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  for three masterly twig benders –




  Julia Feilen May, mother




  Norma Olsen, teacher




  Ruth Davies, neighbour




  

    in gratitude


  




  





  I am the dark-avised, the widower, the inconsolable,




  The Prince of Aquitaine before his ruined tower.




  My only star is dead; and now my jewel-studded lute




  Will only bear the blackened sun of Melancholia . . .




  My forehead is red yet with the kiss of the queen;




  I have dreamed in the grotto where the siren swims.




  And twice I have crossed the Acheron, triumphant . . .




  

    El Desdichado, GÉRARD DE NERVAL


  




  LOGE:




  They are hastening on to their end,




  They who imagine themselves so firmly enduring.




  I’m almost ashamed to share in their dealings!




  How strongly I’m tempted to change myself again




  Into licking flames, consuming the ones who once tamed me,




  Rather than blindly passing away with the blind,




  Were they ever so splendidly godlike!




  That’s not such a bad idea . . .




  I’ll think it over.




  Who knows what I’ll do?




  

    Das Rheingold, RICHARD WAGNER
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  SYNOPSIS




  The Galactic Milieu and the Pliocene Exile




  The Great Intervention of 2013 opened humanity’s way to the stars. By the year 2110, when the action of the first volume in this saga began, Earthlings were fully

  accepted members of a benevolent confederation of planet colonizers, the Coadunate Galactic Milieu, who shared high technology and the capability of performing advanced mental operations known as

  metafunctions. Genes for the five principal metapsychic abilities – farsensing, coercion, creativity, psychokinesis, and redaction, or healing – had been part of human heredity from

  time immemorial; but the mental powers were at first only rarely manifest, remaining mostly latent until evolutionary pressure resulted in increasing numbers of operant human metapsychics being

  born late in the twentieth century.




  The five founding races of the Galactic Milieu had observed the slow metapsychic development of humanity for tens of thousands of years. But it was not until a small group of beleaguered pioneer

  operants broadcast a desperate telepathic appeal that the Milieu finally intervened in Earthly affairs. After some debate, the galactic confederation decided to admit Earthlings into the Milieu

  ‘in advance of their psychosocial maturation’ because of the vast mental potential of humanity, which might eventually exceed that of any other race.




  In the hectic years following the Great Intervention, the mundane problems of humanity seemed all but solved. Poverty, disease, and ignorance were wiped out. With the help of the nonhumans,

  people from Earth colonized more than 700 new planets that had already been surveyed and found suitable.




  Earthlings also learned how to speed the development of their metapsychic powers through special training and genetic engineering. However, even though the number of humans with operant

  metafunctions increased with each generation, in 2110 the majority of the population was still ‘normal’ – that is, possessing metafunctions that were either meagre to the point of

  nullity or else latent, unusable because of psychological barriers or other factors. Most of the day-to-day socioeconomic activities of the Human Polity of the Milieu were carried on by

  ‘normals,’ but human metapsychics did occupy privileged positions in government, in the sciences, and in other areas where high mental powers were valuable to the Milieu as a whole.




  At only one period between the Great Intervention and 2110 did it seem that the admission of humanity to the Milieu had been a mistake: This was in 2083, during the brief Metapsychic Rebellion.

  Instigated by a group of Earth-based humans led by Marc Remillard, this attempted coup narrowly missed destroying the entire Milieu organization. The Rebellion was suppressed by loyalist humans,

  who included Marc’s own brother, Jack, and steps were taken to insure that such a disaster never would occur again.




  A hundred or so battered survivors of the Rebellion managed to evade retribution by following Marc Remillard through a unique escape hatch: a one-way time-gate leading into Earth’s

  Pliocene Epoch, six million years in the past. Eventually the Rebels settled on Ocala Island, in a part of North America that would one day be called Florida. Well equipped with sophisticated

  Milieu gadgetry, they lived in isolation for twenty-seven years while their leader made a futile search of the Pliocene galaxy with his artificially enhanced farsenses, seeking another planet

  inhabited by metapsychics with high technology. Marc Remillard never gave up his dream of human domination of the galaxy – not even when his old allies despaired and their children openly

  opposed the plan.




  In the Galactic Milieu, six million years into the future, the crushing of the Metapsychic Rebellion signalled the start of a new Golden Age for humanity. Human metapsychics

  achieved Unity – assimilation into a near-mystical mental fellowship of the Galactic Mind. Nonmetas on the planet Earth and its hundreds of interstellar colonies enjoyed unlimited lebensraum,

  energy sufficiency, the challenge of settling and exploiting new worlds, and citizenship in a splendid galaxy-wide civilization. But even Golden Ages have their misfits: in this case, humans who,

  for one reason or another, were temperamentally unsuited to the rather structured social environment of the Milieu. These malcontents chose to exile themselves by passing through the time-gate that

  led to an Earth six million years younger.




  The time-gate was discovered in 2034, during the heady years of the scientific knowledge explosion subsequent to the Great Intervention. But since the time-warp opened only backward (anything

  attempting to return became six million years old and usually crumbled to dust), and since it had a fixed focus (a point in France’s Rhône River Valley), its discoverer concluded that

  it was a useless oddity without practical application.




  After the death of the time-gate discoverer in 2041, his widow, Madame Angélique Guderian, learned that her husband had been mistaken. The fair numbers of malcontents in the developing

  Human Polity of the Milieu were willing to pay handsomely to be transported to a simpler world without rules. Geologists and paleontologists knew that the Pliocene Epoch was an idyllic period just

  before the dawn of rational life on our planet. Romantics and rugged individualists from almost all of Earth’s ethnic groups eventually discovered Madame’s ‘underground

  railroad’ to the Pliocene, which operated out of a quaint French inn located outside the metropolitan centre of Lyon.




  From 2041 until 2106, the rejuvenated Madame Guderian transported clients from the Milieu to the Pliocene Exile, a presumed natural paradise. After suffering belated qualms of conscience about

  the fate of the time-travellers, Madame herself passed into the Pliocene, and operation of her clandestine service was taken over by the Human Polity in a quasi-official manner: The time-gate was a

  convenient glory hole for dissidents.




  By 2110, when the gate into the Pliocene Exile had been operating for nearly seventy years, some 100,000 human time-farers had passed through it into an unknown destiny.




  On 25 August 2110, eight persons, making up that week’s ‘Group Green,’ were transported to Exile. These three women and five men would play key roles in a

  drama that would affect not only the Pliocene world, but ultimately that of the Milieu itself.




  Group Green discovered, as other time-travellers had before them, that the natural paradise of Pliocene Europe was under the control of a humanoid race from the Duat Galaxy, a star-whirl many

  millions of light years away from our own part of the universe. The exotics were also exiled, having been driven from their home because of their barbarous battle-religion.




  The dominant exotic faction, the Tanu, were tall and handsome. In spite of a thousand-year sojourn on Earth, there were still less than 20,000 of them because their reproduction was inhibited by

  solar radiation. Antagonistic to the Tanu and outnumbering them by at least four to one were their ancient foes, the Firvulag. Often called the Little People, these exotics were mostly of short

  stature, although there were plenty of human-sized and even gigantic individuals among them. They reproduced quite well on Earth but were short-lived compared to the Tanu.




  Tanu and Firvulag constituted a dimorphic race – the former metapsychically latent, and the latter possessed of operant metafunctions, mostly limited in power. The Tanu, with their higher

  technology, had long ago developed mind-amplifying devices, called golden torcs, that raised them to operancy. Use of the torcs had its price, however: A certain percentage of Tanu children proved

  incompatible with it and died of the ‘black-torc’ syndrome, in spite of the efforts of the grieving adults. These black-torc tragedies exacerbated the already serious problem of low

  birthrate among the Tanu.




  The Firvulag, tougher and cruder than their resplendent kin, did not require torcs in order to exercise their metafunctions. The leaders and great heroes among the Little People were the mental

  equals of the Tanu; but most Firvulag were weaker. Stubborn and conservative, for most of their stay on Earth they had resisted the notion of acting in metaconcert – that is, using a

  multimind operational mode. The Tanu had experimented with this technique, although they never attained the efficiency achieved by metapsychics in the Galactic Milieu.




  For most of the thousand years that Tanu and Firvulag resided on Pliocene Earth (which they called the Many-Coloured Land), they were fairly evenly matched in the ritual wars fought as part of

  their battle-religion. The greater finesse and technology of the Tanu tended to counterbalance the superior numbers of the ferociously obstinate Firvulag. The advent of time-travelling humanity was

  to change the situation drastically.




  Early on, the Tanu gained control of the fixed-focus time-gate and took prisoner all the newly arrived humans, enslaving them. The astounding discovery was made that human germ plasm was

  compatible with that of the Tanu. The meaning behind this paradox was immaterial to the Tanu; they were delighted to be able to use their human slaves in breeding, since Tanu-human hybrids tended

  to have unusual physical and mental strength. The time-travellers also proved to be a valuable technological resource, enhancing the rather decadent science establishment of the Tanu by injecting

  the expertise of the greatly advanced Galactic Milieu. It had been strictly forbidden for time-travellers to carry sophisticated weaponry back to the Pliocene (a restriction that was often honoured

  in the breach), and the Tanu were conservative in the type of military hardware that they permitted their human serfs to build. Nevertheless, it was human ingenuity that eventually gave the Tanu

  almost complete ascendency over the Firvulag – who never mated with humans and generally despised them.




  Most of the enslaved time-travellers actually lived quite well under the benevolent overlordship of the Tanu. Rough work was done by small ramapithecine apes who were, ironically, part of the

  direct hominid line that would climax in Homo sapiens six million years in the future. The ramas wore tiny grey torcs that compelled obedience; they had been used in largely abortive breeding

  experiments by the Tanu prior to the arrival of time-travelling humans.




  Certain human slaves were also fitted with the collarlike torcs. Those who occupied positions of trust or were engaged in vital pursuits wore grey torcs similar to those fitted to the ramas.

  These did not amplify the mind, but did allow telepathic communication with the Tanu, who were also able to administer punishment or reward through the device. Luckier humans, who showed evidence

  of metapsychic latencies when tested, were given silver torcs. These were similar to the golden collars worn by the Tanu, making latent metafaculties operant. The silver torcs contained control

  circuits, however, and disobedience brought swift and excruciating punishment. Silver-torc humans were accepted as conditional citizens of the Tanu kingdom, and under certain circumstances the

  silvers might be granted golden torcs and full freedom. For humans as well as for Tanu the torcs were potentially hazardous. Occasionally an incompatible human torc wearer would be driven insane or

  killed outright by the device. Pathological reactions were especially likely among humans without significant metapsychic latencies.




  The eight members of Group Green were to be mind-tested by Tanu overlords immediately upon their arrival in the Pliocene, as were all time-travellers. Five of them were

  ‘normal,’ that is, possessing latencies far below the threshold of potential operancy. These were Claude Majewski, an elderly paleontologist; Sister Amerie Roccaro, a physician and

  burnt-out priest; Stein Oleson, a herculean planet-crust driller; Richard Voorhees, a disgraced starship captain; and Bryan Grenfell, an anthropologist who had followed his lover, Mercy Lamballe,

  into the Pliocene.




  The other three members of Group Green were anything but ‘normal.’ Aiken Drum, a charming young criminal, showed very strong latencies and was fitted with a silver torc. Felice

  Landry, a disturbed young athlete, knew that she also possessed extremely powerful latent metafaculties; but for reasons of her own, she refused to cooperate with the Tanu overlords and was able to

  postpone being tested.




  The eighth and most unusual member of Group Green was Elizabeth Orme. In the Milieu, she had been a fully operant Grand Master metapsychic, an honoured teacher. Through a brain trauma she had

  apparently lost her awesome powers of farsensing and redaction and reverted to the ‘normal’ state. In despair at having been shut out of the metapsychic Unity she had rejoiced in,

  Elizabeth elected to pass into the Pliocene. There she would be among others like herself, since no operants were allowed to undertake time-travel.




  To her horror, Elizabeth discovered that the shock of temporal translation had begun the restoration of her lost powers. Convalescent, at first terrified and then consumed with rage at the irony

  of her situation, Elizabeth heard the Tanu overlord Creyn tell her that a ‘wonderful life’ awaited her in the Many-Coloured Land. As the only torcless operant, she would be considered a

  unique treasure: The Tanu King himself would be her consort . . .




  That evening, two caravans set out from the Tanu Castle Gateway. Group Green had been split in half. Bound north for the city of Finiah on the Proto-Rhine was a sizeable mob of normal humans

  destined to become ordinary slaves and brood stock. These included Claude, Sister Amerie, Richard, and Felice – who had confided to her friends that she planned not only to escape, but also

  to ‘take’ the entire Tanu race!




  The southbound caravan was much smaller. En route to the Tanu capital of Muriah in the Mediterranean Basin were the Tanu overlord Creyn, Elizabeth, Aiken Drum, two other silver-torced humans

  named Sukey Davies and Raimo Hakkinen, the gigantic driller Stein, who had been fitted with a grey torc in preparation for life as a gladiator, and the untorced anthropologist Bryan Grenfell, whose

  expertise was strangely valued by the Tanu and who looked forward to finding his lost lover somewhere in Muriah.




  The caravan bound for Finiah was soon involved in a prisoner revolt, engineered by the erstwhile professional athlete, Felice. Abnormally strong, with powerful coercive

  latencies that let her mind-control animals, Felice had smuggled a small steel dagger past the searchers at Castle Gateway. Working with Richard, the starship captain, and two men named Yoshimitsu

  and Tatsuji who were costumed as samurai, Felice engineered the killing of the female overlord Epone as well as the entire prisoner escort of grey-torc human troops.




  One group of freed prisoners elected to follow Basil Wimborne, a mountain climber and former Oxford don, who felt the best plan of escape lay beyond Lac de Bresse in the Jura highlands. Claude,

  the old paleontologist, convinced his three Group Green friends that they would be safer fleeing into the heavily forested Vosges Mountains rather than risking a long lake voyage to the Jura. A

  lone course was taken by the surviving Japanese, Yoshimitsu, who headed north hoping to reach the sea.




  Claude, Richard, Amerie, and Felice fled deep into the Vosges. Eventually they were contacted by a ragtag group of free outlaw humans, fugitives from Tanu settlements, who called themselves

  Lowlives. The Lowlife leader was none other than Madame Angélique Guderian, former keeper of the time-gate and the ultimate author of Pliocene humanity’s degradation. She wore a golden

  torc, the gift of the Firvulag, who had formed a shaky alliance with the Lowlives against their mortal foe, the Tanu.




  A great manhunt had been mounted by the Tanu after the prisoner revolt. Basil Wimborne and most of his contingent were recaptured and sent to Finiah. Its city-lord, Velteyn, led a Flying Hunt

  himself over the Vosges in search of the other escapees; but they were safe with Madame and her Lowlives, listening incredulously to the old woman’s scheme for freeing humanity from the Tanu

  yoke, which would utilize the rather reluctant cooperation of the exotic Firvulag.




  Hundreds of kilometres east of the Rhine River lay the so-called Ship’s Grave. There the titanic space-going organism who had carried both Tanu and Firvulag from the Duat Galaxy to our own

  had plunged to Earth, creating a huge crater. Tanu and Firvulag passengers in the Ship, led by its spouse, a woman named Brede, had escaped from the dying organism in small flying machines before

  it impacted. Later the two groups of exotics had left the flyers parked around the rim of the crater after their two greatest heroes, Shining Lugonn of the Tanu and Sharn the Atrocious of the

  Firvulag, fought a ritual battle in honour of the defunct Ship. Ceremoniously entombed within one of the flyers – which were presumed to be still at the crater after a thousand years –

  was the body of Lugonn, together with his laserlike weapon, the Spear.




  Madame proposed to lead an expedition of Lowlives to the Ship’s Grave crater and retrieve this Spear for use against the very Tanu who held it sacred. And if the flyers were still

  operational, as seemed likely, the expedition would attempt to bring one back to participate in a joint Lowlife-Firvulag attack on Finiah, a Tanu stronghold.




  After many vicissitudes, this first phase of Madame Guderian’s great plan for the liberation of Pliocene humanity was successful. The Tanu were forced to abandon Finiah, thus losing their

  only barium mine, which had produced an element vital in the making of all torcs. Felice, who showed increasing symptoms of a severe psychosis, obtained a golden torc for herself from the ruins of

  Finiah. The mental amplifier unlocked the stupendous powers of coercion, psychokinesis, and creativity that had been latent in her brain, and fuelled the girl’s fierce desire for revenge upon

  the Tanu.




  The next phase of Madame’s plan involved an infiltration of the torc factory in the Tanu capital, Muriah, and a parallel operation that had as its objective the permanent closing of the

  time-gate.




  Madame and ten other conspirators, including Felice, Claude, Sister Amerie, and Basil Wimborne – who had been rescued during the fall of Finiah – now set out on a long trip south.

  They took with them the laserlike Spear of Lugonn. Its energies had been totally discharged during the Finiah operation, but they hoped that their clever Group Green companion, Aiken Drum, would be

  able to recharge it when they appealed to him for assistance down in the Tanu capital.




  Aiken – together with Elizabeth, Bryan, Stein, and the other privileged captives – had encountered an utterly different face of the Many-Coloured Land upon their

  arrival in Muriah some weeks past. They were presented to the Tanu aristocracy at a lavish feast, where they were treated at first like honoured guests instead of slaves.




  Elizabeth was told by Thagdal, the King, that she would first be initiated into Tanu ways by Brede Shipspouse, the enigmatic guardian of both exotic races. When this was accomplished, she and

  the King would found a new dynasty of torcless, fully operant Tanu-human hybrids. (Queen Nontusvel seemed entirely agreeable to this plan, in spite of the fact that her own large brood of powerful

  adult children would undoubtedly be overshadowed by Elizabeth’s offspring.)




  Bryan the anthropologist was ordered to make a study of the impact of humanity upon the Tanu socioeconomy. King Thagdal believed that human genes and human innovation had been a boon to the

  Tanu, and he expected Bryan’s survey to vindicate his policy encouraging interbreeding and the adoption of certain human inventions. A minority Tanu faction, headed by Nodonn Battlemaster,

  the most powerful son of Nontusvel and heir presumptive, maintained that the exotic culture was being poisoned by human influences.




  As the ‘welcoming’ banquet progressed, it became clear that a grim fate was in store for Stein Oleson, the brawny ex-driller who had been befriended by the trickster youth, Aiken

  Drum. Stein was put up for auction as a kind of gladiator; to save him from certain death, Aiken himself impudently put in his own bid for Stein. The Tanu throng was stunned when the head of the

  Farsensor Guild, Mayvar Kingmaker, not only endorsed Aiken’s bid but also took him for her protégé. Mayvar was well aware that the young man, who wore a golden suit all covered

  with pockets, possessed enormous latent mind-powers that were only beginning to come fully operant as a result of the triggering action of his silver torc.




  Deeply shaken by a glimpse into Aiken’s mind and by Mayvar’s embrace of the youth (she was not called ‘kingmaker’ for nothing), Thagdal accepted Aiken’s bid for

  Stein. After a period of training, Aiken would be obliged to rid the kingdom of a certain Firvulag monster, Delbaeth.




  In the weeks that followed, Aiken was tutored by Mayvar in the exercise of his fast-developing metafunctions. He became fully operant without a torc – although this fact was concealed from

  the other Tanu by Mayvar. He successfully disposed of Delbaeth and, with Stein as his henchman, became cautiously allied with the human President of the Coercer Guild, Sebi-Gomnol, who had plans of

  his own for advancing human domination of the Tanu kingdom.




  The anthropologist Bryan Grenfell carried out his cultural survey – but scarcely paid attention to the import of the growing body of data, because he was once more under the spell of his

  long-lost love, Mercy Lamballe. This woman had arrived in the Pliocene shortly before Group Green. A latent metapsychic with extraordinary creative powers, Mercy had become the latest consort of

  the formidable Nodonn Battlemaster and was completely converted to the Tanu cause. Nodonn and his siblings of the Host of Nontusvel encouraged Mercy to entice Bryan, so that the

  anthropologist’s survey could be used against the King and Gomnol.




  Meanwhile, Elizabeth was under the protection of the mysterious Brede Shipspouse, after having been subjected to inept attacks by Nodonn and the Host, who saw her as a dynastic threat. Safe

  inside Brede’s room without doors, a sophisticated force-field secure against physical and mental penetration, Elizabeth confided her despair and hopelessness to the exotic woman. The

  Shipspouse, maternally concerned with both the Tanu and Firvulag races, perceived Elizabeth as one who might lead them (as Brede apparently could not) out of their barbarous battle-culture into a

  truly civilized society of the mind. Elizabeth declined this role of spiritual motherhood. She did, however, use her Milieu training to lift Brede into metapsychic operancy, and the two briefly

  enjoyed a limited Unity. This was broken when Brede insisted that she foresaw Elizabeth assuming the guardian role, and the human woman violently rejected the responsibility.




  Around the beginning of October, the entire Many-Coloured Land prepared for the annual ritual war, the Grand Combat, by means of a month-long Truce. Up north, Madame Guderian

  and her band of saboteurs made use of the peace to implement their plans. Madame and Claude, the old paleontologist, went into hiding close by the time-gate. They planned to wait until the others

  – including Felice, Sister Amerie, Basil, and a Native American leader named Peopeo Moxmox Burke – reached Muriah and readied a strike against the torc factory inside Coercer Guild

  headquarters. The attacks against time-gate and factory would be made simultaneously.




  Felice and the other southbound saboteurs at first hoped to use the Spear to destroy the factory. They summoned Aiken Drum to their hiding place and gave him the weapon, which he promised to

  recharge and return to them. Actually, Aiken had no intention of aiding his former compatriots. Encouraged by both Mayvar and Gomnol, he aspired to become King of the Many-Coloured Land by

  defeating Nodonn in the upcoming Grand Combat. He warned his confederate Gomnol to protect the torc factory against the saboteurs; then he flew north, disguised as a bird, in order to thwart Claude

  and Madame’s attempt to close the time-gate. In this he failed. Sacrificing themselves, the elderly couple carried a warning back in time to the Milieu authorities, and the time-gate

  operation was suspended.




  The saboteurs infiltrating the torc factory were surprised by a force of Tanu knights, members of the Host of Nontusvel, who had been sent by Nodonn. Of the surviving humans, Felice was turned

  over to Culluket the Interrogator for torture, while Sister Amerie, Chief Burke, and Basil were thrown into a dungeon to await death during the Grand Combat. The human Lord Coercer, Gomnol, was

  mind-blasted to death by the Host in a subterfuge, and the blame was put on Felice.




  As the time of the Grand Combat approached, a number of crises reached a critical stage. Aiken, deprived of his powerful ally, Gomnol, found himself endangered by Stein. The

  big crust driller had been imprisoned with Sukey, now his wife, and his sanity was beginning to totter because of the unhealthy effect of the grey torc he wore. There was a chance that Stein might

  inadvertently reveal that Aiken conspired against the Tanu.




  Resisting the temptation to kill his friend, Aiken asked Mayvar to get Stein and Sukey out of Muriah, beyond range of the Host’s mental snooping. Mayvar agreed, then went to a meeting of

  the clandestine Tanu Peace Faction. This group hoped that Aiken would succeed in his bid for the kingship and bring a new era of peace and civilization to the Many-Coloured Land. Among the

  peacelovers was Minanonn the Heretic, once Tanu Battlemaster, who had been forced into exile deep in the Pyrénées.




  Brede Shipspouse let Elizabeth leave the room without doors when she saw that the human metapsychic was determined to live a life free of responsibility. Elizabeth agreed to take Stein and Sukey

  away with her in her three-place hot-air balloon. She awaited arrival of the pair on a mountaintop above Muriah. Creyn the redactor fetched them from prison – but he could not help bringing

  Felice, too, whom he had found unconscious and near death in an adjoining cell, in hope that Elizabeth would give up her place in the balloon to the tortured young athlete.




  Elizabeth was trapped by her own altruism, even though convinced that the Shipspouse had planned this to forestall her escape. Finally, Elizabeth sent Felice, Stein, and Sukey away in the

  balloon, and she returned to the room without doors, where she withdrew into a fiery mental cocoon that isolated her from Brede and all other minds.




  The time of the Grand Combat had come. Virtually the entire population of Tanu and Firvulag, together with large numbers of human slaves, assembled on the White Silver Plain

  below Muriah for the ceremonies and the ritual war. Aiken was appointed by Mayvar to be a leader in the Combat; he had attracted many adherents among the Tanu and hybrid warriors. In a preliminary

  contest, Mercy overcame Aluteyn Craftmaster to become the new President of the Creator Guild.




  Hundreds of kilometres west of the White Silver Plain, the three escaping balloonists were enacting a drama that would ultimately affect the fate of the unsuspecting combatants.




  In his torture of Felice, Culluket the Interrogator had unwittingly duplicated a drastic mind-altering technique that Elizabeth had used on Brede to raise her to operancy; now Felice had gone

  operant, too, and no longer needed a torc to exercise her metapsychic powers. These powers – at least the destructive aspects of psychokinesis and creativity – were greater than those

  of any other person in the world. The girl’s incipient psychosis had similarly burgeoned under the torture; her thirst for revenge against the Tanu was now inextricably merged with a darker

  sadomasochistic element of her sick mind. Compelling Stein, the former planet-crust driller, to help her, Felice began to blast the narrow Gibraltar isthmus with bolts of psychoenergy. She intended

  to admit the Atlantic waters into the nearby empty basin of the Pliocene Mediterranean and drown the Grand Combat participants.




  As the madwoman smote the earth with her mindbolts, the rocky barrier neared the breaking point. But Felice weakened before the job was complete. In her extremity of hatred she prayed for help

  from whatever powers of darkness might exist – and the assistance came from somewhere. A final titanic burst of psychoenergy opened the Gibraltar Gate and a cascade of seawater

  thundered into the dry Mediterranean, heading toward the White Silver Plain below the Tanu capital of Muriah.




  Felice was flung from the balloon by the final concussion. Quite insane, she assumed the shape of a monstrous raven. Stein and Sukey soared away on the stormwinds and ultimately landed in a

  remote part of France.




  The prescient Brede Shipspouse knew about the catastrophe. She appeared to Amerie, Basil, and Chief Burke in their prison cell, healed them, and took them to a room within the Redactor Guild

  complex, high on the Mount of Heroes above Muriah. There Elizabeth lay in her self-induced coma. Brede instructed the trio to guard Elizabeth, ‘the most important person in the world,’

  and to wait until the following morning, when they would know what had to be done.




  Meanwhile, the Grand Combat was reaching its climax. For the first time in forty years, the Firvulag were holding their own. The stubbornly conservative Little People had

  previously refused to emulate human tactics, as the Tanu had done; but the Firvulag-Lowlife victory at Finiah had opened the eyes of their generals, Sharn and Ayfa, and inspired them to innovation.

  In the mêlée phase of Combat scoring, the Firvulag were only slightly behind the Tanu. The finale of the ritual war, in which individual champions met hand to hand, would decide the

  victor.




  The rivalry between Aiken and Nodonn divided the loyalty of the Tanu forces. At a war feast prior to the Heroic Encounters, Nodonn tried to discredit Aiken by producing Bryan Grenfell and the

  latter’s adverse study of humanity’s impact upon the Many-Coloured Land. This aggravated the split between traditionalist Tanu and those loyal to Aiken. The Encounters were won by

  Firvulag heroes in an upset. Only a victory by Aiken over the ogrish Firvulag general, Pallol One-Eye, could save the day for the Tanu. Aiken told Nodonn and the traditionalists that he could lick

  the monster if he were allowed to fight in a human way. This was finally permitted. Aiken conquered Pallol and the Tanu were declared overall winners of the Grand Combat.




  Heartbroken and bitter over their narrow loss, most of the Firvulag left the White Silver Plain. Only their royalty remained for the award ceremony and its intriguing anticlimax, a duel between

  Aiken and Nodonn for the battlemastership (and ultimately the kingship) of the Tanu. Virtually the entire flower and chivalry of the Tanu were gathered as witnesses. Brede herself was there to see

  Mayvar Kingmaker bestow upon Aiken his Tanu name: He was called Lugonn, after the Shining Hero who had fallen at the Ship’s Grave a thousand years before, and he was invested with the sacred

  Spear, now recharged and ready for use again. Nodonn took up a similar weapon, the Sword, which had once belonged to a Firvulag hero.




  The two rivals squared off and began their duel just as the cataclysmic flood from the encroaching Atlantic swept over the White Silver Plain.




  The mind-cries of the thousands of drowning people roused Elizabeth, and she and her three human companions looked out upon devastated Muriah and a submerged White Silver Plain. Not all of the

  combatants and spectators of the last Grand Combat died, however. Most of the Firvulag, already en route home in their boats, survived. Some Tanu were cast ashore by the floodwave or managed to use

  their metapsychic powers to save themselves. Humans and hybrids in fair numbers swam to safety. Wounded Tanu knights who had retired to Redactor House, together with many members of that guild who

  attended them, were secure from the floodwaters. Aluteyn Craftsmaster and a rabble of craven knights floated to safety aboard the vessel in which they were to have been incinerated. Aiken Drum rode

  the flood inside a ceremonial cauldron and later rescued Mercy.




  But more than half of the glorious Tanu, who were especially vulnerable to immersion, perished. Profoundly shocked and torn from her self-centred despair, Elizabeth finally undertook the

  guardian role that the dead Brede bequeathed to her, and coordinated the evacuation of Muriah with the help of Chief Burke, Basil, Sister Amerie, and the powerful redactors Dionket and Creyn.




  The Postdiluvium saw an entirely new balance of power take form in the Many-Coloured Land. Sharn and Ayfa became co-monarchs of the Firvulag and inaugurated unprecedented

  reforms, including the domestication of animals, the utilization of contraband Milieu weapons, and experiments in metaconcerted mind-offensives. The Firvulag throne patched up a longstanding schism

  with the mutant Howlers, granted them the franchise, and encouraged the Howler lord Sugoll to resettle the abandoned Firvulag city of Nionel.




  After leading the multiracial band of refugees from Muriah to safety, Elizabeth retired to a stronghold on Black Crag in southern France to meditate on her new role and its implications. Creyn

  the Redactor was among those who chose to attend her. Dionket and certain peace-loving Tanu, Firvulag, and humans went into the remote Pyrénées to join Minanonn the Heretic.




  Felice, now completely insane, lived in an eyrie on Mount Mulhacén in southern Spain and frequently shape-shifted into the form of a giant raven. Her cave contained an immense trove of

  scavenged golden torcs and also the Spear of Lugonn, which she had retrieved from the deepening New Sea. Felice was obsessed with the idea of finding Culluket the Interrogator, whom she called her

  ‘Beloved.’ She also felt persecuted by the ‘devils’ who had helped her breach the Gibraltar Gate.




  Felice’s devil voices were by no means imaginary. Far away in North America lay the Ocala Island settlement of the Metapsychic Rebellion survivors. Twenty-seven years earlier, the fleeing

  Rebels had forced their way into Madame Guderian’s establishment and passed through the time-gate into the Pliocene, taking with them a great store of equipment. When their leader, Marc

  Remillard, discovered that Europe was under the control of exotics, he withdrew beyond the Atlantic. The Tanu who tried to stop him were badly beaten in a skirmish, and the incident was expunged

  from Tanu history.




  For most of the intervening years, Marc Remillard had devoted himself to his star-search, hoping to find another world with advanced mentalities. His companions eventually dwindled to

  forty-three, and there were now, in addition, thirty-two mature children and a handful of third-generation youngsters living on the island, vegetating or chafing in idleness according to their

  individual temperaments.




  For years the adult children of the Rebels had watched events in the Many-Coloured Land as a respite from boredom, yearning hopelessly for the sophisticated Milieu that their parents had tried

  to dominate. When Felice sent out her telepathic appeal at Gibraltar, the children prevailed upon Marc and the other elders to join them in assisting her, linking in a metaconcert to channel a

  psychocreative blast through Felice. Ever since the Flood, ringleaders among the rebel children had been importuning Felice telepathically, but she was terrified by the voice of the

  ‘devils’ and refused to respond. Marc and most of the members of his generation dismissed the European catastrophe as a moment’s diversion, but their children believed that the

  postdiluvial chaos in the Many-Coloured Land afforded them a unique opportunity to escape from their deadend existence in the Pliocene.




  In Europe, the rising star in the devastated Tanu kingdom was none other than the incorrigible Aiken Drum, who now styled himself Aiken-Lugonn Battlemaster and presided as

  usurper over Nodonn’s former city of Goriah in Brittany. Mercy, bowing to expediency and believing that her beloved Nodonn was dead, assisted Aiken in his bid to take over the vacant Tanu

  throne and promised to marry him at the Grand Loving festivities in May.




  Many surviving Tanu – including most of the Tanu-human hybrids – flocked to the banner of the metapowerful youth. The conservatives rallied round Celadeyr of Afaliah, one of the few

  surviving fullblooded battle heroes.




  Culluket the Interrogator attached himself to Aiken as a sort of Grand Vizier – not only because he perceived the human upstart as the main chance, but also in hopes that Aiken could

  protect him from the madwoman Felice, still searching relentlessly for her ‘Beloved.’




  During the winter rainy season, Firvulag forces began a systematic series of attacks upon outlying Tanu cities and Lowlife villages – this in spite of an armistice that had been proclaimed

  in the aftermath of the Flood. The Firvulag monarchs Sharn and Ayfa blamed the raids on renegade Howlers and stoutly maintained that they were in favour of Aiken’s pacification scheme. This

  involved the abolition of the Grand Combat (and the other fighting between Firvulag and Tanu) and the substitution of a nonlethal ‘Grand Tourney’ in its place. This would be celebrated

  on the Firvulag Field of Gold outside Nionel – traditional alternate to the Tanu White Silver Plain, which had been disused for the forty years of Tanu supremacy in the Combat. The Firvulag

  artisans crafted a new trophy, the Singing Stone, to take the place of the Sword of Sharn, presumed lost in the Flood.




  In order to cement the new Tanu-Firvulag Entente, it was planned that Firvulag royalty would for the first time attend the Tanu Grand Loving festival in Goriah as honoured guests of Aiken and

  Mercy. When certain Tanu nobles showed a reluctance to attend this event, suspecting that Aiken would take the occasion to proclaim himself king, the usurper gathered his forces and undertook a

  ‘progress’ in order to intimidate the vacillators. The progress was ultimately successful, but stubborn old Celadeyr of Afaliah capitulated only after Aiken defeated him in a mental

  duel.




  At about the same time that Aiken began his progress, early in April, the Rebel children in Ocala finally managed to contact Felice. They made extravagant promises to the madwoman and she agreed

  to meet with them if they came to Europe. The children planned to use Felice’s awesome power for their own ends – which ultimately included building a new time-warp device that would

  give them access to the Milieu. Ringleaders among the younger generation included Marc’s son, Hagen, and daughter, Cloud. The formidable Marc was at first utterly opposed to the plan. A

  two-way time-gate, he said, would allow Milieu authorities access to him. The children swore that they would destroy the Pliocene gate after passing through, so that their elders would

  remain secure. In an attempt to temporize, Marc agreed to let Cloud, three other young people, and his own contemporary Owen Blanchard sail to Europe to meet with Felice. He forbade Hagen to go,

  telling his only son he was needed to assist in the star-search. Hagen, who had long feared and envied his powerful father, now actively hated Marc and schemed to escape his dominance.




  Back in Goriah, Mercy gave birth to Agraynel, her child by King Thagdal, and mourned the loss of Nodonn. She agreed to marry Aiken even though she did not love him and knew

  that the young man’s infatuation for her was deeply tinged with fear – and even menace.




  Unknown to Mercy, Nodonn was not dead. Cast up by the flood upon the distant Isle of Kersic (Corsica-Sardinia), he was rescued by Huldah, a simple-minded woman of Firvulag-human ancestry, and

  her malevolent grandfather, Isak. After lying unconscious for nearly five months, Nodonn awoke. He discovered to his horror that he was paralysed and bereft of one hand, and that Huldah had been

  using him as a helpless love object while she tended him. With his telepathic calls muted by the cave rock around him, Nodonn endured Huldah’s devotion and Isak’s mockery.




  Freeliving Lowlife humans, in the forests adjacent to the Firvulag capital, High Vrazel, had set up iron-mining villages shortly after the fall of Finiah. The ‘blood-metal’ was

  poisonous to both exotic races, and humans hoped to secure their own independence by forging iron weapons. A metallurgical engineer, Tony Wayland, who had enjoyed a privileged position in Finiah

  under the Tanu, was forced by Lowlife captors to work in the mines. He ran away, together with an eccentric companion, Dougal, hoping to gain both sanctuary and restored privileges from Aiken Drum.

  Instead, Tony and Dougal were taken by Howlers to refurbished Nionel just in time for the Firvulag Grand Loving.




  In Goriah, Aiken returned from his progress exhausted in mind and body. Securing a portable force-field to screen himself against attempts on his life, he showed Mercy an enormous cache of

  contraband Milieu armament and other equipment that Nodonn had secreted in the dungeon of the Castle of Glass. He fully expected the visiting Firvulag nobles to attempt assassination during the

  upcoming Grand Loving.




  On 27 April the boat bearing Cloud Remillard and her confederates arrived at the mouth of the Río Genil in Spain. Vaughn Jarrow, one of the Rebel children, infuriated

  Felice by killing dolphins. She annihilated him and mortally wounded the boat’s skipper, Jillian Morgenthaler. Calmed by the elderly Rebel Owen Blanchard, Felice nearly fell into a trap that

  would have put her under control of the North Americans. She was saved by a telepathic warning from Elizabeth, who urged her to come to Black Crag for treatment of her mental illness.




  Felice finally agreed and flew away in raven guise, leaving the shaken Cloud, Owen, and Elaby Gathen wondering what to do next. Marc was inaccessible, locked away in cerebroenergetic equipment

  scrutinizing distant stars. It seemed obvious that the only course left was to make a friendly approach to Aiken Drum.




  The usurper of Goriah was busy with other affairs, however. As a preliminary to the Tanu celebration, he took King Sharn on a Flying Hunt in which the Firvulag ruler barely escaped a fierce

  plesiosaur. Sharn suspected (correctly) that Aiken had set him up. Later, Sharn and his stalwarts did their metaconcerted best to mind-blast Aiken but they were not yet skilled enough to harm

  him.




  The Grand Loving of Tanu shocked the straitlaced Firvulag visitors. There were murmurings about an upcoming Nightfall War – presumably a resumption of the ancient conflict of Tanu and

  Firvulag in the Duat Galaxy, which had been interrupted by Brede’s offer of exile a thousand years ago.




  On May Day, Aiken married Mercy. Having impressed or intimidated the majority of Tanu, he proclaimed himself king with the blessing of Elizabeth, and named a new High Table that included both

  his friends and certain former enemies. Among the latter were Celadeyr of Afaliah and Kuhal Earthshaker, a blood-brother to Nodonn being nursed back to health after rescue by Celadeyr.




  Simultaneously, the Grand Loving of Firvulag took place in the Howler city of Nionel. Humiliation of the Howler brides was averted when they were chosen in the Bridal Dance by love-starved

  Lowlife males, who could not see the true monstrous shapes behind the attractive feminine illusions. Among the bewitched were Tony and Dougal, who awoke the next morning to find that they were wed

  to devoted she-goblins.




  In the cave on Kersic, Huldah celebrated the Grand Loving by dressing the paralysed Nodonn in his glass armour and embracing him. Wicked old Isak spied on the couple. Nodonn’s disgust and

  fury were so intense that he regained his strength, thrust away Huldah, and killed the wretched old man. He would have slain the woman as well, but Isak had tauntingly ordered him to ‘look

  inside’ her before doing so.




  Exerting his farsight, Nodonn discovered that Huldah was pregnant with his son. Here in the cave, shielded from sublethal solar radiation that had rendered him all but sterile for some 800

  years, Nodonn had engendered the heir he had so long desired. Sparing Huldah, he told her to care for the child when it was born and wait for his instructions. Then he left the cave and sent out a

  telepathic call to Mercy, informing her that he was alive.




  In Ocala, Hagen Remillard had finally worked up the courage to defy his terrible father. While Marc continued his futile star-search, Hagen and the rest of the Rebel children

  and grandchildren fled the island, heading for Europe after disabling pursuit. Marc ‘returned’ on 16 May with a premonition of what had happened four days previous. Some of his old

  cronies were in favour of blasting the fleeing children, eliminating the threat of a two-way time-gate once and for all. Marc refused to consider this and proposed another plan. In a week or so,

  when conditions were favourable, the children would be forced off course onto the African shore, giving their parents time to repair their own damaged ships and go after them. In the meantime, Marc

  had a plan to forestall any attempt by Cloud to deal independently with Aiken. With luck, he would be able to neutralize the newly crowned King altogether . . .




  Concealing his identity, Marc farspoke Aiken and revealed a knowledge of the King’s impending expedition into Spain. With Felice undergoing redaction by Elizabeth, Aiken hoped to hunt out

  the madwoman’s lair and retrieve the invaluable Spear of Lugonn – which was not only a useful weapon but also the ancient authority symbol of Tanu kingship. Marc offered to reveal the

  exact location of the lair and also pledged the mental assistance of his people. No one knew when Felice would leave Black Crag. If she caught Aiken attempting to rob her, he’d need all the

  help he could get.




  Aiken shrewdly deduced the identity of the unknown far-speaker. Not trusting Marc, he was nevertheless eager to use a sophisticated metaconcert program that the rebel leader offered –

  provided that a fail-safe living ‘fuse’ (in the person of the luckless Culluket) was inserted in the multimind structure to shield Aiken from Marc’s direct mental influence.




  Having concluded the agreement with Marc, Aiken set off for Spain with an army of his strongest metapsychics, planning to rendezvous with Cloud Remillard and her companions, and with an

  auxiliary force led by the conservative Celadeyr of Afaliah.




  Mercy accompanied Aiken. She forced Culluket to accompany her on a secret flight to Celadeyr’s camp and there broke the news that Nodonn was alive. Celadeyr was overjoyed, as was the

  convalescent Kuhal Earthshaker. Mercy had previously not dared to broadcast the news telepathically because she feared that Culluket, a powerful redactor who hated his brother Nodonn, would betray

  her to Aiken. But now Culluket wryly admitted he had undergone an about-face – since Aiken had designated him willy-nilly for the ‘fuse’ role, which was likely to be fatal.




  Mercy urged the others to abandon Aiken and fly with her to distant Var-Mesk, where Nodonn was hiding. Aluteyn pointed out that they had given Aiken their oath of fealty; it would be

  dishonourable for them to desert their companions so late in the game. No . . . they would have to go ahead with the raid on Felice’s lair. If they survived, then would be the time

  to rally round Nodonn!




  On 2 June, with Aiken’s force poised for the rush to Mount Mulhacén, Elizabeth made her culminating attempt to purge Felice’s mind of the pathological

  factors responsible for her psychosis. Against the advice of the wiser Dionket, who had been Lord Healer of the Tanu, she believed that once Felice was sane, she would give up her megalomaniacal

  power fantasies and become a tremendous force for good. At great personal danger, Elizabeth accomplished the psychic drainage. Felice awoke with her mind free of anomalies – only to laugh at

  Elizabeth’s altruistic proposals and to fly happily from Black Crag seeking her own pleasure.




  Her first stop was the Lowlife Village of Hidden Springs. There Sister Amerie, whom Felice loved, was celebrating a solitary Mass in thanksgiving for a safe homecoming. Felice demanded that the

  nun abandon her vocation and come away with her. When Amerie refused, Felice exerted her psychic force. Amerie was killed. Felice then coolly set her sights on her other love, Culluket the

  Interrogator. Failing to find him in a swift inspection of several Tanu cities, she headed for her lair to spend the night.




  She discovered the mountain hideaway buried under tons of fallen rock – Aiken’s work. Incandescent with fury, she went after the despoiler and his fleeing force, who were in boats

  racing down the Río Genil. Aiken and his technicians were working madly to fix the laserlike Spear, knowing it would provide the margin of safety if Felice should attack.




  Marc’s enhanced farsight saw Felice approaching and he gave warning. Aiken assumed the executive position in the metaconcert and expelled an immense blast of psychoenergy. (Large as this

  blast was, it was safely below the potential maximum for the structure. Aiken had discovered during his previous use of the metaconcert, when he zapped Felice’s lair, that attempting

  to channel the full output through his bare brain would very likely kill him. And this might be exactly what the wily Marc had planned.)




  As the reverberations of the blast against Felice died away, Aiken heard Marc’s farspoken voice say: I think you got her. A split second later, the King’s elation turned to

  stark terror. He heard an agonized telepathic shout from Marc: GOD NO SHE D-JUMPED! There was an unintelligible image, a pause, and then the farspoken voice of Marc urging Aiken to hit

  Felice again.




  The metaconcert, with its thousands of linked minds, faltered, then steadied. Something had gone terribly wrong – but Aiken realized that if he didn’t strike Felice with every bit of

  psychoenergy at his disposal, she would surely destroy them all. In desperation, he flung the entire load of psychoenergy at her. The shock sent him falling into oblivion.




  He awoke to discover Elizabeth, Dionket, and Creyn attending him. He had nearly died, but they had saved him. In anticipation of such a disaster, Elizabeth had asked Minanonn

  to fly her and the other two redactors to Spain, where they had observed the encounter with Felice and its aftermath.




  Felice had vanished. The mental blast had triggered an enormous rockfall into the river, burying part of Aiken’s fleet and altering the course of the Genil. Cull was gone, and the

  Craftsmaster, and Mercy, and some ninety others. The rest were safe – and awaiting the recovery of their King.




  It hardly seemed possible to Aiken that Mercy could be dead. Her body had not been recovered. But there was the testimony of Celadeyr, who claimed to have seen her die, and Mercy’s empty

  silver-and-emerald helmet. Still deathly weak, Aiken returned to Goriah to recuperate. He attempted to farspeak Marc Remillard in North America, but received no reply.




  Some time passed. A force of Lowlives led by Basil Wimborne travelled once again to the Ship’s Grave crater. There they rendered no less than twenty-nine of the exotic

  aircraft operational. The rest were destroyed. According to plan, twenty-seven of the flyers were brought to a secret hiding place on the slopes of Monte Rosa – which during Pliocene times

  exceeded Mount Everest in height. Chief Burke hoped that this region would be inaccessible to Aiken and the Firvulag alike.




  The other two flyers brought the Lowlife expedition back to the Vosges Mountains. They were concealed in the Vale of Hyenas, not far from Nionel, where it was planned to adapt them for defensive

  purposes.




  In the small Tanu city of Var-Mesk on the shore of the New Sea, Celadeyr of Afaliah finally met with Nodonn. He brought with him Mercy – who, of course, was not dead at all. There was a

  tender reunion between Nodonn and his former wife. Since there was no time to heal Nodonn’s missing hand, Mercy furnished him with one made of silver to take the place of a wooden prosthesis

  old Isak had carved, back on Kersic. Regretfully, Nodonn told Mercy that she would have to return to Aiken while he himself accompanied Celadeyr to Afaliah and set about gathering an opposition

  force of conservatives. It was necessary that Mercy keep them informed of Aiken’s movements. Aiken was too metapowerful for any of the Tanu to keep track of by means of ordinary farsensing.

  After a brief happy interlude, the lovers parted.




  Mercy came back to Aiken with a story of having had amnesia. The King seemed to believe her; but he was much changed from the fun-loving trickster who had come to the Many-Coloured Land the

  previous August. There was a sombre air about him, and he still had not fully recovered from the terrible effects of the fight against Felice. Together, Aiken and Mercy supervised preparations for

  the Grand Tourney, which would be held at the end of October in place of the abolished Combat.




  Meanwhile, in Afaliah, Nodonn and Celadeyr passed the word to all traditionalist Tanu that the designated heir of the late King Thagdal was alive and ready to challenge the human usurper.

  Nodonn’s brother Kuhal Earthshaker regained his strength almost completely after an innovative Skin treatment shared with Cloud Remillard. Cloud, attracted to Kuhal and now alone in the

  Many-Coloured Land (her brother and the others were slowly making their way north on land from their landing site in western Africa), became converted to the traditionalist cause. Nodonn had

  promised his cooperation in a temporary reopening of the time-gate if the rebel children subsequently destroyed it completely.




  Marc’s fate was still a mystery. He had not responded to Cloud’s attempts at farsensing nor had any of the other old Rebels back in Ocala. Cloud concluded that her father must have

  been attacked by Felice in an unusual metapsychic manoeuvre, the dimensional-jump, or translocation. This was essentially a mind-powered hyperspace trip – the kind of operation performed by

  Brede’s Ship when it had transported the exotics from the Duat galaxy to this one. D-jumping was a rare but recognized metafaculty in the Galactic Milieu. Felice could have tracked Marc along

  his farsense beam and done considerable harm. Cloud and Hagen suspected that Marc had survived, since he was encased in the armour of the cerebroenergetic equipment that provided artificial

  augmentation of his mind. But once he left the armour’s protection, his injuries would surely require treatment in Ocala’s regeneration tank. This would explain why Marc had been

  incommunicado for nearly three months . . .




  Up north in the Howler city of Nionel, Tony Wayland the metallurgist and his friend Dougal once more made plans to join Aiken Drum. Abandoning their devoted goblin brides, the pair set off

  through the jungle, only to stumble by accident into the Vale of Hyenas, where they were captured by the Lowlives working on the two exotic aircraft. As known deserters from the Iron Villages and

  possible traitors, Tony and Dougal were to be sent to Hidden Springs under guard, for trial by Chief Burke. En route, the party was fallen upon by Firvulag regulars. Dougal escaped, the escorting

  Lowlives were killed, and craven Tony saved his life by babbling to the Firvulag about the aircraft.




  Hustled off to High Vrazel, Tony repeated his tale to King Sharn and Queen Ayfa. He was then turned over to an ogress, the Dreadful Skathe, while the Firvulag monarchs pondered on ways to use

  his intelligence. They were aware that Nodonn was assembling forces down in Afaliah and that he had in his possession the sacred Sword of Sharn, which had once been wielded by the Firvulag

  King’s own ancestor in the Nightfall War and which would have to be in the possession of his successor in any renewal of hostilities. Nodonn was as yet far too weak to attack Aiken in Goriah

  – even using the Sword. After all, Aiken had the Spear.




  But if Nodonn had the advantage of aircraft . . .




  Sharn and Ayfa decided to tell Nodonn about the two flyers (which the Firvulag were incapable of using themselves) hidden in the Vale of Hyenas, in exchange for the Sword – if and when

  Nodonn conquered the usurper. Nodonn would be honour-bound to carry out his part of the bargain, and there undoubtedly were, among Tanu First Comers, a few surviving pilots.




  The proposal was made and accepted. On 24 August, four Tanu and Cloud Remillard invaded the Vale of Hyenas, subduing Basil and his crew. With one aircraft commanded by Thufan Thunderhead, an

  experienced Tanu pilot, and the other flown by Celadeyr, who had had a bit of flight training, Nodonn led 400 Tanu knights in an air assault on Goriah.




  Mercy knew they were coming. In order to prevent Aiken from using the cache of Milieu arms against Nodonn, she prevailed upon a human psychokinetic specialist, Sullivan-Tonn, whose young wife,

  Olone, was infatuated with Aiken. Mercy and Sullivan broke into the dungeon storage room, and she used her creative power to disrupt the chamber’s insulating lining, embedding all of the

  equipment in a spongelike mass pervaded with bubbles of poisonous gas.




  Aiken confronted them as they fled from the dungeon. The Nonborn King disposed of Sullivan, then took Mercy to their bed for a final, fatal embrace. As she died, his brain assimilated all the

  powers that had been hers.




  In the small hours, Nodonn and his knights attacked the forewarned Aiken. The trickster brought down the aircraft, and one planeload of invading Tanu perished. The 200 led by

  Nodonn and Celadeyr and Kuhal Earthshaker attained the Castle of Glass and engaged Aiken’s forces in a pitched battle. Aiken had been able to muster only a skeleton army of defenders, but

  most of these were equipped with Milieu weapons such as laser carbines and stun-guns. They gained the upper hand.




  Nodonn came upon Mercy’s body, now nothing but a form composed of grey ash, still wearing its golden torc. At the same moment that he told Mercy farewell, Nodonn heard Aiken’s voice

  commanding him to come out of the castle for their final encounter.




  Hovering in midair, the pair took up the duel that had been interrupted by the Flood so many months ago. Nodonn was the principal aggressor, blasting Aiken with the photon weapon as well as with

  his mind’s energies. Aiken seemed barely to defend himself, hiding instead inside a psychocreative bubble. Those in the castle left off their fighting to watch the fantastic conflict.




  When it seemed that Aiken’s force-shield was weakening, Nodonn gambled everything on two final strokes that drained the Sword. The little human disappeared in a blinding globe of light . .

  . but when it dissipated, he was still there, unshielded, alive, and ready to put an end to it. The witnesses had seen Nodonn do his utmost. Now it was Aiken’s turn.




  Disdainfully, the power of the Nonborn King sent both Sword and Spear hurtling away. Using only his mind, Aiken struck. As Mercy had gone, so went Nodonn – his mind subsumed, his body

  reduced to ash, his blackened silver hand falling toward the sea, only to be caught up and borne aloft in triumph by Aiken.




  Across the Atlantic on Ocala Island, Marc Remillard had been watching. Now he was prepared to put his own plans into action.




  It was 25 August. Exactly one year before, Aiken and the other members of Group Green had passed through the time-gate into the Pliocene.




  Now read the fourth and final volume of The Saga of Pliocene Exile, which begins with a flashback to the time of the great fight with Felice at the Río Genil – and then picks up the

  main thread of the chronicle immediately after Aiken’s victory over Nodonn.




  





  PROLOGUE ONE




  It had happened, just as Elizabeth had known it would; and there was no metapsychic prolepsis involved in the foretelling, only logic and inevitability, given those

  protagonists: Aiken Drum, Felice Landry, and Marc Remillard.




  The last reverberations of the great psychocreative blast had dissipated. The four observers still hung high above Spain, out of range, inside the protective bubble spun by the mind of Minanonn

  the Heretic.




  ‘Felice is surely dead,’ he observed.




  ‘Her thoughts and her image are snuffed out.’ Creyn was noncommittal.




  ‘Which proves nothing,’ muttered Dionket Lord Healer.




  Elizabeth’s ranging farsenses, so much more powerful than those of the three Tanu, could provide no positive reassurance at that high altitude. Felice, if she lived, was buried beneath the

  enormous landslide. ‘I think it’s safe for us to descend,’ she said. ‘We must take the risk. There are casualties needing help . . .’




  A swift warning passed between Dionket and Minanonn: Maintain your shield at maximum strength Brother!




  The three exotic men and the human woman felt no flow of air as they glided down through smoke-layered twilight. They were isolated from the stench of the burning jungle, the steam rising from

  the diverted Río Genil, the dust still rolling up from the rockfall that had pushed the river from its bed and overwhelmed part of Aiken’s flotilla.




  ‘So many dead and wounded at the margin of the landslide,’ the Heretic mourned. ‘There lies Artigonn, my late sister’s son. And Aluteyn Craftsmaster, may Tana grant him

  peace! He would not abjure the ancient battle-religion, even though his heart rejected it.’




  ‘I see the King.’ Dionket’s farsight showed a vision of Aiken flung up on a gravel bank downstream, his body in its golden suit stiffened, his heart stopped, and mind

  contracted to a screaming nub.




  ‘You and Creyn go to him,’ Elizabeth said. The four touched down upon a great flat rock crusted with burnt vegetation, an island amid foaming dirty water. ‘You’ll be able

  to keep him alive until I come. There are plenty of uninjured survivors. The majority escaped harm. I think. Organize rescue parties for the wounded. Minanonn and I will join you . . . after I find

  out what happened to Felice.’ After I search this place where she fell, a meteor self-consummate; and how my mind still shrinks from the memory of her mind’s last cry: agony and regret,

  to be sure – but triumph?




  ‘The monster is dead, as Minanonn said. And the Goddess be thanked!’ Creyn’s face was crimson-lit by flames. ‘Let us go, Lord Healer.’ Borne by Dionket’s

  psychokinesis, the two redactors vanished into the murk.




  Elizabeth and Minannon stood on the charred ruin of the islet, the protective sphere of psychoenergy now extinguished. All around them half-submerged trees thrust from the water, trailing broken

  lianas in the debris-laden current. A few were still afire. In others, terrified monkeys and other jungle creatures shrieked and hooted piteously.




  Elizabeth’s eyes were closed, her mind searching again, exerting itself to the utmost in order to farsense underground. Drifting bits of ash and soot settled onto her hair and jumpsuit.

  Minanonn towered beside her, a bearded blond giant wearing a tunic with a triskelion badge. Under one arm he carried a cubic container that measured perhaps half a metre along the edge. It was made

  of a dark exotic substance with fragile patterns on its surface, filaments of red and silver that glowed in the deepening night like wisps of interstellar gas. The box held the powerful force-field

  projector that Brede Shipspouse had called the room without doors.




  Elizabeth searched.




  A body clad in broken glass armour drifted past on the wreck of a pneumatic barge. Somewhere in the rockfall on the right, lost in lurid shadows, a partially buried warrior woman sent out a

  telepathic plea for aid.




  Soon Sister, the ex-Battlemaster reassured her. And his mind-voice lifted to encourage others: Soon help will come.




  Elizabeth searched.




  Had Felice really been killed? Had she flashed into extinction at the climax of the gigantomachy, taking Culluket with her? Reconstitute the memory; dissect and analyse it. Resolve the paradoxes

  by focusing on the critical moment of the girl’s rematerialization after the split-second leap to North America, her dimensional translation. Aiken Drum, in the extreme of desperation, had

  called up the full force of his metaconcert. In replay, Elizabeth saw the slow crawl of psycho energy vouchsafed to the King by the thousands of linked minds – and the diabolical augmentation

  by Marc just as the mental blast was about to pass through the helpless conduit of Felice’s Beloved.




  Yes! Inexperienced though she was in the ways of offensive metafunction, Elizabeth saw how the Angel of the Abyss had planned this from the very beginning: the elimination of two great minds

  that threatened his schemes, and the coincidental death of the third, beneath contempt.




  But Culluket, the unwilling mental fuse, was the key.




  In memory Elizabeth saw Felice still poised within the synchronicity of the translation threshold, not yet fully emerged from her time-violating d-jump, seeing the mortal danger to her Beloved.

  Knowing instinctively how to thwart it and what the price would be.




  The girl had inserted herself into the metaconcert structure, invading the hapless conductor before his mind could disrupt. She had taken into herself the soul-bursting volume of energy, freely

  absorbing the entire quotient of destruction and thereby being transformed into an incandescent new Duality.




  The King, hanging senseless in the flashover, was cut free – his body momentarily dead, his mind wrecked: Both were susceptible of healing. Not so the body of Culluket the Interrogator

  Beloved, which was gone beyond saving along with the mortal form of Felice. Only their fused minds remained, bound together in a tiny speck of matter transmuted from the psychic energies by an

  indomitable will.




  Deep under thousands of tons of steaming rock at a shallow ford in the Río Genil, a tiny thing like a ruby cylinder burned whitely at the core . . .




  ‘I’ve found Felice.’ Elizabeth opened her eyes, transmitted the image to Minanonn. ‘And Cull, too.’




  Elizabeth! They live?




  You might call it that. Or suspension. Or limbo.




  Such a state beyond understanding.




  Not myunderstanding! I have been. [Fiery cocoon image.]




  Tana – ! You humans. But Cull . . .




  . . . is there of his freechoice. Lifeclinging.




  Suffering withoutend!




  Alive nonetheless in pseudoUnity.




  Lovetravesty! Abomination!




  Minanonn they are damned soulmates I tried to save her yes how I tried and thought I had foolishpride but she will be her own Centre and centripetency and refusing grace determined to

  burn as are Cull & Marc & O God sometimes I think even I . . .




  Elizabeth your thoughts are riddles.




  I know. Ignore them.




  How can you compare yourself to others? I am simpleman warrior enlightened unto peace but still child before you & MarcAbaddon. If you two share sin it is one beyond myken. But Cull! He was

  Thagdalson mybrother. I knew his temptation. Unlike poor Aluteyn & somany others he knew truth but mocked it aloof alone outside intheend bored to death afraid of death personifying

  death.




  Now doomed to crave it. Enclosing her fire.




  I mourn my poor brother.




  As I mourn Felice.




  We can only pray and sing the Song for them.




  Something else I must do with your help. [Image.]




  Goddess! Surely no chance resuscitation?!




  We dare not risk it.




  . . . So this why you bring roomwithoutdoors!




  Room programmed to my aura alone by Brede before her death. Once activated it admits me and no other. Not Aiken not even Marc. Understand! None must meddle with this terrible Duality hoping to

  revive and use it! I must make for it a dark temenos tabernaculum sanctuary inviolate where it will burn unmolested.




  How long?




  God knows.




  It will be . . . secure within?




  No energy no matter no mind can break into this force-field from outside. Room gravomagneticpowered enduring as long as Earth. Or until I myself return to enter and deactivate.




  Then Duality safe imprisoned.




  Not quite.




  ?




  You forget. Those inside room always free exit themselves.




  But – how? Surely it never could! Look at thing Elizabeth. Microscopic weakglowing at extinctionedge!




  But refusing death.




  Then we never free of threat?




  Peace myfriend. I feel (perhaps Shipspouse would say know!) that this thing will never again menace ManyColouredLand.




  Yours the dangerous judgment Lady.




  This time I have no doubts.




  . . . If you leave roomwithoutdoors here you deprive yourself of its protection. You will be vulnerable at Black Crag—




  Enough Minanonn. Help me now. Use your psychokenetic power to uncover the Duality for a moment so that I can erect its tomb. Then we must hurry to Aiken—




  Heal him and you heal nemesis.




  Nevertheless I will. I owe him too much. He undertook the job I shirked.




  





  PROLOGUE TWO




  The middle-aged man with the prominent jaw and the unobtrusive apparatus clamped to his skull tended to his simple gardening chores. Inside the observatory, the other

  inhabitants of Ocala Island were rallying round their ruined leader in a battle that strained the very planetary aether. It was almost like the good old days!




  They had known better than to invite him to join them.




  ‘Poor wand’ring one,’ sang Alexis Manion in a plaintive tone. ‘Dee-dah-dah d’hum-dum DAH-hah.’ He swept up a dead palm warbler and deposited it into the

  wheeled cart that trundled behind him, obedient to his irrepressible PK function. ‘Oh, yes, I have surely strayed. I am a disgrace to villainy.’ Humming, wearing the abstractly

  intoxicated smile of the docilated, he shuffled along the path. The gardens around Marc Remillard’s star-search observatory simmered in late afternoon sun but there was heavy shade beneath

  the macrophyllas. Their blossoms, wide as dinnerplates against whorls of metre-long leaves, gave off a cloying scent that overwhelmed the subtler perfume of the granadilla vines. He tidied up a

  section of the white coquina walk that was littered with zapped butterflies. (Common heliconians, alas. Nothing suitable for his collection.) Then he tsked in sympathy as he spied another victim of

  the observatory’s robot defences: a crumpled male golden egret, gorgeous in mating plumage, that had fallen close to the building wall.




  A thought slowly formed in Manion’s electronically dulled brain. He squinted up into the sun dazzle at the narrow parapet around the open observatory dome, where the barrels of the

  X-lasers protruded in a glittering chevaux de frise. Yes! There was the female egret’s body as well, caught in the angle of the pendentive. Poor birdie lovers! Still, if one had to go . .

  .




  ‘And if you remain callous and obdurate, I,’ he carolled, ‘shall perish as they did and you will know why.’ A mental nudge sent the corpse tumbling down. He consigned it

  to the bin. ‘Though I probably shall not exclaim as I die—’




  Alex. Come at once.




  ‘Oh, willow,’ he whispered, carefully closing the lid. ‘Tit-willow—’




  Quickly dammit!




  ‘Titwillow.’




  The coercive power of Jordan Kramer, clutching at Manion’s mind, failed to get a grip on the docilated, preprogrammed mush. There were telepathic epithets.




  Manion smiled his sad idiot smile (so at odds with the set of his jaw) and restored push broom and dustpan to their brackets on the side of the cart. He took up a pair of clippers. Overhead, the

  laser array lost its sparkle as the power was switched off. A cormorant winged above the slowly closing dome with impunity and soared out over Lake Serene. Manion waved at it, then began to snip

  spent blooms from a cluster of pink laelias nestled in the crotch of a gumbo-limbo tree. He started a new song:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              My boy, you may take it from me,




              That of all the afflictions accurst




              With which a man’s saddled




              And hampered and addled,




              A diffident nature’s the worst!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Now people were rushing from the observatory into the garden. There was a wild mélange of farspoken thought:




  It’s that goddam docilator Steinbrenner go fetch him –


  

  

  

  Right. Pat comealong help coldturkey letdown.


  Affirm hurryhurry!


  



  



  

  SHEWASHERERIGHTHEREYESMONSTERFELICEWAS

  HEREODIDYOUSEEWASITILLUSIONOCHRISTNO REALDIDNTYOUSEE –




  Laura you&Dorsey get tank ready Keoghs bring body-transporter.




  

  

    

  Affirm/Affirm/Affirmaffirm.


  



  



    

  GODBLANCHARDDIEDDIDYOUFEELITFUCKHIM WHATABOUTMONSTERFELICEDIDSHEFUSEMARC WHOTHEHELLKNOWSITWASADJUMPDJUMP CHILDRENWHATABOUTTHEMARETHEYSAFESHUT

  UPOGODISMARCDEADISFELICEDEADORDIDSHE SUBSUMEMARCYOUFUCKINGIDIOTSSHUTUPONO SHUTUPONOTHEGENESMENTALMANTHEGENES MARCMARCSHUTUPSHUTUP—




  SHUT UP!




  DJUMPDJUMPSHECOULDHAVEFUSEDSUBSUMED it was a d-jump I tell you . . .




  Silence!




  [image: ]




  

    Jordy you can’t be certain.


  




  It was a d-jump.




       You don’t dare divest until we confirm her excursion. That’s why they’re bringing Manion you fool!




  

    

      

        

          THE GENES. O GOD THE GENES.


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Damn genes! The children!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  GathenDalembertWarshawVanWyk STAY Everybodyelse GO.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Must know children can’t push me out




              damn Marc damn genes damn all of you . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Steinbrenner when you get Manion out docilator put Helayne IN.




  

    

      

        

          Affirm.


        


      


    


  




  Oblivious, Alexis Manion pottered among the orchids. And there came big Jeff Steinbrenner, archquack and babykiller, all reeking with adrenalin overload! And pretty Pat Castellane, her steel

  eyes weeping! Amazing. Manion sang out:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              If you wish in the world to advance,




              Your merits you’re bound to enhance.




              You must stir it and stump it,




              And blow your own trumpet.




              Or trust me, you haven’t a chance!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The two of them pounced on Manion and tore off the docilator headpiece. He staggered, convulsing, as the Florida landscape melted into concentric expanding shells of colour. They held him while

  his muscles bucked and spasmed. Pat’s redactive douche calmed while Jeff’s numbed the recollection of anguish; and at last his brain settled into its normal rhythm and he could stand

  alone.




  Trembling, with blood trickling down his chin from his bitten tongue, he forced their hands away with his psychokinesis. The social aspect of his mind was so tattered that he was unable to

  contain the malicious satisfaction that welled up as he discovered why they had come.




  ‘Felice nailed him?’ Manion began to laugh. Steinbrenner’s coercion lashed out to no effect. Docilated, Manion had been barely biddable; free, he was a rock of

  intransigence. ‘Let the bastard boil in his own devil-rig!’




  ‘Alex, it’s not just Marc!’ Patricia cried. She took one of Manion’s hands. Her skin was icy in spite of the June heat. ‘We’re all in danger. And the

  children. The metaconcert operation – we don’t know what’s happened. Owen Blanchard is dead, and Ragnar Gathen’s son and God knows how many others in Europe. We don’t

  know about Felice. Marc’s data input to the computer cut off at the moment of the d-jump—’




  In spite of himself, Manion found his interest aroused. ‘Her mind generated a real upsilon-field? Barebrained?’




  ‘We think so. She seemed to appear right there in the observatory and . . . attack Marc in some way through the cerebroenergetic equipment.’




  Manion chuckled. ‘Well, well. What a nasty surprise.’




  Patricia was drawing him along the white pathway toward the observatory entrance. Some twenty of the veteran Rebels were standing about exuding an emotional farrago to chill the blood.




  Steinbrenner’s thought was thunderous. Go to the lodge! Go to your homes! Anywhere away from here. He’s alive and we’ll have him safe in the regen tank as soon as

  Diarmid & Dierdre get here with transport. NOW GET OUT.




  With much mental murmuring, the people began to disperse.




  Manion was lost in his own thoughts, animosity vanished in the face of an intriguing problem. ‘A d-jump! Now when was the last time we tried to confirm one at the IDFS? 2067? Yes . . . an

  adolescent from one of the black worlds. Engong, was it? But he only translated across two kilometres and we—’




  Patricia interrupted. ‘You’re going to have to confirm the event with a retrospective dynamic-field analysis. Kramer can’t hack it and we must confirm Felice’s excursion.

  Listen to me, Alex!’ Her anxiety flamed out at him. Her mind displayed the terrible possibility. ‘We think Marc’s still alive inside the CE rig. But the scanner’s nearly

  burnt out and we have no conscious communication from him. We don’t dare open the armour—’




  Manion nodded. His smile was gone. ‘Until you confirm that the person inside is Marc Remillard. Yes. An interesting point.’




  They entered the observatory at the same time that Peter Dalembert and Ragnar Gathen were hustling Helayne Strangford out. Steinbrenner handed over the docilator.




  Helayne’s powerful, crazed mind latched onto Manion. ‘Don’t help them, Alex! Let Marc die in that damned cerebroenergetic enhancer of his! Then we’ll be sure that the

  children aren’t—’




  The voice fell abruptly silent. Patricia urged Manion inside. It was dark with the dome closed, the temperature at least ten degrees cooler. Only a handful of the senior Rebels remained. In the

  centre of the chamber was the hydraulic lift cylinder with the recliner carriage lowered. On it, gleaming under a small spotlight but opaque to the mind’s eye, was a mass of black cerametal

  armour. Alexis Manion shrugged free of Castellane and approached the sinister form.




  ‘So you miscalculated again, did you?’




  The display screen and the loudspeaker that normally provided communication with the hidden CE operator remained mute. Manion strolled to the vital-signs monitor and studied the readouts, then

  looked over the offerings of the crippled brain-scanner. There was no identifiable pattern to the sub perceptual emanations coming from the bulky mass of armour, only the assurance that inside,

  someone or something was alive.




  ‘Are you Marc Remillard in there?’ Manion inquired archly. ‘Or little Felice?’




  ‘That’s what you’re going to find out for us, Alex,’ said Jordan Kramer. He stood at the main console of the computer with Van Wyk dithering behind him. The Keoghs had

  finally arrived with the first-aid unit. Warshaw helped them to position it next to the carriage.




  ‘You’d trust me?’ Manion swept the minds of his fellow magnates with a mocking fillip. ‘Marc didn’t. That’s why he zombied me.’




  Gerrit Van Wyk said, ‘We have to trust you, Alex. Analysing this damn event is beyond my competence, or Jordy’s. Only you can tell us whether Felice jumped back to Europe after she

  zapped Marc. If she’s still here – if she subsumed Marc and we open that rig and let her out – she could wipe out Ocala!’




  Manion hummed ‘Here’s a How-De-Do.’ He frowned as he examined a screenful of dubious probability graphics prominently labelled: EVENT UNCONFIRMED.




  ‘Whoever is inside that armour,’ Patricia said, ‘is gravely injured. If you force us to let Marc die, then I’m going to kill you, too, Alex.’




  ‘Perhaps I’d be grateful, Pat.’




  Kramer held out the command mouthpiece. ‘We know you care deeply about the children, Alex. Marc wants to save them, but we don’t know what his plans are. Without him, we have only

  one option to prevent the reopening of the time-gate. An ugly one.’




  ‘Suppose I lie to you about the analysis?’ Manion retorted. ‘Let Felice cook our collective goose if she’s in there? Then I’d be certain that the kids get their

  chance.’




  The frustration and fury of the other ex-conspirators impinged on the mental screen of the dynamic-field specialist. Uselessly.




  Van Wyk’s control, always precarious, began to falter. His mind cried out: He might lie he might! He did before we never twigged when he & kids planned damned Feliceploy

  firstplace—




  Suddenly weary, Manion said, ‘Oh, shut up, Gerry.’ He took the computer microphone from Kramer’s hand and began to speak rapidly.




  The others fell back. Psychic tension drained away, leaving dullness leavened by faint hope. As the multicoloured probability edifices formed and reformed smoothly on the visual display, Manion

  whistled ‘I Am the Captain of the Pinafore’ through his teeth. Finally he froze an elaborate construct and simultaneously shot a blast of mathematical esoterica at the minds of Kramer

  and Van Wyk.




  ‘There you have it. Explicit enough even for you two Scheissphysiker. A single dimensional translation confirmed, together with the rubberband-effect withdrawal hypersnap. Your

  over-modulated hell-load must have finished Felice off. Probably the Little King as well. The PC equivalent was in the seven hundreds, for Christ’s sake.’




  ‘We had vague intraconcert perception of some kind of mental fusion,’ Cordelia Warshaw insisted.




  ‘Felice never fused to Marc,’ Manion stated. ‘For my money, the damn girl’s dead as mutton.’ He addressed himself again to the command mouthpiece, erasing the

  analysis and calling up a heavy artificial i-mode carrier. It was tuned to a certain mental signature with a precision none of the others could have achieved.




  ‘You there in the armour! Do you hear me?’




  The all but worthless scanner showed that someone inside the black mass did.




  ‘Tell these fools who you are. I’ve called up an EK ident. All we need is one conscious thought sequence.’




  From the speaker came a crackling stutter. The visual flickered. The analytical display said: ID UNCONFIRMED.




  Patricia Castellane took the microphone. ‘Marc, it’s Pat. Communicate with us. Use either the mechanism or your farsense. We must know whether your mind is still integral. Please,

  Marc!’




  The speaker rustled, a breath stirring dry leaves. The screen said: ZH? JE? [PHONEME AMBIGUOUS]




  And the analysis: ID UNCONFIRMED.




  Dr. Warshaw, working at the backup terminal said, ‘We need more than that.’




  ‘Marc, we want to help you,’ said Patricia. ‘Just speak to us.’




  A buzz fading to a hiss. ZH? JE? SS? [PHONEMES AMBIGUOUS] ID UNCONFIRMED.




  ‘Ask him for his name,’ said Warshaw.




  As if speaking to a young child, Patricia asked, ‘Quel est ton nom, chéri?’




  JE SU? SOO? SÜ? JE SUIS = ‘I AM.’ [FRENCH-AMERICAN DIALECT]




  ‘Ton nom! Quel est ton nom, mon ange d’abîme?’




  JE SUIS LE TÉNÉBREUX = ‘I AM THE DARK ONE.’ [FIGURATE USAGE? CF. POEM ‘EL DESDICHADO’ BY GÉRARD DE NERVAL (PSEUD. LABRUNIE, GÉRARD,

  1808–1855).]




  ‘Gotcha!’ exclaimed the psychotactician. The metallic accents hung in the air. On the screen the glowing words persisted, and confirmation of the mental signature shone in the lower

  righthand corner




  IMS POSITIVE: REMILLARD, MARC ALAIN KENDALL 3–602–437–121–015M.




  Gerrit Van Wyk was blubbering. Ragnar Gathen turned away, expelling a great sigh. Diarmid Keogh and his mute sister exchanged lightning thoughts with Steinbrenner and readied the cephalic

  envelope of the emergency life-support equipment.




  JE SUIS LE TÉNÉBREUX LE VEUF L’INCONSOLÉ LE PRINCE D’AQUITAINE À LA TOUR ABOLIE ABOLIE ABOLIE CYNDIA MY GOD CYNDIA DON’T—




  Alexis Manion laughed. Patricia Castellane gave an inarticulate cry and dropped the command microphone. Pseudospeech reverberated inside the dark-boned chamber:




  MA SEULE ÉTOILE EST MORTE! CYNDIA . . . MON LUTH CONSTELLÉ PORTE LE SOLEIL NOIR . . . J’AI DEUX FOIS VAINQUEUR TRAVERSÉ L’ACHÉRON FOR NOTHING. THE BITCH

  IS DEAD JACK. SHE’S RUINED ME BUT SHE’S DEAD.




  Diarmid Keogh’s PK hastily scooped up the fallen mouthpiece. He cut off the armour audio, letting the screen continue its mad flickerings, and initiated the divestment routine. The helmet

  hoist sent down its cables. Clamps latched onto the massive blind casque. Its dogs clicked open and it rotated a quarter turn. Liquid seeped from the juncture with the body casing, then gushed out

  in a small flood. The dermal lavage drainage had failed and Marc might be drowning.




  Steinbrenner swore. ‘Activate the damned hoist! But easy. God knows what’s under there—’




  Images!




  They poured forth as the thought-opaque helmet lifted and the operator’s head was uncovered: sights and sounds and feelings and smells and tastes, normal and distorted, concrete and

  fragmentary, evanescent and smashing. Memories. Hallucinations. Terrors. Ecstacies. The archetypal ragbag of the deep unconscious: mental cacophony, nightmare broadcast fortississimo, wide-open

  emotional stops shrillingblaringhissing above bourdon thunder-bellow. The whole wrapped in a web of incandescent pain.




  Marc stop! they all screamed, crushed by the hurricane.




  There was silence.




  The head above the cerametal collar lifted slightly. Deepset grey eyes opened, showing enormous pupils. The silver-streaked curls dripped greenish fluid onto the forehead, where it mingled with

  blood from tiny wounds stitched by the withdrawn cerebral electrodes.




  ‘They’re all dead,’ he said in a normal voice. [Images: Snow Christmas lights sleigh Dobbin Cantique de Noël brass plaque Mount Washington dim in blizzard mad old man

  holding longhaired cat.]




  Patricia came closer. ‘Who is dead? Felice and Aiken Drum?’




  ‘Cyndia and Jack and Diamond.’ The familiar smile lifted one side of his generous mouth. The bruised-looking eyelids closed. [Images: Blue-white scintillating point of disaster.

  Mindwhisper: It’s finished BigBrother now you must magnify too like it or not adieu dear Marc scent white pine fading gemlight crash of Unity triumphant.]




  ‘No significant trauma above the neck seal,’ Steinbrenner was saying. ‘The carotid circulatory shunts are intact and the helmet apparatus seems undamaged. Negative the

  cephenvelope, ready the body bag. You getting any joy on the deep-redact, Diarmid?’




  ‘He seems to be sustaining his autonomic system consciously.’ Keogh shook his head. ‘Very bad, Jeff. Dierdre says there’s metabolic evidence of severe external trauma to

  the trunk and limbs. You know he’s self-rejuvenating – able to handle any ordinary injury. But this time the angiogenetic programming is faltering from overload.’




  ‘We’ve got to get this body armour off,’ Steinbrenner said, ‘and see just what—’




  ‘Wait,’ said Marc distinctly. His eyes opened again. [Overwhelming scent of pine.]




  Steinbrenner and the two Keoghs froze.




  ‘I’m sustaining refrigeration . . . lavage . . . in lower-body casing. When I exit the rig . . . I must go switch-off to sustain my vitals. No communication – But first I must

  tell you—’




  ‘Let us help!’ they all exclaimed.




  ‘No. Listen. Our experiment was a . . . qualified success. Felice is gone. Unfortunately, Aiken Drum is not. He’s badly damaged. No doubt his healers will put him together again in

  due course, as mine will me.’




  ‘But what happened to you?’ Patricia cried.




  [Images: Blazing female shape materializing in midair. Armoured form high on its carriage wrapped in astral fire from the neck down. Refrigeration and life-support labouring inside the

  ultradense cerametal as the demonic power seeps through the impermeable, attacks the inhumanly strengthened body within. Femoral circulatory shunts and neuroceptors burned away, the entire

  sustenance load shifted to the carotids. Ice-blood and chemical amniotic fluid preserving internal organs, major skeletal units, and musculature. Psychocreative torch of the frustrated monstermind

  playing over vulnerable body surface, burning away all dermal elements to a depth of four millimetres, destroying hands and feet and external genitalia utterly. Then, unable to complete the

  Jackforming, forced to withdraw.]




  The genes!




  ‘Safe. Don’t worry. Three months in the tank and I’ll be as good as I ever was.’




  The brain!




  ‘I diverted my entire creative flux to my head the instant that she struck. My brain was saved . . . most of it. Managed to force her out of the armour. Episode . . . took less than half a

  second. Fortunately, shock is delayed in such cases. I was able to retain control of the metaconcert until we funnelled the final blast. Then . . . diverted all energies to

  self-sustenance.’




  The eyes in their cavernous orbits glazed and the watchers flinched from a new transmission of agony. Marc’s mind steadied. The old magnetism and reassurance flowed out to touch each one

  of them with confident warmth.




  ‘Don’t worry! Even this disaster . . . this d-jump has been valuable. I learned . . . but I’ll show you when I wake up. Meanwhile, get everything ready to go to

  Europe. Jordy and Peter . . . I’m counting on you and your people to repair this CE rig. Dismantle it . . . power supply, computer, auxiliaries, the spare suit of armour, everything! Salvage

  Kyllikki . . . get this equipment set up on board. Use the small sigmas so that the children and Aiken Drum can’t farsense you clearly. My plan . . . destroy deep geological structure of

  time-gate site, thus . . . interfere with geomagnetic input to tau-field. Old Guderian himself wrote that this input was critical to the focus of the time-warp. Advantage of this plan . . . we need

  not confront the children directly, nor Aiken Drum. And solution is permanent. Can’t say more now. Trust me.’




  ‘We do,’ said Patricia.




  Again that smile [pine pine pine]. And pain.




  Marc’s farspeech was laughing, shouting. You aren’t born yet Mental Man I’m free of you!




  Then he was speaking rationally, aloud, concentrating entirely upon Patricia Castellane. ‘Keep a close watch on me while I’m floating, Pat. We all know the regen tank has its quirks

  and crotchets. I don’t want to wake up with extra fingers or toes . . . or anything else.’




  ‘I’ll see to it,’ she whispered. ‘Now let me take you down. Out of the pain.’




  Painpinepainpine.




  [Images: Adolescent boy opening baby’s blanket to see rosy perfection. Mama he’s all right Papa was wrong after all wasn’t he Yes dear wrong wrong wrong. Pine roses

  cancerous degeneration stink smoke guttering vigil candle consummatum est young Jack.]




  ‘Thank you, Pat. No, I must go alone. Au ’voir.’ The eyes closed. The mental projections faded.




  Marc Remillard had withdrawn into his abyss.




  





  PART I




  The Subsumption




  





  CHAPTER ONE




  Summer fog.




  It leached all colour and substance from the world, leaving only greys. Lead grey tombstone grey cobweb grey mouse grey ash grey snot grey dust grey corpse grey. It was unheard-of that there be

  fog at that time of the year, late August. So it had to be still another portent – as dire a one as the death of the One-Handed Warrior. There were many who said that the fog had its origin

  in the supercooled ashes of the hero: each molecule of his scattered body accreting water vapour, each tiny relic drawing to itself the air’s own tears to fashion this widespreading shroud

  over the Many-Coloured Land.




  (The less morbidly poetic decided that the fog was a meteorological freak, perhaps a belated consequent of the Flood refilling the Empty Sea. Ah . . . but they had not been there in Goriah,

  watching the duel at dawn from the battlements of the Castle of Glass!)




  The fog rolled over Armorica from the Strait of Redon to the dense jungles of the Upper Laar, south beyond the Gulf of Aquitaine and the marshes of Bordeaux. It brimmed the Paris Basin swamps

  and the Hercynian Forest and flowed eastward to the Vosges, the Jura, the very foothills of the High Helvetides. By afternoon its south-moving front had poured through the Cantabrian passes into

  central Koneyn. Paradoxically growing in volume, it buried the low Sierra Morena, seeped into the embayment of the Guadalquivir, and only halted at the snow-dusted Betic crest, lapping the slopes

  of Veleta and Alcababa and blasted, empty Mulhacén.




  Bland, energy sapping, it masked the sun and stifled sound and left the vegetation dripping sadly. Forest animals hid. Chilled birds and insects slept. The great herds of the Pliocene steppes

  crowded together on the heights, nostrils quivering and eyes wide and ears pricked, paralysed because their senses gave no input but misty uncertainty.




  It was the day the Nonborn King had his great victory. The day Queen Mercy-Rosmar and Nodonn Battlemaster died.




  In the aftermath, the King returned to his castle, carrying the trophy.




  The knights and retainers came rushing to meet him, exultant and mind-shouting, eager to proclaim the triumph. But they fell back dismayed when he dropped the silver hand in the courtyard and

  stood there silent and empty-eyed, his mind guarded – yet clearly changed in some terrible way, full to the bursting point rather than drained, as might have been expected.




  Those who were closest to him, the great heroes Bleyn and Alberonn, prevailed on him to withdraw from the tumult. But he would not go to his own bedchamber (it was not until much later that they

  knew why), and so Bleyn said, ‘Let us take you then to my apartments, where my lady Tirone Heartsinger will attempt to help you with her healing power.’




  The King went with them and did not resist as they removed his dulled glass armour and laid him on a cot in a secluded retiring room. There were no bodily wounds; but even though he maintained

  his mental shield, they were aware of how swollen his psyche was, how it threatened to overflow and escape from the small body that confined it.




  ‘What has happened?’ Tirone asked him, fearful and overawed. But he would not reply. She said, ‘If I am to help you, High King, you must open to me at least a little, and tell

  me what manner of strange disability afflicts you.’




  He only shook his head.




  Tirone made a helpless gesture to her husband and Alberonn. She said to the King, ‘Would you prefer that we leave you, then? Is there nothing we can do?’




  He spoke at last. ‘Not for me. But take care of our people and oversee the mopping-up operations. I’ll rest here. At twenty-one hundred hours, I’ll deal with the prisoners.

  Farspeak the other High Table members and tell them to be ready.’




  ‘Surely that can wait,’ Alberonn protested.




  ‘No,’ said the King.




  The three of them prepared to go. Tirone said, ‘I will remain outside in case you need me. The best thing you can do now is sleep.’




  The Nonborn King smiled at her. ‘It would be best . . . but the two of them won’t let me.’




  They did not understand, but only touched him with reassurance and loyal deference and then went away, thinking that he was alone.




  The relief column crept along the Great South Road above Sayzorask, twenty wagons loaded with contraband Milieu matériel, 200 Tanu knights, an equal number of humans

  belonging to the King’s Own Elite Golds, and 500 grey-torcs serving in the capacity of men-at-arms, teamsters, lackeys, and logistics personnel. The travellers without farsight (and this

  included most of the human golds, who had received their torcs as honorariums from the King, irrespective of any metapsychic latency) had their vision limited to a little over two metres, a scant

  chaliko length. Not that you had much of a chance of seeing the fellows ahead of you, not with the caravan in extended order the way it had been all morning, with each pair of riders or wagon with

  its escort seeming to clump along in damp isolation. The column was strung out to minimize problems with the pack of guardian bear-dogs. Ever since they had departed Sayzorask the wilful brutes had

  been acting up – spooking the stock by getting underfoot, slavering and yowling and rolling their yellow eyes and resisting attempts by the coercers to force them back into their proper

  stations on the flank.




  ‘Bad ions in the air,’ the gold-torc Yoshimitsu Watanabe diagnosed. ‘The fog’s made the amphicyons hypersensitive to metapsychic vibes. I can almost feel something myself

  lurking on the mental fringes . . . I had a dog back in Colorado, a forty-five-kilo Akita who used to go backpacking with me in the Rockies. Acted like this sometimes when really foul weather was

  moving in. Bezerko, you know? Primitive dogs, Akitas. I learned to listen up good when old Inu told me to get out of the high country.’




  ‘Hey – you think we’re in for a storm, chief?’ Sunny Jim Quigley, driving a huge-wheeled Conestoga with the precious infrared spotter and its power supply and

  auxiliary robotics, was nothing but a hooded silhouette. Only his voice was clear, amplified telepathically by his grey torc.




  ‘Storm?’ Yosh shrugged. ‘Who can say? My experience with Pliocene climate is limited. You’re the native.’




  ‘The Paris swamps were nothin’ like this here,’ Jim said. ‘Half a desert on these slopes ’bove the Rhône, jungle in the bottoms. But it sure’s hell got

  cold of a sudden. Could be the rainy season’ll come early.’




  ‘That’s all we’d bloody well need,’ grunted Vilkas, who rode a chaliko to the right of the wagon. ‘As if it hasn’t been tough enough hauling this damn

  equipment all the way from Goriah overland. By the time we get it to Bardelask, the damn spooks’ll be thicker on the ground than roaches in a garbage dump! I’ve seen it all before and I

  know. The Firvulag plan to pick off the little cities first. That’s why they hit Burask – why they’re sniping at Bardelask and putting the blame on renegade Howlers. Once the

  little cities fall, they’ll make a move on vulnerable big ones like Roniah. And His Exalted Shininess can’t do a friggerty thing about it!’




  ‘Aw, Vilkas,’ Jim demurred. ‘The King’s sending us, isn’t he? We get this IR spotterscope set up in Bardelask, ain’no spook gone be able t’ sneak up

  under illusion-cover. We got ’nuff good stuff in the other wagons t’fix Lady Armida’s people so’s the Famorel mob won’t dare poke snout outa the Alps. Ain’at

  right, chief?’




  ‘That’s King Aiken-Lugonn’s strategy.’ Yosh guided his chaliko closer to the wagon, frowning. His golden torc was warm beneath the clammy mastodon-hide plates of his

  nodowa, the throat-piece of his ornate samurai-style armour. He could ‘hear’ the Tanu members of the column whispering anxiously among themselves on their private mental wavelength,

  incomprehensible to the human golds. What was happening?




  Vilkas was still beefing bitterly. ‘If the King is so worried about Bardelask, why didn’t he fly this junk to the city himself – or have that fat sod Sullivan-Tonn do it

  – instead of sending us on this three-week slog?’




  ‘What good the spotterscope be, ’thout Yoshi-sama to set ’er up?’ Sunny Jim asked reasonably. ‘And the weapons ’thout Lord Anket and Lord Raimo and the elites

  who know how t’use ’em? Shoo-oo!’




  Yoshi beware! came Anket’s mind-shout. Bear-dogs crazy! Maybe sabrecats – maybe Foe – maybe Tanaknowswhat—




  ‘Heads up!’ the samurai cried to his companions, and at the same moment Vilkas broke into vicious swearing as his chaliko reared. Something big and black hurtled out of the soup. A

  single amphicyon zigged to avoid the claws of Vilkas’ chaliko and disappeared under the bed of the high-wheeled wagon. Another pair, whoofing and shambling, approached the wagon from

  Yosh’s side, intent on using the same shelter. A bedlam of howls and snarling broke out. The four giraffids in the hitch plunged and squealed. Beneath the lurching vehicle the bear-dogs,

  weighing nearly 200 kilos each, thrashed and fought and banged against the enormous wheels.




  ‘Look out!’ Jim yelled, hauling back on the reins. ‘We’ll get upset!’




  Vilkas jabbed futilely at the furry bodies with the butt of his long lance. His curses were lost in the tumult. Jim clung for his life as the wagon heaved like a lifeboat on the high seas and

  the valuable cargo thumped the side panels.




  Two Tanu coercers and an operant human gold, their glass armour glowing fuzzy blue in the swirling fog, galloped up on their chalikos. But their mental efforts were unavailing in the face of the

  bear-dogs’ frenzy.




  Move back! Yosh ordered. He unsheathed his Husqvarna and now thumbed it to widest angle. The stun-gun sizzled, sweeping the ground with its beam. There were throttled yelps and moans. One

  massive shape lashed out in a final paroxysm, shattering the right front wheel of the Conestoga.




  Suddenly, it was very quiet.




  A tall form, luminous violet, the trappings of his mount shining with the same eerie light, materialized out of featureless opacity. It was Ochal the Harper, grandson of the ruler of Bardelask

  and leader of the relief column.




  He silenced Yosh’s attempts at explanation and the excuses of the coercer knights. ‘I have found the source of the madness – and the sense of unease that has plagued us all

  morning.’ He pointed to the east. ‘Out there. On the opposite bank of the Rhône. Behold!’




  His powerful farsense projected a vision. For the shorter-sighted people in the train, it was as if the mysterious fog had abruptly become transparent, and the bottomland forest beyond the river

  as well.




  Pouring out of one of the steep tributary valleys that formed corridors into the Alps came an army, arrogant in strength. It quick-marched through the ghostly farseen jungle casting no shadows,

  its members dark and numberless as a horde of predatory ants, unidentifiable until Ochal’s mental eye magnified them and proved them to be Firvulag. They were some four kilometres away, not

  generating illusion-camouflage as was their usual custom, perhaps trusting in the fog to conceal them – or perhaps not caring whether or not they were detected. They came, giants and dwarfs

  and medium-sized warriors clad in obsidian battle-dress, bearing their traditional arms and holding standards draped with festoons of gilded skulls. As they marched they hummed a war chant with

  notes far beyond the threshold of audibility for Tanu or humans.




  But the bear-dogs heard.




  The track that the Firvulag army followed led straight into the Rhône bottomland, intersecting the narrow east-bank trail to Bardelask, not half a day’s march upstream.




  There were at least 8000 warriors.




  ‘It’s the main host of Mimee of Famorel,’ said Ochal, letting the terrible picture fade. ‘Now the raids and the pretence of Howler responsibility for the outrages

  committed against my grandmother’s city are at an end. The Little People violate the Armistice openly! Doubtless the death of Nodonn Battlemaster served to embolden them.’




  One of the Tanu coercers said, ‘This is the opening offensive in that conflict that certain of us feared to be inevitable. I cannot speak its name! But we all know Celadeyr’s

  prediction. Tana have mercy!’




  Ochal said, ‘I have already farspoken Lady Armida. My kinfolk, although hopelessly outnumbered, will defend the city to the end.’




  ‘Shoo!’ breathed Jim. ‘Never saw so many spooks in my life!’




  ‘Compared to the army that hit Burask, it’s a skeleton crew,’ Vilkas growled. ‘But it’ll do. Bardelask’s doomed – and the best damn brewery in the

  Pliocene along with it! Now we’ll drink nothing but plonk and jungle juice.’




  Yosh sat slumped in the saddle. ‘Well, Ochal – our infrared eyeball system and load of Milieu arms aren’t worth a mouse-fart to Bardy now.’




  The farsensor leader nodded grim agreement. He addressed the entire column on the command mode:




  Companions! There is no way we can reach my home city before the Firvulag do. They would surely fall upon us as we attempted to cross the Rhône to the Bardelask docks. I have bespoken the

  King, pleading with him to allow us to die with my Exalted Grandmother. But for strategic reasons, he has forbidden it—




  ‘God save Aiken Drum!’ muttered Vilkas. —so we must regroup, then return at once to Sayzorask. Our King has told me that the futuristic equipment we carry must be safeguarded

  from the Foe at all costs. We will wait in Sayzorask for his orders . . .




  ‘And with our luck,’ came Vilkas’ sotto voce snarl, ‘we’ll end up marching on Famorel itself.’




  Ignoring him, Ochal addressed Yosh. ‘Have this wagon repaired as quickly as possible while I inspect the rest of the column. There’s small chance of the Foe crossing the river to

  engage us, but we must not present an overly tempting target by lingering. They doubtless know that we’re here – and they may suspect what we carry.’




  Yosh gave the Tanu salute. Ochal the Harper beckoned mentally to the waiting coercer knights, and the glowing purple shape and the three blue ones faded away into the fog. Their departure

  revealed how much darker it had become. Sunset was less than an hour away and the miasma seemed thicker than ever.




  Yosh slipped the Husky back into its sheath. ‘Well, let’s get on with it. Unpack a spotlight, Vilkas, and we’ll study the damage.’




  As the Lithuanian complied, Jim slid cautiously down and soothed the four helladotheria in the team. They stamped their feet and swivelled their tufted ears. When the solar-powered lantern went

  on, Jim hunkered down and inspected the broken wheel. ‘Too bad we can’t make our armour glow from mind-power, like Lord Ochal an’ the other op’rants. Be handy in a

  sitch-ashun like this.’




  ‘You don’t glow unless you got the power,’ said Vilkas. ‘The psychoactive microbes sandwiched in the glass armour laminations don’t light up for grunts like you and

  me.’ He paused, then added pointedly, ‘Or for golds like Lord Yoshimitsu, who aren’t genuine latents.’




  ‘But who nevertheless earned their privileges,’ Yosh said.




  ‘If the King had kept his promise, all of us humans would be wearing gold!’ The Lithuanian’s voice was bitter.




  Jim looked up at Vilkas and winked. ‘Hey – I like my grey torc just fine. Specially on lonely nights!’ To Yosh he said, ‘Chief, we gone need a PK-head to lift

  this sumbitch wagon outa the dirt. A human – not some Tanu ’ristocat who’ll screw up. And you’d best bespeak ol’ Maggers to bring us a spare wheel.’




  Yosh nodded. ‘Get the team unhitched. I’ll ask Lord Raimo to give us a hand.’




  He guided his chaliko back behind the wagon a few metres, dismounted, and said, ‘Matte, Kiku. Good girl.’ The great animal was like a dappled statue in the vaporous dusk. Standing on

  tiptoe, Yosh opened a saddlebag and took out the kawa-nawa, a stout rope joined to a set of wickedly sharp ganghooks.




  Returning to the wagon, he summoned Vilkas and indicated the stunned bear-dogs still bunched over the canted bed. ‘We’ll have to drag these brutes away and finish them off. One of

  those hellads that Jim’s uncoupling can do the hauling. But you’ll have to crawl under and make fast.’




  Vilkas groaned. His tans had been fresh that morning and his bronze and green-glass cuirass and greaves freshly polished. For an instant, he hesitated, a mutinous protest on the tip of his

  tongue. And then he felt the faintest pulse of electricity in the metal at his throat.




  ‘Yes, Yoshi-sama.’




  ‘Thank you, Vilkas.’ Yosh turned away to deal with the hellad while Vilkas dropped to his knees in the bloody dust and crept under the Conestoga with the hook end of the rope. The

  stunned and badly slashed brutes were all in a tangle. One had voided with the shock of the stun-beam. Retching, Vilkas sank the big barbs into the creature’s shoulder.




  ‘Ready?’ Yosh sang out.




  ‘Ready.’ Without the slave-torc’s amplification, the Lithuanian’s reply would have been inaudible. Fortunately for him, his samurai master was unable to decipher the

  deeper nuances of the telepathic message.
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