, but that had not prevented him from becoming one of the best marksmen in Mera. 

Jerry was hanging on to the backrest with one hand and his cap with the other. “You're the expert. You make me feel like a first-timer.” 

Killer scowled and shook his head. “This is your war, friend. The Oracle picked you. You know why, don't you?” 

“My century, I expect,” Jerry said. “Or because I speak English.” 

“Maybe,” Killer said, steering between two scampering old ladies. “But you know what I want when I ask you along on my treats?” 

“Someone who speaks Greek?” 

“Sometimes,” Killer admitted. “But it's usually because I want brains. Sven and Aku and the others—and me—we're muscle men. You're a thinker. You read books. You mix with the philosophers. So maybe the Oracle wants brains this time? I say again—what have we forgotten?” 

Jerry was annoyed to discover that praise from Killer was an enjoyable sensation. Between that self-analysis and the hectic jiggling of the journey, he failed to achieve any world-shattering insights into their needs before the wagon came shuddering to a halt before the doors of the twin armories. “Weapons should do it,” he said. 

The Armorer (Firearms) was one of the very few people in Mera whom Jerry disliked—an intimidating, taciturn, mysterious man from somewhere uptime from him. He scowled on hearing the Oracle's vague instructions and handed over a couple of Lee Enfields. The British Army, he said, had spread them all over the world, and they had stayed in use in some places for a century—they would fit almost anywhere or anytime. Unconvinced and unsatisfied, Jerry took them back down to the wagon. 

Killer was pulling a tarpaulin over swords, bows, arrows, javelins, shields, and daggers, but at the sight of the Lee Enfields he exploded. The improbable things weighed more than he did, he said, and couldn't hit a charging dragon at ten paces, and what sort of ammunition? They hadn't given him the new stuff with expanding silver bullets? Wait there, he commanded, and hobbled off into the Armory (Firearms). 

Jerry climbed up on the bench and prepared to feel inadequate, but he was hailed at once by Grace Evans, who had noticed the wand and wanted to touch it, because she had never had a chance to handle a wand before. Given that opportunity, Killer certainly would have contrived an obscene misunderstanding. Joe LeFarge and Gary came over to offer best wishes, then others. By the time Jerry had disposed of them all, twenty minutes had gone by, and he realized he had better be checking on his deputy's progress. At that moment a one-man arsenal came shuffling out the door and proceeded to load the wagon with two laser pistols, two Uzi submachine guns, a Gatling, and showers of ammunition—an incredible burden for one pair of arms. 

About to throw the Lee Enfields in the gutter, Killer changed his mind, secured the tarpaulin, and climbed up beside his friend. He wiped his forehead with the hem of his cape and licked blood off his knuckles. 

“You're loaded,” he said. He laid his leg on the splashboard and pulled up his pants. The ankle was purple and swollen like a great fungus—it was a miracle he could walk at all. “You'd better find another helper, Jerry,” he said. 

Jerry was stunned. “When did you do that?” 

“This morning,” Killer said. “I took a shortcut out a window.” 

There might have been an outraged husband blocking the doorway, of course, but that was unlikely—the husbands were part of the fun. An outraged wife was another possibility, but probably he had merely wanted to speak to some passer-by and had not bothered with stairs. 

This morning? “Then the Oracle knew of it,” Jerry said. “If it had said a cautious friend, or sensible ... but it said staunch, so it knew I would ask you.” 

Killer smiled very briefly and boyishly. “I thought I could manage, but I see I'm not fit for duty, Jerry.” 

“What happened to the armorer?” 

Killer grinned and licked his knuckles again. “Not too much,” he said innocently. “But he got to the bayonet rack before I could catch him. I had to disarm him first. It slows me, Jerry.” 

Jerry spared a sympathetic thought for any man unfortunate enough to annoy Killer when he wanted to test himself; probably the armorer had received injuries which would have crippled him anywhere but Mera. 

“If there was going to be fighting,” Jerry suggested, “then the Oracle would not be sending me, certainly not me and only one other. If you'll risk it, then I will.” 

Killer thumped a hand down on his companion's knee. “I bring danger, Jerry. The legions have it in for me now. We've counted; there are always a hell of a lot more around if I'm there. I've won too often; they smell me and they flock. You've got a lot better chance of sneaking Out and back quietly if you don't have me with you.” 

That was news, and lip-biting news, too, but it would be cruel to let Killer talk himself out of this now. It must be hurting him to try, and he would hurt deep if he succeeded. The Oracle had known of the ankle. There was one problem about Killer ... but one did not impose conditions on him, so it must wait. 

Jerry was about to snap a curt, “Let's move,” because that was his style, but then he remembered that Greeks liked speeches. He said, “I would face Asterios himself and all the legions of Hell with you at my side, Achilles, son of Crion, rather than one solitary demon with anyone else. Now move your baby buns out of here.” 

Killer smiled shyly and wavered, then shook his head. “I shouldn't,” he said. “I just wanted to see you well fitted out. Let's go and get Sven ... or Ali?” 

Jerry was surprised, but he decided to have one more try. If Killer truly believed he was incapacitated, then nothing would change his mind. If he was merely being extra cautious out of loyalty to a more cautious friend, then there was one sure persuasion. 

He said thoughtfully, “Well, I understand. Going Outside with only an amateur like me must be pretty scary....” 

“Giddyap!” Killer roared, and the wagon lurched forward. 

Good! That was settled. Now for the other problem. 

“Killer?” 

“Yes, Jerry?” 

“Keep it Platonic?” 

The fragmented teeth flashed, and the hand was withdrawn from Jerry's knee. “Spoilsport,” said Killer. 

 

They rattled out through North Gate, and instantly the hoof and wheel noises were lost in the grass of the wide meadow that fronted it. The land dipped gently before them and then rose again into scattered clumps of trees. Killer drove straight forward, heading for those long shadows, knowing that he would find a road. The little mare pricked her ears and trotted as eagerly as a puppy on an outing. 

Killer mumbled a short prayer to Hermes. 

There were four ways out of Mera. North Gate was for danger—the Oracle had not needed to specify. 

Jerry twisted round to admire the view—the pink granite walls and above them the rose-red little town, flowing gently up its hill to the house of the Oracle at the crest. The strange and unworldly collection of variegated buildings with walls of wood, red brick, and warm stone, roofs of shiny copper or matte-red tiles, somehow contrived to blend together into a friendly and beautiful place. Westward, the evening sky was golden as the sun prepared to depart and do its duty elsewhere. 

Jerry tossed Killer's discarded shoe into the back and found a scrap of twine in his bag. He bent over and fastened the wand loosely across Killer's ankle, and Killer muttered thanks. 

The wagon swung around a copse, down a glade between two others, and soon there was bare earth beneath their wheels and a narrow road winding through trees. 

“You want to drive?” Killer asked. 

Crazy! Killer knew horses inside and backwards, and he did not. So it was a hint, Killer trying very hard to play the unfamiliar role of loyal subordinate instead of giving orders. Jerry should have thought of it on his own. 

“No,” he said, and clambered over the backrest to sit on the bench behind it, facing the rear. 

The road had twisted—or reality had—and the sun was on their right. The trees grew thicker and became a spruce forest, thick and black as sable. A layer of needles muffled the sounds, and the air grew heavy with gummy scent—cool, moist, and dark. Jerry dug out one of the Uzis and loaded it with a clip of Mera's own ammunition, silver-coated bullets. He himself was not convinced that silver was necessary, but Killer and many of the other swore by it. 

Then the surface had changed imperceptibly, and the light. The temperature had fallen; the trees ended without warning. Jerry found that he was gripping the backrest as though it were a dangerous snake, and his head was swinging around constantly. Gravel beneath the wheels, grasslands in all directions... 

“Dawn or dusk?” he asked, and hoped that it was the bouncing of the wagon that made his voice shaky. Let it be dawn! 

“Dusk, I think.” Killer flicked the reins lightly, and they began to move faster. “Dusk and bad weather.” 

A gravel road winding gently across moorland—it could be anywhere or anytime, except that this much gravel must have come in trucks, so twentieth or later. No fences, no trees—indeed, no vegetation except grass, thistles, and low scrub waving eerily in a rising wind. Clouds hung low and ominous. The land rolled gently, and the road wound around in the bottoms, never providing a view. Jerry began to feel claustrophobic. Why couldn't it have been a nice, cheerful dawn? 

“Jerry?” Killer said, leaning his head back. “You don't have to play mayhem if you'd rather not.” 

Now what? “I know that,” Jerry said cautiously. 

“You could be referee,” Killer said. 

Jerry laughed; that was a trap for newcomers. He said. “Never! I'll play for you and hope for a quick concussion.” 

Killer chuckled and did not reply. 

Jerry pulled out the other Uzi and loaded that also, found the javelins—hopefully an entirely unnecessary precaution, but there could be several legions of demons behind those hills. More and more he was conscious of how much an amateur he was at this. Killer was the expert, and the band that had been at Sven's house was the nucleus, the regulars. People like him were enlisted now and again for special cases. Why, this time, had the Oracle chosen to send the wand to him? 

The landscape was bleak, unfriendly, and sinister. 

Killer was whistling happily. 

Dusk certainly; the light was fading into an inflamed sore in the west, the sky turning black, the wind getting stronger. Puffs of dust watered his eyes, and his cloak flapped. He should have brought some warmer clothes; Killer reveled in discomfort. A few spots of rain ... 

“White,” Killer said. “Still tingles.” 

Jerry glanced at the back of Killer's head, but the light was too poor to see if his hair was still blue. No white and no black in Mera—to the regulars, the wands’ turning white was the first sign of being Outside. “How's the ankle?” 

Killer said it was better, but even a wand would have needed longer than that to cure it. 

More bouncing and shaking ... flatter country... 

“We're here,” Killer said at his right ear, and Jerry twisted round to look. 

The land was flat as ice, but now the light was too poor to make out distance. Straight ahead along the roadway, a solitary brilliance beckoned. There were no other lights anywhere; one light in a world of darkness. Jerry swung back to being rear gunner. 

Then Killer pulled up, bringing stillness and silence. Only the wind moved. The light was ten minutes’ walk ahead, a blue-white glare from a high pole—some sort of fluorescent from after Jerry's time—shining down on a cottage and a barn surrounded by hedge. The road ran straight to the gate—no arguments about destination—and Killer was untying the wand from his ankle and would be asking for orders. 

Inside the yard the road led directly to the barn, the cottage set on the left side, a small outhouse between them. The whole yard was bright as day, but no lights shone in the windows. The wagon might be heard, even in this wind, and they would be walking ducks for watchers in the cottage. Steps leading up to the porch meant a raised floor inside and sightlines higher than the top of the hedge. They could leave the wagon and walk—but not on Killer's ankle. He could have Killer cover him from behind the hedge as he went to the door—but there was nowhere to tether the mare except perhaps to a gatepost. She surely was not gun trained and on this pool-table landscape she could be gone for ever. 

Killer passed back the wand, and there was still a slight tingle in it. Jerry scrabbled for a laser pistol and checked the charge—no reading. That meant no later than early twenty-first, and electric lights meant the guns would run. Good; swords were a bloody business. 

“Where to, boss?” Killer asked. 

“Straight down their throats,” Jerry said. “Or am I being stupid?” Killer's reply was directed to the mare. 

At the gate Jerry jumped down and opened it, then stepped aside as Killer ran the wagon in, flashed past the cottage door, and wheeled around like the expert charioteer he was, so that he was facing out again; and nobody had opened fire.... 
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