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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.






 

 

Epigraph

Can you ride

the horses of the heart

by some sacrificial art

or the keenness of your wits?

No.

See the blood on the bits.

 

—Carved on the gatepost of the

Celadon Wind, a SeaStack fabularium


 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

THE stolen airboat followed its preprogrammed course, flying ten meters above the pink veldt of Sook, toward the distant blue mountains.

Ruiz Aw watched the control panel. All seemed to be well; the engines hummed, the compass was steady, the communit was blessedly silent. His Pharaohan passengers had fallen asleep, exhausted by the previous night's violent events. He turned and regarded them. He took particular pleasure in watching Nisa, who slept with her head tipped to the side, a strand of black glossy hair caught in the corner of her rich mouth. Three Pharaohan men with tattooed faces slept in the other acceleration seats; a fourth sat chained in the hold below, still wearing his explosive slave collar and suffering from culture-shift psychosis.

Ruiz felt an odd mixture of cheerful lassitude and anticipatory terror.

On the one hand, he was putting distance between himself and the slaver Corean Heiclaro, which was very good. On the other hand, he expected her to call the boat presently—and that was very bad. She would be expecting to speak with her lieutenant, an ancient cyborged pirate named Marmo, whom Ruiz had disabled and dumped from the boat as they fled across the veldt, or to Banessa, her giant enforcer, whom Ruiz had killed in the course of capturing the boat.

Corean would soon be very angry with Ruiz, and Corean was a person whose rages were to be feared. Ruiz had seen her dispose of substandard slaves with no more emotion than an ordinary person would display at the uprooting of a weed.

Still, his fortunes had undeniably improved. The previous night he'd been a prisoner in the airboat's hold, tethered among his fellow slaves. This morning his neck was pleasantly unconstricted. Even though he couldn't alter the boat's course, he could adjust its speed, and he was almost certain that he could cause it to land if an alternative means of escape presented itself. He believed that he had disabled the boat's remote handling circuits, so that Corean couldn't regain control—though he couldn't be sure, since the boat was equipped with an unfamiliar biomech guidance system.

 

TIME PASSED AND the communit remained quiescent. Ruiz gradually relaxed. The blue mountains grew closer, and it became obvious that they were headed for a notch between two craggy peaks.

He had almost surrendered to a cautious optimism by the time the communit lit up and sounded a soft chime. Terror returned immediately, even though he was almost sure that the boat was unequipped with a remote destruct. Almost.

He had considered and rejected the idea of attempting to conceal his capture of the boat. He could have disabled the video and degraded the voice transmission, but he assumed Marmo and Corean employed some code phrase to establish identity under such circumstances. By immediately confronting the slaver with his deed, he thought it possible she might be usefully startled.

Ruiz reached out with a trembling finger, touched the channel-open switch.

The vidscreen bloomed into life, a swirl of primary colors that swiftly resolved into Corean's perfect face. For a long instant she stared into the pickup, motionless, apparently stunned to see Ruiz Aw looking back at her. Her wonderful eyes widened slightly, her skin went pale, and then her mouth writhed. “You,” she said, loathing distorting her voice. “You. I should have killed you the first moment I saw you."

"Probably so,” Ruiz said, in as agreeable a voice as he could manage.

"I don't know why I ever thought you pretty,” she said. “You're a worthless creature. I'll never make such a mistake again."

"Probably not,” Ruiz said, and sighed. Corean owned a face designed by one of the pangalac worlds’ greatest linea-mentors; even the ugly emotions struggling across those marvelous features couldn't wholly conceal the artist's brilliant work. There was, Ruiz thought, something terribly perverse about a woman so lovely that he couldn't help admiring her, even when she was wishing him a painful death.

She regained control. “Where is Marmo?"

"Somewhere on the veldt."

"Dead?"

"I don't know,” Ruiz answered, and smiled with as much charm as he could muster. “Does he bounce?"

She turned whiter, and for an instant her eyes burned incandescently. She muttered a Dobravit curse under her breath.

Ruiz waited, wondering if he dared provoke her further. Why not? “But Banessa's dead, if that helps. I strangled her with this.” He held up the explosive-collar controller by its ribbon.

She laughed, though there was no trace of humor in that harsh sound. “I'd have liked to see that ... but I think you must be lying, Ruiz Aw. She was a mountain, too strong even for you. How could any unaugmented person best her? You're tricky. I'll remember that when I have you back.” She jerked at some control, just out of sight, and to Ruiz's horror, the airboat staggered and swooped in response.

The others woke, made various sounds of fright, and clutched at their restraining straps.

Flomel, the Pharaohan conjuror, shouted in a voice breaking with panic, “Lady Corean! I had nothing to do with it, I'd have warned your henchmen, had I known what this wild beast was up to."

Ruiz glanced over his shoulder, saw Dolmaero whack Flomel across the mouth with a meaty hand. “Shut up,” said Dolmaero calmly. The conjuror stared at the Guildmaster, shocked speechless by this insubordination.

Ruiz gave his attention to the controls. They were still dead, but he was momentarily pleased to see that they didn't respond accurately to Corean's attempts to redirect the boat. It wobbled to the left, away from the arrow-straight course they had been pursuing, but it showed no sign of reversing directions, as was apparently her intent.

In the vidscreen Corean's face reflected several emotions: triumph, then puzzlement, then frustration. She swore again, wrenched at her remotes again, which only served to produce a more pronounced drift to the left and a sickening motion, a combination of pitch and roll that had the other passengers moaning.

Ruiz looked out and saw that the boat was no longer heading for the pass through the blue mountains, but was instead rushing toward a sheer cliff. He grabbed at the velocity yoke, slowing the boat until it hung in the air over a talus slope, still shimmying with the eccentric motion Corean had given it.

"Make it stop,” Nisa said, in a small careful voice.

Corean had apparently heard, because an ugly smile floated on her lips. “He can't,” she said. The boat jerked and shuddered, then darted forward, directly at the cliffside. “If I can't have you back, then I'll have to do the best I can."

Ruiz waggled the yoke, but now the boat seemed completely out of control. He stared out at the onrushing stone as the boat accelerated. From the corner of his eye he could see an avid look on Corean's perfect face, as if she hoped the communicator would survive the impact long enough for her to take a leisurely delight in Ruiz's destruction.

For an instant his mind was empty, and then he saw a ruined body in the wreckage of the boat. Not his. Nisa's.

He pushed the image from his mind's eye. For some reason, he thought of poor mad Kroel, once a master conjuror of Pharaoh.

With the thought came an impulse, and he acted on it instantly. He raised the collar controller, which he had previously set to Kroel's resonance. He'd intended to use the sedative ject if Kroel became dangerously agitated; now he thumbed the detonator switch.

A dull thump came from the hold, and the note of the engines changed, shrieking up the scale, louder and higher, until they seized with a final shuddering crunch—and the boat was filled with silence. Ruiz clutched at the arms of his chair and hoped for the best.

Just before the boat dropped and hit the talus, Ruiz glanced down at Corean's image in the vidscreen. The slaver was watching him with a luminous intensity, and Ruiz thought she had never looked more beautiful and more terrible.


 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

BY great good luck the airboat struck the talus slope in a nose-up attitude, pancaking into the loose detritus and bouncing up toward the base of the cliff. The initial impact almost tore Ruiz loose from his chair, but he managed to hang on. He hoped the others had braced themselves, but in any case, the acceleration webbing would protect them as long as the boat remained intact.

The boat slid upward, raising a cloud of dust, hull screeching against the rubble of the slope. It slowed, crunched into the ledge at the top of the slope, and stopped.

For a moment the boat rocked unsteadily, and Ruiz feared it might roll back down. He wondered how far the slope dropped. Had the slope ended at the top of another precipice, which then had dropped into a deep valley? He couldn't quite remember; all his attention had been concentrated on Corean and her vengeful face.

But then the boat became still. Ruiz could hear nothing but the retching sounds Flomel was making. The vidscreen was a dead gray, and the control board was dark.

"Well,” Ruiz said. “We're still lucky.” He turned to look at the others.

Nisa clutched at the webbing, her face pale and serious.

Molnekh smiled crookedly and pulled the hem of his tunic away from Flomel, who was making a mess. Dolmaero was impassive, staring out the port.

Flomel gained control of his stomach. “One day you'll be sorry, casteless one,” he said, gulping air. “Now you've wrecked the Lady Corean's miraculous vessel and we're stranded in the wilderness."

Ruiz sighed. “Flomel, must you be so devoted an idiot? Don't you understand that Corean was trying to smash us into that cliff?” He pointed out the forward viewscreen at the dark sandstone.

Flomel glared at him. “Nonsense. It's your meddling that's at fault. If not for your meddling, we'd still be traveling safely and comfortably toward our goal. If you think I don't see through you and your lies, then you greatly underestimate me."

"Don't worry, I don't underestimate you. But I'll agree that in one respect things would be better, had I not ‘meddled,'” Ruiz said wearily. “You'd still be safely tethered in the cargo hold."

A short silence ensued. “Speaking of the cargo hold, what of Kroel,” Dolmaero asked, a bit hoarsely.

Ruiz shrugged. “I'm sorry,” he said, but none of the others seemed to understand his meaning. “Kroel is dead."

"But, how do you know?” asked Molnekh, looking stricken.

Ruiz stood. “I killed him. I couldn't think of any other way to save us."

 

THE EMERGENCY LOCK was sufficiently intact that Ruiz and Dolmaero were able to manually crank it open. The others fled past Kroel's headless corpse, but Dolmaero lingered with Ruiz for a moment, staring at the small jagged hole in the engine compartment bulkhead, torn open when Ruiz had detonated Kroel's collar. Dolmaero turned his gaze to Ruiz. “How did you think to do this?"

"I don't know. A lucky whim. For us, anyway—though I suppose Kroel would be dead with the rest of us, otherwise, so he's no worse off. Here, help me with these food packs. The boat carried enough food for another day, but there are fewer of us now, so it should last several days, with care."

Dolmaero hung the packs from one broad shoulder. “Kroel wouldn't have lived much longer, anyway. His soul had already fled.” He shrugged and turned away. “You're an odd man, Ruiz Aw—though I hope you'll take no offense at my saying so. You kill your enemies as easily as another man might swat bloodbugs. Then you regret the death of poor Kroel, who meant nothing to you. But I fear for your remarkable luck. Can it last?"

"We only have to get off Sook. If my luck lasts that long I won't ask any more of it."

 

OUTSIDE, RUIZ EXAMINED his little group of survivors. They clustered around the airlock, all wearing unhappy faces, except for Nisa. Ruiz's susceptibility to her beauty had been responsible for most of his recent difficulties ... but there were compensations. He took a moment to admire her smooth pale skin, her great dark eyes, her long black hair, thick and soft and glowing with coppery highlights, and her graceful long-limbed body. Her loveliness complemented a quick intelligence and an admirably strong character.

He smiled at her. She gave him a sweet melting look in return, at which Flomel scowled and made a grunt of disgust.

Ruiz considered Flomel, a stringy middle-aged man with a hard face and a self-important manner. The tattoos of a senior conjuror were prominent on his shaven skull. Flomel had been as much a prisoner as the others, but unshakable arrogance compelled him to regard his captivity as a form of protective custody. He had yet to be convinced that Corean had intended to sell his troupe to the highest bidder.

Ruiz judged him a dangerous man, and he was certain that Flomel was hatching some treachery. Ruiz shook his head. What was wrong with him that he could not simply kill the conjuror, as common sense dictated?

Molnekh stood beside Flomel, looking about curiously. He was tall, gangly, and thin to the point of emaciation. Molnekh also wore the tattoos of a conjuror, and had assisted Flomel in performing the masterful illusion-plays that had made the phoenix troupes of Pharaoh so valuable in the pangalac worlds. Ruiz felt a certain admiration for Molnekh, with his optimistic acceptance of his changed circumstances. He couldn't help contrasting Molnekh's resilience with the fatal brittleness of Kroel, who had been reduced to comatose panic by the strangeness of Sook.

Finally there was Dolmaero, a stout somber man, tattooed in the spiky red and green patterns of a Guildmaster. He had been the leader of the troupe's supporting crew—the dozens of scene setters, animal trainers, gowners, carpenters, surgeons, and other specialists whose expertise beneath the stage made possible the conjurors’ miraculous tricks. His position was subordinate to the conjurors, on Pharaoh ... but on this new world he was evolving toward a more dominant role. Dolmaero took his responsibilities to his people seriously, Ruiz thought, and his was a supple, clever mind. When Corean's catchboat had scooped up both the phoenix troupe and Ruiz Aw from the harsh world of Pharaoh, Ruiz had believed his disguise a near-perfect one. But Dolmaero had been the first to notice that Ruiz was not a Pharaohan.

Dolmaero had never attempted to use this knowledge against Ruiz, and Ruiz was still grateful. He felt a degree of cautious friendship for the Guildmaster, despite their disparate origins—and despite the risks inherent in friendships formed under such precarious circumstances.

Dolmaero's brooding eyes fixed on Ruiz. “You seem cheerful; I envy you your light heart. Too many questions burden mine."

Ruiz regarded Dolmaero uneasily. In Nisa's case, affection ruled him—but his responsibilities to the other prisoners seemed less well defined. Perhaps, however, he owed Dolmaero some degree of explanation. “I'll tell you what I can,” he said to Dolmaero. “What do you want to know?"

Dolmaero sighed. “I fear I don't know enough about our situation even to ask the right questions. Still ... where did Corean mean to send us, before you killed her giant henchwoman and disabled the machine man? Do you know?"

"Yes.” The subject filled Ruiz with unpleasant sensations—a crawling sensation along his spine, a queasiness in his stomach, a sudden film of sweat on his forehead. In the depths of his mind, the death net twitched, reminded him that it would kill him if he fell into the tentacles of the Gencha. He shuddered. “Yes. Corean was sending us to the Gencha, so that we might be made safe."

"Made safe?” Dolmaero looked dubious, as if he felt certain that Ruiz Aw could never be rendered harmless.

"The Gencha ... they're aliens, much stranger than the Pung who ran the slave pen. They're repulsive creatures, but that's not the reason I fear them. They've devoted centuries to the study of human mentation. They know us too well; they can make a person do or be anything."

"And for us?"

"The process is sometimes called deconstruction. If we're taken down into the Gencha enclave, they'll tear down our minds and rebuild them in a form that would make us perfect slaves. Our primary loyalty would no longer be to our selves, but to Corean—or to whoever purchased us from her."

"It sounds complicated,” Molnekh said. “Surely there are less troublesome ways of controlling slaves. On Pharaoh we manage well enough. If a slave is rebellious, we crucify him, or stake him out in the waste, or use him in an unsanctified Expiation. The other slaves watch and learn."

Ruiz frowned. Sometimes he forgot that the others came from a primitive client world, that their cultural matrix was alien. He found it especially disturbing that Nisa was nodding her lovely head, apparently finding Molnekh's statement reasonable and obvious.

But then it occurred to him that his own ethical standards were more theoretical than actual. At the thought, he was suddenly quite depressed. He might find the idea of crucifying slaves barbaric; still, Ruiz Aw destroyed innocent lives in the course of every job he did. Many had died since his arrival on Pharaoh, beginning with the Watcher on the Worldwall, whom he'd been forced to kill. Then Denklar the innkeeper, Relia the doxy, Rontleses the coercer—their deaths stained his hands. And after his capture and transport to Sook, the list of his victims grew too long to count. Sometimes Ruiz Aw saw himself as a sort of random merciless plague, constantly mutating, incurable.

Something must have shown in his face, because Nisa spoke, voice full of concern. “What is it, Ruiz? Perhaps this new way is kinder, but on Pharaoh we don't have the means to rebuild minds."

"Kinder?” Ruiz laughed bitterly. “No. The Gencha build human-shaped puppets—they're no longer real people. The Gencha would make me into a flesh machine. And the worst thing is, I wouldn't even know it; I'd think I was still the same person. But if one day my owner told me to open my belly and drape my guts over the shrubbery, I'd think it was a perfectly reasonable request and I'd do it happily. Even then I wouldn't know that I'd lost my self."

A silence ensued, as each considered the ugly picture Ruiz had painted. Even Flomel, who had studiously ignored the conversation, looked shaken.

After a while, Dolmaero looked up. He rubbed his heavy jaw, scratched his tattooed head. “Well,” he began hesitantly. “I mean no disrespect, but I can't understand why, if the Gencha can do as you say ... why they don't rule the human universe. Or do they?"

Ruiz was once again surprised by the Guildmaster's grasp of the situation. “A good question, Dolmaero. The Gencha don't do this thing easily—the effort of fully deconstructing a human substantially decreases the Gench's vitality, and recovery is lengthy and somewhat uncertain. They can perform smaller mental modifications with much less damage to their health."

It occurred to Ruiz to wonder how Corean was able to arrange for the processing of five slaves such as he and his companions were—and why she would be willing to pay the astronomical fees such services surely demanded. He found, however, that it was difficult for him to consider any matter connected with the Gencha—it made his head hurt.

Then he was distracted by dark memories. He recalled the Art League factor on Dilvermoon who had hired him for this job ... and then the League-owned Gench who had installed the death net and mission-imperative compulsion in his own mind. He discovered to his surprise that he had at some point reached a decision: He would never again permit his mind to be tampered with. It occurred to Ruiz Aw that he might have to find a new profession, in the event he survived his present difficulties. A remote possibility, he thought, and put the notion away.

"Also,” Ruiz continued, “the Gencha are a nontechnical race—they appear unable or unwilling to design machines to augment their abilities. Otherwise they might indeed control the pangalac worlds. Oh, occasionally a particularly ambitious Gench gains substantial power by converting a few influential humans. None has ever consolidated its position successfully. Partly luck, I suppose, but mostly it's because the Gencha as a species don't seem to be interested in power for its own sake. Finally, there are very few Gencha—and most of them are prisoners."

"Very valuable prisoners, so I would suppose, if they can be forced to do their work at their captor's behest,” said Dolmaero.

"Yes. Very valuable.” Ruiz was forced once again to consider an unpalatable truth: The Art League had sent him not to identify those who had been poaching valuable slaves from the League's client world of Pharaoh, but to lead the League to an enclave of Gencha on Sook.

 

RUIZ GLANCED DOWNSLOPE, verified that the tumble of loose stone ended in a sheer drop, and shuddered.

Dolmaero followed his glance, smiled. “More luck. I must remember to stay close to you, Ruiz Aw."

Ruiz sighed. “The luck comes and goes, Guildmaster. We're far from safe yet."

"What do you think we should do?” Dolmaero leaned forward attentively.

Flomel spoke in testy tones. “We must rely on the Lady Corean's mercy. She'll surely understand that we had nothing to do with the casteless slayer's outrages. She'll soon be here to rescue us from this bizarre place."

Ruiz laughed, astounded. Even the other Pharaohans were watching Flomel with wide eyes, as if he were some odd menagerie beast, trained to perform eccentric tricks.

Dolmaero only shook his head.

"Flomel, Flomel,” said Molnekh. “This is no moment for jests; besides, you were never a great joker. The Lady Corean's mercy strikes me as unreliable. Don't you remember her ‘mercy’ to Casmin, your favorite enforcer? She cut his throat and burned him to a cinder."

"I think Flomel's too stupid to learn,” said Nisa. “He's like Kroel, only he hides it better.” She looked at Flomel with vindictive eyes. “He'll end up just like Kroel, with any luck."

Flomel purpled, knotted his hands into fists. For a moment Ruiz thought Flomel might strike Nisa, and he swayed forward, filled with a hot impulse to commit violence. Here was an opportunity to be done with the treacherous conjuror; his fingers ached with the urge to snap Flomel's thin neck.

Flomel looked into his eyes and stumbled back, suddenly pale.

Ruiz took a deep breath, and by degrees relaxed the snarl that had frozen on his face.

The others were watching him with frightened eyes. Even Nisa had drawn away, as if suddenly unsure of him. His heart twinged, and he managed a smile.

Her responding smile was genuine, if a bit cautious, for which he could not blame her. She would need to be mad or utterly foolish to trust him entirely ... and she was neither.

"Well,” he said, in a somewhat shaky voice. “You may wait here for Corean, if you wish, Master Flomel. She'll be here in two days, or a little less. Yonder ledge will make a roof for you, but we can spare you no food.” He smiled a different smile. “Still, I can almost guarantee you won't die of hunger."

Flomel looked down. “Guildmaster,” he said in a low voice. “What do you advise."

Dolmaero answered reluctantly, “I think Ruiz Aw is our only hope, Master Flomel. We're babes here, in a wilderness full of banebears. I think we should accompany him as long as he will permit it."

"I must accept your advice, then,” muttered Flomel.

Ruiz was disappointed.

He examined the weapons he had salvaged from the wreck. He wore, clipped to his belt, Marmo's splinter gun—the only really effective weapon they possessed. From Banessa's collection of archaic weapons he had taken an antique stiletto, a heavy two-edged dagger, a small lady's kris with a garter sheath, and a short solid-brass club with a spiked head. The giant woman had owned more powerful weapons: a graser, a brace of seeker-stingers—but like many personal weapons, they were designed to function only under their owner's control. He'd jettisoned them along with her body.

He gave the dagger to Dolmaero, who handled it as though he had no idea what to do with it. Ruiz recalled that there had been no wars on Pharaoh for many generations. He would have to remember not to expect too much of the Guildmaster, should they meet with hostilities before they escaped from Sook.

"Carry it through your belt, Guildmaster,” Ruiz instructed Dolmaero. “No, like this; you'll probably want to avoid castration, should you stumble."

Ruiz handed the sheathed kris to Nisa.

"And how shall I wear this?” she asked.

"I'll show you.” Ruiz knelt and pushed up the hem of her tunic, enjoying the silky texture of her skin. When he'd fastened the garter that held the kris to the outside of her thigh, he had to force himself to take his hands away. Desire made his head swim for a moment. He realized he was still at the mercy of those reckless romantic impulses that the bootleg minddiver Nacker had afflicted him with.

He handed the club to Molnekh. “I wish we had a better choice of weapons,” he said.

"No matter,” said Molnekh, swishing the club enthusiastically back and forth. “We'll make do."

Ruiz pulled up the sleeve of his tunic and bound the stiletto to the inside of his forearm with a length of sturdy cloth.

Flomel edged forward. “Where's mine?” he asked.

Ruiz turned to him, surprised at Flomel's audacity. “Sorry. But surely you need nothing sharper than your wits."

Flomel opened his mouth, as if he meant to argue, then snapped it shut and contented himself with a dark glare.

"Now,” Ruiz said. “Here's what we must do."

 

IT WAS A pity, Ruiz told them, that the boat's power system had been irreparably damaged and that the turret raptor was therefore useless. Otherwise, they might do well to wait here and arrange an ambush for Corean when she came, as she certainly would.

He explained his plan to the Pharaohans—they would walk over the pass, and hope to come across some habitation or at least a promising track. Then they'd try to reach a launch ring and get off Sook.

Ruiz was deliberately vague about what might happen to the Pharaohans after that; he didn't know. He wanted to give Nisa the opportunity to stay with him if she wanted to; he could afford to buy her from the Art League. The others could escape to the pangalac worlds with his blessing, or he might be able to arrange to have them returned to Pharaoh—though the League would insist on removing their memories before they would be released on their home world.

The Pharaohans seemed no more eager to ask about their eventual fate than Ruiz was to discuss it, though Dolmaero looked as if he were full of questions that weren't quite ripe yet. Ruiz was grateful for the respite.

Ruiz distributed the food packs equitably. Only Flomel grumbled over his load; the others accepted their packs cheerfully enough. He gave Flomel a hard look, and the conjuror subsided.

Into the food packs Ruiz jammed a few more useful items: three of the self-inflating tents, a water jug for each traveler, and insulated rain capes.

Finally he took one of the self-securing leashes by which they had all been tethered the night before. Flomel looked at him and showed his teeth in a grimace of disgust.

 

THE SUN WAS hot on Ruiz's back as the five of them toiled up toward the pass, but a chill wind blew down the mountainside, making him shiver occasionally. They had scrambled across the talus slope and found a rough path leading in the direction of the notch through the mountains. It showed little sign of recent use, and Ruiz wasn't optimistic that they'd soon come across anything resembling civilization. Still, he was as happy as he'd been since he'd landed on Pharaoh. He was free, except for the mission-imperative that still pushed him, and the death net that waited in the abyss of his mind. As long as he could stay free, the death net would remain quiescent. Only if he were helplessly captured by enemies of the League and in imminent danger of dying or divulging League secrets would the net kill him and send his recent memories to League headquarters on Dilvermoon.

Ruiz forced himself to optimism. All he had to do was to launch a message torp to the League, detailing his discoveries: the location and identity of the poacher who had been stealing slaves from Pharaoh—and the fact that an enclave of rogue Gencha existed on Sook. And when he'd done that, the net and the mission-imperative would evaporate from his mind, and he would be truly free.

He gave himself to the pleasurable contemplation of Nisa's smooth strong legs as she climbed the path just ahead of him.

 

AT THE TOP of the pass they paused, and Ruiz looked out over the country on the other side of the mountains. The foothills were much greener, and the dense forest beyond indicated that this was the moist side of the range. In the far distance, another range lifted misty peaks. The broad valley between them seemed to stretch forever in both directions.

To his delight, Ruiz could see a straight line striking down the center of the valley, parallel to the mountains, perhaps thirty kilometers away. It was too far away to positively identify, but it looked like a highway cut through the forest, on which might travel vehicles fast enough to get them away to a hiding spot before Corean arrived.

"It's like my father's gardens,” said Nisa, who stood close beside him. “Where do they get all the water?"

Ruiz smiled at her. “It falls from the sky here, all the time. Or at least often enough that the trees grow without tending."

She turned an unbelieving glance at him. “Of course,” she said in tolerant tones, as though she was certain he teased her.

"No, really,” he said. “Wait, you'll see.” As he spoke, he noticed that dark roiling clouds were building to the north. “In fact, we'd better hurry along, before we get washed away."

Flomel sat down. “I must rest. And it's time to eat."

Ruiz sighed. “I tire of you, Master Flomel. I cannot leave you here; you would surely tell Corean where we've gone, long before she finished killing you. So, either come along without further complaint, or I must end your life. I can do it without pain."

Flomel stood quickly. “I'll go,” he said sullenly.

"Are you sure?” Ruiz asked gently. “I fear our association must end badly for one of us. And there are worse places to die.” He made a gesture that took in the broad sky, the green country beyond, the clean wind that blew up the pass. “And worse ways."

"No,” said Flomel with more enthusiasm. “I'll go."


 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

THE path, though steep, seemed in better condition on this side of the pass, and they made good progress. By the time the sun was halfway down the afternoon sky, they had descended to the wooded foothills, where the trees were tall and ancient. Ruiz set a fast pace, but apart from the occasional mutter from Flomel, no one complained. As they walked down the path, the day grew darker, and soon the sun was hidden behind the clouds, and the light further dimmed by the branches of the trees that overhung the way. The Pharaohans drew closer together, made uneasy by this unnatural exuberance of greenery. Pharaoh's one habitable plateau was such a dry barren place that only the richest and most powerful Pharaohans could afford to maintain gardens.

"What sort of folk could live in such a strange place,” asked Nisa in hushed tones.

"I don't know. All kinds, probably, like everywhere else.” Ruiz spoke in a distracted voice. He felt something of the others’ uneasiness. The forest was dense enough that it offered ample opportunity for ambush.

Nisa took his distraction as a rebuke and drew away, for which he was sorry.

Despite Ruiz's anxiety, nothing sprang at them from the undergrowth. No missiles flew at them, no nets dropped, no traps sprang. But by the time the light began to fall toward twilight, his troops were footsore and slow, except for Molnekh, who seemed as fresh as he had at the outset of their trek. His frail-looking body apparently disguised a hearty constitution.

They passed into a belt of up-tilted limestone strata. Here and there breakdowns had formed caves; just ahead a fairly capacious one opened just off the trail. The roof projected sufficiently to keep off the rain that threatened, but the cave was too shallow to attract large predators. Soot stains on the gray ceiling showed where other travelers had camped under the overhang, but none of the signs of use seemed recent, and Ruiz decided to call a halt. He was pinning all his hope on the highway he'd seen from the pass. They would reach it in the morning, and stumbling down the path in darkness would save little time, or at any rate not enough to risk the possibility of broken ankles and night-roving beasts.

Flomel stared gloomily at the shelter. “This is where we must spend the night? This damp hole?"

Ruiz grunted. “Be grateful you're not still at the pass. That you have a need for shelter,” he said. His dislike of the conjuror had grown more intense over the last few days. It wasn't just that Flomel had arranged Nisa's brief death in the first phoenix play, or that he would have cheerfully killed her again at Corean's behest. Dolmaero and Molnekh were equally culpable; none of the Pharaohans saw any great immorality in the brutality of the phoenix play, not even Nisa, who in an attempt to avoid a second death had once ripped a pair of sewing shears through Flomel's guts. No, Flomel was an innocent product of his primitive culture, just as Ruiz Aw was a product of his own hypercivilized one.

But Flomel saw other human beings only in terms of their usefulness to Flomel.

Ruiz frowned, struck by an unpleasant notion. Was Flomel so different from himself? Yes, of course, he told himself fiercely. Otherwise I'd just kill the little snake and rest easier.

He shook himself; that was developing into a disquieting line of thought.

He directed the other men to set up the tents under the overhang, while he and Nisa gathered wood for a fire. He was reasonably certain that Corean wouldn't catch up with them until late the next day, and so a fire would be a fairly safe luxury.

Several seasons had apparently come and gone since the last traveler had visited the shelter; there was plenty of wood within sight of the shelter. But they moved far enough away for a private conversation.

Nisa bent close to Ruiz as he snapped dry twigs from a small deadfall, and he caught the clean scent of her hair. He smiled and drew a deep breath. She turned to look at him through the dark veil of her hair. “Have I angered you?” she asked. Her voice was almost truculent.

"No, of course not,” he said. “Have I angered you?"

She smiled at his serious tone, and her face became cheerful. “No, not really. But you've been different, since you captured the boat."

"I suppose so.” Ruiz set the deadfall across two boulders, and used his boots to snap its trunk into usable sections. “It's because I'm working at my trade, and not just waiting for an opportunity to act. Though ... waiting with you was as sweet a pastime as I've ever known."

Her smile grew warmer, and her eyes shown with held-back tears. “I'm happy to hear that, Ruiz Aw. Though perhaps I shame myself to say so. No ... that's wrong. I'm a princess, but I'm sure you're a prince in your own lands."

He patted her hand. “I grew up a slave."

Her eyes widened. “Then the princes in your land must be mighty indeed."

He laughed. “I know of few especially mighty ones. In the pangalac worlds, persons of any station, even slaves, may make themselves kings and queens, if that is their desire—and if they can out-climb and out-fight and out-scheme all the other would-be rulers. There are many candidates, very many."

"Your lands aren't so different from mine.” She seemed a bit wistful, as if she had hoped that the wider universe was a happier and more just place. She straightened up with the armload of wood she had collected. “Well. You said you were working at your trade. What might that be?"

Ruiz shrugged. “It's a simple one; staying alive. I hope to be a success for a few more days, long enough to get us away from Sook."

She looked at him quizzically, lovely head tipped to the side appraisingly. “My confidence in your prospects grows daily. Will we share a tent tonight?"

"If that's your wish.” He felt a sweet unfamiliar glow.

"That's my wish, yes,” she said, and bumped him playfully with one round hip.

 

LATER, WITH A low fire casting an orange light on the stone overhead, the five of them ate in silence. Looking at Dolmaero's broad face, Ruiz saw that the Guildmaster had evolved more questions.

"What?” Ruiz asked.

"You will not be offended?” Dolmaero raised cautious eyes to Ruiz's.

"No, speak freely.” Sometimes it saddened Ruiz that he seemed to inflict fear on everyone he met. Of course, Dolmaero had seen Ruiz perform terrible violence—so he could hardly blame Dolmaero for being wary.

Dolmaero sighed and looked down. “I must trust to your restraint, then.” For a long moment the Guildmaster was silent, staring into the fire. “I would ask you to tell me the truth about yourself, and about Pharaoh. Who are you, really? And what are we? And what have you to do with us?"

Ruiz was unprepared for such direct questions. His first impulse, born of a lifetime of subterfuge, was to lie as reassuringly as possible—he told himself that he must still protect his secrets, or risk triggering the death net. The meddling of Nacker the bootleg minddiver, and the near trigger after his attempted escape from Corean's slave pens, had weakened the net somewhat ... but if Corean recaptured him in such a way that he was helpless, the net would fire, and he would die. If the Gencha took him, the net would fire. If any other enemy of the League held him helpless, the net would fire.

It struck him that telling the Pharaohans the truth was no great threat, compared to these other likelihoods. After all, before any of them could be returned to Pharaoh they would be mindwiped.

He felt a sudden overwhelming weariness with deception. Caution evaporated. “Are you certain you wish to know these things?"

Dolmaero nodded heavily. Molnekh wore his usual look of bright-eyed amiable curiosity. Flomel curled his Up and feigned indifference.

"Please tell us, Ruiz Aw,” asked Nisa.

So he did.

 

HE EXPLAINED, WITH some hesitation, that he was a freelance enforcer, a man whose profession involved inflicting pain, stimulating fear, committing atrocities. No one seemed surprised, not even Nisa. Ruiz was a little taken aback by her easy acceptance of this ugly truth. Never forget, he told himself. She comes from an alien society, however human she may be genetically. Somehow the concept lacked force; perhaps he didn't care what she was, as long as she was Nisa.

He explained that he had been hired to sniff out a poacher who was stealing valuable Pharaohan slaves. Despite his sudden distaste for deception, he was careful not to mention the League, and he described his commission and employers in deliberately ambiguous terms. The League was unpopular on Sook—since it was one of the strongest multistellar entities, and had an effective police arm. He couldn't risk one of the Pharaohans dropping the League's name in the presence of a local.

But even so, a truthful picture of Pharaoh's status began to emerge. This information seemed less palatable to his listeners.

"Please,” said Dolmaero. “Explain further. Pharaoh is owned? Like a catapple plantation?"

"Something like that,” Ruiz said.

"But what do the pangalacs want from us? Gold? Snake oil?"

"Some oil is exported,” Ruiz said. “But mainly, the wealth of Pharaoh is in its conjurors. That's why Corean stole your troupe from Bidderum. She would have one day sold your people to some collector of theatrical oddities, for a great deal of pangalac credit."

Dolmaero looked wryly amused. “So we're cattle? Or dancing banebears?"

"Oh, no. On the pangalac worlds the institution of slavery is restricted by many humane rules. It's very unlikely you'd have been mistreated, had you been taken by a legitimate pangalac organization. Now Corean ... she might have sold you to some wildworld monster—who can say?"

Molnekh looked bewildered and said nothing.

Nisa turned away and spoke in a low voice. “I always thought that Pharaoh belonged to my father."

Of all the reactions, Flomel's was the strangest. A look of malevolent defiant pride came into his eyes, though his face maintained its expression of ostentatious disinterest. He seemed to glare at Ruiz with a different, more submissive degree of hatred. The look on the conjuror's face made Ruiz's skin crawl.

"How long have we been owned?” asked Dolmaero.

"Many generations. Soon after your people developed conjuring into a high art."

Nisa made a muffled sound of woe. Ruiz touched her shoulder. “What is it?"

"Nothing. It's just ... I remember, not so long ago, though now it seems a lifetime past, when I stood on my father's terrace above the city, and drank a toast to my ancestors. The ones who first traveled about Pharaoh, performing their rough tricks. The ones whose cleverness had given me such a good life. And now I see that they made me a slave...."

"No,” he said. “It isn't all bad. You haven't had a major war since you became a client world. Three hundred years ago there was a plague that might have killed three quarters of your population; the owners stopped it before it started."

She put her face in her hands. “My father's hunting dirgos are content; they no longer remember what it was like to freely roam the wastes. They get meat twice a day, and the huntsman sees that they get enough exercise. It's good, I suppose."

Ruiz could find no comforting words to speak. He put his arm around her, pulled her close. She resisted for a moment, then turned her face to his chest.

Dolmaero spoke again, though this time he seemed to speak more to himself than to Ruiz. “I must find a way to get back to the troupe, someday. I must try to take them home; I'm responsible for them, you understand. Most of them didn't seek glory or transfiguration; they worked to feed their families. Tell me, Ruiz. Now that the conjurors are gone, what will Corean do with the ones who are left?"

Ruiz shook his head. “I don't know, Guildmaster.” He couldn't see what use the depressing truth would be to Dolmaero. In all likelihood, Corean would simply euthanize the others, if she became convinced that she would never recapture the conjurors. What good was a conjuring troupe without conjurors?

A little time passed, and the fire burned low, until only a few red coals sputtered in the ashes. The night air was chill and damp, and Ruiz became very conscious of Nisa's warmth against him. He found himself wishing that he could be frozen in time, that he could rest like this forever, that somehow the arc of his life could be arrested here and now, before it plunged down to the painful ending that probably waited for him a day or two down the line. He had managed all day to put from his mind the impossibility that they could escape Corean on foot, the improbability that the highway would be traveled by anyone willing to give transport to a ragged group like his.

All his life, he had possessed a talent for putting away thoughts he did not wish to think, a talent that had served him well in his violent pursuits; now he could not seem to do it. He looked down at Nisa's dark head. Perhaps she had become too precious to him, but if so, there was nothing he wished to do about it.

Dolmaero stirred. “Another question, if you'll permit, and then I must retire—or I won't be able to walk very far tomorrow."

Ruiz nodded.

"Then tell me ... what are we to you that you should help us as you have? I know you are fond of the Noble Person ... this is written in your face. But the rest of us? Forgive me for saying so, but you don't seem the sort of person who often performs capricious acts of charity."

Ruiz was also fond of Dolmaero, and was growing to like Molnekh's cheerful energetic personality. Still, Dolmaero was essentially correct. Why had he undertaken to rescue the others?

He made a successful rationalization. “I expect your help in return."

Dolmaero spread his hands. “But what can we do? We're not trained in violence, we know nothing of this world."

Ruiz considered. “Here's the first thing: We must set a watch, so that one of us is always awake. I don't know what predators live in these woods, or what sort of people. In any case, we mustn't be taken by surprise. So ... Molnekh, perhaps you'll stand the first watch?"

"Of course,” said the skinny mage, beaming.

Ruiz looked up. He saw that the threatening clouds had blown away, and that patches of starry sky showed through the branches overhead. “See that bright star?” He pointed to an opening in the canopy. “When it hangs above the white-barked tree, call me for my watch. I'll call Dolmaero, who will call Nisa."

"And what shall I do?” sneered Flomel.

Ruiz pushed Nisa gently away and got to his feet. He picked up the self-securing leash he'd brought from the wrecked airboat. “Come with me, Master Flomel. I'll tuck you in."

Flomel followed him slowly to the tent farthest from the fire. “Must you hobble me like an untrained striderbeast?"

Ruiz set the leash, activated its mechanism, watched it corkscrew its taproot into the stone. “I must, until you're better trained."

"I know I've spoken roughly to you, but I've done you no real harm. Why do you so distrust me?” Flomel smiled a crooked smile, an expression of alarming duplicity, even in the dim light.

Ruiz snugged the leash around Flomel's neck, sealed it. “Instinct, let us say."

"I've learned much this night, Ruiz Aw. How may I earn your trust?” The smile trembled on Flomel's thin mouth.

Ruiz laughed. “At the moment, I have difficulty with the concept. Perhaps you'll think of something.” He tugged at the leash, found it secure. “Good night."

 

MOLNEKH HAD TAKEN his post at the side of the shelter and stood motionless against the gray stone. He was hard to spot in the darkness, and Ruiz felt a degree of approval. Molnekh was intelligent and adaptable; he might actually be of some help.

Dolmaero had gone to bed, and only Nisa remained by the dead fire, huddled over, arms clasping her legs to her chest. He went to her, lifted her to her feet. “We should rest,” he said.

She looked up at him with a curiously unreadable expression, and for a moment he thought she would tell him she no longer wished him to share her tent. He could hardly blame her, considering the unpleasant things he had revealed about her world and about her life.

But then she took his hand and led him to the tent.

 

THEY LAY PRESSED together, bodies touching from head to toe. Though there was no passion in their embrace, Nisa clung to Ruiz tightly, apparently taking comfort in his closeness.

Unexpectedly, Ruiz was comforted too. He found it good just to hold her, to feel her heart beating against him. Her scent, her warm breath, the tickling touch of her hair; all these were pleasures more than adequate to the moment.

After a while her breathing grew regular, and she slept—but Ruiz felt no such urge. Who knew when, if ever, he would come across this species of delight again?

Two hours passed in a long sweet instant.

 

WHEN MOLNEKH CAME to call him for his watch, Ruiz felt a deep pang of regret. He unwrapped himself from Nisa's arms as carefully as he could, hoping not to wake her. She stirred, made drowsy wordless sounds, then seemed to settle back into sleep.

Outside, a low ground mist lay knee-deep beneath the trees. The forest was almost unnaturally quiet, except for the snores coming from Dolmaero's tent.

"Everything's well?” Ruiz whispered to Molnekh.

Molnekh nodded, showing a flash of white teeth in the darkness. “I can say this much: Nothing has happened. Is that good?"

Ruiz grinned back. “Time will tell, mage."

Molnekh chuckled. “I'm tremendously reassured, Ruiz Aw.” He reached out one skeletal hand, laid it on Ruiz's shoulder. “We all have great faith in your skills. Even Flomel, though his admiration is unwilling and pains him.” Molnekh chuckled again, then seemed to grow serious. “Our lives are in your hands, but all things considered, I feel sure matters could be worse."

Ruiz was oddly moved. “I hope you're right, Master Molnekh. We'll do our best. Who knows, it may be enough."

Molnekh patted his shoulder again, then turned away and crawled into Dolmaero's tent. The snores stopped for a moment, then resumed.

Ruiz found a comfortable seat on a jumble of fallen stone, just outside the shelter. He settled himself for a long night. He felt no urge to sleep, and Dolmaero, the oldest and heaviest of them, would need all his strength to keep up tomorrow.

And if he had no other gift for Nisa, at least he could give her a few extra hours of sleep. He tried not to believe that this was her last night.

 

WHEN RUIZ LEFT the tent, Nisa woke. She reached for the comfort of sleep, but it didn't immediately return. Uneasy thoughts crowded into her mind, as if they'd been waiting for an opportunity to catch her alone.

She thought of Ayam, Corean's hermaphrodite slave, whose incautious decision to rape Nisa had provided Ruiz Aw with an opportunity to capture the airboat. She still ached where it had thrust itself into her, but the pain was fading. She remembered the terrible silent manner in which Ruiz had drawn the creature from her tent and throttled it, and the memory gave her a keen vindictive delight. It had died with such ambiguous surprise on its strange face, as if it couldn't help finding some sort of perverse fulfillment in its own death.

Ruiz Aw. Such an odd man, such a perplexing tangle of mysteries. Tonight in the tent, he had known without words that, this once, she wanted just his comforting presence, his arms around her, and nothing more.

Not, she thought, that there was anything wrong with his lovemaking. In fact, never had she bedded with so skillful a lover. He was both fierce and tender, he seemed to know the ways her body wanted to be touched better than she did, he seemed to be able to sense the tempo of her passion perfectly. In bed, his mouth, usually so hard, became soft; his beautiful hands, those slayer's hands, touched her gently when gentleness was what she wanted and gripped her strongly when the time was right for strength.

His fervor would be almost frightening, did it not bring her such overwhelming pleasure. She sensed in his lovemaking the same intensity she had seen in his face when he was killing his enemies—a thought both terrifying and fascinating.

Her memories of Ruiz Aw had strayed into uncomfortable areas, so she forced herself to think of the coming day. What new sights would she see, what marvelous things that had never existed on Pharaoh?

Then a quiver of anxiety went through her. And what new miracle would Ruiz perform, to keep them safe from Corean? Nisa had come to have an almost-fatalistic confidence in Ruiz; she refused to consider the possibility that Corean would best him, despite all the advantages that the slaver possessed: airboats, terrible weapons, monstrous henchmen.
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